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ABSTRACT 

This paper conducts a cross-sectional empirical research aimed at documenting that couples 
with women as main earners represent a non-negligible share of the European populations 
today. We identify the socio-demographic characteristics of couples with women as main 
earners in comparison to couples with men as main earners and couples with equal-earners. 
We undertake a comparative and cross-temporal approach using micro-level survey data for 
18 European countries from the European Social Survey and two years, 2004 and 2010, 
covering the period before and during the economic crisis.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Traditionally, men partnered with women who had attained the same or a lower 

educational level than themselves and were almost always the sole or main wage earner. 

Historically women from low social classes partook in paid employment while their 

higher classed counterparts did not. However their contribution to the household income 

was marginal in comparison to that of the male breadwinner (Esping-Andersen 2009).  

 

Since the mid-20th century, the economic change brought about by World War II 

favoured male employment and increased male wages, thereby establishing the male-

breadwinner model as the predominant family model in Western societies. In other 

words, the women’s role as income providers was seen as an adaptive strategy to 

supplement the household income when the economic circumstances required it. The 

specialization of gender roles with men working and women staying at home was 

justified by the New Household Economics perspective as the arrangement best able to 

maximize the couple’s utility, and was advocated as the only possible arrangement for 

marrying and staying married (Parsons 1949; Becker 1981). Hence, many societal 

aspects were implicitly built on the notion that the male-breadwinner model was in  place 

and welfare systems were structured around the gendered division of work and care tasks 

(Crompton 1999; Lewis 2001).  

 

However, the male-breadwinner model has been challenged as women entered 

higher education and employment, and started to earn income, stimulating the rise of the 

dual-earner family (Blossfeld et al. 2001; Oppenheimer 1994). In addition, changes in 

individuals’ ideals and values  has led to a decline in the centrality of the family and new 

family arrangements have emerged, such as solo-living, lone motherhood, divorce and 

non-marital cohabitation (Van de Kaa 1987), that have further eroded the normative role 

of men as breadwinners (Lewis 2001).  

 

As of 2013, employment rate for women in prime earning age (25-54 years old) in 

the European Union (EU-27) was equal to 71.1%, against 82.6% for men, indicating that, 

although men are still more likely to be employed than women, the gender gap in the 
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labour market has reduced considerably over time (own analysis on Labour Force Survey 

data, Eurostat). Over time, while the economic position of men in the labour market 

worsened due to lower earning potential and higher unemployment rates, average 

women’s earnings have continued to rise as more women entered managerial and 

professional occupations and the economic role of women has become central and not 

just  supplementary (Oppenheimer 1994; Bernhardt et al. 1995). Studies show that the 

gender gap in earnings persists in that men are more likely to earn higher incomes than 

women, regardless of the level of education achieved. Nonetheless the gap is  shrinking 

(OECD 2013; Vincent-Lancrin 2008). Today, the younger generations of women are, on 

average, more educated than men are. In 2005 there were 1.3 female graduates for each 

male graduate on average across OECD countries (Vincent-Lancrin 2008). In 2011, the 

proportion of students who entered tertiary education and graduated with at least a first 

degree was 10% higher for women (71.9%) than it was for men (61.8%)  (OECD 2013).  

 

It is therefore not surprising that in developed countries today, in an increasing 

number of heterosexual couples, women earn more than their male partners. The share of 

couples where the woman is the sole earner, which includes stay-at-home fathers and 

lone mothers, and that can be referred to as “female breadwinner” families, is also on the 

rise, but still represents a small proportion of households (Harkness 2010). Today, male-

breadwinner couples where the woman does not work in the labour market and the man 

is the sole provider represent less than 40% of the households in the developed world, 

ranging from below 15% in France, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and the US, to 31% in 

Italy and 38% in Spain (Harkness 2010). Couples where the woman’s share of the total 

couple’s earnings exceeds 50% (i.e. the wife earns more than the husband) represent 

about one in four married couples with (Wang et al. 2013) or without (Winkler et al. 

2005) children in the US, one in five married or cohabiting couples in France (Bloemen 

et al. 2013) and one in four married and cohabiting couples in Australia (Wooden et al. 

2014). The numbers, however, differ substantially when different measures are used. For 

example, couples where the woman’s share of the total couple’s earnings exceeds 60% 

represent about one in five married couples in the US (Winkler et al. 2005) and only 4% 

in France (Bloemen et al. 2013).  

 



 

  
 

3 

Who are the couples with women as main earners? How are they different from 

couples with different earning arrangements? Do the correlates of the different earning 

arrangements vary across countries? These are the questions that our study seeks to 

answer.  

 

Most of the existing studies on women who out-earn their partners describe the 

earnings of families in the U.S. and Australia and were conducted on data collected two 

decades ago or more (Atkinson et al. 1984; Winkler et al. 2005), and hence disregard the 

social change concerning women and their role that occurred during the most recent 

decades. Also, during the economic crisis, many developed countries have witnessed 

declining real earnings and increased unemployment rates in particular for men, because 

men are mainly employed in the economic sectors which were the most hardly hit by the 

crisis (construction, manufacturing and financial) (Cho et al. 2012; Harkness 2013).1 

Using household-level income data, Bettio et al. (2012) find that between 2007 and 2009, 

across European countries, the proportion of dual-earner couples declined by 5.1 

percentage points and female breadwinner couples increased by 4.7 percentage points 

over the same years, on average. Hence, an increasing number of households have 

become dependent upon women’s labour income.  

 

Research on the situation in Europe is lacking on this topic. The comparison of 

different institutional and cultural settings within Europe can help us to shed light on the 

emergence of women as main earners and in particular on the role of welfare systems and 

labour market regulations (Bianchi et al. 1999; Rubery 2010).  

 

Using up-to-date micro data for 18 European countries from the European Social Survey, 

this paper contributes to the existing literature in three ways. First, it documents the 

prevalence of couples with women as main earners in Europe. Second, following the 

analytical framework used by Raley et al. (2006), it studies the characteristics, or 

correlates, of couples with women as main earners (WME hereafter) in comparison to 

couples with different earning arrangements, i.e. men as main earners (MME) and equal 

                                                 
1  The employment rate for men aged 25 to 59 years in the EU-27 declined from 86.8% in 2007 to 82.6% in 
2013, while it remained stable at 71% for women (own analysis on Labour Force Survey data, Eurostat).   



 

  
 

4 

earners (EE). Third, it compares two points in time covering the period before and after 

2008, i.e. the year the economic crisis started in Europe. This means that we are able to 

investigate if the relevance of the economic role for women within the family has become 

more widespread during the economic crisis or if it was detectable already in 2004, i.e. 

well before the crisis had begun. 

 

2. PREVIOUS FINDINGS ON THE CORRELATES OF WOMEN 
AS MAIN EARNERS 

Research explicitly looking at women who out-earn their partners has been scarce, in 

particular for Europe. The majority of existing studies on the characteristics of women 

and men in different earning regimes, including breadwinner women, focused on the US 

with few exceptions, e.g. Bianchi et al. (1999) who compared the US with Australia, 

Canada and six European countries; Drago et al. (2005) and Wooden et al. (2014) on 

Australia, and Bloemen et al. (2013) on France. Most of the existing knowledge is based 

on data that date back to the 80s (Atkinson et al. 1984; Bianchi et al. 1999), 90s (Winkler 

et al. 2005), or early 2000s (Raley et al. 2006; Drago et al. 2005; Bloemen et al. 2013). In 

the remainder of this section we review the characteristics that were found to be 

associated with the distribution of couples across different earning regimes, in particular 

focusing on couples in the WME, EE and MME arrangements.  

