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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

We study  the  determinants  of intra-household  decision-making  responsibility  over  eco-
nomic and financial  choices  using  a direct  measure  provided  in the  1989–2010  Bank  of
Italy  Survey  of  Household  Income  and  Wealth.  We  find  that  the  probability  that the  wife is
responsible  for  decisions  increases  as  the  wife’s  characteristics  in terms  of  age,  education
and income  become  closer  or even  higher  than  those  of her  husband’s.  Thus,  consistently
with  a  bargaining  approach,  decision-making  responsibility  is associated  with  marriage
heterogamy,  and  not only  along  strictly  economic  dimensions.  However,  in  support  of  an
alternative  household  production  approach,  we  also find  that  the  probability  that the  wife
is responsible  is  lower  when  she  is employed,  which  suggests  the presence  of  a specializa-
tion pattern  assigning  responsibility  to  the  spouse  with  more  available  time.  Our  results
are  robust  to  additional  controls  and  alternative  samples.

©  2014  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

The goal of this paper is to investigate the determinants of intra-household decision making with respect to economic and
financial choices. Using a direct measure of actual decision-making responsibility, we  study its main determinants taking into
account individual characteristics of each spouse, household characteristics, and aggregate background factors. To identify
the drivers of decision-making responsibility has crucial implications for understanding how resources are distributed within
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the family, how household decisions are made in a variety of economic and non-economic realms, and how gender-based
development initiatives should be designed.

Direct measures of decision responsibility are however very rare. Our measure is provided by a repeated cross-sectional
survey conducted by the Bank of Italy – the Survey of Household Income and Wealth (SHIW) – that reports who, within the
household, is declared as the head, i.e., the person who  is responsible for financial and economic choices. Since the dataset
now includes eleven waves, covering a 22 years period from 1989 to 2010, it represents a unique tool for the analysis of
decision making, its evolution, and its determinants.

Previous theoretical research has developed models of household bargaining improving over the implications of a unitary
approach to family economics. The assumption behind the bargaining approach is that individuals prefer to hold the purse
strings and that they are more likely to be the household head the more resources they have. At the empirical level the
search for the determinants of decision making has considered various factors such as each spouse’s relative income, age,
education, health, and also cultural factors involving race and religion. The main conclusion from the empirical literature we
will review is that economic factors, captured mainly by differences in earnings but also in occupational status, are always
decisive in determining which spouse is responsible for household decisions, while the evidence on the influence of other
factors is more mixed.

The relative characteristics of the spouses are not the only determinants of decision making within the household. The
division of labor among the partners and the associated specialization patterns within a household production framework
have also been recognized as a decisive factor. However, according to this perspective a working wife is less likely to
take decision responsibility than a wife that specializes in home production. Therefore, specialization carries implications
which are opposite to those of the bargaining approach, since it implies that individuals may  actually prefer to delegate
decision-making responsibility to their spouses.

In this paper we aim at exploring the relative explanatory power of the bargaining and the specialization approach. More-
over, within the former, we investigate whether, beside strictly economic differentials, other sorts of marriage heterogamy
such as age and education emerge as equally important determinants of decision responsibility.

We start by presenting the stylized facts. We  show how our measure of female decision-making responsibility, which
is captured by the proportion of households headed by the wife, has increased through time. We  also illustrate the
evolution of the factors that are more likely to be responsible for the observed changes in intra-household dynamics.
For individual characteristics such as age, education, income, and occupational status, we  document how intra-family
gender differentials have changed. We  also report trends for aggregate indicators such as female labor market par-
ticipation, to account for the evolution of women’s economic condition, and the incidence of divorce, to understand
the evolution of family structure. Italy provides an ideal setting for our investigation. On the one hand, the sample
period witnesses significant developments, along the gender dimension, in the economic and financial behavior of Ital-
ian households, with a substantial increase in the number of females declared as household heads. At the same time,
the Italian society undergoes a number of important changes which may  be linked with this phenomenon. For instance,
we observe a pronounced transformation of the Italian family structure: while divorce became legal in Italy only in
1974, divorce figures boost in the most recent years of our sample. Moreover, women’s participation in the labor mar-
ket has been slowly increasing since the early post-war period. Even though it remains limited in an international
comparison, its expansion is associated with a profound change in the role of women within family and society. The
educational attainment of Italian women, particularly at the higher education level, is quickly catching up relative to
that of men, a tendency which is common to other countries. Our dataset is rich enough to account for these develop-
ments.

Our next step is to study the empirical evolution of decision making by modeling the probability that the wife is in
charge of economic and financial decisions as a function of individual characteristics of both spouses, household variables,
and aggregate background factors. Among potential determinants of decision responsibility we  are especially interested in
within-couple differentials in terms of age, education and income, which should account for a bargaining-based explanation,
and in the employment status of the female partner, which should reflect specialization patterns.

