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Abstract 

 

This study uses repeated cross sections of individual level data from the Public Use Microdata 

Samples of the United States Census (PUMS) to examine the role of changing marriage market 

conditions in the decline in female marriage rates between 1970 and 1980.  Particular emphasis is 

placed on documenting the importance of changes in mate availability and quality in accounting 

for large decreases in marriage rates experienced by White and Black 18-30 year olds.  The 

results indicate that much of the decrease in marriage rates among White females ages 18 to 30 

remains unexplained and that increases in school enrollment and deteriorating marriage market 

conditions were important in accounting for the marriage rate decline among Black females ages 

18 to 30.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

                                                                   2 

Introduction 

 Between 1950 and 2001 the percentage of family households headed by females 

increased from 9.3 to 17.5.
1
  Children who grow up in female-headed families are more likely to 

drop out of school, exhibit idleness, and have a much higher incidence of poverty (McLanahan 

and Sandefur 1994).  In 2001, the poverty rate among female-headed families was 28.5 percent 

while the poverty rate among families headed by married couples was only 5.7 percent.  For these 

reasons the increase in female-headed families has become a major source of concern for policy 

makers and social scientists alike.  One reason for the increase in female-headed families since 

1950 has been the dramatic decrease in female marriage rates.
2
  Between 1960 and 1990 female 

marriage rates, defined as the fraction of single women entering into marriage during the course 

of a given year, decreased substantially for young White and Black women of all age groups.  

Although marriage rates decreased continuously between 1960 and 1990, the largest declines 

occurred between 1970 and 1980.
3
 

 In response to the large decline in female marriage rates a substantial body of literature 

on the subject of marital change developed.  Much of this research has focused on the role that 

changes in relative mate availability and/or quality within marriage markets (defined by location, 

age, race, and occasionally education) have played in the decline of female marriage (Wilson 

                                                 
1
 The Current Population Survey (CPS), which serves as a basis for these figures, samples 

households.  Households can either be family households, defined as households where two or more related 

individuals live together, or non-family households, defined as households where one or more unrelated 

persons live together.  Within the universe of family households (families), the CPS separately identifies 

households headed by women (female-headed families), households headed by married couples (married 

couple families), and households headed by men (male-headed households).  The term female-headed 

family is used to reference a family household headed by a female.     

 
2
 According to estimates provided by Wotkiewicz, McLananhan, and Garfinkel (1990) most of the 

increase in white female headship during the 1970s was the result of divorce, while most of the rise in 

black female headship during the 1970s occurred because of nonmarriage and, to a lesser extent, increasing 

nonmarital fertility. 
3
 This observation is based on comparisons of first marriage rates, calculated as the fraction of 

women eligible for a first marriage that married in the year prior to the survey date, across the 1970 and 

1980 Public Use Microdata Samples of the United States Census and the 1990 June Current Population 

Survey (fertility, birth expectations and marital history Supplement).  Neither the 1990 or 2000 United 

States Census collected information on the timing of first marriages.      
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1987; Ellwood and Crane 1990; Lerman 1991; Lichter et. al., 1992; Wood 1994; Lichter, 

McLaughlin, and Ribar 1999).  While there is little doubt that the relative availability of 

“marriageable” men affects female marriage in the expected way, there is some confusion about 

whether trends in male availability are consistent with trends in marriage.  Other research has 

focused on the roles school enrollment, employment, and earnings play in accounting for the 

decreased incidence of marriage among women (Cherlin 1980; Goldscheider and Wait 1986; 

Mare and Winship 1991; Lichter et al. 1992; Oppenheimer and Lew 1995).  While school 

enrollment has contributed modestly to the decline in female marriage rates, evidence of the role 

of increases in female employment and earnings in marriage decline is mixed, with results 

dependent on the type of data, methods used and measures employed. 

 In this paper I use repeated cross sections of individual level data from the Public Use 

Microdata Samples of the United States Census (PUMS) to examine the plausibility of several 

potential explanations for the decline in female marriage rates between 1970 and 1980.  Particular 

emphasis is placed on documenting the importance of changes in marriage market conditions, 

including changes in the structure of wages within marriage markets, in accounting for large 

decreases in marriage rates. This paper extends the marital change literature in at least three 

significant ways.   

 First, the use of data from the PUMS allows entry into marriage to be precisely measured.  

Most of the previous research has examined the relationship between marriage markets, 

employment, earnings, and/or school enrollment on an individual’s current marital status.  The 

problem with this approach is that an individual’s current marital status is likely to depend on 

current and past realizations of variables that affect entry into and exit from marriage.  Failure to 

account for the effects that past realizations of relevant variables have on a stock measure of 

marital status may be a significant source of bias in trying to assess the determinants of the 

decline in marriage.   
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 Second, this paper utilizes improved measures of the relative availability and quality of 

males within a marriage market.  Despite the fact that assortative mating on the basis of education 

is a defining feature of marriage in the United States, many previous studies of marital change 

have relied on marriage market variables that do not vary with educational attainment, and do not 

fully account for the degree of assortative mating on the basis of age.
4
  Through the use of a 

weighting scheme that takes into consideration the frequencies at which men and women of 

different ages and education levels marry, I construct marriage market measures that account for 

the effects of assortative mating.  In the analysis that follows, measures of relative male 

availability and quality are allowed to vary by location, age, race, and education level.    

 The third way in which this paper extends the marital change literature is by examining a 

number of alternative explanations for the decline in female marriage.  One such theory is that the 

decrease in the incidence of female marriage is linked to increases in male wage dispersion.  Male 

wage dispersion may decrease female marriage because in a market where men are very different 

with respect to their earnings potential, there may be an incentive for women who receive 

marriage offers from lower wage men to hold out for marriage offers from higher wage men.   