 

2.1. INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

2.1.1. GENDER OF RESPONDENT 

Studies have documented the existence of a discrepancy in the personal income reported 

by the respondent and his or her spouse. Men typically report higher household income 

and wealth compared to women (Zagorsky 2003). Qualitative findings in Singh et al. 

(2010) show that husbands have a tendency to over-reporting income in general, whether 

their own or their spouses’. Women, on the other hand, tend to underreport. Hence, the 

measures of the couple’s relative earnings reported by one of the partners may be biased 

depending on the respondent’s gender. This bias may be augmented in couples where the 

man is not the main earner because both men and women may try to minimize the cost of 

being perceived as “deviant” by hiding their actual earning arrangement (Atkinson et al. 

1984). Deutsch et al. (2003), for example, find that, on average, men who report to 
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contribute about the same share of the household income as their partners (i.e. to be equal 

earners), earn significantly less than their partners.   

2.1.2. AGE AND COHORT 

We may expect that young women are more likely to out-earn their partners compared to 

older women because they have higher labour force participation and higher educational 

attainment than women of older generations. For example, Bianchi et al. (1999) found 

that older women were more likely to show a higher earnings dependency on their 

spouses in seven out the nine countries in their study. Other empirical studies instead 

found no or weak association between age/cohort and relative earnings (Raley et al. 

2006; Bloemen et al. 2013). Age difference between the partners is found to be 

important. Historically, the vast majority of marital heterogamy by age was made of men 

partnering with younger women. The explanation was based on the “gendered double 

standard of aging”, i.e. on asymmetric career opportunities, according to which young 

women choose to partner with older men who have a higher earning potential than they 

have, as well as on attractiveness, according to which wealthy men are more willing to 

partner with younger women (England et al. 2009; Hakim 2010). As more women are 

found to have a higher earning potential than their partner today, some have hypothesised 

that a reversal of the “gendered double standard of aging” holds, with older successful 

women willing to partner with younger men and vice versa. For example, Coles et al. 

(2011) document the emergence of what they call “toyboy marriages” in the UK and US 

in the recent years i.e. marriages in which the woman is older than the man. They found 

that women who earn more, achieved higher education and had a more prestigious 

occupation than their partners’ were more likely to marry a younger man. A similar result 

is found also in Bloemen et al. (2013) for France.  

 

2.1.3. FEMALE EDUCATIONAL EXPANSION 

One of the consequences of the unprecedented female educational expansion is the 

recently documented departure from the traditional assortative mating that characterized 

the marriage market in the past, and a parallel increase in the number of couples where 

women are more educated than their partners (Schwartz and Mare, 2005). But the 

“reversal of gender inequality in education” (Van Bavel 2012) may also bring an increase 

in the economic role of women as main income providers for their families. In fact, 
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women who are more educated than their partners are found to be less economically 

dependent on their partners (Bianchi et al. 1999) and more likely to provide the largest 

share of the household income (Raley et al. 2006, Bloeman et al. 2013). But, having 

achieved a bachelor degree or more per se does not seem to explain why women are main 

earners versus equal earners (Raley et al 2006; Wooden et al. 2014). 

 

2.1.4. LABOUR SUPPLY 

Previous studies have found that women who out-earn their partners are likely to have 

traditionally male jobs and husbands with flexible jobs (Atkinson et al. 1984). Drago et 

al. (2005) identify a typology of couples on the basis of two underlying reasons that drive 

women to become the main earners. On the one hand, gender equality among the partners 

may favour the WME arrangement, in particular when the woman has a higher earning 

potential than the man, and as such, this type of earning arrangement is more likely to 

persist over time. On the other hand, women as main earners may emerge as a response 

to a failure of men in the labour market. In this case, the earning arrangement may be 

permanent, as in the case of long-term unemployment spells and persistent low wage for 

the man, or temporary. Crompton et al. (1995) found that men experienced an 

unemployment spell in about 30% of couples with WME in Canada in the early 1990s. 

Women who work full-time and men who work part time or are unemployed are more 

likely to be found in the WME arrangement (Bianchi et al 1999; Raley et al. 2006; Drago 

et al. 2005). In particular, male unemployment is particularly relevant today because the 

economic crisis has mainly affected the male-dominated sectors. 

 

2.2. HOUSEHOLD-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS 

2.2.1. CHILDREN IN THE HOUSEHOLD 

The presence of children in the household, especially of young children, is found to 

negatively correlate with the probability that the woman out-earn her partner because 

mothers are more likely to be out of the labour market for childcare or are more likely to 

reduce the total number of hours in paid employment (Bianchi et al. 1999; Raley et al. 

2006; Bloemen et al. 2013).  
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2.2.2. TYPE OF UNION 

The majority of existing studies on women as main earners focuses on married couples. 

However, excluding cohabiting couples may cause an underestimation of the prevalence 

of women as main earners as cohabiting unions represent more than half of all unions in 

many European countries, in particular the Nordic countries. Previous studies have 

shown that income, especially men’s income, is positively related to marriage, while it is 

less important for entry into cohabitation (Kalmijn 2011). Bloemen et al. (2013) 

documented for France that women as sole earners are more widespread among 

cohabiting than married couples, while cohabitation is negatively associated with WME 

as well as with the traditional male-breadwinner model. This result suggests that 

marriage is still associated with traditional earning arrangements where the man is the 

main income provider.  

 

2.2.3. HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

Bianchi et al. (1999) found non-labour income to be negatively associated with wives’ 

earning dependency on their spouses in Nordic and Liberal countries, but not in 

Conservative countries. North American couples with women earning the majority of the 

household income are more widespread among low-income households (Smith 2009). 

Crompton et al. (1995) found that average household income in couples with the woman 

as the sole earner was 12% lower than that in couples with the men as the sole earner. 

Also, in the case of women as sole earners, public and private transfers contributed to 

almost half of the total household income versus one fifth when the man is the sole 

earner. Descriptive statistics for Australia in Drago et al. (2005) suggest that household 

wealth is considerably high if the WME arrangement is persistent, while it is 

considerably low if  the WME arrangement is only temporary, i.e. mainly driven by 

failures of men in the labour market. 

 

2.2.4. CONTEXT: TIME AND PLACE  

Most of the findings that we have reviewed so far draw on data on one country or a small 

set of countries collected during the 80s and 90s. These findings need not necessarily 

apply to European countries in the early 2010s, considering the unprecedented changes in 
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female education and empowerment that have undergone in the most recent decades. 

Indeed time and place are equally important elements that need to be taken into account 

when studying relative earnings and women economic power. Raley et al. (2006) show 

that the correlates of the earning arrangements of couples changed over time in the US. 

Some predictors which were able to explain the existence of couples with women as main 

earners in the 1970s were no longer significant in 2001. Bianchi et al. (1999) reflect on 

the importance of context for correctly understanding the determinants of earning 

arrangements across different countries. Classifying countries into the three welfare 

regimes originally proposed by the Esping-Andersen (1990),  Bianchi et al (1999) found 

that, in the 1980s, some correlates of female earning dependency showed within-regime 

homogeneity and differences across regimes, while other correlates, e.g. children in the 

household, were common to all countries, irrespectively of the welfare system. They 

concluded that gender and stratification inside the family needed to be taken into account 

when grouping countries, but also that no welfare system had managed, at least then, to 

eliminate gender inequality. Time also matters in our context. The prevalence of women 

as sole or main earners has been found to increase during economic recessions. During 

the Canadian recession of 1990-92, couples with women as main earners reached 25%, 

increasing by 6% after a decade of stability at around 19% (Crompton et al. 1995). Also, 

women’s contribution to the household income registered a statistically significant 

increase among American families between 2007 and 2008 (Smith 2009).  

