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WIVES AS SOLE AND JOINT BREADWINNERS
SUMMARY

l. This paper assembles the most recent available evidence about wives!'

JPRP WI. |

contributions to family finances in order to see how far the model of the
male breadwinner matches current social practice in Britain, It contains
original research on information in the 1974 Family Expenditure Survey,

2, The way in which the Social Security System assumes that husbands bear
the primary financial responsibility for their families is contrasted with
the recently rising trend in the proportion of married women going out to
work, These days, contrary to what Beveridge postulated, most married women
work for at least some of their married lives, and at the time of the 1971
Census about half all married women under 60 were economically active, Today
married women form one quarter of the labour force, A wife's economic
activity is associated with that of her husband., Economically inactive
husbands (ie mostly retired) are more likely to have economically inactive
wives than are active husbands., Interestingly, among the latter, those who
are themselves out of work are less likely to have working wives than are
working husbands., This may constitute an example of the disincentive effect
of men's social security dependency benefits on their wives' working
behaviour,

3. The numbers of couples where the wife is the sole or primary earner are
relatively small, somewhat over half a million in 1974, but they seem to have
been on the increase, Two thirds of these satisfied our arbitrary definition
of a "breadwinner wife", one whose earnings constitute at least half of the
couple's total income, The rest were wives of non-earning, mainly retired,
husbands, themselves working but not earning as much as half of the couples
total income. Some socio-demographic characteristics of the '"breadwinner"
wifes are presented. They are typically older women with low paid husbands
and no dependent children, ’

4, Although such female breadwinners are a minority there were out of

11 million couples with husband under 65, nearly 7 million working wives,
contributing an average 25% of the family budget, Thus while economic role
reversal *is uncommon, role sharing is the norm, The importance of the wife's
financial contribution is examined to show how the absence of wife's earnings
would shift the distribution of their familes' incomes below those of families
without working wives, The numbers of families with working fathers below
the Supplementary Benefit level would treble if no mothers also earned,

Lynne Hamill
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WIVES AS SOLE AND JOINT BREADWINNERS

INTRODUCTION
1. The social security system is based on the assumption that husbands are
breadwinners. This assumption is now being challenged and there are calls to

change the social security rules accordingly. This paper examines the
validity of the assumption that the husband is the breadwinner.

2, The first section briefly discusses the social security rules and the
situations in which the wife's earnings are the only - or an important -
source of earned income. Only the situation of wives living with their
husbands is examined. The position of separated, divorced and widowed women
is not discussedl. The second section examines evidence of the importance
of the wife's earnings. Some of the evidence has been assembled from
published sources, but the most important evidence is the result of new
research.

I. THE BREADWINNER ASSUMPTION

3. The social security system is based on the assumption that the husband
is the breadwinner ie the main regular source of family income. (The
definition of breadwinner is discussed in paragraph 17.) This assumption is
reflected in the rules applying to both contributory and non-contributory
benefits. A married woman who has not opted out of the NI scheme cannot
claim allowances for her children should she become sick or unemployed.
Neither a wife living with her husband, nor a woman who is living with a

man who is not her husband - and therefore may not be legally liable to
maintain her - can claim Supplementary Benefit., Thus a wife who usually
supports the family cannot claim Supplementary Benefit if she becomes
unemployed, it is normally her husband who must make himself available for
work and claim, although a recent ruling by a Supplementary Benefit tribunal
allowed benefit to be paid in such a case - to the husband - without him
registering for work. /A/2 This ruling does not create a precedent.

4, In 1942, Sir William Beveridge argued that most married women would not
be "gainfully employed". He also argued that the earnings of married women
were not- necessary to maintain a subsistence standard of living and that the
proposed child allowances would remove that need in most cases. /B/ However,
when the child allowances (FAM) were introduced in 1946, they were not as
generous as Beveridge had proposed. FAM has not been uprated regularly and
between upratings has frequently fallen below its real level in 1946. It
cannot be expected to have performed the role Beveridge envisaged.

1. Women whose marriages have ended are not treated the same in social
security as wives still living with their husbands.