Firstly, our findings confirm that the probability that the wife is responsible for decisions increases as the wife’s char-
acteristics in terms of age, education and income become closer or even higher that the corresponding husband’s ones. In
other words, the decision-making process involving husband and wife is not just a question of money, but also of other not
strictly economic individual characteristics, thus suggesting that factors such as knowledge, human capital accumulation,
experience, seniority, and savviness can play an independent role. This pattern appears to be intensifying with time over
our sample period.

Second, we also find that the probability that the wife is responsible is lower when she is employed, which suggests the
presence of a division of tasks operating within the family, with more responsibility for the spouse who has more time to
devote to decision making.

Finally, we show that decision responsibility is also associated with household characteristics such as household size and
total income and wealth, while aggregate background factors do not add further explanatory power.

In a series of robustness checks we also show that our results hold even after controlling for the type of tasks households
face, distinguished between simple and complex economic and financial decisions. Similarly, using finer definitions of
occupational status carries additional explanatory power but does not alter our conclusion. For an alternative sample
of non-married couples, we find somewhat different results which confirm the practical relevance of the institution of
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marriage. Finally for a sub-sample of middle-age (i.e., 51–61 year-old) couples we find that age no longer matters, in line
with a stream of literature based on surveys exclusively administered to similar couples.

Our conclusion is that the allocation of decision-making responsibility responds both to a wide array of differentials that
can be associated with the relative bargaining power of the partners and to the division of labor within the couple. In other
words, control over purse strings matters but so does time availability. This conclusion suggests the presence of complex
interactions documented by the data which cannot fully be accounted for by a single analytical framework, possibly because
it is hard to draw a distinction between those aspects of household finances involving major strategic choices and those
simply requiring routine day-to-day management.

Our results carry important implications also with respect to the literature that, in the absence of a direct measure of
responsibility, tries to estimate its impact on a variety of decisions by using proxies often defined as dummy  variables
capturing the fact that the wife is older or more educated. We  show that these proxies are poor predictors of actual decision
responsibility, both because they measure intra-family differences in a coarser fashion, if compared to our differentials,
and because they fail to account for the fact that decision responsibility is simultaneously determined by individual and
household variables which are often omitted.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 summarizes the related literature. In Section 3 we  introduce
a simple conceptual framework to guide our empirical investigation. Section 4 describes our dataset and reports stylized
facts. Section 5 presents our empirical findings and Section 6 performs robustness checks. Section 7 concludes and suggests
directions for future research.

2. Related literature

The relevance of gender within the literature on household decisions is well established for a variety of economic and non-
economic issues, ranging from political choices (Edlund and Pande, 2002) and preferences toward the size of government
(Lott and Kenny, 1999) to wealth accumulation and saving behavior (Zissimopoulos et al., 2013). Examples within the
literature on financial decisions and risk preferences are Jianakoplos and Bernasek (1998), Sundén and Surette (1998), Barber
and Odean (2001), Lusardi and Mitchell (2008), Croson and Gneezy (2009), Dohmen et al. (2011), and Halko et al. (2012). The
prevailing conclusion from these studies is that women  reveal a higher degree of risk aversion, so that households where
decisions are made by women tend to select less risky investments. For Italian SHIW data, these results are confirmed by
Guiso and Jappelli (2002) and Bertocchi et al. (2011).

A deeper question behind these results is what determines which spouse is in control of family decisions. There is a
relatively small empirical literature on the determinants of the intra-household decision-making process that focuses, as
we do, on direct measures of the allocation of responsibilities over a number of decisions. One reason why  the literature is
small is that such measures are rare.

A number of papers are based on data collected by the US Health and Retirement Study (HRS), which is one of the few
surveys that provide specific information about this issue. In particular, couples are asked to report which spouse has the
“final say” in making major economic and financial decisions for the household. The question was  asked in the first two
waves, i.e., 1992 and 1994, with comparable answers. Subsequently, it was only asked of the much smaller sample of new
entrants. Therefore, most studies only use the first wave. Since the HRS is sponsored by the National Institute on Aging,
the survey initially included only individuals between the age of 51 and 61 in 1991, plus their partners (who may  have
been older or younger). Therefore, the sample reflects a narrow share of the population. Another distinctive feature of the
HRS survey is that the same question is answered independently by both the husband and the wife, so that they may  well
disagree on the answer. It turns out that indeed in the first wave only 63.5% of the partners agreed. Based on the 1992 wave,
Elder and Rudolph (2003) find that decisions are more likely to be made by the spouse with more financial knowledge, more
education, and a higher wage, irrespective of gender. They interpret this evidence as supportive of a bargaining approach to
decision making, rather than a unitary approach. The conclusions they reach hold true both for the husbands’ and the wives’
opinions and over both the entire sample and the sub-sample consisting of those households where the partners agree.
Based on the same data, Friedberg and Webb (2006) find that decision-making responsibility depends on relative earnings,
even though the magnitudes of the estimated effects are moderate.

