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Abstract 
The sex ratio is an important variable reflecting marriage market conditions. A market 

analysis helps understand how variations in sex ratio affect a number of aspects of the family 
economy, including leisure time, labor supply, choice of living arrangements (e.g. deciding between 
marriage and non-marital cohabitation), fertility, investments in own and children’s human capital, 
personal access to consumption goods, individual savings, and crime. In the U.S., for the period 
1960 to 1975, dramatic changes in the sex ratios of marriageable young adults emerged as the first 
post-World War II baby boomers entered markets for marriage and dating. Very low sex ratios 
between women born from 1946 to 1950 and the male cohort two years older (whom these women 
would have expected to marry) led women to pursue higher education and enter the labor force 
more than previous female generations had. They married less, had fewer children, and divorced 
more. American women's challenges also showed themselves in the women's liberation movement, 
which criticized the traditional marriage system and demanded greater equality in paid employment 
and in the division of labor within marriage. Likewise, low sex ratios among African Americans in 
the U.S,, due principally to high death and incarceration rates among black men, have led black 
women to have higher rates of female headship and lower marriage rates than their white 
counterparts.  

 
Introduction 

Few of us like to think of ourselves as participants in a market. When looking for a job we 

find it degrading to go to an organized job market, or when ready for a new relationship we may 

hesitate to join an electronic dating service and thereby enter a dating market. Most of us aspire to 

be unique, and the thought that there are many others who could replace us at work or in an 

intimate relationship can be disturbing. Even those of us who like the idea of competition tend to 

do so at an impersonal level: We feel it is fine for business firms to compete. We don’t want to be 

faced with competition in our own life.  
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Our need to be unique is intimately linked to our concepts of love. Western culture 

conceives of love, be it romantic, filial, or parental, as something we find in home and family. The 

family offers “a haven in a heartless world.” (Christopher Lasch 1977) Western concepts of marriage 

tend to focus on the unique and romantic aspects and to downplay the routine aspects of married 

life. Westerners prefer not to think about the work involved in running a household, in part because 

for most household production tasks a mate can so easily be replaced by commercial goods or 

services. Yet being a wife or a husband can also be viewed as a job for the benefit of the spouse, 

and, if it is a ‘good job,’ there are many potential candidates for it.1  

Production at home and in commercial firms is very similar. In both cases it is common to 

delegate work to another person: a worker in the case of firms; a spouse in the case of marriage. In 

both cases there may be many candidates for a ‘job’ and some competition. Competition may also 

occur among the agents who offer the job, and so there are ‘job markets’. The convention in labor 

economics is to call this a labor market, in which workers convey their willingness to work at a 

particular job, and firms that require such work offer to pay for it. However, markets may operate 

even if workers do not receive monetary compensation. This is the case in marriage markets and 

markets for other relationships such as non-marital cohabitation. Whoever wants work done in their 

relationship is on the demand side; those who are willing to take the jobs are on the supply side. 

Market analysis is thus applicable not only to labor relations in firms but also to relations between 

partners such as marriage or cohabitation.  

Seeing the search for a spouse and negotiations over work within marriage as a kind of labor 

market offers a distinctive perspective on the family economy and illuminates the economic 

underpinnings of some significant shifts in twentieth-century marriage patterns. This chapter 

examines marriage formation and the internal dynamics of labor and material power within marriage. 
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It does so by exploring marriage markets, primarily in the United States, and in particular the impact 

on them of shifting ratios in the population of men and women of marriageable age. These shifting 

ratios were very significant, especially in the key period of 1960 to 1975, when unprecedented social 

and cultural changes occurred in the United States: rapid growth in wives' employment outside the 

home, in non-marital cohabitation and in divorce; rapid drops in the popularity of marriage and 

women’s adherence to premarital virginity; and dramatic changes in women’s education and 

adoption of feminist ideals. This was the time of the sexual revolution and the feminist revolution. 

 To address these issues, I take an economic approach but also draw on other social sciences. 

Sociologists and demographers were the first to use the concept of a marriage market, before 

economist Gary Becker (1973) published his first marriage market analyses in 1973. There are 

parallels between the economic approach presented here and applications of social exchange theory 

to the study of aspects of marriage such as bargaining and intrafamilial distribution of power, marital 

stability, and dating. One of the earliest sociological studies of marriage based on the concept of 

bargaining is Willard Waller's 1937 discussion of the "rating and dating complex," in which he argues 

that male and female college students both sought social prestige through dating; men offered 

pleasure and status to women through expensive dates, for which women exchanged some level of 

sexual favors to the men. [Waller 1937. Some other early applications include Thibaut and Kelley 

(1959), Blau (1964), and Blood and Wolf (1960).] 

Marriage market bargaining, however, can be substantially affected by sex ratios. Sociologists 

and demographers were the first to study their impact on marriage. [e.g. Glick, Beresford, and Heer 

1963, Henry 1975, Goldman 1977, Smith 1980.] In particular, a number of scholars have studied the 

effects of sex ratios on intermarriage between various racial, religious, or ethnic groups. [Heer 1962, 

Rosenthal 1970, and Della Pergola 1976.] Sociologists were also the first to have applied sex ratio 

analysis to the study of suicide (Guttentag and Secord 1983, South and Trent 1989) and crime 
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(Guttentag and Secord 1983, Trent and South 1988). In 1981 David Heer and I related changes in 

women’s labor force participation and a number of other behaviors to changes in sex ratio. [Heer 

and Grossbard-Shechtman 1981.]  Guttentag and Secord's 1983 book Too Many Women: The Sex Ratio 

Question examined the same socio-economic consequences of sex ratios but through the discipline of 

psychology. This chapter, which posits a connection between labor supply, education, and sex ratio, 

is based on a marriage market analysis that elaborates on my earlier work.  [Grossbard-Shechtman 

(1985) and Chapter 5 in Grossbard-Shechtman (1993).]  