Literature Review 

 Much of the marital change literature has focused on the role that marriage market factors 

have played in determining marriage patterns and trends (Wilson 1987; Elwood and Crane 1990; 

Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin 1991; Lichter et al. 1992; Wood 1994; Brien 1996; Lichter, 

McLaughlin, and Ribar1997; Oppenheimer and Lewis 2000).  These studies generally find 

modest effects of marriage market tightness, as measured by the number of “marriageable” men 

divided by the number of women within a geographically and age defined marriage market. 

Whether or not changes in marriage market tightness have contributed to the decrease in marriage 

is, however, debatable.  While there is little doubt the sex ratio variables affect marriage in the 

                                                 
4
 Notable exceptions are Sheon and Klugel (1988), South and Lloyd (92), Brien (1996), and 
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expected way Elwood and Crane 1990; Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin 1991; Lichter et al. 

1992; Wood 1994; Lichter, McLaughlin, and Ribar1997), there is some confusion about whether 

trends in these variables are consistent with trends in marriage.  In particular, Wilson (1987) and 

Ellwood and Crane (1990) find that the availability of “marriageable” men has decreased over 

time while Wood (1994) finds that the opposite is true.
5
  There are several potential explanations 

for these differences in relative male availability trends.   

 First, different studies have used different levels of geographic aggregation in defining 

sex ratio variables.  Wilson, for example, uses region (4 regions) as the level of aggregation for 

his sex ratio measures while Wood uses Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA).  

Secondly, the age ranges used to define the sex ratio variables differ substantially across studies.  

Research by Goldman, Westhoff, and Hammerslough (1984) and by Fossett and Kiecolt (1991) 

has shown that sex ratios can be very sensitive to the age ranges that are chosen.  

 This sensitivity of sex ratio variables to levels of geographic and age aggregation 

indicates that more thought needs to go into how these variables are defined.  Particularly 

important is the choice of a level of geographic aggregation that balances the desire to tightly 

define marriage markets opportunities with the need for sufficient data to reduce problems 

brought about by measurement error.  Evidence presented by Brien (1996) suggests the state-level 

aggregation might be more desirable than SMSA or Labor Market Area (LMA) level aggregation.  

 Even if the relative availability of “marriageable” men has declined over time this might 

not offer an adequate explanation of trends in marriage since 1960.  Lerman (1989) argues that if 

reductions in the supply of economically attractive men are the primary reason for the declining 

incidence of marriage among women, marriage rates for economically attractive men should have 

                                                                                                                                                 
Oppenheimer and Lewis (2000).  

5
 In these studies “marriageable” men are typically men who meet some minimum requirements in 

regard to their economic status.  For example, Wilson (1987) and Ellwood and Crane (1990) equate 

marriageability with employment while Wood (1994) and Lichter et al. (1992) experiment with different 

definitions of what it means to be marriageable, all of which are related to a man’s economic viability. 
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increased.  Since the incidence of marriage among employed men with high levels of education 

has also decreased, reductions in the supply of marriageable men cannot be the sole cause of 

decreased rates of marriage among women.  Lerman’s critique of the hypothesis that female 

marriage has declined because of reductions in the relative supply of available men suggests that 

future research should be focused on finding alternative explanations for the decline in female 

marriage.   

 One promising line of research is to examine links between the changing structure of 

wages and changes in marriage formation.  Since the early 1960s there have been notable changes 

in the structure of wages in the United States.  These wage changes are aptly described by Katz 

and Murphy (1992). With respect to their potential to affect marital behavior, the most notable of 

these wage changes has been the increases in the wages of women relative to those of men and 

increases in wage dispersion.  Between 1971 and 1987 average male full-time real wages 

decreased by 5.8 percent while average female full-time wages increased by 5.3 percent (Katz 

and Murphy 1992, page 40 Table 1).  Additionally, during this same period there were substantial 

increases in wage inequality among male earners with the least educated male workers 

experiencing severe wage declines and more educated male workers seeing substantial wage 

increases. Wages for all but the least educated women have increased since the early 1970s.  

 According to Becker (1973) an increase in the relative wages of women should reduce 

the average gains to marriage.  Becker’s theory of marriage (1973) is based on the notion that 

there are gains from trade between men and women.  Because market wages are typically higher 

for men, men will specialize in labor market production and women will specialize in production 

of home goods.  In Becker's model, increases in the wages of women relative to those of men 

decreases the degree of comparative advantage that men experience in labor market production, 

thus reducing the apparent gains from marriage.  A related hypothesis asserts that the increasing 
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wages of women (not necessarily relative wages) accord women some economic independence 

from men, leading to reductions, or delays, in marriage.     

 While these hypotheses hold some intuitive appeal, their ability to explain changes in 

marital behavior has been questioned.  Oppenheimer (1997) points out that while the time series 

between measures of female economic status and marriage are highly correlated after World War 

II, they are not highly correlated for earlier periods.  For example, the age at first marriage for late 

19
th
 century cohorts was high despite limited labor market opportunities for women and the 

presence of a large number of rural dwellers who typically married young (Oppenheimer 1997).  

 The other problem with Becker’s theory in terms of being able to account for the 

decrease in marriage in the post-World War II era is that it lacks empirical support.  As noted 

above, there is some support for Becker’s theory in aggregate time series, but most studies using 

micro-level data find measures of female earnings and employment to be positively correlated 

with marriage (Cherlin 1980, Goldscheider and Waite 1986, Lichter et al. 1992, Oppenheimer 

and Lew 1995).  While it is true that these studies suggest a positive correlation between 

measures of female economic status and marriage, they are potentially flawed in that they relate a 

female’s current economic status to her marital status.  The basic problem with this approach is 

that current marital and economic status are likely to be co-determined, either because decisions 

about work are made jointly with (or in consideration of) spousal decisions, or because of the 

existence of some unobserved factor that affects both marital and economic status.  In either case, 

it is impossible to make determinations about causality without a valid instrument for economic 

status.     