2. Letters in square brackets refer to the list of sources at the end of the
paper. Numbers in square brackets refer to Appendices.




5, Married women now account for one quarter of the workforce. Job
opportunities for married women have improved tremendously. (When
Beveridge wrote, the Civil Service still operated the marriage bar.) As

a result it has been increasingly possible for a wife to contribute to the
family budget, for some wives to earn as much or more than their husbands
and for couples to choose how to finance their households.

o, Inere are circumstances in which the wife works while the husband does
not. His health may prevent him from working or he may be retired or a
student or unemployed. Although he may receive public assistance by virtue
of his inability to work, if his wife is earning, she may - under some
definitions - be considered the breadwinner.

7. Although the husband works, he may not earn enough to keep his family
from falling below Supp Benefit level - or at least, from approaching it.
In such cases, the wife's earnings would be an essential source of income.

8, There are therefore three situations where the wife is an important -
or sole - earner. Namely:

1. The husband is unable to work, being unemployed, disabled, retired
or a student.

2, The wife's earnings are similar to or higher than her husband's

3. The husband's earnings are so low relative to the family's needs
that the wife's earnings are necessary to keep the family's living
standards above Supplementary Benefit level or keep them from
approaching it.

Some of these situations may be temporary. For example, the unemployed
husband may find work quickly. If he is a student he will work when his
course ends. If he is retired, it is likely that his wife is also
approaching retirement. Other situations may be long-standing. When the
lhusband is disabled, the '"role reversal" is likely to be permanent. If the
wife can earn as much or more than her husband, she may be an important
source of income throughout most of their married life. If the husband is
a low earner, or the family large, the wife may need to work while there
are dependent children.,

10. As '"role reversal" and role sharing can arise in a variety of

circumstances, it may be that social security can treat cases according to
their cause or some other distinguishing characteristic.

ITI. THE EVIDENCE
a. ECONOMIC ACTIVITY RATES
11. The decennial Censuses of Population suffer from many deficiences./l/l

However, they are the best indicator of long term trends in economic
activity rates. 2 They show that between 1951 and 1971 the proportion of

1, Numbers in square brackets refer to Appendices.

2. Census definition: economically active are those in employment or those
out of employment but seeking work,




married women in Great Britain who worked nearly doubled, rising from 22%

to 42%. By 1971, 49% of married women under the age of 60 were working.

An even higher proportion work at some time in their married lives. A survey
carried out in 1965 found that at least 85% of married and widowed women
under the age of 64 worked at some time after marriage. rx/

12. The Censuses also provide information on the characteristics of working’
wives. Some of these are summarised below.l

i. Age In 1961, the likelihood of a married woman under 60 working
varied little with age. By 1971, older wives, up to 50, were more
likely to work than younger wives. Wives in all age groups except the
few under 20 were more likely to work in 1971 than in 1961. (Table Al)

ii. Dependent Children A wife with no dependent children is more
likely to work than a wife with dependent children. The more dependent
children a wife has, the less likely she is to work. While this
pattern did not change between 1961 and 1971, the activity rates of all
groups rose and the differences between activity rates of women with
few dependent children and those with many narrowed. (Table A2)

iii. Dependent Children and age The economic activity rate of wives with
no dependent children falls with age. (Table A2) However older wives
with dependent children are more likely to work than younger wives with
the same number of dependent children, probably reflecting the

influence of the children's ages. Mothers of pre-school age children

are less likely to work than other mothers with dependent children.

This was true in 1961 and 1971 but in 1971, the activity rates of all
groups were higher.

iv, Hours2 The number of married women working full-time rose between
1961 and 1971 but the proportion of economically active married women
working full-time fell. The number of married women working part time
rose considerably. A working wife with no dependent children was more
likely to be full-time than a working wife with dependent children.
Surprisingly. there was little different between the probability that
a working wife with 5 or more dependent children worked full-time and
the probability that a working wife with only 2 dependent children
worked full-time. These patterns did not change between 1961 and 1971.
(Table A3)

v. The economic activity of the husband In England and Wales in 1971,
only 10% of the wives of economically inactive husbands worked compared
to 32% of wives of men out of work and 44% of wives of men in work.

