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.FAM 
Working Longer Ho 

ost families are "running faster to stay in place. " That's the central story 
revealed in our recent study for the Joint Economic Committee of the Congress. 

Inflation-adjusted income of two-parent families with children continued 
to increase (on average) in the 1980s, but at a sharply slower rate than in 
earlier decades. For example, the "real" income for such families increased, 
on average, by only 6 percent in the 1980s compared to increases of over 30 

percent in the 1950s and 1960s and 12 percent in the 1970s. 
The numbers for the decade of the 1980s reveal that in 1989, 80 percent of two-parent fam­

ilies in 1989 were working longer hours without any improvement in living standards com­
pared with similar families in 1979. In these families, wives, during the 1980s, increased 
their annual hours of work by 32 percent over the decade. However, a large part of the 
increased income the wives earned was offset by a decline during the decade in the hourly 
pay earned by husbands. 

Trends in Family Income 

Because family incomes have continued to grow throughout the 1980s, some have suggest­
ed that the problem is one of perception rather than economic reality. 

Higher incomes are generally seen as indicating higher living standards, but this may not 
always be the case. If families must put more effort into earning income, or spend more in 
the process of earning additional income, then living standards may fall even as gross finan­
cial incomes rise. This is precisely what appears to be happening for the vast majority of 
two-parent families with children. Using two different calculations, it appears that most fam­
ilies are indeed "running faster to stay in place." 

Figure 1 80 Percent Have Lower Income 
Net of Expenses Per Hour 
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Quintiles by 
Total Family Income 

by Lucy Gorh 

The first measure is inflation-adjusted wa 
used by economists when comparing standru 
in income per hour, net of work expenses, 
work and work expenses. 

By the yardstick of real wages , the standaIl 
declined. Only for families in the top 20 pe. 
significantly higher in 1989 than in 1979. 

This calculation tends to understate the 
because it assumes that all the extra income 
improving the family'S standard of living. 
additional costs, such as child care, which 
true picture of living standards. When both ] 
for, the standard of living of the bottom 8 
improvement between 1979 and 1989 (FigurE 

Hourly Pay Low er And Higher 

For husbands across 80 percent of the fan 
lower or showed no improvement in 1989 
1979. Only for husbands in the top quinti 
increase. As a result of these differential losl 
distribution, wage inequality among husban 

The story for wives is somewhat brighte] 
except the bottom quintile of the family inco 
second and third quintiles were quite mode. 
for most families, on average the decline in t 
increase in hourly pay for wives . 

Wives' Earnings Reduced Income In' 

Between 1979 and 1989, inequality in fam 
to the upper two quintiles rose while the sli 
Some have argued that this increase in fan 
attributable to the role of wives' earnings. 0 
were it not for wives' earnings, income ine 
observed. 

For example, if wives' earnings in 1979 
tom quintile of families would have been 10 
to the top quintile would have been 5 perceJ 
earnings was even greater. 
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For Limited Gains . . 
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~ge rates, the "real wage," a common yardstick 
rds of living. The second measure is the change 
and it adjusts family income for both hours of 

~d of living for the bottom 60 percent of families 
!rcent was the change in gross income per hour 

problem of family living standards, however, 
, earned by more hours of work can be spent on 
'he process of working more hours also creates 
must be subtracted from gross income to get a 
hours of work and work expenses are accounted 
lO percent of families declined or showed no 
e 1). 

nily income distribution, hourly pay either was 
when compared with the pay of husbands in 

ile of the income distribution did hourly pay 
ses and gains at the bottom and top of the wage 
is increased over the decade (Figure 2). 
r. Hourly real wages increased for wives in all 
orne distribution. However, the increases for the 
st. While the real hourly pay of wives increased 
the hourly pay of husbands was greater than the 
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til l income increased: the share of income going 
1 going to the lower three quintiles declined. 
nily income inequality over the past decade is 
lur results indicate that the opposite is the case: 
lquality would have increased even more than 

vere ignored, the income share going to the bot-

Hours of Paid Work for Husbands and Wives 

Husbands and wives exhibited strikingly different patterns of paid work hours. Given the 
large and divergent changes in hourly pay noted above, the lack of change in husbands' 
hours of paid work is as notable as the large increase in wives' hours for all income levels. 

While husbands did not work significantly more hours for pay in 1989 when compared with 
husbands in 1979, wives clearly did. When we consider both the increase in the share of wives 
working and the greater number of hours they worked per year, all wives together worked an aver­
age of 32 percent more hours in 1989 than in 1979. The largest increases in hours were made by 
wives at the lower end of the family income distribution. 

Future Prospects 

The past decade' of stagnation has given a majority of American families only unattractive 
economic choices. Some have been able to run faster to stay in place, increasing hours of 
work at the expense of time with family and community. Others have simply fallen behind, 
as their incomes are eroded by poorly paid or inadequate work opportunities. 

Addressing this problem will require profound changes in the labor market, raising the 
rate of growth in wages for both men and women. Without such changes, the most likelY 
forecast for the coming decade is for continued economic stress on a majority of families. [!I 

Copies of this study may be obtained by writing to the Joint Economic Committee, SD-G01, 
Washington, DC 20510. Ask for "Families on a Treadmill ." 
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