 One hypothesis for the reduction in female marriage that has not been explored broadly in 

the literature is that increases in male wage dispersion have led to reductions in female marriage 

rates.  The basis for this hypothesis comes from applying the standard job search model to marital 

search.  In this adapted version of the job search model women search for men and evaluate them 
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on the basis of their earnings.
 
  When a woman receives a marriage offer she must make a 

decision about whether to accept the offer or continue searching at some cost.  The common 

solution for this type of model is for women to adopt a reservation wage strategy whereby 

marriage offers from men with earnings above a female’s reservation wage would be accepted 

and all other marriage offers would be declined.  In search models the reservation wage is 

optimally calculated to be equal to the per-period value of remaining single, net search costs, plus 

the discounted value of continued search.  One result from the standard search model is that the 

reservation wage is increasing in the level of wage dispersion.  When applied to marital search 

this result implies that, all else equal, women will be more selective (have higher reservation 

wages) in markets where men are very different in terms of their earnings than in markets where 

men are very similar.
6
  In the analysis below, I evaluate this hypothesis, but include measures of 

within marriage market male wage dispersion in the female marriage rate equations. 

Data and Methods   

This study makes use of data from the 1970 and 1980 Public Use Microdata Samples of the US 

Census.  The PUMS are very large (1 in 1000) nationally representative data sets constructed by 

the U.S. Census Department as part of its 10 year census.  The PUMS provide detailed 

information on race, education, family characteristics, and geographic location.   

 The primary sample for this analysis consists of White and Black women who were 

between the ages of 18 and 30 in 1970 or 1980 and were never-married or married a year or less 

at the time of the census (April of the census year).  Women who were 18 years of age and still 

attending high school at the time of the census were removed from the sample.  Observations 

from a number of states were also dropped because the samples were too small to compute by 

state, race, and age group marriage market variables.
7
  Restricting the sample as described 

                                                 
6
 See Mortensen (1986) for a derivation of this result.   

7
 A complete listing of the states included and excluded from the sample, by race, is available 

from the author.  Observations from a state were dropped if it was deemed that there were an insufficient 
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provides observations on 120,204 White women and 27,739 Black women across the 1970 and 

1980 samples. 

 By year and race summary statistics for the data are shown in Table 1.  The dependent 

variable (newly married) and the individual level background variables (school enrollment, and 

the education level indictors) were constructed directly from the sample of never married and 

newly married women between the ages of 18 and 30 described above.  The variable newly 

married indicates whether a respondent entered into a first marriage in the year preceding the 

census date.  Enrolled is a binary variable indicating an individual's post-secondary school 

enrollment status.  The education level variables indicate whether a respondent failed to complete 

high school, completed high school, but not college, or completed high school and some college.   

 Before turning to a description of the marriage market variables it is useful to clarify the 

concept of a marriage market used in this paper.  In defining marriage markets the intent is to 

approximate the pool of people who were “marriageable” at some point in the year prior to the 

census date.
 8
  Because the interest is in defining marriage market variables that are applicable to 

the year prior to the census, all newly married and single individuals are assumed to have 

participated in the marriage market.   While newly married individuals are not in the marriage 

market at the time of the census, they were at the beginning of the preceding year.   

 In defining the marriage markets it is also assumed that women marry men of the same 

race and residing in the same state that are between 2-years their junior and 8-years their senior, 

                                                                                                                                                 
number of single or newly married individuals within the PUMS samples to compute accurate values of the 

marriage market variables.   
8
 In determining which men are “marriageable” I do not adopt the convention of assuming that 

there are certain minimum requirements for men to be considered marriage worthy.  I stray from this 

convention for two reasons.  First, in both the 1970 and 1980 PUMS there is a non-trivial fraction of non-

employed men who enter into marriage in a given census year.  Because these men are clearly part of the 

marriage market, despite their current employment status, it seems like a stretch to arbitrarily assume that 

all unemployed, or underemployed, men are not part of the marriage market.  The second reason that I do 

not adopt tying marriageability to economic status is that it is possible to measure the availability and 

quality of potential spouses separately.  In the case of this study availability is measured with marriage 

market specific availability index and quality is measured by marriage market specific male earnings 

averages.   
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that men marry women of the same race and residing in the same state between 8-years their 

junior and 2-years their senior, and that men and women younger than 16 are do not participate in 

the marriage market.  These age cutoffs were chosen to be as narrow as possible while still 

covering a substantial fraction of marriages.  Ninety-four percent of the marriages involving 18-

34 year old White women and 88 percent of the marriages involving 18-34 year old Black women 

occurred to men within these age boundaries.   

 Using the concept of a marriage market outlined above, marriage market variables 

designed to measure the relative availability of “marriageable” men, female earnings, male 

marriage market earnings, and a measure of within marriage market earnings dispersion, were 

constructed.  These variables are described below.  

 The measure of the relative male availability that is employed is described as an 

availability index by Goldman Westhoff, and Hammerslough. (1984).  Consider the likelihood 

that a woman of age a  and race ,r  education level e , living in state ,s  during year t  

( ), , , ,a r e s t  will meet a potential mate.  Whether ( ), , , ,a r e s t  meets a potential mate depends 

on the number of men available to her as well as the total number of women competing for these 

men.  The availability index is defined as follows: 

( )

( )

number of men for , , , ,
 

the  average  number of women for each of , , , , '  men

a r e s t
availability index

a r e s t s
=  

It is designed to measure both the availability of men and the total number of women competing 

for these men.   