 

3. DATA AND METHODS  
This paper uses data from the European Social Survey (ESS), a repeated cross-sectional 

survey aimed at measuring values and behaviours of Europeans. The ESS proves to be 

useful since two of its rounds contain rotating modules devoted to the study of family, 

work and wellbeing as well as self-reported socio-demographic information on partners. 

We focus on couples in 18 countries and two time periods, 2004 and 2010. Particularly 

relevant for this paper is a survey question which allows identification of  the main earner 

on the basis of the most common definition, i.e. the person who earns the majority of the 

household income. The question reads as follows: “Around how large a proportion of the 

household income do you provide yourself?” and possible answers are in a scale from 1 

“None” to 7 “All”. Using this question we identify three earning models i.e. couples of 

married or cohabiting partners where the woman is the main earner (WME), i.e. she 
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provides over  half, a very large proportion or all household income or he provides none, 

very small or under half; the man is the main earner (MME); both partners are equal 

earners (EE), i.e. they provide about the same share of the total household income. Since 

we are relying on a subjective and qualitative measure for identifying the main earner 

within a couple, we don’t’ need to superimpose a threshold which is intrinsically 

arbitrary in studies of household income (Winkler et al. 2005; Bloemen et al. 2013; Kanji 

2010).2  

 

ESS does not provide information on both partners, which means that for most of 

the variables we have only the respondent’s perspective. In order to fully exploit our data, 

we include both women and men in our analyses. For the sake of clarity in the 

interpretation of the results, we reversed the available information in terms of the 

woman’s perspective. The final sample is constituted of about 13,000 women and men in 

prime earning age (25-54 years old), who are currently co-residing with a heterosexual 

spouse or partner. Given that the paper focuses on women as main earners, we restrict 

our sample to working women, while we consider both employed and unemployed men. 

We excluded cases where the respondent or the partner is disabled, in education, in 

military service, or retired. Moreover, since we use the respondent’s self-reported 

contribution to household income, we restrict our attention to nuclear families, i.e. 

households constituted by the respondent, the partner and, if present, their children. Cases 

where the youngest child is aged 25 years or more are excluded from our sample because 

adult children may more likely contribute to the household income.3  

 

Instead of estimating separate models for each country and with the aim of having 

results which are based on an adequate sample size, we group countries on the basis of 

social and public policies. We use a classification that takes into account the promotion 

of female labour force participation, gender equality, family-friendly policies and 

attitudes/cultures supporting women’s empowerment and work-family reconciliation 

                                                 
2 Our analyses (not shown) find that the distribution of the couples’ earning that we obtain using the 
2010/2011 ESS survey data roughly matches the percentages obtained using relative earnings of both 
partners based on household-level data from the 2009 European Survey on Income and Living Conditions 
(EU-SILC) as presented in Bettio et al. (2012). 
3 We do not have information on the occupational status of the children and therefore we cannot infer 
whether they actually contribute to the household income or not. The threshold for age 25 was chosen 
because in many countries it coincides with completing higher education and leaving the parental home. 
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(Lewis 2001; Daly and Rake 2003; Matysiak 2011). These policies are relevant to our 

aims because they may promote or interfere with the existence and diffusion of women as 

main earners. We group countries into the following six clusters: 

Anglo-Saxon countries (UK and Ireland). In these countries the reconciliation of work 

and family life is not well-developed and couples receive limited support both in terms of 

leave provisions and, in general, public care arrangements. Welfare is mainly linked to 

the prevention of poverty.  

 

Central and Eastern European countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia). Although characterized by a generous welfare system during the socialist 

period that aimed at favouring female labour force participation and reconciliation of 

family and work, the conditions induced by the political transformation were detrimental 

for the participation of women in the labour market. Today, this group of countries is 

characterized by a high diversity of family policies which makes within-group 

comparisons difficult to generalize.  

 

Continental countries (Belgium, France, and Netherlands). Welfare is organized around 

employment. Belgium and France provide extensive childcare facilities and show high 

rates of female labour force participation. In the Netherlands, part-time work for women 

is a means to reconcile family and work, but at the same time reduces access to economic 

resources.  

 

German-speaking countries (Germany and Switzerland). The support granted to working 

mothers is low. The family is viewed as the main provider of care and welfare tends to 

support the traditional male-breadwinner model.  

 

Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden). These countries are 

characterized by a universalistic and interventionist welfare state and high levels of 

gender equality both in public and private sphere. They have the best performance in 

terms of reconciliation of work and family and they offer policies aimed at supporting 
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gender equality, public care services, and re-employment of mothers after the birth of a 

child. Female labour force participation is universal.  

 

Southern European countries (Spain and Greece).  The public care system is minimal and 

financial assistance for families nearly non-existing. Care work is almost entirely 

confined within the family and the role of women in the society is still perceived to be 

traditional. Female labour force participation is low.  

 

As with all classifications of countries, ours is not without limitations. However, 

for the purposes of this paper, this classification is a better solution than other popular 

classifications of countries into welfare regimes (see e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990; Ferrera 

1996) which do not explicitly focus on gender issues and on the role of women.  

 

Among the 18 countries considered in this study, the Southern European countries 

and Ireland were the most hardly affected by the 2008 economic crisis, especially in 

terms of increased male unemployment. German-speaking countries were the least 

affected. Germany, in particular, is the only country that registered a decline in economic 

vulnerability (Aassve et al. 2013). 

 

We estimate multinomial logistic regressions to identify the main socio-

demographic characteristics associated with each of the three family models. We 

arranged explanatory variables in four main sets (reference categories are in italics): 

 

1) Individual characteristics (self-reported or reported by the partner, depending on 

gender of respondent). For the woman we consider her birth cohort (1950-1959; 1960-

1969; 1970-1986), educational attainment (low, medium, high), and whether she works 

part-time or full-time. We control for gender of respondent (woman) and whether the man 

is unemployed or works part-time vs.  full-time. 
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2) Characteristics of the woman in relation to men’s characteristics. We consider whether 

the woman is younger, of the same age or older than her partner4 and whether she is less, 

equally or more educated.  

 

3) Household-specific characteristics. We consider the presence of children in the 

household (no children, one, two or more children), whether a child under 3 years of age 

is present in the household and whether the partners are in a marital or in a non-marital 

union. We also include a measure of the household income distinguishing households 

whose income lies in the (poorest) first quintile of the country-specific income 

distribution, between the second and the fourth quintile or in the (richest) fifth quintile. 

 

4) Country and year. We use a dummy for the year taking value 1 for 2010 and 0 for 

2004, which we interpret as a comprehensive measure of the presence/absence of the 

economic crisis. We include country dummies in the regression model for each country 

group, also an interaction with the year dummy (the reference country is the one with the 

lowest proportion of women as main earners within their country group as assessed in 

2004). 

 

4. DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 
We start by describing the distribution of couples with respect to the relative contribution 

to the household income in the ESS sample, considering all couples, independently of 

whether the woman is employed or not (Fig. 1).  