 

 

Demand and Supply, Marriage, and Allocation of Time 

The idea that economists have something to contribute to the study of marriage formation 

and its impact on economic outcomes was first advanced by Steven Cheung (1972), Charlotte 

Phelps (1972) and Gary Becker (1973, 1981). They all use rational choice theory and models that had 

been applied in more conventional market-based economics applications to understand marriage 

decisions. They all conceive of marriages as firms engaged in household production and only 

consider heterosexual marriage. Becker (1973) is the first economist to have derived insights about 

individual consumption of household members based on marriage market analysis, including 

insights applicable to contemporary societies. 

That markets establish prices is obvious in the case of markets for commercial goods and 

services. It is not so obvious in the case of marriage markets, for it is often difficult to observe the 

prices. Prices are easy to spot in marriage markets in cultures encouraging premarital payments. 

There may be bride prices paid by men or their families or dowries paid by women or their relatives. 

It is therefore not surprising that economists have analyzed such premarital payments. [NOTE: First 

to do this were Bronfenbrenner (1971), Cheung (1972), Becker (1973) and Grossbard (1978). More 
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recent work by economists on this topic includes Botticini (1999), Bishai and Grossbard (2010), 

Ashraf et al. (forthcoming).] But are there prices in the marriage markets operating in the 

contemporary United States or other developed countries?  It follows from economic analysis that 

any time there is a market with a demand and a supply, prices will be established in which demand 

equals supply.  

Gary Becker (1973, 1981) and Grossbard-Shechtman (1984) view prices in marriage markets 

as an indication of how much each spouse within a marriage will access assignable consumption 

goods and services, that is, consumption that can be assigned to a particular member of the 

household. (For example, in traditional societies women did not smoke but men did, and so 

smoking expenditures can be assigned to men.)  However, while Becker defines marriage markets as 

markets for people, I define them as markets for labor, or more precisely, markets for labor in 

household production benefiting a spouse, which I call Work-in-Household (WIHO). WIHO is work 

in the sense that it involves the loss of possible rewards from an alternative activity (often paid 

employment) on the part of the spouse supplying the service.This loss is termed an opportunity cost. 

The demand for WIHO is similar to the demand for labor in labor markets. The more productive 

the WIHO-worker and the more valuable the product of WIHO to the (potential) beneficiary, the 

higher the demand. Supply of WIHO is similar to the supply of other types of labor: it shifts as a 

function of the characteristics of both worker and ‘job’ (which includes characteristics of the spouse 

or potential spouse). The more the WIHO worker gets paid the more he or she is willing to work in 

household production.2 There are multiple marriage markets for various types of WIHO workers 

differentiated by education, ethnicity, age, etc.  (Figure 5.1) 

Thinking in terms of WIHO leads to the interpretation of prices in marriage markets as 

quasi-wages measuring how much a potential or actual spouse is willing to compensate a person for 

                                                           
2 A more complete conceptual framework can be found in Chapter 2 of Grossbard (2015). In Grossbard (1976) and 
Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman (1981) I used the more limited term “wife-services” instead of WIHO.  
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work in household production that benefits him or her, i.e., WIHO work. These wages help resolve 

conflicts of interest between spouses or partners, not only about who consumes what in the 

household, but also about who does what work in the household or outside the household.3 For 

example, prices for WIHO can help individual members of a couple organize their co-parenting 

arrangements. Take the case of a wife who wants her husband to do more parenting of their joint 

children. Perhaps she could “pay” him more for his WIHO; that is, she may earn and put more 

money into the household fund, although compensation could take non-monetary forms as well. If 

she "paid" more, then the husband might switch some of his work hours from the commercial 

sector to the household sector. Incentives might work in this case, as they work in many other 

markets.  

Marriage institutions regulate (often informal) labor contracts between spouses in a manner 

similar to how employment institutions regulate labor contracts between workers and employers (see 

Grossbard-Shechtman and Lemennicier 1999), but WIHO and its price are more difficult to observe 

and measure than hours of work and wages in labor markets. Another difference between regular 

employment and WIHO is that in conventional firms the distinction between the worker and the 

firm is clear, but in “marriage firms” that is not always clear: both spouses can possibly hire each 

other as household production workers. 

 

Sex Ratios, Participation of Women in the Labor Force, and Other Outcomes Sex 

ratios may have a wide range of effects on the individual behavior of men and women through their 

effect on price and quantity of WIHO in WIHO markets.4  Outcomes include marriage and divorce, 

consumption and savings, human capital, and labor market outcomes.  If we define sex ratios 

                                                           
3 Other economic theories of marriage focused on explaining who gets what include bargaining theories (e.g. Marjorie 
McElroy and M Jean Horney 1981 and consensus models (e.g. Chiappori 1997 and Apps and Rees 1997).  
4 See Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman (1981), Grossbard-Shechtman (1984, 1985, 1993) and Grossbard (2015). 
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following norms established by demographers [The ratio is the number of men divided by the 

number of women. See, e.g, Henry 1975], then higher sex ratios mean that there are more men per 

woman in a marriage market. This amounts to a higher demand for women’s WIHO by men for any 

given number of women. As a result, the price for women’s WIHO increases when sex ratios rise, 

reflecting women’s increased relative scarcity and stronger bargaining position, while the price for 

men’s WIHO declines.5 The increase in women’s WIHO price translates into a higher value for 

women’s time spent in WIHO relative to the labor market and, as a result, leads to fewer hours of 

labor market work by wives.6  Conversely, if sex ratios are lower, female WIHO workers will be 

more likely to work outside the home.  

