
 

The economics of age gaps and marriage

October 30 2014, by Danielle Zieg

Men and women who are married to spouses of similar ages are smarter,
more successful and more attractive compared to couples with larger age
gaps, according to a paper from CU Denver Economics Assistant
Professor Hani Mansour and co-author Terra McKinnish, associate
professor of Economics at CU-Boulder.

"Who Marries Differently Aged Spouses? Ability, Education,
Occupation, Earnings, and Appearance" is published in the Review of
Economics and Statistics.

"When we started this study we were curious about the so-called 'cougar'
phenomenon, i.e. women marrying younger men," Mansour explained.
"To our surprise, we did not find any evidence of such a new
phenomenon. Although, the share of older women marrying younger
men has slightly increased over time, cougars have been among us since
the 1960s. This led us to investigate the characteristics of individuals
who choose to be in differently-aged marriages regardless of whether the
husband or the wife is the older spouse."

Using U.S. Census data from 1960 through 2000, the researchers
analyzed outcomes such as completed education, occupational wages and
earnings. They also looked at the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth which measures cognitive skills and the National Longitudinal
Survey of Adolescent Health to gauge physical attractiveness.

Their analysis dispels a commonly-held belief that men much older than
their wives are likely to be financially successful compared to men
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married to wives closer to their age.

Mansour and McKinnish found strong evidence that men and women
married to differently-aged spouses have rank lower in earnings,
cognitive ability scores, educational attainment, and ratings of
attractiveness compared to similarly-aged couples. For example, data
from the 1980 Census shows that men married to women eight or more
years younger or older earned on average $3,495 less per year than men
married to women no more than a year older or younger.

"These findings are provocative and have not been documented by
previous researchers," Mansour said.

The researchers conclude that their findings are consistent with a model
in which individuals with more years of formal education tend to enter
occupations with greater upward mobility and then have more
interaction with similarly-aged peers. As a result, they are more likely to
marry similarly-aged spouses.

For instance, individuals attending four-year colleges interact more with
people of about the same age. After graduation, they and their peers
often enter careers with upward mobility at a time when people tend to
marry. By contrast, those who attend community colleges or work in low-
skilled jobs with little chance of advancement are more likely to interact
with more widely-diverse age groups, increasing their chances of
marrying someone significantly younger or older.

They found further evidence in a battery of tests conducted in high
school which measured verbal, math and arithmetic reasoning skills.
Those who eventually went on to marry a differently-aged spouse scored
lower on the tests. Men with spouses at least eight years younger scored
on average 8.4 points less than those who married women of a similar
age. Women had less drastic drops in their scores.
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Their results prompted Mansour and McKinnish to pursue additional
analysis in a separate paper on why same-occupation individuals are
more likely to marry.

"We show that these patterns are driven by the fact that it is less costly
(easier) to meet a spouse in one's own occupation and not because
individuals have a preference to match with a same-occupation spouse,"
Mansour said. "The results suggest that marriage markets are more local-
oriented than typically modeled by social scientists and imply that
choices about occupation can affect one's marriage market match by
changing the group of people that an individual interacts with most
often."

The second paper currently is under review for publication.
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