 Because the availability index more accurately measures competition over the pool of 

marriageable men, it is a better measure of spousal availability than the simple sex ratio used in 

other studies.  The other main advantage of the availability index is that it lends itself to 

weighting better than a sex ratio.  Again, consider the marriage market faced by ( ), , , ,a r e s t .  
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When considering the pool of men that ( ), , , ,a r e s t  is likely to marry, it does not make sense to 

assign all men equal weights.  A high school dropout is more likely to marry a high school 

dropout than a college graduate.  Similarly, a 20 year old woman is more likely to marry a 22-

year old man than a 27-year old man.  Because there is a considerable degree of assortative 

mating by age and education, I use an education and age weighted availability index in the 

analysis that follows. The weights for the weighted availability index are determined by the 

frequency at which young men and women of different education levels and ages married in the 

10-years prior to the 1970 census.
9
 

 Some characteristics of these weights used to calculate the weighted availability index 

and other weighted marriage market variables are shown in Tables 2 and 3.  The education level 

of male spouses by the education level of 20 year old and 25-34 year old women are shown in 

Table 2.
10
  From Table 2 it is evident that there is a considerable degree of assortative mating by 

education for both White and Black women.  For both 20 year old women and women who were 

married after the age of 25 the modal marriage involved a male of the same education level.  

Although marriage patterns indicate that women are more likely to marry men of their education 

                                                 
 

9
 Although using weighted availability indices to measure spousal availability offers clear 

advantages, there are some potential problems with this approach.  The biggest problem is that it is not 

clear whether the weights used in creating the availability ratios represent supply conditions, demand 

conditions, the effects of social networks, or some combination of these factors.  Marriage markets are 

potentially endogenous.  If the existing marriage market facing an individual is particularly bad, she may 

search outside of her traditional marriage market and consider some men for marriage whom she would not 

have considered given better opportunities.  Likewise, in a very good marriage market women may restrict 

their choice of mates.  Given these concerns, the ideal measure of spousal availability would be a weighted 

availability index calculated at a time when the marriage market was very balanced in the sense of equating 

the relative supplies of men and women.  In this case the availability ratio would measure some 

…combination of supply factors and social network effects.  Unfortunately, any determination on how 

balanced a marriage market is depends on an arbitrary measure of spousal availability. 
10
 Separate sets of weights were calculated for each age from 18-24, but the same weights are 

applied to women and men over 25 and older.  The reason for this difference is two fold.  First, younger 

people tend to interact with and marry people that are much closer to their age.  Applying weights that were 

obtained from the set of all marriages involving men and women ages 18 to 34 would not be appropriate 

given this observation because too much weight would be placed on potential marriage partners that were 

significantly older or younger.  Secondly, because most of the first marriages that took place during the 

1960s involved young people, there is a limited amount of data with which to tabulate a set of weights for 

each age above 25-years old with any degree of precision.       
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level, the sorting is by no means perfect and there is a considerable amount of marrying up and 

down.      

 The age characteristics of the men who married women age 20 and ages 25-34 in the 10 

years prior to the 1970 Census are shown in Table 3.  Examination of Table 3 reveals a striking 

pattern.  Regardless of race, the age differences between women and their spouses were more 

variable for 25-34 year old women than for 20 year old women.  This pattern is particularly 

striking for older women with some college.  Over 20 percent of the marriages involving 25-34 

year old women with some college were to men at least one year their junior, while less than 6 

percent of marriages involving 20 year old women with some college were to men one or more 

years younger.  Older women were also more likely to marry older men, but this pattern is not 

nearly as apparent. 

 In addition to the measures of spousal availability, earnings are also measured at the 

marriage market level.  These marriage market earnings variables were created by first extracting 

samples of single or newly married working age (18-64 years of age) men and women from the 

PUMS.  For each combination of year, race, education level, and state of residence, annual 

earnings were regressed on age and its square.   These regressions provide a predicted value of 

1969 or 1979 earnings that varies by state, year, age and education level for each single or newly 

married working age individual in the PUMS.
11
  It is these predicted values that were used to 

create the male and female marriage market wages and the weighted and unweighted male-female 

earnings differential variables.   

 The variable female earnings was constructed for each woman in the sample by 

computing natural log of the predicted annual earnings associated with the year she appeared in 

the sample, her state of residence, race, education level and age.  Weighted and unweighted male 

earnings measures are constructed for each woman in the sample as the as the average (weighted 



 

                                                                   13 

or unweighted) of the log predicted earnings of men of the same race, residing in the same state, 

during the same year that are between 2-years younger and 8-years old than her.  The (weighted) 

male-female earnings differential is the difference between female earnings and (weighted) male 

marriage market earnings.  Finally, (weighted) male earnings dispersion is constructed as the 

square root of the average squared deviation between the actual annual earnings of men within 

each marriage market and the value of (weighted) male marriage market earnings.  

 One of the critiques on studies examining the link between female wages and marital 

status is that marital status and measures of economic status may be codetermined, leading to 

biased estimates and making it difficult to determine causality.  While the variables defined above 

do not completely eliminate this problem, they should lessen it significantly for several reasons.  

First, marriage market variables are computed as fitted values or summary measures taken from a 

larger sample.  Thus, the marriage market measures, including female earnings, are not affected 

by the current marital status of the respondent to which they are linked.  Secondly, the 

background variables and marriage market variables correspond to a period of time in which 

sample respondents were single or just recently married.  Given the potentially slow adjustment 

of background characteristics like educational attainment and school enrollment to marriage, and 

a rapidly changing marriage market, this approach is far better than relating current marital status 

to current background and marriage market variables.  In the later case the independent variables 

are measured at the time of the survey, but the respondent may have been married many years 

prior; thus current marriage market conditions and her current employment level, earnings, and 

school enrollment status are unlikely to be reflective of the values of these variables immediately 

prior to her marriage.      