 

There are interesting differences across countries and country groups. In 13 out of 

18 countries, the modal category in the ESS sample is represented by couples where 

women contribute under a half of the household income in 2010. The exceptions are 

Greece, where the majority of couples are such that the woman provides no income, and 

Spain, France and Slovenia, where the majority of couples is such that women provide 

about half, i.e. they are equal earners. If we compare the modal category of 2010 with 
                                                 
4 Women are older (younger) than their partner if they were born at least two years before (after) their 
partners, and they are of the same age if they were born the same year, one year before or after their 
partners. 
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that observed in 2004, Slovenia shows no change, France registered a shift from under a 

half to about half and Spain registered a shift from under a half to about half. In Sweden, 

the distribution appears to be bimodal with exactly 40% of couples in which  women 

contribute  half and 40% contributing under a half. The distribution of couples is 

concentrated in the lower categories in all 18 countries, i.e. in the majority of couples 

women provide about half or less of the household income. Slovenia presents the most 

symmetric distribution in the sample, with the percentage of couples with women who 

provide more than half equalling the percentage of those who provide less than half. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of couples by woman’s contribution to the household income, 2004 and 2010 
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Figure 1 (Continued): Percentage of couples by woman’s contribution to the household income, 2004 and 2010 
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The percentage of couples with women contributing no household income mirrors the 

different female labour force participation rates across countries. This percentage is high among 

Southern European countries (44% in Greece and 21% Spain in 2010) and Ireland (27%), 

intermediate in German-speaking countries (15% in Germany and 16% in Switzerland), around 

or below 10% in UK, Continental and Central-Eastern European countries (with the exception of 

the Netherlands and Poland, 15% and 21%), while it is very low (below 2%) in all the Nordic 

countries.  

 

The percentage of couples where women contribute a very small portion of their 

household income is highest in Anglo-Saxon (around 25%) and German-speaking (around 20%) 

countries. Central-Eastern European countries that show a low percentage of couples where 

women contribute no income, are, on the other hand, characterized by a high percentage 

contributing a very small portion of household income (about 20% in Czech Republic and 

Slovakia, 14% in Hungary). Among Continental and Nordic countries, the same proportion 

accounts to about 10% or less with the exception of Netherlands and Finland where it is slightly 

higher (about 15%). Couples with women providing all of the household income represent a 

negligible percentage of all couples for all countries in our sample. However, we notice an 

increase in this proportion between 2004 and 2010 in Southern European countries, especially in 

Greece (from 1% to 8%). In the Nordic countries, women are most likely to contribute under a 

half and about half to the household income. The category “over a half” is slightly more 

represented than “very small”, except for Finland where the two categories are about the same.  

 

Since the absence of women who out-earn their partner is systematic when she does not 

work, from now on we will consider only couples in which the woman has a paid work. Table 1 

shows the percentage distribution of couples with a working woman into three earning 

arrangements in 2004 and 2010; women main earners (WME), equal earners (EE) and men main 

earners (MME), these will be our variables of interest in the next sections. In 2010 the majority 

of working women in Europe are out-earned by their partners (58%), suggesting that men still 

hold the main economic power within the family in Europe. More than a quarter of working 

women (28%) earn half of the total household income, and as many as 14% out-earn their 

partners. The distribution of couples across the three earning regimes shows important 

heterogeneity across Europe.  
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  2004     2010     Change 2004-2010 
(percentage points) 

  MME EE WME N.   MME EE WME N.   MME EE WME 

Anglo-Saxon countries: 65.28 20.21 14.51   699  61.83 21.33 16.84 728  – 3.45 1.12 2.33 
Ireland 63.49 26.78   9.72   365  46.98 29.17 23.85 305  –16.51 2.39 14.13 
United Kingdom 65.36 19.89 14.75   334  62.46 21.00 16.54 423  – 2.90 1.11 1.79 
Central-Eastern European 
countries: 

48.87 33.43 17.71 1,405  58.08 27.11 14.81 1,405     9.21 -6.32 -2.90 

Czech Republic 62.09 22.64 15.27   477  72.93 16.52 10.54 414   10.84 –6.12 –4.73 
Hungary 45.40 33.53 21.07   207  52.81 32.25 14.94 233     7.41 –1.28 –6.13 
Poland 44.95 36.90 18.15   269  55.42 28.06 16.52 275   10.47 –8.84 –1.63 
Slovakia 59.65 26.75 13.60   228  57.56 30.43 12.01 265  – 2.09 3.68 –1.59 
Slovenia 30.77 50.20 19.03   247  30.28 50.00 19.72 218  – 0.49 –0.20 0.69 
Continental countries: 61.19 24.06 14.75 1,176  52.54 35.24 12.22 1,140  – 8.65 11.18 –2.53 
Belgium 58.60 29.57 11.83   372  51.93 37.02 11.05 389  – 6.67 7.45 –0.78 
France 57.75 25.63 16.62   399  46.65 40.45 12.90 352  –11.10 14.82 –3.72 
Netherlands 75.32 15.34   9.35   405  74.15 15.38 10.47 399  – 1.17 0.04 1.12 
German-speaking countries: 64.61 22.00 13.39   882  69.45 20.27 10.28 844     4.84 –1.73 –3.11 
Germany 63.79 22.36 13.84   500  69.44 20.30 10.26 539    5.65 –2.06 –3.58 
Switzerland 72.33 18.54 9.13   382  69.51 20.00 10.49 305  –2.82 1.46 1.36 
Nordic countries: 55.26 33.76 10.98 1,776  55.17 32.50 12.33 1,460  – 0.09 –1.26 1.35 
Denmark 50.14 35.41 14.45   353  55.16 30.98 13.86 368    5.02 –4.43 –0.59 
Finland 53.16 36.60 10.24   459  53.51 35.14 11.35 370    0.35 –1.46 1.11 
Norway 59.04 32.03   8.93   459  57.52 30.13 12.35 377  – 1.52 –1.90 3.42 
Sweden 57.23 32.28 10.50   505  54.78 33.33 11.88 345  – 2.45 1.05 1.38 
Southern European countries: 52.47 37.43 10.10   553  47.33 34.68 17.99 687  – 5.14 –2.75 7.89 
Greece 57.71 34.51   7.78   288  41.94 34.45 23.61 331  –15.77 –0.06 15.83 
Spain 51.47 37.99 10.54   265  48.26 34.73 17.01 356  –  3.21 –3.26 6.47 
Total 59.47 26.52 14.02 6,514  57.99 28.31 13.71 6,264  –1.48 1.79 –0.31 
Table 1: Percentage of couples with working women in different earning models: man as main earner (MME), equal-earners (EE), and woman as main earner (WME) and percentage 
change, 2004 and 2010  
 
Note: Percentages are weighted using design and population size weights. 
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The MME arrangement declined in many European countries between 2004 and 2010. 

The highest declines are found in Southern European countries. In Greece, i.e. the country most 

heavily hit by the 2008 economic crisis, MME registered a 16 percentage point reduction (from 

58% in 2004 to 42% in 2010) which went hand in hand with a 16 percentage point increase in the 

percentage of women as main earners. Among the 18 countries considered in this study Greece 

passed from holding the lowest percentage of WME in 2004 (8%), to holding the highest 

percentage (24%) in 2010 and is one of the few countries where the MME arrangement is now 

representative of less than half of all couples with working women. Spain, affected by the 

economic crisis but to a lesser extent if compared to Greece, also showed an increase in WME.   

 

Among the Anglo-Saxon countries, Ireland was particularly affected by the economic 

crisis. Here, the percentage of MME dropped by 17 percentage points, from 63% in 2004 to 47% 

in 2010, against a 14 percentage point increase in WME. With 24% of WME in 2010, Ireland 

and Greece are the countries with the highest prevalence of WME in Europe. In the UK, the 

percentage of WME is quite high (17%), but the MME arrangement is still widespread (62%) 

and the prevalence of the three earning arrangements changed only marginally with respect to 

2004. 