WIHO models of marriage also imply that changes in sex ratios will be related to changes 

in marital status and family structure. Since higher sex ratios are associated with higher prices for 

female WIHO work, it follows that when sex ratios are higher, women are more likely to marry 

than remain single. The reason is that women often prefer marriage to cohabitation, especially if 

it implies more commitment on the part of the men with whom they live and have children.  

If men and women differ in their preferences for divorce, sex ratios may also affect 

divorce rates:  with higher sex ratios, women are more likely to get their divorce-related 

preferences fulfilled and men less so. In this context, sex ratios may also affect the likelihood 

that a woman is a single mother. Ekert-Jaffe and Grossbard (2008) show that there would be 

fewer single mothers where sex ratios are higher and, presumably, women are "paid" better for 

doing the WIHO of raising the child of her male partner. This same choice between two 

strategies, “first marriage/then children” and “children with or without marriage” also implies 

                                                           
5 This is consistent with the effect of an increase in the sex ratio in Becker’s model which increases a wife’s access to 
marital consumption goods and leisure.  
6 This assumes that WIHO workers respond to prices and have an upward-sloping supply function. Other motivations 
may be present, such as love, devotion, feelings of guilt or duty, but they are not expected to neutralize the role of prices.  
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that when the price of female WIHO work is lower, women are more likely to engage in non-

marital sexual relationships.  

Marriage markets for spouses with different characteristics exist side by side. The higher the 

demand for an individual’s own characteristics--for example, physical appearance, labor market 

success, race, religion, or ethnicity--the higher that individual’s price of WIHO and the more that 

individual is likely to get his or her first choice of partner. In some cases, intermarriage with a 

partner from a higher status group may be the preferred state. Therefore, the higher the price of the 

WIHO worker, the more that individual is likely to marry up (see Grossbard-Shechtman 1993). 

Furthermore, low sex ratios could lead women to obtain more education: the more they expect 

to participate in the labor force, the more valuable additional education will be (Heer and 

Grossbard-Shechtman, 1981). Lower sex ratios, which reduce the probability of marriage for women 

and/or result in low compensation for WIHO, may also lead women to have fewer children. To the 

extent that societies choose to allow polygamy or not, it is expected that in societies with lower sex 

ratios it is more likely that polygyny (men marrying multiple women) will be allowed (Grossbard 

1980). This is more likely to be the case in societies where women have few options other than 

domestic production and reproduction, and where all women want to have their own children.7 

The greater the demand for WIHO workers with particular characteristics, e.g.,  due to higher 

sex ratios, the higher their price in marriage. This may affect all the outcomes discussed so far—

education, labor supply, type of relationship (marriage or cohabitation), intermarriage, frequency of 

premarital sex etc. If a number of these changes occur simultaneously variation in sex ratio can also 

bring a change in ideology or world outlook.  

It is important to note that sex ratios are not the only factors that influence marriage market 

conditions and therefore outcomes related to marriage market conditions. Examples of other factors 

                                                           
7 Grossbard (1980) also presents a rationale that helps explain why some societies have polyandry, an institution allowing 
marriages with multiple husbands.  These are early examples of the “institutional economics of marriage.”  
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likely to influence these conditions are personal characteristics related to success in dating and 

marriage, and legal factors. To the extent that individuals with traits that are relatively valued in 

marriage markets can obtain a higher price for their WIHO (if they supply it) or can get away with 

paying less for their partner’s WIHO (if they are on the demand side), then these traits are expected 

to affect labor supply, consumption, savings and the other outcomes covered in this chapter 

(Grossbard 2015). For example, there is some evidence that women with higher body weight work 

more hours in the labor force than their counterparts with average weight as a result of their lower 

value in marriage markets (Grossbard and Mukhopadhyay 2017).  

Furthermore, characteristics of those who demand WIHO will also affect the price of WIHO 

in a manner reminiscent of compensating differentials in labor markets. In the commercial sector, 

firms or industries with less desirable characteristics must pay more for the same workers relative to 

what employers in firms or industries with more desirable characteristics have to pay. Likewise, ceteris 

paribus, the less attractive the characteristics of those demanding WIHO, the more they must pay for 

WIHO. To the extent that women are performing WIHO, then compensating differentials are what 

men with less desirable characteristics pay above what men with more desirable characteristics pay. 

For men, compensating differentials will be expressed in extra pay from wives for their WIHO, 

when married to less desirable women. The idea of compensating differentials in marriage has many 

testable implications, including implications for labor supply, time spent doing WIHO, marriage 

versus cohabitation, ethnic intermarriage, and number of wives in a polygynous society (see 

Grossbard 2015). A market analysis of marriage could thus illuminate many aspects of the family 

economy. The focus of this chapter, however, is the impact of sex ratios on a number of outcomes. 