 In the estimation that follows a logistics model is used to estimate the likelihood of being 

newly married as a function of school enrollment status, the availability index, female earnings, 

                                                                                                                                                 
11
 The census forms inquire about earnings in the preceding calendar year.  Thus, the 1970 census 
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the male-female earnings differential, male earnings dispersions, age-education-year dummies, 

and in some cases region (or census division) dummies.   With the exception of school enrollment 

and all of the variables take on the same value for all individuals in the same marriage market.  

Because of this uncorrected standard errors will tend to be biased (Moulton 1986).  Thus, robust 

standard errors corrected for clustering within state-education-year cells are reported. 

Estimates 

 Logit estimates of the determinants of entry into first marriage for White and Black 

women between the ages of 18 and 30 are shown in Tables 4 and 5 for White and Black women, 

respectively.  The models estimated in Tables 4 and 5 differ according to whether or not area 

effects, in the form of census region dummy variables, are included in the set of right hand side 

variables, and as to whether the (education and age) weighted marriage market variables are 

used.
.
 Recall that the distinction between the weighted and un-weighted marriage market 

variables is that the unweighted variables assign all potential spouses equal weight whereas the  

weighted variables assign potential spouses weights based on the relative likelihood of such a 

marriage taking place during the 1960s.  The column (1) model uses the weighted marriage 

market variables and includes region effects.  The column (2) model is identical to the column (1) 

model except that it does not include region effects.  The column (3) model is estimated using the 

un-weighted marriage market variables and includes region effects, while the column (4) model is 

estimated with un-weighed marriage market variables, but does not include region effects.   

 In the models without region dummy variables variation in the marriage market variables 

within, and between, regions will be used to identify the effects reported in the tables, whereas in 

the models with the region dummy variables the effects reported in the tables will be identified on 

the basis of deviations away from region specific averages.  The former model is appropriate in 

the absence of unobservable factors that vary across region and are also correlated with marriage 

                                                                                                                                                 
contains information on 1969 earnings and the 1980 census contains information on 1979 earnings.   
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and with the marriage market variables.  The later model is appropriate if there are unobserved, 

time invariant factors that vary across regions and are related to female marriage propensities and 

the marriage market variables.  Because of the intuitive appeal of the weighted marriage market 

variables and because the potential presence of many unobserved fixed factors that vary across 

regions also affect the marriage market variables and female marriage propensities, the estimates 

shown in column (1) are preferred.   

 Turning to the estimates in Table 4, school enrollment has a very large effect on the 

probability of entry into marriage among White women.  The magnitude of this effect is such that 

for the average sample member enrolling in school would reduce the annual probability of 

marriage by approximately 16 percent.
 
  This effect is consistent across all specifications.   

Spousal availability, as measured by either weighted or un-weighted availability indices, has a 

modest positive, statistically significant effect on the probability of entry into marriage.  The 

effect of availability is somewhat larger when un-weighted indexes are used and when the region 

dummy variables are not included in the model.  Both the male-female earnings differential and 

female earnings variables have statistically significant effects on entry into marriage across all 

specifications.   

 High male marriage market wages, holding female wages constant, are associated with 

higher rates of entry into marriage.  The net effect of an increase in female wages, holding male 

wages constant is equal to the difference between the marginal effect on the female earnings 

variable and the marginal effect on the male-female earnings differential variable.  Thus, an 

increase in female earnings, holding male marriage market wages constant, would lead to a 

decrease in female marriage rates.  Note that these estimates are consistent with the specialization 

and trading theory of marriage in that decreases in the relative earnings of men would lead to 

lower marriage rates.  The last estimated marginal effects shown in Table 4 are those associated 

with the male wage dispersion variables.  The effect of male wage dispersion is positive in all of 
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the specifications, but is only statistically different from zero in the specifications without region 

effects.   

 The estimates of the determinants of entry into marriage for Blacks are shown in Table 5.  

Compared to Whites, school enrollment has a much smaller effect on entry into marriage for 

Black 18 to 30 year olds.  For the average Black sample member being enrolled in school reduced 

the predicted probability of entry into marriage by roughly 6.5 percentage points.  As with 

Whites, the estimated effects of school enrollment are consistent across specifications.  

 Although the estimated effects of school enrollment are consistent across model 

specifications, the effects of many of the marriage market variables are not.  For instance the 

spousal availability index is only marginally significant in the column (2) model and has a 

negative sign in the column (3) model.  The male female wage differential variables are positive 

and statistically significant across all specifications, but the estimates are about 30 percent higher 

in the specifications without region effects.  Even though the effects of the female wage variable 

are consistent across specifications, there are different predictions concerning the likely effects of 

changes in female wages because of differences in the estimates on of the male-female wage 

differential variables.  For instance, increases in female wages would have virtually no effect on 

female marriage rates according to the preferred column (1) model but would have a modest 

negative effect on female marriage rates according to the column (2) model.  The effect of the 

male wage dispersion variables on entry into marriage for Blacks is small and not statistically 

different from zero across all of the specification. 

Simulations of Marital Change  

To determine the extent to which changes in school enrollment and changes in marriage 

market conditions account for changes in marriage rates a series of simulations were conducted.  

These simulations were conducted using the 1970 sample and relay on the estimates from the 

column (1) model.  Each of the variables in the model were changed individually, or in groups, to 
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their 1980 levels and new predicted values were obtained.
 
  Exact 1980 values for all of the 

marriage market variables are known.  This is not, however, the case for the school enrollment 

variable.  The simulations of the effect of the changing rates school enrollment variable were 

done by multiplying the estimated marginal effect of school enrollment on the change in school 

enrollment rates between 1970 and 1980.   