 

The two German-speaking countries show a homogeneous distribution of couples across 

the three earning regimes and a clear preference for the traditional male-breadwinner model. In 

fact, the vast majority of couples with working women (about 70%) are MME. In both countries, 

EE and WME represent only 20% and 10% of all couples, respectively. Hence, when women are 

working, their earnings are secondary to the man’s. While Switzerland registered only marginal 

variations, in Germany the percentage of MME registered an increase between 2004 and 2010.  

 

Among Continental countries, France and Belgium experienced a sharp decline in MME 

between 2004 and 2010 against an increase in EE, which places these two countries at the top of 

the ranking, after Slovenia, for the prevalence of EE which accounts for 40% and 37% of all 

couples, respectively. The prevalence of WME is equal to 13% in France and 11% in Belgium. 

The Netherlands, where part-time work for women is particularly diffused, holds the highest 

prevalence of MEM, equal to 74% of all couples with working women. It also holds the lowest 

prevalence of EE (15%) and WME (10%) in the sample.  
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Among the Central and Eastern European countries, Czech Republic is characterized by a 

very high prevalence of MME (73%). Consequently, the prevalence of EE and WME (17% and 

11%) is among the lowest in Europe. The MME arrangement accounts for about 55% in 

Slovakia, Poland and Hungary, EE for about 30% and WME between 12% and 17%. Of all 

countries in our sample, Slovenia is the one where the EE arrangement is the most widespread, 

accounting for 50% of all couples. The prevalence of WME is also very high compared to other 

countries (21%), while the MME regime represents only 30% of all couples. Poland, Czech 

Republic and Hungary registered an increase in MME between 2004 and 2010, mainly driven by 

a reduction in EE. EE increased slightly in Slovakia, while no change occurred in Slovenia. 

 

The Nordic countries show a high degree of  homogeneity in the distribution of couples into the 

three earning regimes. MME account for slightly more than one in two couples with working 

women, EE for slightly more than one in three, and MME for 11-14%. Only marginal variations 

are recorded between 2004 and 2010: in Norway, the percentage of WME slightly increased, 

while in Denmark in the percentage of MME increased, mainly driven by a decline in EE. 

 

Descriptive statistics show that, in the second half of the 2000s, the economic power of 

women within the couple increased in Southern and Continental Europe and Ireland, declined in 

Central and Eastern Europe, Germany and Denmark and did not change much in the rest of the 

Nordic countries, Slovenia, Netherlands, Switzerland and UK. Hence, from the descriptive 

analyses we cannot find a common pattern across the 18 countries analysed but we do find some 

homogeneity within our classification of countries into groups.  

 

5. RESULTS FROM MULTINOMIAL LOGISTIC REGRESSIONS 
Tables 2 to 8 show results from multinomial logistic models for each country group. We identify 

the key characteristics common to all country groups, as well as country-group specificities 

associated with the three earning arrangements in couples with working women. In particular, we 

report the average marginal effects (AME), i.e. the effect of a change (from 0 to 1) in each 

explanatory (categorical) variable on the probability of observing each of the three earning 

models, controlling for the other variables. 
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 Results show that men are more likely to report being in the MME arrangement and less 

likely to report being in the EE or WME arrangement compared to women. The marginal effect 

of being a man vs. a woman is not statically significant on the EE and WME arrangements in 

Continental and Central-Eastern European countries.  

 

Similarly to what has been found in previous studies, the age effect is, in general, scarcely 

relevant. The woman’s birth cohort is not significant in explaining the couple’s earning 

arrangement. The younger cohort (1970-1986) shows a positive marginal effect on EE in 

comparison to those born in 1960-69 in Continental countries and negative marginal effect on 

WME in Central-Eastern European countries. We find only partial support for the hypothesis that 

the age difference between partners explains different earning arrangements. If the woman is 

younger (vs. of the same age), the MME arrangement is more likely in German-speaking, 

Continental, and Central-Eastern European countries. Similarly, if the woman is older, the MME 

arrangement is less likely in all the country groups except German-speaking and Southern 

European countries. Only for Central-Eastern European countries we find that if the woman is 

older, she has an increased probability of being the main earner. 

 

Results show a heterogeneous picture of the effect of her educational level. In German-

speaking and Nordic countries it is possible to identify two distinct patterns: couples with high-

educated as well as low-educated women are more likely to be in the WME arrangement and less 

likely to be in the MME arrangement than couples with medium-educated women. Low-educated 

women have a higher probability of being in the MME arrangement in Anglo-Saxon and 

Southern European countries. Similarly, high-educated women have a lower probability of being 

in the MME arrangement in Central-Eastern European countries. In Continental countries, 

instead, the educational attainment of women is unrelated to the earning arrangement. The 

educational difference between partners also matters. In Anglo-Saxon countries, women and  

men with higher education than their partners are more likely to be main earners compared to 

equally educated partners, while the educational composition of the couple has no effect for 

equal earners. In other country groups, returns from education are lower for women than for men. 

For Continental, Central-Eastern European, German-speaking and Nordic countries, if the 

woman is less (vs. equally) educated, the EE and WME arrangements are less likely and the 

MME arrangement is more likely. However, if the woman is more educated than her partner, the 

probability of being in the EE arrangement is the same as for couples with equally educated 

partners. The educational difference among partners is only marginally significant in Southern 
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European countries suggesting that the returns to education are generally low in this group, for 

both women and men. 

 

As expected, employment status of both partners matters. In all country groups, when the 

man is unemployed or works part-time (vs. full-time), the probability of observing the MME 

arrangement dramatically decreases (-37% in Central-Eastern European countries and between 

20-30% in all other groups) while the probability of observing the WME arrangement increases 

(44% in Central-Eastern countries and between 24-36% in all other groups). In Continental, 

Southern and Central-Eastern European countries, the probability of observing the EE 

arrangement also decreases. For German-speaking, Northern and Anglo-Saxon countries, instead, 

the probability of observing the EE arrangement is independent of the man’s employment status. 

If the woman works part time (vs. full-time) it is more likely to observe the MME and less likely 

to observe the EE and WME arrangements.  

 

In all country groups, the presence of children in the household is associated with the 

couple’s earning arrangement. In Anglo-Saxon countries, having one child (vs. none) increases 

the probability of observing the MME arrangement by 0.097 and reduces the probability of 

observing the EE arrangement by 0.073. Similarly, in Central-Eastern European countries, 

having one child reduces the probability of observing the EE arrangement. Having two or more 

children (vs. none) increases the probability of observing the MME arrangement in all groups, 

except for Southern European countries. In Anglo-Saxon countries, the marginal effect of having 

two or more children (vs. none) is stronger than the effect of having only one child (15.5% vs. 

9.7% in the MME arrangement, and -11.4% vs. -7.3% in the EE arrangement). The presence of a 

young child in the household is not important, except for the negative (but it is significant only at 

the 10% level) effect on the likelihood of being in the MME and EE arrangements in Southern 

European and Nordic countries. Interestingly, the presence of children is not related to the WME 

arrangement (except in Southern European countries where we find a negative but barely 

significant effect). When interpreting these results, it has to be noted that we refer to the sample 

of couples with working women and hence the presence of (young) children, which is associated 

with the decision to work, need not necessarily be associated with the observed earning 

arrangement.5  

                                                 
5 Additional results (not shown) run on the sample of all couples, including women who are not employed suggest 
that the presence of children, especially if young, is highly negative associated with the likelihood of providing an 
equal or the highest share of household income vs. providing the lowest share or no income.  
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Cohabitation (as opposed to marriage) is positively associated with the EE arrangement 

only in Anglo-Saxon, Central-Eastern European and German-speaking countries, and negatively 

associated with MME only in Central-Eastern European, German-speaking and Nordic countries. 