The 1974 FES3 shows that wives of husbands in employment during the
previous 13 weeks were twice as likely to work as the wives of those who
had worked in that time. (The FES estimate excludes husbands over
pension age and is subject to sampling error (Table A4.)

1. The data on which these comments are based are presented in the
Statistical Appendix. The table numbers are suffixed 'A'.

2.  TFull-time means at least 30 hours per week.

3, Family Expenditure Survey




13. The 1973 General Household Survey shows that 48% of married women were
economically active. This figure is not quite comparable with the 1971
Census figure of 42% and thus the increase is not quite as great as
indicated. /2/ According to 1974 FES, 60% of the wives of men under
pensionable age in Great Britain were in employment. This estimate is not
comparable with the GHS and Census economic activity rates. /2/ However,
the FES provides information not available from the Census. (The detailed
data is presented in later tables.)

i, Familyl income The higher the family income, the more likely was
the wife to work, except in the richest families (income exceeding
£100 per week) (Table 2). As the definition of the family is such that
only the couple themselves can work, this result is not surprising.

ii., Husbands' earnings The wives of non-earning husbands and the
wives of high earning husbands (over £80 per week) are less likely to
work than other wives.

b. ROLE REVERSAL

14. '"Role reversal'" describes the situation when the husband is
economically inactive while the wife works. Both the FES and the Census
provide information on role reversal. As the definitions differ, the
numbers are not comparable but whichever definiton is chosen, the number of
cases of role reversal is small.

15. The Census gives the number of economically active wives with
economically inactive husbands. (Table 1) In the Census, those who are
out of employment but seeking wark are counted as economically active and
only for 1971 is it possible to identify the economic status of their wives.

L. The family is the Supplementary Benefit unit ie married couple with any
dependent children.




Table 1:

HUSBANDS OUT OF EMPLOYMENT PRESENT IN THE HOUSEHOLD

England and Wales:

1961, 1966 and 1971.

ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE WIVES WITH ECONCMICALLY INACTIVE HUSBANDS OR

Thousands
1961 1966 1971
Total | With Total | With Total |With
Dependent Dependent Dependent
Children Children Children
1. Economically
inactive husband
Husband is: 1
retired 50.5 4.3 76.6 6.3 107.9 7.6
a student 5.2 5.2 8.0 2.5 19.8 5.8
other 6.1 2.4 0.0 7.4 37.0 10.2
2. Economically
active husband
out of work NA NA NA i NA 123.0 52.0
Total NA NA N | NA 287.7 75.6
|
| .
Source: 1961 Census: Household Composition Tables: 10% sample: Table 42
1966 10% sample census: Household Composition Tables: Table 25
1971 Census: Household Composition Tables: 10% sample: Table 48
1. Retired not identified, but implied.




The number of role reversal cases rose considerably between 1961 and 1971 but
the total remained small. Most of the 165 thousand cases of role reversal in
1971 were the result of the husband being retired. The permanently sick will
have accounted for some of the 37 thousand unclassified cases. In 20 thousand
cases the husband was a student. Only 30% of the 57 thousand non-retired
cases had dependent children.

16, According to the 1974 FES there were about 200 thousand couples in Great
britain where the husband was under pension age and had not worked in the
previous 13 weeks while the wife had worked in the same period. About 30%
had dependent children.” Because the FES sample is too small, it is not
possible to say more about this group. The FES estimate of 200 thousand
includes the cases where the husband was unemployed for 13 weeks or more,
excludes couples where the husband is over retirement age and refers to

Great Britain in 1974. The Census figure of 165 thousand excludes the
unemployed, includes couples where the husband is over retirement age and
refers to England and Wales in 1971. Thus adding another 100 thousand to the
FES figure to allow for those over retirement age, gives a rough estimate of
300 thousand role reversal cases.