Lührmann and Maurer (2007) use data from the 2003 wave of the Mexican Health and Aging Study (MHS). The survey is
similar in design to the US HRS and covers the Mexican population over 50 years of age (and their partners). They find that
for this sample education and employment status are associated with more individual responsibility for decisions, especially
for women. Health, income, and the level of urbanity of the area in which the household lives also matter.

The UK Household Panel Survey also contains a ‘final say’ question and in addition it collects information about the
allocation of different kinds of financial management decisions. Based on this additional information, Dobbelsteen and
Kooreman (1997) are able to compare the predictions from the bargaining vs. the household production model, an aspect
neglected in the previously reported contributions. They show that the latter carries limited explanatory power, since it only
matters for everyday household spending, while a bargaining interpretation prevails for all other aspects ranging from big
financial decisions to regular household bills.

Finally, this specific literature line includes Woolley (2003), who  focuses on a small sample of 300 Canadians interviewed
in 1995 about a number of specific financial tasks (cash withdrawals, writing checks, etc.). She finds that, consistently with
a bargaining approach, males with higher income exert more control over decisions and that age also matters in the sense
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that younger women have more control but only on cash withdrawals. She also evaluates the relevance of the specialization
approach by controlling for the employment status of the female partner. The fact that this variable is never significant
questions its validity.

Summing up the literature which is closer to the present study, across the contributions reported above income emerges
as the most robust determinant of intra-household decision-making responsibility, in a bargaining perspective. There is also
some evidence that education and age may  matter as well. The evidence supporting the household production model is
instead rather weak.

A parallel research line has tried to estimate the consequences of bargaining within the family on a variety of economic
and non-economic decisions. In the absence of direct measures, this literature typically relies on the use of proxies, often
constructed as dummies measuring various dimensions of heterogamy, such as income, education, age, but also race and
religion. For instance, Lundberg et al. (2003) focus on dummies for age differences to explain the decline in household
consumption after retirement. Grossbard-Shechtman and Neuman (1988) analyze the link between age differential (mea-
sured not as a dummy  but in actual number of years of difference) and women’s labor force participation, with a negative
effect on the latter being associated with older husbands. Lundberg and Ward-Batts (2000) show that a larger gap in the
educational level, with the husband having more years of education than the wife, is associated with lower household
wealth. Thomas (1994) finds that a dummy  identifying wives that are more educated than their husbands is indicative of
control over the allocation of household resources in Ghana. For China, Li and Wu  (2010) propose a measure of women’s
relative power based on the gender of the first-born, with sons being associated with more power than daughters. Simi-
larly, research on the determinants of marital instability shows the importance of socio-demographic disparity within the
couple as a factor determining marital dissolution. Heaton (2002) and Teachman (2002) find that couples are more likely
to divorce when they do not share the same education background, particularly when it is the wife who is more edu-
cated, and that this effect is stable, or even increasing, over time. Age difference is found to be associated with divorce by
Pericoli and Ventura (2012), with the probability of divorce showing a positive dependence upon the squared age difference
between husband and wife. Within an empirical investigation of households’ investment decisions, Bertocchi et al. (2011)
employ dummy  variables capturing the fact that the wife is more educated, older, or earning more as proxies for marital
instability.

Another stream of empirical research which is relevant for our perspective is the one that has documented and ana-
lyzed the patterns of assortative mating (see Lam, 1988; Kalmijn, 1991; Mare, 1991; Lewis and Oppenheimer, 2000) and
how they are interrelated with husbands’ and wives’ educational and occupational achievements, as well as their change.
While a general finding in this literature is the existence of positive assortative mating, trends in marital homogamy
actually differ across traits, which underscores the importance of considering multiple dimensions of within-couple
differentials.1

3. A conceptual framework

A number of conceptual frameworks can help us account for the determinants of decision-making by couples, starting
from early contributions by Becker’s (1973) on the marriage market model and from bargaining theories developed, among
others, by McElroy and Horney (1981). More recently, Apps and Rees (1988) and Chiappori (1988) have introduced the
collective model of household behavior.

Our discussion will focus on two approaches: the bargaining approach and the household production approach.
As summarized by Browning et al. (2007), the bargaining approach can be outlined as follows. The household utility

function can be expressed as a weighted sum of the individual utility functions of the partners, given by Uhousehold = �(z)
Ufemale + (1 − �(z)) Umale, where �(z), defined on the [0,1] interval, is the weight of the female partner, which carries a natural
interpretation in terms of relative decision power. Clearly, if it is equal to 1 she would be exclusively in charge of decisions.
Weights can be influenced by a number of factors given by the vector z. In principle, a large number of variables may  enter
z, including individual characteristics of the spouses as well as background variables affecting family structure and society
in general. The above equation is also consistent with Becker (1973)’s view on the division of output within a couple, as
well as with the idea that partners bargain over economic and financial control. The assumption behind this approach to
the description of power distribution inside the household is that individuals prefer to hold the purse strings and that they
are more likely to be the head the more resources they have, whereas individual resources can be interpreted not only in
terms of income but also experience and education. Indeed the small literature previously reviewed in Section 2 (including
Dobbelsteen and Kooreman, 1997; Elder and Rudolph, 2003; Woolley, 2003; Friedberg and Webb, 2006; Lührmann and
Maurer, 2007) has explored factors reflecting income, employment status, age, education, financial knowledge, and health,
as potential determinants of the weights.