The WME arrangement is not influenced by the cohabitation vs. marriage status.  

 

With respect to couples whose household income lies in the three middle quintiles, those 

whose income lies in the bottom first, i.e. the poorest, have a higher probability of being in the 

WME arrangement only in Central-Eastern European countries (0.077), a lower probability of 

being in the MME arrangement in Continental (0.102) and Nordic countries (0.143). On the other 

hand, couples whose household income lies in the top fifth, i.e. the richest, quintile, have a higher 

probability of being in the MME arrangement and a lower probability of being in the EE 

arrangement in Central-Eastern European (0.057 and -0.088, respectively), German-speaking 

(0.082 and -0.074) and Nordic (0.079 and -0.088) countries. For Continental countries, we find a 

peculiar effect. Couples whose household income lies in the richest quintile have a higher 

(though barely significant) probability of being in the WME arrangement (0.032). For Anglo-

Saxon and Southern European countries, instead, household income has no effect on the earning 

arrangement.  

 

The effects for the country and year dummies and their interaction, included in the six 

regression models presented in Tables 2 to 7, are reported in Table 8 in the form of odds ratios.6 

For the Anglo-Saxon countries, after controlling for the other variables, the WME arrangement is 

more likely in United Kingdom than in Ireland (o.r. 2.53), and in 2010 than in 2004 (o.r. 2.25). 

On the other hand, living in UK in 2010 reduced the odds of being in the WME arrangement. As 

for the joint effect of time and place, for Continental countries we find a significant increase in 

the odds of being in the EE vs. MME arrangement in France (compared to the Netherlands) 

between 2004 and 2010. Belgium shows a higher likelihood of having couples in the EE 

arrangement (vs. MME) than the Netherlands, other things being equal, but shows no change 

between 2004 and 2010. For Central-Eastern European countries we do not find any significant 

increased likelihood of being in the EE nor the WME arrangements during the economic crisis. 

Among the countries in this group, Slovenia shows higher odds of observing the EE and WME 

arrangements than Slovakia. Hungary also shows higher odds of observing the WME 

                                                 
6 These are reported separately because marginal effects for the interaction between country and year cannot be 
estimated. 
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arrangement, while we do not find any difference between Slovakia and the other countries in the 

group, controlling for the other variables in the model. For German-speaking countries we find 

no change in earning arrangements between 2004 and 2010. In Germany the odds of being in the 

EE and WME arrangements are higher than Switzerland. Among the Nordic countries, only in 

Sweden do we find a significant increase in the WME arrangements during the economic crisis. 

Sweden and Denmark show higher odds of observing the WME arrangement compared to 

Norway. In Southern European countries we find a sharp increase in the probability of living in 

the WME arrangement (vs. MME) in 2010 than 2004. The odds of being WME are almost five 

times higher during the economic crisis with respect to the pre-crisis period, other things being 

equal, the effect of the crisis on the probability of observing the WME arrangement is lower in 

Spain than in Greece.7 

                                                 
7 The interaction between Spain and the year 2010 is statistically significant, but the main effect of the country 
dummy for Spain is not statically different from the reference category Greece.  
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 Man as Main Earner Equal Earners Woman as Main Earner 

 dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:       
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.146*** 0.025 -0.057** 0.024 -0.088*** 0.020 
Her birth cohort (Ref. 1960-1969):       
   1950-1959  0.046 0.041 -0.043 0.039 -0.003 0.035 
   1970-1986  0.029 0.032 -0.007 0.031 -0.022 0.025 
Her education (Ref. Medium):       
   Low  0.079** 0.039 -0.037 0.037 -0.041 0.031 
   High -0.019 0.035  0.012 0.033  0.007 0.028 
Man works part-time -0.290*** 0.039 -0.035 0.037  0.325*** 0.042 
Woman works part-time  0.276*** 0.028 -0.151*** 0.026 -0.125*** 0.021 
Character. of women in relation to men’s:       
Age difference (Ref. Same age):       
   Woman younger -0.003 0.028  0.008 0.027 -0.005 0.022 
   Woman older -0.077* 0.045  0.069 0.045  0.008 0.036 
Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.):       
   Woman less educated  0.124*** 0.036 -0.049 0.034 -0.075*** 0.024 
   Woman more educated -0.100*** 0.031  0.043 0.030  0.057** 0.026 
Household-specific Characteristics:       
N. Children in household (Ref. No children):       
   One child  0.097** 0.040 -0.073* 0.040 -0.025 0.031 
   Two or more children  0.155*** 0.037 -0.114*** 0.037 -0.041 0.029 
Children below 3 years old -0.061 0.039  0.030 0.039  0.032 0.033 
Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.030 0.035  0.068** 0.034 -0.037 0.024 
Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 to4):       
   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.039 0.057  0.033 0.056  0.006 0.041 
   Top fifth (richest) quintile  0.016 0.030 -0.031 0.028  0.015 0.024 

N.   1,151           

p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 2: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, Anglo-Saxon Countries (Average Marginal 
Effects) 
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, UK and Ireland (ref.), survey year, 
2010 vs. 2004 (ref.) and their interactions (see table 8).
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 Man as Main Earner  Equal Earners  Woman as Main 
Earner 

 

 
dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:        
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.067*** 0.021 -0.064*** 0.020 -0.003 0.015 
Her birth cohort (Ref. 1960-1969): 

    
  

    1950-1959  0.014 0.032 -0.021 0.031  0.007 0.025 
   1970-1986  0.035 0.025  0.008 0.024 -0.043** 0.018 
Her education (Ref. Medium):   

  
  

    Low -0.060 0.045  0.015 0.043  0.045 0.037 
   High -0.068** 0.029  0.043 0.029  0.025 0.022 
Man works part-time -0.374*** 0.030 -0.066** 0.034  0.441*** 0.038 
Woman works part-time  0.168*** 0.033 -0.088*** 0.031 -0.080*** 0.019 
Character. of women in relation to 
men’s: 

      

Age difference (Ref. Same age):   
       Woman younger  0.037* 0.022 -0.024 0.021 -0.013 0.016 

   Woman older -0.089* 0.046  0.014 0.045  0.075** 0.038 
Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.): 

         Woman less educated  0.122*** 0.033 -0.067** 0.032 -0.055*** 0.020 
   Woman more educated -0.079** 0.032 -0.034 0.030  0.113*** 0.029 
Household-specific Characteristics:         

  N. Children in household (Ref. No children):      
   One child  0.044 0.033 -0.058* 0.033  0.014 0.023 
   Two or more children  0.053* 0.031 -0.082*** 0.031  0.029 0.022 
Children below 3 years old -0.011 0.045 -0.002 0.042  0.013 0.034 
Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.094*** 0.036  0.059* 0.035  0.035 0.028 
Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 to4):       
   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.040 0.045 -0.037 0.041  0.077** 0.033 
   Top fifth (richest) quintile  0.057** 0.027 -0.088*** 0.026  0.031 0.021 