C. BREADWINNER WIVES

17. We have taken a strict definition of breadwinner ie., when the earnings
of the wife arg at least half of gross family income, the wife is the
"breadwinner'. If the husband is not working and the wife works, then it
is "rele reversal". However, if the husband is not earning, he may well be
receiving benefits and the benefits may be more important to the family than
the wife's earnings. Thus not all role reversing wives are breadwinner
wives. Conversely, not all breadwinner wives will be reversing economic
roles. If the husband works, then the wife may still be the breadwinner but
roles are not completely reversed.

18. Both the Census and the FES provide information on breadwinner wives but
the Census data is unsatisfactory because of the definitions used. /3/
Consequently, the rest of this section refers to FES data. All the numbers
are subject to sampling error. They are grossed up estimates.

19. The 1974 FES was analysed to identify wives of husbands below pensionable
age whose gross earnings accounted for over half the gross family income.

The family was defined as the Supplementary Benefit unit of a married couple
plus any dependent children. All income therefore came from the following
source.: the husbands or wife's earnings, social security or other benefits
and unearned income. (Precise definitions in Appendix 4.) Because of
limited availability of FES data, the analysis could not be done for earlier
years. The published FES data is not suitable for this exercise. /5/

1, The Census definition of a dependent child is not the same as that used
in the FES analysis. The Census will show there to be more dependent children
than the FES.

2. An alternative definition might be: the wife is the breadwinner when
her earnings exceed her husband's earnings. This overlaps with the
definition used here and could be investigated in future work. There are
other possible definitions. An alternative definition may increase the
nunber of '"breadwinner" wives.




20. In 1974, there were 30 thousand "breadwinner" wives in Great Britain
according to the FES. (Only about 100 thousand of these cases were also
role reversal cases.) Thus 3% of all wives (5% of working wives) married

to men under pensionable age were breadwinners. Certain characteristics can
be identified as follows:

i. Family income Families of "breadwinner" wives - including the role
reversal cases - had the same average income as all families analysed
(ie married couples with or without dependent children and with the
husband under pensionable age including the families of "breadwinner"
wives).

ii, Husbands' earnings Husbands of nearly a third of "breadwinner"
wives had no earnings. (Role reversal cases) Virtually all the
husbands of breadwinner wives earned £50 per week or less compared to
only about half of the husbands of non-breadwinner wives. (The average
weekly earnings for male manual workers in October 1974 were £f48.63).

iii. Age Nearly half of "breadwinner" wives were at least 50 years old
compared to a quarter of non-'"breadwinner" wives. /6/

iv. Dependent children Three quarters of '"breadwinner" wives had no
dependent children. (Most have probably had children who have grown up
judging by their ages.) Virtually none of the "breadwinner'" wives had
more than 2 dependent children.

V. Husband's occupation '"Breadwinner' wives are no more likely to be
married to professionals, managers or teachers than all working wives
(under 1/3). However they are more likely to be married to retired and
unoccupied men (16% as against 3%) and less likely to be married to
skilled manual workers (1‘5) than all working women (2/5).

vi. Wife's occupation 'Breadwinner' wives are more likely to be
professionals, managers or teachers (over 1/3) compared to all working
wives (under 1/5). However, 'breadwinner' wives are generally not more
likely to be clerical workers and shop assistants than all working wives
being about 1/3 in both cases. /6/.

vii, Region A fifth of '"breadwinner" wives lived in the GLC area
compared to a tenth of all families. /6/

d. ROLE SHARING

21, Lven when a couple are not reversing role or when the wife is not the
"breadwinner", the wife's earnings may still make an important contribution
to family income. This section examines the importance of the wife's
contribution. The wife's contribution is defined as her gross earnings as

a percentage of the gross family income. All the fES definitions

previously mentioned hold. /45/. It is essential to remember that FES results
are subject to sampling error. Not all the differences appearing in the
tables are significant. All statements made in the texts refer to
statistically significant differences.