However, decision responsibility for finances is a function not only of the resources that each individual owns, but also of
the division of labor among the two partners. In other words, the allocation of decision-making responsibility also depends
on the specialization pattern prevailing within the family. We  are referring here to the household production model based
on Becker’s (1965) theory of the allocation of time. Under conditions that are often verified empirically, the wife would not

1 See Fernandez et al. (2005) for a model of sorting and Iyigun and Walsh (2007) for a model with spousal assortative matching.
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enter the labor market and would instead specialize in home production. Under this common specialization pattern, she
would have more time at her disposal and she would therefore find herself in a better position to take responsibility for
time-consuming tasks. The literature on household decision making has paid less attention to specialization as a potential
explanation (notable exceptions are represented by Dobbelsteen and Kooreman, 1997; Woolley, 2003; Amuedo-Dorantes
et al., 2010). However, it carries implications which are opposite to those of the bargaining approach, since it implies that
individuals may  actually prefer to delegate decision-making responsibility to their spouses because their own time is too
valuable. Therefore, the underlying assumption now is that individuals no not aspire to hold the purse strings, the exact
opposite of what lies behind the bargaining approach.

To sum up, the bargaining approach and the specialization framework offer different interpretations of what it means
that the woman is responsible for economic and financial decisions. According to the former it reflects her relative power,
while the latter implies that she simply has to deal with time-consuming chores. Empirically, each hypothesis leads to
specific predictions and testable implications. If responsibility over economic and financial decisions is assigned through
bargaining, we should expect the probability that the woman  is responsible to increase with measures of her relative power,
along several potential dimensions such as income, age and education. On the other hand, we  can capture the explanatory
power of the household production model through measures of the degree of specialization captured by employment status,
with a higher probability that the woman is responsible in more specialized families. Alternatively, we can also test the
specialization model by distinguishing between different degrees of complexity of economic and financial decisions.

4. Data and stylized facts

Our dataset spans over the 1989–2010 period and draws from the Bank of Italy Survey on Household Income and Wealth
(SHIW) and from Istat (the Italian National Institute of Statistics). The SHIW is a repeated, biennial cross-sectional survey
which provides over that period eleven waves (1989, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2010).2 In
each wave, data are collected for around 8000 households, out of which we  select those where a married couple is present,
for a total of 59,389 observations.3

The SHIW basic sample unit is the household defined as “a group of cohabiting people who, regardless for their relation-
ships, satisfy their needs by pooling all or part of their incomes”. In contrast with household surveys conducted in other
countries, where the household head is defined on the basis of different attributes (e.g., highest income, or male gender),
a distinctive feature of the Italian survey is to introduce the “declared” definition: accordingly, a household head is iden-
tified as the person who is responsible for the financial and economic choices of the household.4 This definition can be
interpreted as an objective, joint evaluation of the balance within the decision-making process, or else as the outcome of
the process of convergence of any potential initial disagreement. Therefore, the survey provides a direct and unambiguous
measure of responsibility for economic and financial decisions. This is the proxy that we employ in this paper to capture the
determinants of the allocation of decision power.5

With respect to the datasets used in previous contributions on intra-household decision making reviewed in Section 2,
the SHIW measure presents several advantages. First of all, it is available for households of all ages. Second, information is
provided for eleven waves, covering the 1989–2010 period. Third, the way the survey is administered does not give partners
the option to disagree, since they can only report a joint single answer when asked to indicate the economic and financial
head. This is why the measure is an effective proxy for the final outcome of any potential process of convergence of initial
disagreement. Finally, our dataset provides information both on direct measures of decision-making responsibilities and on
their potential determinants, including detailed individual characteristics of both spouses, household characteristics, and
aggregate background variables.

The SHIW indeed provides plenty of demographic information on the household as a whole and on each household
member. As for the former, we use household size, household income, and household net wealth (the latter including
real and financial assets net of financial liabilities). For each partner, we  consider age, education, occupational status, and
disposable individual income.6 Since the 2000 wave, the SHIW provides additional information on the occupational status
(i.e., having a tenure contract or a part-time job) and on the type of banking services used by the household (ranging from
paying bills to financial assets trading), which we also include.

We supplement our dataset with aggregate variables based on data provided by Istat.7 These variables are the divorce
hazard and the female employment rate, both at the regional level.8 The divorce hazard is the ratio of the number of divorces

2 Data are downloadable from http://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/indcamp/bilfait. More details on the SHIW are reported in the Appendix.
3 In Section 6.3 we also introduce an alternative sample of non-married couples, including 808 observations.
4 To be more precise, at the beginning of the in-person interview, the interviewer asks to list all household members beginning with the head of household,

i.e.,  the person primarily and effectively responsible for the household budget.
5 Using the same dataset, Bertocchi et al. (2011) show that households headed by females choose less risky portfolios than those headed by males, which

suggests that indeed our measure is economically relevant.
6 All monetary amounts are expressed in real terms using the 1989 Consumer Price Index provided by Istat.
7 Data are downloadable from http://www.istat.it
8 Italy is divided into 20 administrative units denominated regions, each consisting of several municipalities.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics (pooled sample).