Simulations of the change in marriage rates attributable to changes in school enrollment 

and changes in marriage market conditions are shown in Table 6 for Whites and Table 7 for 

Blacks.  Within each racial group, separate estimates are shown for women ages 18 to 24 year 

and 25 to 30.  Examining Table 6 it is clear that there were substantial marriage rate declines for 

18-24 year old whites of all education levels and for 25 to 30 year old whites with a high school 

diploma or some college.  In percentage terms, these decreases ranged from 35 percent (18 to 24 

year old whites with some college) to 15 percent (25 to 34 year whites with a high school 

diploma, but no college). There was a small marriage rate increase among 25-30 year old whites 

without a high school diploma. 

 The simulations indicate that changes in post-secondary school enrollment contributed 

modestly to these marriage rate changes among 18-30 year old white women, but that much of 

the decrease in the incidence of first marriages remains unexplained.  The percentage change in 

the marriage rate that can be attributed to school enrollment varies between 6 for 18 to 24 year 

old whites with a high school diploma, but no college, and 36 for 25 to 30 year o12ld white at 

least 1-year of college.  That the percent of the marriage rate decline that can be attributed to 

changes in school enrollment is higher for older women is indicative of the fact that school 

enrollment rates increased dramatically for 25 to 30 year old Whites between 1970 and 1980, but 

increased only modestly among younger Whites.  The only group of whites for which marriage 

market conditions explain a non-trivial percentage of the marriage rate decrease is 18 to 24 year 

olds without a high school diploma.  Indeed for 4 out of the 6 cells in Table 6, changes in 
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marriage market conditions between 1970 and 1980 would have led to marriage rate increases.  

 Turning to Table 7, there were substantial decreases in rates of first marriage between 

1970 and 1980 among black women of all education levels in both age groups.  In both 

percentage and absolute terms the marriage rate decreases were larger for women in the younger 

age group.  Marriage rates for 18 to 24 year old blacks without a high school diploma and 18 to 

24 year old blacks with a high school diploma, but no college, both decreased by nearly 60 

percent, while the largest decrease in marriage rates among any education cell in the 25 to 30 year 

old age group was only 32 percent.  

 As with whites, the simulations in Table 7 indicate that changes in school enrollment 

contributed to a decrease in rates of marriage among 18 to 30 year old blacks between 1970 and 

1980.  In contrast to whites, changes in marriage market conditions, primarily changes in male 

and female earnings levels, also contributed to marriage rate declines for women of all education 

levels in both age groups.  Changes in marriage market conditions can account for 23 percent, 13 

percent, and 8 percent of the change in marriage among 18 to 24 year old black women without a 

high school diploma, with a high school diploma and no college, and with some college 

respectively.   

In part because of the increased importance of the marriage market, the simulations for 

Blacks explain a substantial fraction of the 1970 to 1980 marriage rate decreases.  This is 

particularly true among 25 to 30 year olds where the percent of the marriage rate decline 

explained by both changes in school enrollment and marriage market conditions ranges from 35 

to 72.   

Conclusion 

    The intent of this paper was to access the relative contributions of several explanations 

for the decline in female marriage rates between 1970 and 1980.  These potential explanations 

include the following:  (1) changes in the relative supply of men have resulted in decreases in 
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female marriage; (2) the growth of female earnings, both in absolute terms and relative to male 

earnings, have made women more economically independent and/or reduced the gains from 

marriage; (3) increases in male wage dispersion have created an incentive to delay marriage; and 

(4) increased rates of school enrollment have led many women to postpone marriage.
12
   

 Estimates from logit models indicated that the relative supply of men within marriage 

markets (defined by race, age, education, state of residence and year) is related to entry into 

marriage among White and Black women.  While the relative supply of men is correlated with 

entry into marriage, trends in mate availability are not consistent with trends in marital behavior.  

In particular, marriage rates declined for White and Black women ages 18 to 30 between 1970 

and 1980, but measures of the relative supply of available men increased. 

 Although there is little evidence that changes in either relative male or female earnings 

had a substantial effect on marriage rates for White women, wage changes do seem to have had 

an effect on marriage rates for Blacks.  This is particularly true for older, less educated Black 

women where changes in male marriage market and female earnings can explain between 50 and 

60 percent of the marriage rate decline between 1970 and 1980.   

 There is no evidence that suggests that increases in within marriage market male earnings 

dispersion have played any role in the decrease in female marriage rates for Whites or for Blacks.  

For both Black and White women the estimated effect of within marriage market male earnings 

dispersion is small.  Furthermore, the constructed measures of within male marriage market 

earnings dispersion decreased between 1970 and 1980. 

                                                 
12
 Note that (3) and (4) are explanations that would lead to delays in marriage for younger women. 

It is possible that all women that delay marriage to attend school, or decline a marriage offer to continue 

searching, will eventually end up married. However, due to the relative permanence of marriages and 

presence of significant search frictions in the marriage market, this result is unlikely.  Therefore, under the 

most reasonable set of circumstances, (3) and (4) may be seen as explanations that would lead to reductions 

in marriage rates among younger women that are not completely offset by marriage rate increases among 

older women.  
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  School enrollment contributed only modestly to the marriage rate declines among young 

White women, primarily because rates of school enrollment for younger Whites did not increase 

much between 1970 and 1980.  Increases in school enrollment played a much larger role in 

decreasing marriage rates for older White women with some college.  For this group of women 

increases in school enrollment accounted for 30 to 40 percent of the marriage rate decline.  