1. Husbands who are out of work but who intend to return to work are
classified according to their usual occupation. /6/



22. Table 2 shows that although relatively fe working wives have earnings
accounting for more than 50% of family income,” the earnings of a third of
working wives (some 2.3 million) account for between 30% and 50% of family
income. On avgrage, the earnings of working wives account for a quarter of
family income. We now look at the relationships between the wife's
contribution, family income, husband's earnings and dependent children.
Information on wife's age, spouses' occupations and region have been put in
the appendix as these topics are not of particular relevance to social
security policy. /6/

Table 2 Estimated distribution of the wife's* contribution to family income
Great Britain, December 1974

S
% of % of Estimated

Wife's working all number
contribution wives wives (thous)
Nil 0 0 y555
10% and under 18 11 1210
10% to 20% 22 13 1489
20% to 30% 21 13 1451
30% to u40% 21 13 1429
40% to 50% 13 8 854
Over 50% 5 3 360
Total 100 100 11348
Estimated
(Number) (6793) (11348)
thous

Source: 1974 FES

* Wives of men under pensionable age who are living with their
husbands

1. The breadwinner wives discussed above.

2. The calculation of average contribution always excluded the zero
contributions.




i, The wife's contribution and family income

23, Working wives in the poorest families (£40 per week and under)
contributed the same proportion on average as wives in the richest families
(over £80 per week) - about 30%. These working wives in the richest and
poorest families contributed a greater proportion on average than wives in
other families. As family income rose, so did the likelihood of a wife
contributing between 36% and 50%. This is not surprising as generally a
large contribution will raise family income significantly. (Table 3).

Table 3: Wife's contribution by gross family income. December 1974,
Great Britain.

Gross family Wife's contribution (%) Total Average
income (thous) jcontribution
(£ per week) | 0|1 to 20{21 to 35 |36 to 50|Over 50 ((100%) (%)
40 and under | 75| 12 S 4 b 1316 28
40 to 60 53 25 13 6 3 3393 21
60 to 80 29 27 26 14 3 3360 25
80 to 100 20 21 31 2y 4 1888 29
Over 100 28 26 22 21 4 1391 27
All families | 40 24 20 13 3 11348 25

Source: 1974 FES

1. Excludes non-earning wives.,




Table 4: Income distribution of families by wife's contribution,
December 1974. Great Britain

Income Income
Income distribution distri- | distribution
Gross family wife's contribution is (%) bution of all
income of all families
(£ per week) famil- with
ies working wife
O {1 to 20|21 to 35(36 to 50| Over
50
40 and under 22 6 3 3 14 12 5
40 to 60 40 32 19 14 25 30 23
60 to 80 22 3u 39 32 27 30 35
80 to 100 8 15 26 3l 19 17 22
Over 100 9 14 13 20 15 12 15
Total (thous)| 4555 2699 2273 1461 360 11348 i 6793
(100%)| (100%) | (100%) (100%) (100%)| (100%) (100%)
Average gross|62,3 74,6 77.2 83.9 71.3 71.3 poo77.3
Income (£ pw)

Source: 1974

FES




Figure 1 The estimated distribution of gross weekly income.
December 1974, Great Britain
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24, Table 4 shows how the distribution of family income is affected by wives'
earnings. Not surprisingly the average income of families with working wives
(£77.3) is higher than that of families with non-working wives (£62.3).
However the average income of families with working wives varies with the
size of the wife's contribution. The average income of families where

wives contribute between 1% and 20% is the same as that of families where the
wives contribute between 21% and 35%.” The average income of families where
wives contribute between 36% and 50% is higher than that of other families
with working wives. The low average income in families with breadwinner
wives is partially the result of the husbands' low earnings noted earlier.

25. The impact of the wife's earnings on the income distribution can also

be demonstrated graphically. Figure 1 compares the income distribution of
families with working wives with that of families with non-working wives.
Only 5% of families with working wives had an income of £40 per week or less
compared to 22% of families with non-working wives. To assess the importance
of the wife's earnings to family income, Table 5 compares the income
distributions of families when the wives' earnings are included and when they
are excluded respectively. If the wives had not worked, there would have
been nearly twice as many families - another million - with an income of

£40 per week or less. Had the wives not worked, the average income of these
families would have been lower than that of families with non-working wives.