Variables Mean St. dev. Min  Max

Female head 0.1423 0.3494 0 1

Household characteristics
Household size 3.2636 1.1006 2 12
Income 20.1018 15.1416 −27.5 614.4
Wealth 133.0929 247.2230 −445.0 15,743.7
Only wife works 0.0444 0.2061 0 1
Only  husband works 0.3150 0.4645 0 1
None  works 0.3324 0.4711 0 1
Simple tasks 0.7865 0.4098 0 1

Wife’s  characteristics
Age 49.4754 14.1399 16 96
Education 2.9900 1.0559 1 6
Income 4.3581 5.6219 −11.1 165.4
Working 0.3526 0.4778 0 1
Employee 0.2666 0.4422 0 1
Self-employed 0.0860 0.2804 0 1
Tenured 0.3898 0.4877 0 1
Part-time 0.0126 0.1116 0 1
Housewife 0.4200 0.4936 0 1
Retired 0.2000 0.4000 0 1

Husband’s characteristics
Age 53.1335 14.3895 19 98
Education 3.0832 1.0364 1 6
Income 13.7369 12.0236 −67.3 607.0
Working 0.6232 0.4846 0 1
Employee 0.4273 0.4947 0 1
Self-employed 0.1959 0.3969 0 1
Tenured 0.2522 0.4343 0 1
Part-time 0.0698 0.2548
Retired 0.3451 0.4754 0 1

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (wife–husband) −3.6581 4.0816 −57 48
Education differential (wife–husband) −0.0932 0.7701 −4 3
Income differential (wife–husband) −9.3789 12.2156 −599.7 100.9

Dummies for within-couples differences
Wife older 0.1099 0.3127 0 1
Wife  more educated 0.1755 0.3804 0 1
Wife  earns more 0.0928 0.2901 0 1

Background variables
Divorce hazard 0.1540 0.0907 0.0186 0.4537
Female  employment rate 0.3090 0.0850 0.1309 0.4549

Note: Statistics computed using sampling weights (pesofl2).

over the number of marriages.9 The female employment rate is the ratio between women  employed over the total female
working-age population.

Table 1 reports summary statistics for all the variables used in our pooled sample of married couples. Table A1 in the
Appendix defines all the relevant variables. Only 14.23% of the couples report the wife as the household head.10 The average
age is 53.13 for husbands, 49.48 for wives. Their education level is relatively close, at 3.08 and 2.99 respectively corresponding
approximately to a secondary school degree, with a slightly larger standard variation for women. We  find a marked difference
in average individual income with husbands at around 13.73 thousands Euros and wives at around 4.36. This difference
is reflected in the proportion of husbands and wives that work (62.32% and 35.26%, respectively). Table 1 also reports
information about differences within the couples in all the above dimensions, as well as a set of dummies recording the
fact that the wife is older, more educated and earning more, respectively. The latter confirm that wives are older than their
husbands only in 11% of the cases, while they earn more in 9% of the cases despite being more educated in 18% of the cases.

9 We employ the divorce hazard since, contrary to the crude divorce rate (divorces over every 1000 residents), it takes into account both the increasing
dynamics of divorce and the decreasing dynamics of marriage.

10 While it is true that some misreporting may  be present, if anything we  would expect under-reporting, rather than over-reporting, of the fraction of
women  that are declared as household head. This is because of a cultural attitude that, as documented for example by Alesina and Giuliano (2010), leads
to  a relatively submissive role for Italian women.
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Fig. 1. Female head proportion. Note: Authors’ elaborations on SHIW data.

Fig. 2. Husbands’ and wives’ age, education, income and employment. Note: Authors’ elaborations on SHIW data.

While Table 1 reports descriptive statistics for the pooled sample, Table A2 in the Appendix reports the same for the initial
and final years of the sample, as well as the significance of a mean equality test. The time evolution of the main variables can
also be illustrated graphically. Fig. 1 shows that the proportion of households reporting the wife as the economic decision
maker has greatly increased from 1.6% in 1989 to 30.8% in 2010. Fig. 2 reports the evolution of age, education, income and
employment for the wives and husbands in our sample. The upper-left panel shows that the average age of both partners
has increased, reflecting both the general ageing in the population and the decline of marriage (the latter force tends to
exclude younger generations from our sample of married couples). The average age difference has narrowed from 3.69 to
3.55 years. The average level of education has increased and the differential between genders has nearly disappeared as of
2010 (upper-right panel). Both trends point to increasing assortative mating patterns. The income differential (conditional
on being working) has instead remained more stable (lower-left panel). The proportion of working husbands declines while
the corresponding figures for women increases, providing evidence of convergence but also at the same time of persistence
of a marked gender difference (lower-right panel).