 

 

How Sex Ratios Vary  
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Sex ratios may vary for a number of reasons--geography, race, ethnicity, religion, and--of 

greatest concern here--fluctuations in fertility rates. Geographical variation in sex ratio can be used 

to explain outcomes such as marriage rates or intra-household allocation, but we must take care to 

exclude the possibility of reverse causality, where the outcome being studied is in fact affecting the 

sex ratio rather than vice versa. For example, in studies of varying sex ratios between cities, a lower 

sex ratio (relatively more women) may not be the cause of a higher female labor force participation 

rate; instead it may be that the lower sex ratio resulted when women migrated to the city because it 

had more job opportunities for them. [Grossbard-Shechtman and Neideffer (1997) or Chiappori et 

al. (2002).]  The most reliable ways to test whether sex ratios affect outcomes are based on studies of 

natural experiments where we can investigate  “exogenous” variation--that is, variation caused by 

external factors unrelated  to the outcome being studied  (such as  job opportunities drawing more 

women to a city). 

Sex ratios also vary across ethnic, racial and religious groups. For example, studies have 

compared sex ratios among blacks and whites in the U.S. (e.g., Wilson 1987, Brien 1997). Sex ratios 

are far more balanced for whites than blacks because black men die earlier and are more likely to be 

incarcerated, reducing the relative population of men.  To identify exogenous variation in these sex 

ratios some researchers have studied changes in incarceration of men (for example, Charles and 

Luoh (2010) and Craigie et al (2018)). Their studies compare blacks and whites in various age groups 

in U.S. counties to examine the impact of sex ratios on a number of behavioral outcomes. For 

instance, Craigie et al. find that declines in the relative supply of marriageable males significantly 

increase the incidence of never-married female family headship for blacks but not for whites.  

Gender imbalances in mortality can also provide exogenous variation in sex ratios. Abramitzky, 

Delavande, and Vasconcelos (2011) examine differences in how closely spouses are matched by 

education, age, or the like, for cohorts in France differentially affected by casualties from World War 
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I.  Other studies have examined variations in sex ratios in marriage markets defined by country of 

origin.  For example, relying on patterns of marriage endogamy (marriage within ethnic group) and 

differences in immigration flows from various countries, Angrist (2002) examines the impact of sex 

ratios on outcomes for second- or third-generation migrants to the U.S. He finds that high sex ratios 

had a large positive effect on the likelihood of female marriage and a large negative effect on female 

labor force participation. Marriage rates of second-generation men also increased with immigrant sex 

ratios, and so did male earnings. These studies demonstrate that exogenous variation in sex ratios 

can have substantial effects on social patterns, including in marriage and labor supply.  

Sex ratios may vary over time even if there are tragic circumstances involving gender 

differences such as wars or incarceration and  even if equal numbers of boys and girls are born in a 

given year. This chapter focuses on the effects of changes in the sex ratio that followed the U.S. 

post-war baby boom. These changes resulted from the combination of two factors--rising and falling 

fertility rates and the fact that on average women marry earlier than men. By the time we look at 

grown men and women the earlier fertility changes that caused variation in sex ratio cannot be 

controlled and therefore reflect exogenous variation in sex ratio. When the number of births grows 

or falls over time this causes imbalances in sex ratios after about twenty years because women 

typically marry men who are somewhat older than they are; in the U.S., the difference in median age 

at first marriage was approximately 2.5-3.0 years from 1890 to1970 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). 

After 1970 the difference narrowed to two years, and more recently it shrank to 1.5 years. In the 

early 1950s in the U.S. there were more marriage-age men than women because of declining births 

following the Great Depression in 1929. For example, in 1952 there were more 24-year-old men 

entering the marriage markets (born in 1928, before the onset of the  Great Depression) than 22-

year-old women (born in 1930, after the Depression had started). Sex ratios were thus higher in 1952 

for these age groups than they had been two years earlier, when both men and women in these age 
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groups were born before the depression. The trend in fertility reversed and number of births 

increased in the late 1930s after the New Deal was implemented and started turning the economy 

around. Then again there was a dramatic drop in births when the US entered World War II, 

followed by an extraordinary baby boom right after World War II. (Table 1) 

 

 

Table 1 presents sex ratios from U.S. Census data for five-year age groups of women born in 

the years 1916 to 1980 at ages 20-24 or 25-29. I assume that on average they would marry men who 

are two years older and thus either 22-26 or 27-31. The sex ratios varied substantially: from .87 for 

women born in 1946-1950 and men born in 1944-1948 (a period of rapidly increasing fertility or 

baby-boom) to 1.07 for women born in 1971-1975 and men born in 1969-1973 (a period of 

declining fertility). (Grossbard-Shechtman and Neuman 2003) 

More specifically, let us look at the sex ratios of young people possibly considering marriage 

in the period 1960 to 1975. According to the 1960 US Census there were 95 men ages 22 to 26 for 

every 100 women ages 20 to 24 and born in the period 1936-40, implying a sex ratio of .95. By 1970, 

ten years later, there were only 87 men ages 22 to 26 for every 100 women ages 20 to 24 and born in 

the period 1946-50. The big drop in sex ratio between 1960 and 1970 for this age group originated 

from the dramatic fall in births while the US participated in World War II and from the 

unprecedented baby boom that followed the war. Therefore many more babies (boys and girls) were 

born in 1946-1950 than in 1944-1948, and by the time the women of 1946-50 reached their early 

twenties they experienced a much more dramatic shortage of potential husbands--a "marriage 

squeeze" --than had been the case for women born in the years 1936-40. 