Although rates of school enrollment increased substantially for young and old Black women, 

these increases only had a modest impact on marriage rate changes because school enrollment 

does not have a large impact on entry into marriage for Blacks.  
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Table 1 

 

Sample Means and Standard Deviations by Year and Race 
       
 
                                                                                          Whites                                         Blacks 
 
Variable          1970              1980   1970              1980 
       
 
Dependent Variable   
 
 Newly married (=1)  0.1928  0.1362  0.1204  0.0633 

  (0.3945) (0.3431) (0.3255) (0.2436) 

Independent Variables  
  
 Individual Level Variables 
 
 Enrolled (=1)  0.3055  0.3265  0.1500  0.2365 

  (0.4606) (0.4689) (0.3571) (0.4250) 
 
 Less than high school (=1)  0.1135  0.0918  0.3446  0.2412 

  (0.3172) (0.2887) (0.4753) (0.4278) 
 
 High school – no college (=1)  0.4739  0.4322  0.4363  0.4257 

  (0.4993) (0.4954) (0.4960) (0.4945) 
 
 Some college (=1)  0.4126  0.4760  0.2190  0.3330 

  (0.4923) (0.4994) (0.4136) (0.4713) 

 Marriage Market Variables  
 
 Weighted availability index  0.6733   0.8026  0.4812  0.6201 

  (0.1917) (0.1517) (0.1055) (0.0986) 
 
 Availability index  0.7354  0.8566  0.6024  0.7014 

  (0.2052) (0.1528) (0.2093) (0.1473) 

 Weighted male marriage  

 market earnings  8.5170     8.8236  7.4545  7.3158 

  (0.4678) (0.4446) (0.6949) (0.7101) 
 
 Male marriage market earnings  8.4845  8.7363  7.6854  7.5012 

  (0.4106) (0.3819) (0.6626) (0.6367) 
 
 Female earnings  7.6337  8.2564  6.5385  7.0397 

  (0.8393) (0.6476) (1.1538) (0.9066) 

 Weighted male-female  

  earnings differential  0.8833  0.5672  0.9160  0.2760 

  (0.5678) (0.3548) (0.7194) (0.5557) 
 
 Male-female earnings differential  0.8508  0.4798  1.1469 0.4614 

  (0.6679) (0.4691) (0.7763) (0.6002) 
 
 Weighted male earnings dispersion  0.1220  0.0599  1.1513 0.7104 

  (0.2460) (0.0903) (1.0490) (0.6718) 
 
 Male wage dispersion   0.1874  0.0960  1.4017 0.8064 

  (0.3012) (0.1339) (1.1851) (0.6953) 

 

Sample size  61,416  84,435   9,282         18,457 
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Table 2 

 

 Education Level of Spouse by Age, Education Level, and Race 
                  
  
                                                                                                                 Education Level of Spouse 
                    
 
Married at Age 20          Less than High School     High School Diploma       Some College 
                    
  
 Less than high school 

  Whites 0.4660 0.4138 0.1202 

  Blacks 0.7061 0.2588 0.0351 
  
 High school graduate 

  Whites 0.1677 0.5360 0.2964 

  Blacks 0.3294 0.5397 0.1310 
  
 Some college 

  Whites 0.0426 0.1891 0.7684 

  Blacks 0.1191 0.3869 0.4941 
                    
 
Married at Age 25+    Less than High School     High School Diploma       Some College 
                  
  
 Less than high school 

  Whites 0.5476 0.3254 0.1270 

  Blacks 0.7355 0.2210 0.0435 
 
 High school graduate 

  Whites 0.1691 0.4635 0.3675 

  Blacks 0.4058 0.4420 0.1522 
  
 Some college 

  Whites 0.0360 0.1505 0.8135  

  Blacks 0.2126 0.2995 0.4879 
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Table 3  

 

Relative Age of Spouse, By Age, Education Level and Race 
                  
  
                                                                                                                           Relative Age of Spouse 
                    
 
Married at Age 20          -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  
                    
  
 Less than high school 

  Whites 0.0491 0.0888 0.1526 0.1870 0.1776 0.1223 0.0826 0.0512 0.0460 0.0272 0.0157 

  Blacks 0.0439 0.0877 0.1360 0.1404 0.1798 0.1447 0.0833 0.0570 0.0614 0.0570 0.0088 

 

 High school diploma 

  Whites 0.0180 0.0774 0.1718 0.2189 0.1841 0.1225 0.0819 0.0490 0.0364 0.0248 0.0154 

  Blacks 0.0337 0.0714 0.1290 0.1925 0.2361 0.1389 0.0675 0.0516 0.0417 0.0258 0.0119 
 
 Some college 

  Whites 0.0070 0.0505 0.1828 0.2266 0.2082 0.1385 0.0815 0.0503 0.0225 0.0203 0.0119 

  Blacks 0.0060 0.0298 0.1607 0.1905 0.2262 0.1071 0.1191 0.0536 0.0417 0.0476 0.0179 
              
 
Married at age 25+          -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  
                    
  
 Less than high school 

  Whites 0.0905 0.1032 0.1222 0.1349 0.1254 0.0984 0.0937 0.0778 0.0571 0.0556 0.0413 

  Blacks 0.0942 0.1051 0.1377 0.1268 0.1377 0.1413 0.0580 0.0652 0.0362 0.0580 0.0399 
 
 High school diploma 

  Whites 0.0887 0.1072 0.1603 0.1418 0.1321 0.1101 0.0833 0.0673 0.0434 0.0375 0.0283 

  Blacks 0.0833 0.1413 0.1630 0.1087 0.1232 0.0906 0.0616 0.1123 0.0435 0.0435 0.0290 
 
 Some college 

  Whites 0.0781 0.1397 0.1761 0.1518 0.1250 0.1041 0.0768 0.0534 0.0451 0.0269 0.0230 

  Blacks 0.1353 0.1304 0.1449 0.1449 0.1643 0.0966 0.0435 0.0531 0.0242 0.0435 0.0193 
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Table 4 

 

Estimates of the Marginal Effects of Independent Variables on the Probability of Entry into Marriage 

(White Females Ages 18-30, Robust Standard Errors in Parentheses
a
, N=149,851) 

                    
 
Independent Variable       (1)       (2)       (3)      (4) 
                    
