
 

Most couples are less satisfied when the
woman earns more
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Statistically significant results were found for: 1. men and women where both are
employed and the woman earns more; 2. men and women where the man is
employed and the woman is homemaker; and 3. for women where she is
employed and the man is unable to work. Other results are not statistically
significant. Credit: The Conversation Source: Belinda Hewitt

1/5



 

Women are now the main earners in about one in four Australian
households. This increase in female "breadwinner" households
challenges traditional expectations of men and women and their roles in
family life.

Our research shows those expectations remain strong, with both men's
and women's satisfaction with their relationship dropping when the
woman becomes the primary breadwinner, earning 60% or more of
household income.

Examining relationship satisfaction

We examined what happened when couples experienced change in their
household breadwinning arrangements using data from the Households
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. Our study
used detailed information collected from about 12,000 Australians over
a maximum of 17 years.

Our analysis took into account the level of economic prosperity of the
household as well as health, number of children, marital status, the
division of household labour and gender role attitudes. We did this to
ensure any changes we found in relationship satisfaction by breadwinner
status were irrespective of other characteristics.

For example, it would be unsurprising for both partners to feel
dissatisfaction if the reason for a woman being the main income
provider was her partner's unemployment. Even when both partners were
employed, our findings show both men and women were less satisfied
when she earned more.

Conditions make a difference
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http://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Families-Incomes-and-Jobs-Vol-9.pdf#page=66
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jomf.12653
https://phys.org/tags/women/
https://phys.org/tags/satisfaction/
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/hilda
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/hilda
https://phys.org/tags/marital+status/


 

It is true, though, that a woman earning more because her partner is
unable to work due to unemployment or illness has different
implications for relationship satisfaction than her having a better-paying
job.

Women on average were least satisfied with the relationship when she
became the primary breadwinner due to her partner being unable to
work due to illness or disability.

The reverse is not the case; the woman being unable to work does not, on
average, affect the man's relationship satisfaction.

Both men and women were generally more satisfied with their
relationship when the woman became the homemaker. This is similar to
international research that finds women who are homemakers are
slightly happier than full-time working women.

This change in satisfaction may be explained by most women becoming
homemakers after having a child. Many new mothers want to stay home
with their infant. It also helps working families manage the time
pressures of having young children. It is usually short-term. About three-
quarters of women return to work by their child's first birthday.

Employed women were most satisfied with the relationship when they
became "equal" earners—contributing between 40% and 60% of
household income. Men were most satisfied as the main or equal earner.

Gender Equality—still a long way to go?

Our research suggests gendered expectations about who earns income
persist despite the changing reality of the labour market.

Women are increasingly obtaining university qualifications and entering
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/41682634
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41682634
https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/families-and-children/programmes-services/paid-parental-leave-scheme/paid-parental-leave-evaluation-phase-4-report
https://phys.org/tags/relationship/
https://www.employment.gov.au/newsroom/statistical-snapshot-women-australian-workforce


 

occupations that are in demand and on the rise. Meanwhile some
traditionally well-paid male-dominated industries are subject to
uncertain boom-and-bust cycles (such as mining) or long-term decline
(such as manufacturing).

Yet men's identity—the way they see themselves and are perceived by
others—is more tied to employment and being the breadwinner than
women's. Women often expect their male partner to contribute at least
equally to the household finances, or to be the primary earner.

Another factor that might partly explain the greater dissatisfaction when
she is the main earner is how couples share household labour.

Research shows Australian women do, on average, about 70% of unpaid
domestic labour in couple households. Previous Australian research, also
using HILDA, shows women who earn 75% or more of household
income spend 40 minutes longer doing domestic labour than women who
were more equal earners.

If a woman continues to do more housework as the main or sole earner,
this may well decrease her relationship satisfaction.

That both women and men are generally less satisfied in relationships
when she earns more shows the issue is complicated. Personal
expectations and values sit in tension with both changing economic
reality and social ambitions for gender equality.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation
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https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Game_Changers_Web.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/male+partner/
https://newprairiepress.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1147&context=jft
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0192513X14522246
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1440783315579527
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1440783315579527
https://phys.org/tags/household+income/
https://phys.org/tags/household+income/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13545701.2012.744138
https://phys.org/tags/relationship+satisfaction/
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/most-couples-are-less-satisfied-when-the-woman-earns-more-131659
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