Fig. 3 presents the evolution of two aggregate indicators, the divorce hazard and the female employment rate, mea-
sured at the regional level. The former jumps from 9.62% to 26.92% over the period under consideration (top panel). While
the decline of marriage and the increasing diffusion of divorce represent a common tendency in industrialized countries,
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Fig. 3. Divorce hazard and female employment rate. Note: Authors’ elaborations on Istat data. The graph at the top reports divorce hazard × 100.

in this dimension the Italian society has experienced a particularly fast evolution.11 Female employment (bottom panel)
increases from 24.05% to 34.11%, even though women’s labor market participation has historically been lower than in most
industrialized countries.12

Overall, these figures document a marked evolution of Italian economy and society, with a profound transformation of
family structure and an increasing participation of women into the labor market, factors that can potentially affect decision
making within households.

5. Results

Our empirical investigation consists in estimating a probit model for the probability that the wife is the household head,
i.e., the primary economic and financial decision maker as declared by the couple. With respect to the conceptual framework
presented in Section 3, we can only test whether �(z) = 0 or �(z) = 1. For this model, we run a set of pooled regressions with
robust standard errors clustered at the regional level. All regressions include a set of time and regional dummies, with the
initial year and Piedmont taken as reference categories. All tables report marginal effects. All variables used in the regressions
are defined in Table A1 in the Appendix.

We start in Table 2 by inserting the individual characteristics of the wife and the husband separately. Next, in Table 3,
we will exploit the same information in the form of differentials.

Table 2 presents as a benchmark a basic specification including four sets of variables (Column 1). The first set consists
of standard household characteristics, namely the household size and its squared term as well as household income and

11 The slight initial decline is explained by a 1987 reform that reduced from five to three years the waiting time to file for divorce after a legal separation.
This  provoked a sudden jump of the divorce hazard, partially reversed in the early 1990s.

12 See Del Boca and Pasqua (2003) on the employment patterns of husbands and wives in Italy and Fernandez and Fogli (2009) for an international
comparison of female labor force participation rates and for their link with a country’s culture.
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Table  2
The determinants of decision-making responsibility.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

(1) (2)

Household characteristics
Household size 0.0183*** 0.0224***

(2.917) (3.444)
Household size2 −0.0017** −0.0020***

(2.257) (2.676)
Income 2nd quartile 0.0172** 0.0043

(2.496) (1.006)
Income 3rd quartile 0.0116 −0.0137***

(1.252) (2.863)
Income 4th quartile 0.0115 −0.0291***

(0.727) (4.243)
Wealth 2nd quartile −0.0013 −0.0055*

(0.373) (1.832)
Wealth 3rd quartile −0.0043 −0.0099***

(1.272) (3.798)
Wealth 4th quartile −0.0069 −0.0167***

(1.524) (5.547)

Wife’s characteristics
Age −0.0019*** 0.0057***

(4.570) (6.014)
Age2 −0.0077***

(8.710)
Education 0.0008 0.0283***

(0.579) (3.730)
Education2 −0.5187***

(4.476)
Income 0.0155*** 0.0230***

(27.693) (18.934)
Income2 −0.0191***

(5.476)
Working wife −0.0849*** −0.1000***

(14.594) (20.094)

Husband’s characteristics
Age 0.0007* −0.0049***

(1.737) (4.287)
Age2 0.0052***

(4.729)
Education −0.003 −0.0353***

(1.219) (5.476)
Education2 0.5077***

(4.541)
Income −0.0104*** −0.0087***

(5.671) (9.069)
Income2 0.0015***

(9.120)
Working husband 0.0411*** 0.0399***

(6.920) (9.483)

Background variables
Divorce hazard −0.0869 −0.0833

(1.047) (1.116)
Female employment rate 0.0715 0.0541

(0.351) (0.281)

Observations 59,389 59,389
Pseudo R2 0.3413 0.3651

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.
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Table 3
Within-couple differentials.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (wife–husband) 0.00004 −0.0004 0.0049***

(0.084) (0.809) (4.287)
Education differential (wife–husband) 0.0306*** 0.0043*** 0.0353***

(13.040) (2.952) (5.476)
Income  differential (wife–husband) 0.0102*** 0.0101*** 0.0087***

(9.906) (9.795) (9.069)

Household characteristics
Household size 0.0224***

(3.444)
Household size2 −0.0020***

(2.676)
Income  2nd quartile 0.0043

(1.006)
Income  3rd quartile −0.0137***

(2.863)
Income  4th quartile −0.0291***

(4.243)
Wealth  2nd quartile −0.0055*

(1.832)
Wealth  3rd quartile −0.0099***

(3.798)
Wealth  4th quartile −0.0167***

(5.547)

Wife’s  characteristics
Age 0.0008

(1.394)
Age2 −0.0077***

(8.710)
Education −0.007

(1.164)
Education2 −0.5187***

(4.476)
Income  0.0143***

(12.810)
Income2 −0.0191***

(5.476)
Working wife −0.1000***

(20.094)