Given that the Census is only taken every ten years, sex ratios for the years 1965 and 1975 

were obtained by comparing the number of women ages 25 to 29 in 1970 (and 20 to 24 in 1965) and 



13 
 

1980 (ages 20 to 24 in 1975) to the number of men two years older. Accordingly, sex ratios for 

women ages 20 to 24 stood at .91 in 1965 and  climbed back to .95 by 1975, because the baby-boom 

in the years 1951 to 1955 was not as dramatic as it had been right after World War II in the years 

1946 to 1950. The first post WW II generation of women born in 1946-50 thus stands out as the 

generation with the most imbalanced sex ratio of any generation born in the period 1916 to 1980.  

Its sex ratio of .87 implies 13 missing men for every 100 women.  

These fluctuations in sex ratio resulting from the entry of Post-World-War II baby-boom 

women into marriage markets are substantial. They are even more dramatic than the sex ratio 

fluctuations observed in China as a result of the one-child policy instituted in 1979. In China, 

between 1988 (for generations born before the one-child policy) and 2004 (twenty-five years after 

the policy was instituted) the sex ratio for young adults aged 16 to 25 rose from 1.02 to 1.06 (Edlund 

et al. 2013)--a far less extreme male-female misalignment than in the postwar United States. 

 

Sex Ratio Effects in the USA during the period 1960 to 1975 

Dramatic changes in sex ratio occurring in marriage markets in the period 1960-1975 

produced similarly dramatic changes in the behavior of the 1946-50 cohort of women. While large-

scale cultural and political forces like the civil rights movement and anti-Vietnam War protests 

certainly helped to trigger challenges to gender roles and marriage, the fundamental demographic 

reality of varying sex ratios underpinned these social shifts. The market analysis outlined above 

predicts that the great disparity of the population of marriage-age men with that of women born 

between 1946 and 1950 would have significant effects, and in fact it did. Most importantly, these 

women increasingly pursued paid employment and higher education and reduced their rates of 

marriage and fertility.  
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Labor supply. From 1960 to 1975, the labor force participation rates of U.S. married 

women aged 20-24 rose dramatically from 31.7 percent to 57 percent. In other words, during a very 

short period the U.S. switched from a country where most married women were out of the labor 

force to a country where the majority were employed. The rise in labor force participation of young 

women was most dramatic for those born in the years 1946-1950 and who were facing the most 

imbalanced of marriage markets, with only eighty-seven men (born in the years 1944 to 1948) for 

every 100 women. (Diagram 1 HERE) 

Figure 1 presents five-year increases in women’s labor force participation for five-year age 

groups over the period 1965 to 1990. It can be seen that in the period 1965 to 1970 labor force 

participation rates increased for women in all age groups, but at different rates for different age 

groups. For the age group 20-24, consisting in 1970 of women born in the years 1946-1950, the 

increase was more rapid than for older age groups born in periods of less imbalance in the sex ratio. 

As we compare 1970 to 1975, again we see that labor force participation rates increased for women 

in all age groups, but the fastest increase was observed for women ages 25-29. By 1975, who are the 

women in this age group? None other than the first baby boom women born in the years 1946-1950! 

This same unique birth cohort experienced the fastest increases in labor force participation as it got 

older, entered ages 30-34 (from 1975 to 1980) and ages 35-39 (from 1980 to 1985), and turned 35-39 

(corresponding to the transition from 1985 to 1990). Figure 1 does not take account of other 

changes that occurred in the economy during that period, such as changes in the wages of men and 

women. Statistical analyses controlling for these other factors that changed over time by Grossbard-

Shechtman and Clive Granger (1998) also shows that early baby boom women born in the years 

1946-1950 experienced more rapid growth in labor force participation than comparable cohorts of 

women born earlier or later. This was precisely the cohort with the lowest sex ratio.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4805034_Women%27s_Jobs_and_Marriage_--_Baby-Boom_Versus_Baby-Bust
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4805034_Women%27s_Jobs_and_Marriage_--_Baby-Boom_Versus_Baby-Bust
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 More recently, Grossbard and Amuedo-Dorantes (2007) have analyzed variation in cohort 

sex ratios and in employment over the period 1965-2005 for U.S. women aged 25 to 44 born 

between 1926 and 1980.  They also find that cohorts of women with lower sex ratios (such as the 

baby boomers born right after WW II) had above-average labor force participation. Furthermore, 

they find that cohorts of women with higher sex ratios—such as women born during the baby bust 

that started in 1961—had below-average labor force participation. Overall, a decrease in the sex ratio 

of .10 has the same effect on young women’s labor force participation rate as two additional years of 

schooling.  

Sex ratios have similar associations with hours of paid labor within marriage markets defined 

by race. Charles and Luoh (2010) find an increase in African-American female labor force 

participation and hours worked as men of marriageable age became scarcer due to changes in 

mandatory drug sentencing laws that dramatically increased incarceration of prime-age African-

American men.  Furthermore, Teso (2018) has shown that sex ratios have influenced labor force 

participation of women in Africa. The enslavement of men in Africa led to a very low sex ratio, 

thereby pushing women into the labor force. This appears to have had long-lasting effects: today the 

African ethnic groups that were more severely affected by the trans-Atlantic slave trade are more 

likely to exhibit higher female labor force participation and more equal gender role attitudes. 