26. This raises the question of how many families are kept above SB level
by the wife's esrning=. A recent study of FIS recipients has shown wives
in two parent families where FIS was renewed were less than half as likely
to work as wives in families who did not renew FIS. /D/ Moreover analysis
of 1968, 1969 and 1970 FES data showed that the number of families with
fathers in full-time work but living below Supplementary Benefit level
doubled if the wife's earnings were excluded. Admittedly, the numbers
involved were small. (Sixty three thousand below the Supplementary Benefit
level if wife's earnings were included, 165 thousand if they were excluded
in 1970 in Great Britain.) /E/.

1. The difference shown in the Table is not statistically significant.




Table 5: Estimated distribution of family incomes

a. when wives work and b. assuming they did not work#*
December 1974, Great Britain

Cumulative %

Family income
(£ per week) Actual If wives did
less than position not work

30 b 7

40 12 20

50 25 43

60 42 64

70 58 78

80 71 86

90 81 9l

100 88 94

Number (thous) 11,3u8

Source: 1974 FES
* Families with non-working wives included

Table 6 ~“hows that 3 times as many families would have been far below the
SB level in 1974 if the wives had not worked. Nearly 3 times as many would
have been not more than 20% above the SB level. Again the absolute numbers
involved are quite small; but 4% of these families were kept above 120% of
SB by the wife's earnings. Table 6 is not comparable with the results of
the earlier study quoted above. 7

ii, Wife's contribution and husband's earnings

27. Table 7 shows that there was a negative relationship between the husband's
earnings and the average contribution of the working wife. The wives of low
paid husbands were generally more likely to contribute between 36% and 50%

than the wives of higher paid husbands. Although there was no correlation
between husbands' earnings and wives' earningslthere was a significant

positive correlation between their wage rates.”

H1

Wage rate equals earnings divided by howrs worked. The welf-employed
were excluded from the wage rate correlation becanse their hours are
not recorded,"

3
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Table 7:
Great Britain.

Wife's contribution by husband's gross earnings, December 13974,

Husbands' Wife's contribution (%) Total Average

aross (thous) |contribu-

earnings (100%) |[tion (%)
(£ per week) | O |1 to 20 |21 to 35| 36 to 50 | Over 50

0 67 7 * 6 17 597 yg
40 and under ! 39 1y 18 21 8 2165 33
40 to 50 37 20 24 17 2 2607 27
S0 to 60 34 28 25 12 * 2321 23
60 to 80 38 31 21 9 % 2295 21
Over 80 50 35 12 3 0 1363 16
All families| 40 24 20 13 3 11348 25
|

Source: 1974 FES

28. Table 8 confirms the negative relationship shown in Table 7 between

husbands' earnings and wives' contributions.

husbands fell as the wife's contribution rose.

\$

The average earnings of the




Table 8: The distribution of husband's earnings by wife's contribution.
December 1974, Great Britain.

Husbands" Wife's contribution (%)
gross All
earnings families
(£ per week) 0 |1 to 20 |21 to 35 |36 to 50 |Over S0
0 9 2 * 2 29 5
40 and under 19 12 17 31 46 19
40 to 50 21 19 27 30 18 23
50 to 60 17 24 26 19 h 21
60 to 80 19 27 22 1y #* 20
Over 80 15 18 7 3 0 12
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Total (thous)| (4555) | (2699) |(2273) (1u461) (360) | (113u8)
Average
earnings 56.3 64,1 53.9 47.0 25.2 55.5
| (£ per week)

Source: 1974 IES

iii. The wife's contribution and dependent children

29. Wives with no dependent children contributed more on average than wives
with dependent children. Similarly, wives with no dependent children were
more likely to contribute 36% to 50% than wives with dependent children.
However the number of dependent children did not affect the average contri-
bution. This was true irrespective of husbands earnings. (Tables 9 and 10).

o




Table 9: Wife's contribution by number of dependent children. December 1974

Number of Wife's contribution (%) Total
dependent (thous) | Average
children (100%) |contribution
0|1l to 20 |21 to 35 |36 to 50 | Over 50