 
 School enrollment 

b
   -0.1613

**
  -0.1620

**
  -0.1610

**
  -0.1619

**
 

     (0.0018)  (0.0019)  (0.0029)  (0.0019) 
 
 Availability index     0.0383

**
   0.0633

**
   0.0520

**
   0.0634

**
 

     (0.0094)  (0.0075)  (0.0123)  (0.0096) 
  
 Male-female earning differential   0.0570

**
   0.0977

**
   0.0562

**
   0.0879

**
 

     (0.0067)  (0.0046)  (0.0062)  (0.0045) 
 
 Female earnings    0.0293

**
           0.0349

**
   0.0310

**
   0.0299

**
 

     (0.0051)  (0.0035)  (0.0050)  (0.0035) 
  
  Male earnings dispersion    0.0071    0.0228

**
   0.0049    0.0197

**
 

     (0.0052)  (0.0044)  (0.0041)  (0.0035) 

 Weighted marriage market  

 Variables       Yes      Yes       No        No   
 
 Age-education-year effects     Yes       Yes       No       No 
 
 Region (division) effects     Yes       No      Yes       No 
 
-2 ⋅Ln(likelihood)   119,120   119,506   119,099   119,594    
                    
 
  a
 Standard errors calculated via the delta method.

  b
 Probability differences are reported

 

**
 Significant at the 5 percent level.   
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Table 5  

 

Estimates of the Marginal Effects of Independent Variables on the Probability of Entry into Marriage 

(Black Females Ages 18-30, Robust Standard Errors in Parentheses
a
, N=27,739) 

                    
 
Independent Variable       (1)       (2)       (3)      (4) 
                    
 
 School enrollment

b
   -0.0652

**
  -0.0658

**
  -0.0651

**
  -0.0658

**
 

     (0.0031)  (0.0031)  (0.0031)  (0.0031) 
 
 Availability index     0.0111    0.0397

*
  -0.0204    0.0196 

     (0.0239)  (0.0212)  (0.0250)  (0.0220) 
 
 Male-female earnings differential  0.0240

**
   0.0337

**
   0.0281

**
   0.0367

**
 

     (0.0056)  (0.0043)  (0.0062)  (0.0047) 
 
 Female earnings    0.0200

**
   0.0191

**
   0.0242

**
   0.0219

**
 

     (0.0044)  (0.0037)  (0.0048)  (0.0039)   
 
 Male earnings dispersion  -0.0012    0.0028   -0.0018    0.0023 

     (0.0021)  (0.0017)  (0.0021)  (0.0016) 

 Weighted marriage market  

 Variables       Yes      Yes       No        No   
 
 Age-education-year effects     Yes       Yes       No       No 
 
 Region (division) effects     Yes       No      Yes       No 
 
Ln likelihood    14,760   14,799   14,756   14,801   
                     

  a
 Standard errors calculated via the delta method. 

  b
 Probability differences are reported

 

**
 Significant at the 5 percent level.   
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Table 6 

 

Decomposition of 1970 to 1980 Marriage Rate Changes by Age Group  

(White Women Ages 18-24 and 25-30)  
             
 

18-24 year-olds 

 

                                                           Less than HS                HS                 Some College 
              
 
1970 marriage rate 

1980 marriage rate  
      
 
Change in marriage rate    -0.04   -0.06   -0.06 

Percent change in marriage rate  -19.02 -28.71 -35.42 
        
 
Percent of change attributable to: 
 
 All factors 22.20  -9.58   7.23 
 
  School attendance    0.00     5.74   7.10 
 
  All marriage market factors 22.20 -15.32   0.13 

   Spousal availability  -14.12  -12.75   -7.61  

   Earnings changes    35.55    -2.50    7.62 
          

 
25-30 year-olds 

 

                                                           Less than HS                HS                 Some College 
              
 
1970 marriage rate 

1980 marriage rate  
      
 
Change in marriage rate (1970-1980)    0.01   -0.02   -0.05 

Percent change in marriage rate  10.91 -14.77 -24.07 
        
 
Percent of change attributable to: 
 
 All factors -85.72 -0.22 22.91 
 
  School attendance    0.00  13.36 35.87 
 
  All marriage market factors -85.72 -34.85 -12.96 

   Spousal availability     9.05  -34.47  -32.15  

   Earnings changes  -94.12   19.84   18.29 
             
 

 

 

 

 



 

                                                                   30 

Table 7 

 
Decomposition of 1970 to 1980 Marriage Rate Changes by Age Group  

(Black Women Ages 18-24 and 25-30)  
             
 

18-24 year-olds 

 

                                                           Less than HS                HS                 Some College 
              
 
1970 marriage rate 

1980 marriage rate  
      
 
Change in marriage rate (1970-1980)   -0.07   -0.08   -0.04 

Percent change in marriage rate -58.71 -58.05 -38.05 
        
 
Percent of change attributable to: 
 
 All factors 23.00 23.32 19.22 
 
  School attendance    0.00  10.59 11.64 
 
  All marriage market factors 23.00 12.72   7.58 

   Spousal availability   -3.03   -5.00   -9.70  

   Earnings changes  25.59  17.29  16.80 
          
 

25-30 year-olds 

 

                                                             Less than HS                HS                 Some College 
              
  
1970 marriage rate 

1980 marriage rate  
      
 
Change in marriage rate (1970-1980)  -0.02   -0.02   -0.05 

Percent change in marriage rate -31.52 -23.18 -34.12 
        
 
Percent of change attributable to: 
 
 All factors 51.79 71.09 35.34 
 
  School attendance    0.00  19.00 23.06 
 
  All marriage market factors 51.70 52.09 12.28 

   Spousal availability    1.11   -7.21   -9.34  

   Earnings changes  49.67  58.40  21.02 
             
 
 

 

 
 