 

Schooling and Other Human Capital Investments. Market theory also predicts effects 

on investments made by women in low sex ratio environments. The entry of the first post WW II 

baby boomers—the lowest sex-ratio generation—into marriage markets in the late 1960s and 1970s 

led to large increases in women’s college attendance in the U.S. [Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman 

1981; Grossbard-Shechtman 1993.]  The impact of African-American sex ratios is parallel. As 

Charles and Luoh [2010] found, a low sex ratio--a paucity of marriageable men due to a high 
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incarceration rate--was associated with more black women having some college education. There is 

evidence of similar effects outside of the U.S.: Edlund et al. [2013] found that in Chinese cities with 

higher sex ratios, women are less likely to obtain additional education. (Figure 5.2 (woman in 

graduation gown)) 

Evidence from China also indicates that sex ratios affect investments in children. Porter 

(2016) showed that when sex ratios are higher, sons are healthier. The causality may be as follows: 

when sex ratios are higher, married women have more bargaining power relative to husbands, and 

since mothers often control the use of the household’s resources, they prefer to invest more in their 

sons’ health capital. Francis [2011] also documented that sex ratios were positively related to 

children’s years of education, especially for boys in Taiwan.  

 

Marriage. Sex ratios can also help explain fluctuations in marriage rates. Heer and 

Grossbard-Shechtman (1981) and Grossbard-Shechtman (1985) showed that by 1975 the cohorts of 

women who had experienced the lowest sex ratios also exhibited lower marriage rates when they 

turned 25-29 in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Around the same time the median age at marriage 

increased. Again, the first post-World War II baby-boom women were behind these changes. 

These trends in marriage were particularly evident among African Americans. Wilson (1987) 

emphasized low sex ratios as a key factor in the declining marriage rate among U.S. blacks.  He 

focused not on sex ratios per se, but on the number of marriageable men relative to the number of 

women, where “marriageable” meant that a male was employed.8  Using Census data, he showed 

that changes in marriage rates by broad region of the country were related to the corresponding 

regional changes in this ratio. Brien (1997) found that racial differences in the timing of marriage 

                                                           
8 Wilson computed the Male Marriageable Pool Index (MMPI), defined as the number of employed men in an age x race 
cell divided by the corresponding number of women in that age x race cell. The ratios were well below 1, were lower for 
blacks than whites, and fell sharply for blacks between 1970 and 1990.   
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were related to state-level differences in sex ratios, more than to local-level sex ratio differences. 

Using this definition of marriage markets, Brien’s results suggest that variation in race-specific sex 

ratios in the market for ‘marriageable’ men, defined by education and/or employment, explain a 

substantial portion of the difference between white women's marriage rates and the significantly 

lower rates among black women. As noted above, Charles and Luoh (2010) found that high black 

male incarceration rates produced skewed sex ratios; these lower sex ratios then led to marriage 

markets defined by race, age, and location that were associated with lower probabilities of marriage.  

Specifically, they find that a one standard deviation increase in incarceration rates reduced the 

probability of marriage for an African-American woman by five percent.  Exploring exogenous 

changes in sex ratios among immigrant groups due to variation in immigration policy that varied by 

country of origin, Angrist (2002) found that high sex ratios had a large positive effect on the 

likelihood of marriage for women and a slight positive effect on the marriage rates of second-

generation men.  

Sex ratio imbalance may also lead individuals to move across marriage markets defined by 

ethnicity or education. Chiswick and Houseworth (2011) examine the effect of sex ratios on ethnic 

intermarriage and found that in the US, the more that members of the other gender from the same 

region of origin are available in a particular location, the less likely it is that an individual will 

intermarry. Marrying up or down in terms of education may also be a reaction to changing 

conditions in marriage markets. Using variation in the supply of potential husbands due to World 

War I casualties in France, Abramitzky, Delavande and Vasconcelos (2011) found that when men 

were scarcer, they improved their position in the marriage market by marrying older women of 

higher social class. Charles and Luoh (2010) provide further support for this notion;  they found 

that a decrease in the sex ratio due to male incarceration increases the probability that black 

women marry spouses with low levels of education.   
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Cohabitation. A dramatic increase in the number of couples living together outside of 

formal marriage in the United States started soon after 1965, again coinciding with the entry of the 

baby boomers into markets for marriage and relationships.9 The increased popularity of 

cohabitation seems to coincide with a decreased interest in marriage. Data for the 1970s show that 

in the first part of that decade cohabitation rose fastest among people under age 25, which is 

consistent with an explanation attributing the increased interest in cohabitation to the entry of the 

large first post-World War II generation of women into markets for dating and marriage 

(Grossbard-Shechtman 1985). As they experienced a relatively low aggregate demand on the part 

of men, the price of women’s WIHO decreased, possibly taking the form of less commitment on 

the part of men. Cohabitation typically involves less commitment than marriage. Women in the 

late 1960s and 1970s often ended up cohabiting without the commitment of marriage.  

 

Fertility. Cohort changes in sex ratios have also been linked to changes in fertility. 

Regarding the period of most interest here, Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman (1981) attribute part of 

the decline in marital fertility that occurred in the late 1960s to the decline in the sex ratio associated 

with the entry of the first post-World War II women into dating and marriage markets. As sex ratios 

dropped dramatically, and the price of women’s WIHO dropped, men were less willing to commit 

to a woman and non-marital cohabitation rose. The old sequence “first marriage, then children” was 

often dropped, and, as a result, out-of-marriage births rose while marital births dropped. In addition, 

there was a drop in out-of-couple births (births to women who do not cohabit with a man at the 

time of birth) in the period 1960 to 1975. [Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman 1981]. Consistent with 

these findings, Bitler and Schmidt (2012) have shown that states with larger shares of men aged 19-

                                                           
9 Non-marital cohabitation and out-of-marriage births also occurred in the 19th Century and earlier in the 20th Century. 
See Alshaikhmubarak et al. (2019).   
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25 who were drafted during the Vietnam conflict experienced sharper decreases in birth rates for 

women aged 15-29. Their preferred estimate indicates that an additional man drafted in a state per 

100 men in this age group leads to a 1.6 percent decrease in the birth rate for women under 30. The 

gradual phase out of the draft in the early 1970s was associated with an increase in the birth rate of 

between 3.9 and 4.7 percent. In the U.S., it thus seems that sex ratios and overall fertility have 

moved in the same direction--the higher the proportion of men, the more children are born. It is 

also the case that, using a U.S. sample of fragile families, including a high proportion of children 

born out of marriage, Mincy et al. (2005) found that when sex ratios were higher (more 

advantageous for women) mothers were more likely to married than to be unmarried.  