0 33 16 24 21 6 4798 31

1 48 27 16 8 1l 2410 21

2 42 30 19 7 2 2583 20

3 46 33 16 5 * 1035 18
4 or more| 53 27 15 * * 524 19
All
families | 40 24 20 13 3 11348 25

Source: 1974 FES

*L,ess than 30 thousand

Table 10: Number of dependent children by wife's contribution. December 1974

Number of Wife's contribution (%)
dependent All
children families

0|1 to 20|21 to 35] 3% to 50| Over SO

0 34 29 51 70 78 42

1 25 24 17 13 9 21

2 24 29 21 12 11 23

3 10 13 7 4 * 9

4 or wore 6 6 3 * L 5
100% | 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Total (thous) | (4555) | (2699) | (2273) (1461) (380) | (113u8)

Source: 1974 FES

*[,ess than 30 thousand

g




. There was a negative relationship between the age of the youngest
child and the wife's contribution.

Table 11: The age of the youngest child and the wife's economic activity
rate and her average contribution. December 1974, Great Britain.

Age of
youngest Average 1 % of wives
child contribution (%) earnings
Under 5 14 39
5 to 10 22 67
11 to 15 25 69
Over 15 25 nc

Source: 1974 FES
nc = not calculated
1. In calculating the average, non-working wives were excluded

31. The working wife's average contribution in richer families (income over
£80 per week) fell as the number of dependent children rose. In less well
off families (income between f40 and £80 per week), the working wife's
average contribution was not affected by the number of dependent children.
(Table AS5)

e. RELATIVE HOURS OF SPOUSES

32. According to the 1974 FES, in 6% of cases where both spouses worked and
neither were self-employed, the wife worked longer hours than the husband.
In about half of the cases where the husband repirted no hours of work and
the wife did, the wife worked at least 30 hours. Between October 1974 and
October 1875, 5520 FIS claims were rejected because the husband did not
satisfy the full time work condition. In some of these cases, the wife may
have satisfied the condition.

I1I. CONCLUSION

33. Clearly it is no longer true to say that "most women will not be
gainfully employed". /B/ Virtually all married women now work at some time
during their married life. But cases of 'role reversal' are relatively
uncommon. There are probably about 300 thousand, many of whom might not be
considered to be reversing roles by a sociologist. '"Breadwinner" wives - ie
wives whose earnings account for over half of the family income - are still
equally uncommon. There were 360 thousand of these in 1974 married to
husbands under 65, 100 thousand of whom were also '"role reversal' cases.
Role sharing is the most important development. The earnings of some

2 million wives whose husbands were under 65, 100 thousand of whom were also
"role reversal" cases. Role sharing is the most important development.

1, About 90,000 couples. However, this is subject to large sampling error.
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The earnings of some 2 million wives whose husbands were under 65
accounted for between a third and a half of family income., A further

5 million wives contributed something financially in 1974. The average
working wife contributed a quarter of gross family income. For 4% of
families where the husband is under 65, the wife's earnings prevented the
family's standard of living from approaching or falling below the SB level
in 1974, Lack of knowledge of trends in the recent past make it difficult
to forecast future trends in the wife's contribution. However, as the
activity rate of marrjed women is expected to continue to rise, wives'
contribution to family income will also probably rise.

Areas for Further Work

34, Only a small minority of couples are currently deviating from the
presumption of the male breadwinner. However, the minority is likely to
grow. Changes could be monitored byrepating this study in a few years.
Also earlier FES data could be examined to assess the rate of change. In
the meantime, this study could be extended by looking at other
definitions of breadwinner, and making use of other sources such as the
Labour Force Survey and DHSS programme statistics.

Sources
/A/ The Times: 12 August 1976 /B/ The Beveridge Report, 1942.
/C/ A Hunt: A Survey of Women's Employment: HMSO: 1968.

/D/ Two Parent Families receiving FIS in 1972: A follow-up survey a
year later: HMSO: 1976

/E/ Two Parent Families: A study of their resources and needs in 1968,
1969 and 1970: DHSS: 1970.
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