N.  1,936       

p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 3: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, Central-Eastern European Countries (Average 
Marginal Effects) 
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, Hungary, Slovenia, Poland, Czech 
Republic and Slovakia (ref.), survey year, 2010 vs. 2004 (ref.), and their interactions (see table 8). 
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 Man as Main Earner  Equal Earners Woman as Main Earner 

 dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:       
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.068*** 0.020 -0.006 0.019 -0.062*** 0.014 
Her birth cohort (Ref. 1960-1969):       
   1950-1959  0.017 0.032 -0.019 0.030  0.002 0.024 
   1970-1986 -0.034 0.025 0.057** 0.024 -0.023 0.018 
Her education (Ref. Medium):       
   Low -0.012 0.034 -0.010 0.034  0.022 0.028 
   High -0.022 0.024 0.033 0.023 -0.011 0.017 
Man works part-time -0.195*** 0.034 -0.053* 0.031  0.248*** 0.034 
Woman works part-time 0.273*** 0.023 -0.185*** 0.022 -0.088*** 0.016 
Character. of women in relation to 
men’s: 

      

Age difference (Ref. Same age):       
   Woman younger  0.040* 0.021 -0.026 0.020 -0.015 0.015 
   Woman older -0.024* 0.041  0.011 0.040 0.013 0.028 
Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.):       
   Woman less educated 0.106*** 0.030 -0.063** 0.028 -0.043** 0.017 
   Woman more educated -0.112*** 0.025  0.027 0.024  0.085*** 0.021 
Household-specific Characteristics:       
N. Children in household (Ref. No 
children): 

      

   One child 0.046 0.031 -0.047 0.030 0.001 0.022 
   Two or more children 0.081** 0.028 -0.060** 0.027 -0.021 0.020 
Children below 3 years old -0.042 0.029 0.041 0.029 0.001 0.022 
Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.041 0.026 0.031 0.024 0.010 0.019 
Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 
to4): 

      

   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.102** 0.051 0.052 0.052 0.051 0.036 
   Top fifth (richest) quintile -0.007 0.024 -0.025 0.022 0.032* 0.018 

N. 2,035         

p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 4: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, Continental Countries (Average Marginal Effects)  
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, Belgium, France and The Netherlands 
(ref.), survey year, 2010 vs. 2004 (ref.), and their interactions (see table 8). 
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  Man as Main 
Earner 

  

Equal Earners 
 

Woman as Main 
Earner  

  
  dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:       
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.091*** 0.021 -0.060*** 0.020 -0.031** 0.016 
Her birth cohort (Ref. 1960-1969):       
   1950-1959  0.034 0.032 -0.019 0.031 -0.015 0.024 
   1970-1986  0.026 0.025 -0.008 0.024 -0.018 0.019 
Her education (Ref. Medium):       
   Low -0.184*** 0.046  0.022 0.047  0.161*** 0.052 
   High -0.067*** 0.026  0.029 0.025  0.038** 0.018 
Man works part-time -0.315*** 0.036 -0.018 0.035  0.333*** 0.039 
Woman works part-time  0.335*** 0.024 -0.208*** 0.023 -0.127*** 0.017 
Character. of women in relation to men’s: 

      
Age difference (Ref. Same age):       
   Woman younger  0.046** 0.022 -0.022 0.021 -0.025 0.017 
   Woman older  0.039 0.042 -0.003 0.040 -0.037 0.028 

Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.):       
   Woman less educated  0.132*** 0.027 -0.068*** 0.025 -0.065*** 0.018 
   Woman more educated -0.049 0.032  0.001 0.030  0.048* 0.026 
Household-specific Characteristics:       
N. Children in household (Ref. No children):       
   One child  0.003 0.030  0.016 0.029 -0.019 0.022 
   Two or more children  0.055** 0.029 -0.039 0.027 -0.016 0.021 
Children below 3 years old -0.035 0.043 -0.001 0.043  0.035 0.037 
Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.126*** 0.031  0.107*** 0.031  0.019 0.022 
Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 to 4):       
   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.067 0.048  0.043 0.047  0.024 0.033 
   Top fifth (richest) quintile  0.082*** 0.024 -0.074*** 0.022 -0.009 0.018 

N.  1,441            

p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 5: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, German-speaking Countries (Average Marginal 
Effects) 
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, Germany, and Switzerland (ref.), 
survey year, 2010 vs. 2004 (ref.), and their interactions (see table 8). 
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 Man as Main 
Earner 

 

Equal Earners 
 

Woman as Main 
Earner 

 dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:       
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.105*** 0.018 -0.066*** 0.018 -0.039***  0.012 
Her birth Cohort (Ref. 1960-1969):       
   1950-1959  0.041 0.027 -0.034 0.026 -0.007 0.018 
   1970-1986  0.014 0.022  0.006 0.021 -0.020 0.014 
Her education (Ref. Medium):       
   Low -0.121*** 0.038 -0.009 0.038  0.130*** 0.037 
   High -0.050** 0.022 -0.002 0.021  0.052*** 0.013 
Man works part-time -0.207*** 0.032 -0.031 0.033  0.239*** 0.032 
Woman works part-time  0.262*** 0.020 -0.180*** 0.019 -0.082*** 0.011 

Character. of women in relation to men’s:       
Age difference (Ref. Same age):       
   Woman younger  0.021 0.019 -0.015 0.018 -0.007 0.012 
   Woman older -0.075** 0.032  0.038 0.032 0.037 0.023 
Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.):       
   Woman less educated  0.145*** 0.028 -0.064** 0.028 -0.081*** 0.017 
   Woman more educated -0.091*** 0.022  0.020 0.022 0.071*** 0.018 
Household-specific Characteristics:       
N. Children in household (Ref. No children):      
   One child -0.002 0.027 -0.002 0.027  0.004 0.019 

   Two or more children  0.053** 0.027 -0.039* 0.024 -0.014 0.016 

Children below 3 years old  0.030 0.024 -0.045* 0.026  0.016 0.019 

Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.043* 0.027 0.028 0.022  0.016 0.015 

Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 to 4):       

   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.143** 0.058  0.082 0.062  0.062 0.045 

   Top fifth (richest) quintile  0.079*** 0.020 -0.088*** 0.020  0.009 0.014 

N.  2,843      
p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 6: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, Nordic Countries (Average Marginal Effects) 
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and 
Norway (ref.), survey year, 2010 vs. 2004 (ref.), and their interactions (see table 8).



29 
 

 

  Man as Main 
Earner 

 

Equal Earners 
 

Woman as Main 
Earner 

  
  dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. dy/dx s.e. 

Characteristics of women and men:       
Gender of respondent (Ref. Woman)  0.184*** 0.031 -0.140*** 0.031 -0.043** 0.021 
Her birth Cohort (Ref. 1960-1969):       
   1950-1959 0.009 0.060 -0.060 0.058  0.051 0.050 
   1970-1986 0.008 0.037  0.002 0.037 -0.009 0.026 
Her education (Ref. Medium):       
   Low  0.081* 0.046 -0.038 0.045 -0.042 0.029 
   High -0.065 0.041  0.035 0.041  0.030 0.029 
Man works part-time -0.247*** 0.040 -0.114*** 0.043  0.361*** 0.045 
Woman works part-time 0.272*** 0.035 -0.192*** 0.034 -0.079*** 0.022 
Character. of women in relation to men’s: 

      
Age difference (Ref. Same age):       
   Woman younger 0.034 0.033 -0.001 0.032 -0.034 0.023 
   Woman older 0.013 0.078 -0.022 0.077  0.009 0.055 

Educ. difference (Ref. Equal educ.):       
   Woman less educated 0.016 0.046 -0.027 0.046  0.011 0.034 
   Woman more educated -0.044 0.037 -0.001 0.037  0.044* 0.027 
Household-specific Characteristics:       
N. Children in household (Ref. No children):       
   One child 0.053 0.045 -0.008 0.045 -0.045 0.033 
   Two or more children 0.053 0.042  0.003 0.043 -0.056* 0.031 
Children below 3 years old -0.087* 0.048  0.081 0.050  0.006 0.036 
Cohabiting (Ref. Married) -0.059 0.052  0.087 0.054 -0.027 0.031 
Household income (Ref. Quintiles 2 to 4):       
   Bottom first (poorest) quintile -0.064 0.054  0.017 0.057  0.047 0.043 
   Top fifth (richest) quintile 0.058 0.039 -0.058 0.038  0.000 0.028 

N.   897           
p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  
 
Table 7: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements, Southern European countries (Average Marginal 
Effects) 
Note: The multinomial logistic model includes controls for country dummies, Greece and Spain (ref.), survey year, 
2010 vs. 2004 (ref.), and their interactions (see table 8). 
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Equal Earners vs. 
Man as Main 

Earner  
 

Woman as Main 
Earner vs. 