Sex ratios and fertility don’t always move in the same direction. Francis (2011) documented 

that as sex ratios rose in Taiwan, the total number of children in a family decreased, in apparent 

contradiction with the U.S. trend.10 It could be that these diverging results for the US and Taiwan 

are due to the larger proportion of married mothers in Taiwan. With higher sex ratios, married 

women in Taiwan may have been better able to actualize their preferences for small families. In 

addition, Francis (2011) found that a ten-point increase in the marriage market sex ratio led to a 0.06 

increase in the fraction of female children in a family.  It is possible that this effect is the result of 

fewer selective abortions and infanticide of females. When women have the higher intra-household 

bargaining power associated with higher sex ratios, they may be better able  to protect their female 

fetuses and infants more proactively. 

 

Divorce. The divorce rate was rising slowly starting in 1960, but took off and started to 

rise faster in 1967 in the case of women aged 25 to 29, and in 1969 in the case of women aged 30 

                                                           
10 Francis (2011) constructed sex ratio measures using the number of men aged 15–39, excluding mainlanders in the 
military, divided by the number of women aged 15–39, then multiplied by 100. He did not include mainlanders enlisted 
in the Taiwanese military because the government did not permit them to marry. He defined the sex ratio at the regional 
level based on five standard geographic regions for the period 1950 to 1984 
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to 34 (Carlson 1979). Again, this coincides with the entry of the first post-World War II baby 

boom women into markets for intimate relationships. Divorces may have increased in part due to 

new marriage market conditions that were out of line with women’s expectations based on earlier 

market conditions.  1969 California also passed the first no-fault divorce law in the United 

States. Grossbard-Shechtman (1995) posits that the timing of this legal change, soon followed by 

similar legal changes in other states, was related to the changing sex ratios as well. Major male 

legislators involved in the divorce revolution divorced their pre-baby-boom wives and remarried 

with younger women belonging to the post-World War II generation.  

 

Sex Ratios, Consumption, and Bargaining Power. Becker’s marriage market model and 

related theories suggest that as women become scarcer in the marriage market relative to men, their 

bargaining power increases and they receive a larger share of the marital surplus. In keeping with this 

model, economists have examined the effect of sex ratios on assignable consumption. The question 

is whether women are better able to enjoy or direct this consumption when sex ratios are higher. 

Examples of such assignable consumption items are tobacco and alcohol consumed primarily by 

men, and investments in children’s human capital, which women typically favor. Consumption is 

also related to savings, and therefore savings are also related to sex ratios. [Grossbard 2015.]  

 Two studies using Chinese data present evidence that the sex ratio affects outcomes linked 

to household bargaining power. Using both cohort-based and cross-sectional data from mainland 

China, Porter (2016) found that when sex ratios were higher, men consumed less tobacco and 

alcohol, and high sex ratios improved the health of sons. More specifically, the recent imbalanced 

sex ratio of 120, relative to the usual average sex ratio of 107, was associated with a fifty-six percent 

reduction in men’s daily tobacco consumption and a thirty-one percent increase in boys’ short-term 

health. Edlund et al (2013) show that when the sex ratio is higher, women have more authority in 
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the household. They are more likely to participate in or make decisions about purchase of consumer 

durable goods, and men spend more time in food preparation, washing clothes, and childcare. The 

effects are modest in magnitude:  a ten percent increase in the sex ratio (half a standard deviation) 

reduces the gender gap in household chores by approximately thirteen percent and decisions about 

the purchase of durables by about ten percent. (Figure 5.3 (Chinese man smoking)) 

The effect of sex ratios effects on leisure among spouses in Taiwan was recently tested by 

Chang et al. (2016). They defined total work time as employment, commuting, and housework and 

compared three cohorts using cross-sectional data. As a reflection of increased bargaining power, 

the higher the sex ratio, the more leisure time women had and the higher husbands’ share in total 

work time. More specifically, if the sex ratio increased by one standard deviation (0.1), the 

husbands’ share in total work time increased by 0.0058, which is about one percent of average total 

work time share.  Similar effects are obtained if shopping and studying are reclassified as work, 

although the magnitudes of the effects are somewhat smaller, and the precision of the leisure share 

results is reduced for both husbands and wives. In addition, college-educated men in Taiwan were 

found to have experienced an even larger sex ratio effect and do a substantially higher share of the 

total work within the couple than less educated men when faced with the same county-level sex 

ratio.  This finding suggests that the sex ratio is more binding in thinner markets or for populations 

not working near the physical maximum of work hours. 