Husband’s characteristics
Age2 0.0052***

(4.729)
Education2 0.5077***

(4.541)
Income2 0.0015***

(9.120)
Working husband 0.0399***

(9.483)

Background variables
Divorce hazard −0.0833

(1.116)
Female employment rate 0.0541

(0.281)

Observations 59,389 59,389 59,389 59,389 59,389
Pseudo  R2 0.1177 0.1255 0.285 0.2852 0.3651

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.
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wealth quartiles. The second and third sets include individual characteristics of the wife and the husband, respectively,
namely each spouse’s age, level of education, income, and occupational status (the latter as a dummy  variable taking value
1 if the individual is working, 0 otherwise). The last set controls for aggregate background variables: namely, the divorce
hazard and the female employment rate, computed at the regional level.

Column 1 shows that the probability that the wife is responsible for decisions increases with the size of the household in
a concave fashion. Standard economic characteristics such as household income and wealth do not appear to matter except
for the positive effect of the second quartile for income. Once we  turn to individual characteristics, we  find that age matters
negatively for the wife, while it has a positive but barely significant effect for the husband: according to the estimates on
average every additional year of age of the wife reduces the dependent variable by 0.0019, while every additional year of
age of the husband increases it by 0.0007. Education is not significant, both for the wife and the husband. When entered
separately, each spouse’s earnings appear to matter in the expected direction: the wife’s decision-making responsibility
increases with her income and decreases with that of the husband. More specifically, an increase of a thousand euro in the
wife’s income substantially increases the dependent variable by 0.0155, while the same amount added to the income of her
husband reduces it by 0.0104.

At this stage we can already test the implications of the household production framework using information on each
spouse’s occupational status that should capture the degree of specialization within the family. We find that a working
husband implies a larger probability that the wife is responsible, while a working wife decreases such probability, suggesting
that after controlling for everything else indeed there may be a division of tasks operating within the family, with certain
chores being allocated to the spouse who has more time to devote to decision making. In other words, in light of the simple
analytical framework sketched in Section 3, time availability, reflecting specialization patterns, is an important consideration
in the allocation of responsibility.13

Finally, the fact that the family lives in a region characterized by a large divorce hazard or by a high female occupational
level exerts no significant impact on women’s position.

In Column 2 of Table 2 we investigate the possibility that the effect of individual characteristics involving age, education
and income may  have a non-linear influence on the dependent variable. Therefore we add squared terms for all the three
variables, both for the wife and the husband. The resulting picture is profoundly altered, not only with respect to each of these
variables, but also with respect to the variables capturing household characteristics. Namely, the impact of the wife’s age is
confirmed, but its influence is non-linear, with wives of an intermediate age (at around age 37) more likely to find themselves
in a position of responsibility, rather than older ones as suggested by the linear specification. The non-linear specification
reveals that the husband’s age also has a highly significant non-linear influence, with women’s responsibility being lower
when the husband is middle-aged (48 years of age). In other words, for very young and very old husbands (possibly for very
different reasons having to do with culture and health respectively) it is more likely that wives decide. Turning to education,
we again find that for wives its effect is not linear, with maximum women’s responsibility reached at the high school level,
suggesting that very educated women are not likely to make decisions, but the same applies to poorly educated ones. The
effect is not linear for husbands’ education as well, with minimum women’s responsibility being associated with a relatively
high (between high school and college) level of their spouse’s education.14 The impact of individual income is also modified
in the non-linear specification: for the wife’s income the positive effect of the linear term is confirmed, but is accompanied
by a negative effect of the square, which suggests that wives with a large income may  actually prefer to delegate. We  find a
non-linear, but now convex effect of the husbands’ income. Interestingly, accounting for the non-linear effect of individual
characteristics also modifies previous conclusions regarding household variables: while the influence of household size is
confirmed, Column 2 reveals that women’s responsibility is decreasing in total household income and wealth, a feature
which was obscured in Column 1.15 To sum up, the comparison between Columns 1 and 2 shows that not only individual
characteristics concerning age, education, income, and occupational status matter, but also that their effect is non-linear
and that household income and wealth do play a role, suggesting that the first model is misspecified.

Since the two models in Table 2 are nested, we statistically test for the joint significance of the added terms: the evidence
confirms that the two models are statistically different from each other. Similarly, a test for the joint significance of the set
of controls for each spouse’s characteristics confirms that both the husbands’ and wives’ characteristics retain independent
roles in determining which partner holds responsibility for finances.

In sum, in Table 2 we have replicated (Column 1) and extended (Column 2) the benchmark model stemming from the
above-mentioned literature that has tried to investigate, as we do, the determinants of intra-household decision respon-
sibility when it can be measured by a directly observed sort of dependent variable. In order to test more effectively the

13 Woolley (2003) controls for a similar dummy  variable indicating whether or not the female partner is in full-time paid employment and finds it is
never  significant over a variety of financial decisions.