Man as Main 
Earner  

 odds s.e.  odds s.e. 

Anglo-Saxon Countries (Ref. Ireland)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 1.158 0.289  2.531** 0.816 
United Kingdom 0.738 0.172  2.252** 0.688 
United Kingdom *2010 0.722 0.236  0.296** 0.119 

Continental Countries (Ref. The Netherlands)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 0.989 0.221  1.238 0.346 
Belgium 1.818** 0.392  1.609 0.453 
Belgium*2010 1.106 0.322  0.729 0.278 
France 1.190 0.294  1.473 0.469 
France*2010 1.960* 0.603  0.900 0.360 

Central-Eastern Eur. Countries (Ref. Slovakia)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 0.815 0.249  1.316 0.532 
Hungary 1.369 0.382  2.132*  0.768 
Hungary*2010 0.889 0.356  0.494 0.258 
Slovenia 2.770*** 0.782  2.531* 0.970 
Slovenia*2010 1.209 0.485  1.058 0.561 
Poland 1.639 0.425  1.824 0.644 
Poland*2010 0.584 0.224  0.412 0.210 
Czech Rep. 0.667 0.172  1.325 0.461 
Czech Rep.*2010 0.799 0.301  0.436 0.218 

German-speaking Countries (Ref. Switzerland)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 1.363 0.330  1.225 0.391 
Germany 1.855** 0.419  2.404** 0.692 
Germany*2010 0.581 0.179  0.540 0.216 

Nordic Countries (Ref. Norway)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 0.787 0.133  1.120 0.288 
Sweden 1.504 0.345  6.182*** 2.442 
Sweden*2010 0.924 0.263  0.176*** 0.082 
Denmark 1.294 0.222  2.055** 0.522 
Denmark*2010 0.991 0.244  0.631 0.224 
Finland 0.853 0.134  0.852 0.216 
Finland*2010 1.168 0.283  0.868 0.322 

Southern European Countries (Ref. Greece)      
2010 (Ref. 2004) 1.071 0.256  4.816*** 1.822 
Spain 1.274 0.309  2.194 0.918 
Spain*2010 0.625 0.199  0.243** 0.120 

p-value: *** <0.01; ** <0.05; * <0.1.  

Table 8: Multinomial logistic regression of earning arrangements: effects of time and place (Odds ratios 
estimates)  
Note: We present results from models estimated or each country group separately. All controls in Tables 
2-7 are included. 
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6. DISCUSSION 
This paper studied the distribution of couples with working women into different earning 

arrangements across 18 European countries (grouped into six clusters on the basis of their 

welfare arrangements) using repeated cross-national survey data for the mid and late 

2000s. We identified the key characteristics of women, men, and their households 

associated with three earning arrangements where, alternatively, the man is the main 

earner, the women is the main earner, or both partners contribute equally to the 

household income.  

 

Results show that couples where the woman contributes an equal or the highest 

share of the household income tend to have similar characteristics.  

 

First, self-reported measures of who is the main earner in the household are not 

gender neutral. Male respondents tend to report that they contribute the largest share, 

while female respondents tend to report that they contribute an equal or the largest share. 

Even in the Nordic countries, that score high in terms of public and domestic gender 

equality, we find a gender effect.  

 

Second, the earning arrangement is associated with the employment status of both 

partners. Intuitively, couples where the woman works part-time are less likely to depart 

from the MME arrangement if compared to couples where the woman works full-time. A 

similar result is found for couples where the man works part-time or is not employed. In 

this case, there is a positive effect on the likelihood of observing the WME arrangement 

and a negative effect of observing the MME or the EE arrangements. However, in 

German-speaking, Nordic and Anglo-Saxon countries, the EE arrangement is 

independent of the man’s employment status; this result likely depends on the fact that 

the man may still contribute to the household income through e.g. unemployment or 

social benefits, income from investments or other sources, although with our survey data 

we are not able to investigate this further.    

 

Third, having children in the household is generally negatively associated with 

equal earnings, while we find no effect on the likelihood of women being the main 
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earner. While it is well known from previous literature that, especially in German-

speaking and Southern European countries, the presence of children, especially if young, 

negatively correlates with the decision to work for women, once the decision to work has 

been made, the presence of children does not necessarily mean that the economic role of 

women is only supplementary in these two country groups.  

 

In all country groups, there is an association between the probability of observing 

the WME arrangement and the woman being more educated than her partner. Given the 

emerging gender imbalance in education among the younger cohorts, and given the 

increasing educational heterogamy among couples with women more educated than their 

partners, on the basis of our results, we can envisage that in the near future, an increasing 

number of couples will be characterized by women who earn more than their partners. 

However it is possible that the contribution of the educational difference among partners 

on the diffusion of the WME arrangement will be low in countries with lower returns to 

education (such as Southern European countries). 

 

Other characteristics are specific to selected groups of countries. For example, in 

Anglo-Saxon, Central-Eastern European, German-speaking and Nordic countries women 

who are not married to their cohabiting partner are more likely to provide an equal, but 

not the largest, share of the household income.   

 

In Central-Eastern European, German-speaking and Nordic countries among the 

richest households, working women are more likely to earn less than their partners. 

Similarly, women as main earners are associated to poorest incomes in Central-Eastern 

European countries. Hence, with the exception of Anglo-Saxon and Southern European 

countries, i.e. the countries witnessing the highest increases in male unemployment rates 

during the economic crisis, women contribute an equal or the highest share of the 

household income when they belong to low-income families.  

 

Finally, we documented a significant increase in WME in Southern European and 

Anglo-Saxon countries in the years of the economic crisis, with Greece and Ireland 

registering the highest increases. We also find a significant positive association between 

WME and living in Sweden as well as between equal earners regime and living in 

France. As of 2010, the effects of the economic crisis may not be entirely revealed. On 
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the other hand, in Southern European and Anglo-Saxon countries we do not find any 

statistically significant association with household income. This lack of significance 

indicates that we do not find evidence of the hypothesis that women are more likely to 

contribute household income when they are constrained to do so by a low total household 

income, nor that women in families with a relatively high household income tend to be 

out of the labour force, or to contribute only a little share of the total household income.8  

 

Research that explicitly looks at women who out-earn their partners has been so 

far under investigated, in particular for Europe. Our contribution adds to the literature by 

providing a comprehensive study on women as main earners in Europe. Results presented 

in this paper identify the correlates of different earning arrangements of couples with 

working women. Future research will need to study the consequences of the increased 

economic power of women with respect to their partners’ for women, men and their 

families, as well as society as a whole.  
 

                                                 
8 Household income is measured in country-specific quintiles, and as such, it is not a measure of the 
country’s reaction to the economic crisis, because if the average income changes, the quintile distribution 
will not necessarily change accordingly. 
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