 

Crime. Sex ratios also may be related to male crime rates. Theoretically, it is not so clear 

what effect sex ratios may have on crime. On the one hand, if men are in oversupply (implying a 

high sex ratio) they are possibly more likely to fight over scarce women, and one expects a higher 

crime rate. However, if men compete more for women, women are in a better bargaining position in 

marriage markets, and they may incentivize men towards a reduction in their criminal activities. The 
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latter possibility may account for the decline in the crime rate in the U.S. in the 1990s, when there 

were high sex ratios in marriage markets, due to the falling fertility of the early 1970s, and the 

resultant increased competition among men for relatively scarce women. The direction of the effect 

may depend on the type of crime, and this is a topic particularly worthy of further investigation. 

Edlund et al. (2013) linked sex ratios to crime rates in China. Using data for thirty Chinese 

provinces in the period 1988 to 2004, they found that men in cohorts with a higher sex ratio at birth 

were more likely to engage in crime. Their results were sensitive to the inclusion of a province time 

trend, which suggests that the findings may be partially driven by migration of men to certain cities 

that have higher crime rates and not solely capturing sex ratio effects. So the Chinese evidence 

indicates that men engage more in crime when sex ratios are higher, possibly because they need to 

pay brideprice, which  often takes the form of real estate purchases, in order to find a wife.  

 

Values and ideas. Even though some of the classical texts about feminism were published 

prior to the coming of age of the post-World War II generation, women’s liberation only became an 

influential ideology in the United States in the mid-1960s and 1970s. Ms Magazine started publication 

in 1972. Women’s studies courses appeared on campuses in the late 1960s. Between 1970 and 1975 

150 new women’s studies programs were founded  This social and cultural revolution could also be 

related to changes in the sex ratio. The tremendous  popularity of feminist ideas in that period 

coincides with the massive marriage squeeze of the generation of women born between 1946 and 

1950, the generation with thirteen missing men for every 100 women. The marriage squeeze, as 

noted above, meant not only that relatively fewer women would be able to marry and more needed 

to prepare for paid employment but also that the greater competition among women for 

marriageable men allowed men to offer less compensation to induce women to marry them. More 

cohabitation and more divorces also resulted, and more children were being raised by women 
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outside of marriage. All of these things meant that many women were confronting struggles and 

discrimination in the labor market, as well as the trials of living singly or as single parents. We can 

interpret the women's liberation movement and feminist ideas as a collective response--almost 

"union-like"--to these hardships. The movement allowed women  to offer each other mutual 

support, and the outpouring of feminist ideas helped women re-orient themselves to the new 

situation and challenge the pervasive discrimination they faced. In other words, as women were 

disappointed with how unreachable the values of marriage and family stability were for them, they 

turned to feminist protest and revolution. [Heer and Grossbard-Shechtman 1981; Grossbard-

Shechtman 1985; Grossbard 1993.]. 

More recently, as the sex ratio shifted again to disadvantage men in the early 1990s, 

combative "men's movements" arose that opposed feminist egalitarianism and argued for reinstating 

male family headship. In addition to the relatively greater proportion of men than marriageable 

women in this period due to earlier variations in fertility rates, many men were losing well-paying 

jobs due to economic changes such as de-industrialization and were less able to support a family. 

This further weakened their position in the marriage market. The critiques of feminist values and 

ideas that men's movements promoted can be understood in part, like feminism in the 1960s, as a 

response to worsening conditions in the marriage market. [Grossbard 1993; Coontz 2005: 288; 

Ruggles 2015: 1907-14.] 

 

Conclusion  

Analytical tools that economists routinely apply to understand the determinants of 

traditional outcomes such as wages and labor supply can also be used to understand how marriage 

markets affect a number of aspects of the family economy, including leisure time, labor supply, 

choice of living arrangements (e.g. deciding between marriage, cohabitation, and co-parenting), 



24 
 

fertility, investments in own and children’s human capital, personal access to consumption goods, 

individual savings, and crime.  

This chapter has focused on one important variable reflecting marriage market conditions--  

the sex ratio, primarily in the U.S. but also elsewhere in the world. Beyond the U.S. a market analysis 

addressing sex ratio effects helps us comprehend the impact of factors like wars that killed large 

numbers of men or government interventions like China's one-child policy. Chinese data in 

particular suggest that sex ratios advantaging women may allow women to exercise greater 

bargaining power in relation to consumption decisions within the family. 

In the U.S., not only consumption but many other behaviors can be related to marriage 

market conditions and sex ratios in the second half of the twentieth century. This is especially true 

for the period 1960 to 1975, when dramatic changes in the sex ratios of marriageable young adults 

emerged as the first post-World War II baby boomers entered markets for marriage and dating. The 

sex ratios affected demand and supply in marriage markets, hence many marriage-related behaviors. 

The economic analysis of marriage markets deployed here predicted the direction of change. Most 

notably, very low sex ratios between women born from 1946 to 1950 and the male cohort two years 

older (whom these women would have expected to marry) confronted the women with a substantial 

marriage squeeze. Facing a difficult marriage market, many more of these women pursued higher 

education and entered the labor force than previous female generations had. They married less, had 

fewer children, and divorced more. American women's challenges also showed themselves in the 

women's liberation movement, which criticized the traditional marriage system and demanded 

greater equality in paid employment and in the division of labor within marriage. Likewise, low sex 

ratios among African Americans in the U.S,, due principally to high death and incarceration rates 

among black men, have led black women to have higher rates of female headship and lower 

marriage rates than their white counterparts.  



25 
 

In sum, this analysis throws new light on the recent cultural, economic, and social history of 

the United States and on very significant changes to the institution of marriage. 
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