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Effects of Relative Income on Couple’s Labor Supply:

Comparative Advantage or Social Norm

Zhengdong Zhang
(School of Economics and Management , Tsinghua University)

Abstract  According to traditional microeconomic theory, division of labor
between husband and wife should be an optimal choice in a family. However,
existence of social norm in real life may distort couple’s labor market outcomes.
Relative income between couple not only reflects comparative advantage in household
production and labor market, but also could challenge traditional gender perception
that a man should earn more than his wife. This paper explores the effects of relative
income in household on couple’s labor supply. Based on data from Urban Households
Survey of year 2002 to 2006, empirical study shows that no matter the gender,
probability of spouse earns more negatively correlates with one’s own labor force
participation and working hours, but barely affects spouse’s labor supply. This
finding supports that social norm does not dominate in division of labor within
household. Instead, comparative advantage seems to play a key role. Moreover,
empirical results imply that when their spouse earns more, women are more inclined to

leave the labor force, which may account for the increasing gender gap in labor market.
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