14 Education retains a similar effect even if we  express the available information as years of education, rather than levels.
15 Total household income is the sum of the incomes of all the household members, so that it differs from the sum of husband and wife incomes only in the

presence of additional working members in the household. As a result, the difference is in most cases not that large and this might well explain why in the
first  specification total income is not statistically significant. Introducing the quadratic term for the individual levels contributes to make such difference
no  longer negligible, allowing total income to retain an independent role with respect to the spouses’ individual incomes. Our main results persist also
under  different model specifications concerning income and wealth, i.e., considering their linear and quadratic terms or their logarithms (which reduce
the  impact of possible outliers).
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implications of the bargaining approach introduced in Section 3, in Table 3 we rearrange the covariates introduced in the
non-linear specification in Column 2 of Table 2 in such a way that differentials within the couples, with respect to age,
education and income, are emphasized. In this way  we can verify if any dimension of marriage heterogamy is really signifi-
cantly associated with the probability that the wife is responsible. Operationally, we first introduce as a regressor a variable
measuring the difference in years between the age of the wife and that of the husband. The second regressor is the difference
between the wife’s and the husband’s level of education, the third is similarly defined for their respective income. Summary
statistics for each kind of differential are presented in Table 1. We  regress the same binary dependent variable employed in
Table 2 on these differentials. At the same time, by controlling for employment status, we can test whether the bargaining
and the specialization approach are alternative or complementary explanations.

Another advantage of the specification in Table 3 is that it allows a direct comparison between our results and the large
literature mentioned in Section 2 that has tried to assess the influence of decision responsibility on a variety of economic and
non-economic decisions and, in the absence of any direct measure, has relied on proxies of each spouse’s relative position.
These proxies are often dummies capturing the fact that a spouse may  or may  not have a higher age, education, or income
level. Exploiting the fact that we do have a direct measure of decision-making responsibility, as well as precise information
about individual characteristics, we capture marriage heterogamy along these three dimensions not simply as dummies but
as differentials.

We start by reporting the results of simple regressions involving each differential, one by one, and then we estimate a
fourth regression including the three differentials together. This sort of univariate, preliminary exercise is meant to facilitate
the exposition of the intuition behind the underlying links. Since the average wife–husband differentials are negative, in
interpreting results we have to keep in mind that an increase in the differentials means that the wife’s characteristics in
terms of age, education and income become closer or higher that the corresponding husband’s. In Column 1 of Table 3 we
consider the age differential. In principle, one might expect that the older is the wife relative to the husband the more
likely it is that she is the decision maker, because age may  reflect experience, savviness, and reliability. However, the effect
is not significant. In Column 2 we evaluate the education differential, which may  reflect similar considerations. Indeed
now we find that this differential is positively associated with decision responsibility: the more similar or the higher is
the wife’s level of education relative to the husband, the more likely is that she decides. The same occurs for their income
differential in Column 3, while Column 4 shows that the relevance of both the education and the income differentials is
confirmed when accounting for the three dimensions together, even though the size of the effect of education is smaller
once income is accounted for, which signals that the two  types of differences are correlated. However, we  are interested
in combining this evidence with what we know from Table 2 about a broader set of potential determinants of decision
responsibility.

These preliminary considerations are those behind our preferred specification, which we  introduce in Column 5 of Table 3
where, as previously explained, we simply rearrange the covariates introduced in the non-linear specification in Column 2
of Table 2 in such a way that differentials within the couples, with respect to age, education and income, are emphasized.16

It is worth emphasizing again that the main purpose of the exercise, which we  perform for expositional ease, is twofold.
First of all, in comparison with Table 2, Column 2, we can now fully capture the effect of heterogeneities within the couple.
Second, by comparing it with the previous columns of Table 3, we can evaluate how the relationship between differentials
and our observed measure of decision-making responsibility is affected by the additional covariates.

Interestingly, now all the three dimensions of the within-couple differentials are highly significant and with the expected
sign, suggesting that the relative responsibility for decisions within the household is determined by heterogeneities which are
not simply associated with earnings but also with education as well as age. Table 3 highlights that additional responsibility
for wives does not come from their individual characteristics per se, but from the relative distance from the husbands’
corresponding characteristics.

While this evidence is consistent with a bargaining model of intra-family relations, it is important to stress that our
previous findings supporting a specialization story are still confirmed. To shed more light on the apparent coexistence of
both patterns in our data, we run a set of additional regressions (not reported for brevity). First, we  add to the benchmark
specification in Table 3, Column 5 a set of interaction terms between each differential and the working wife dummy. The fact
that none of the interactions displays a significant effect confirms that both the bargaining and the specialization channel
exert a separate influence on the dependent variable. Alternatively, we re-estimate the same regression on two separate sub-
samples: the first only includes households with a working wife, the second the remaining households. The two sub-samples
are respectively designed to include non-specialized and specialized households.17 The effects of the three differentials
remain significant in both sub-samples, with a 5% (rather than 1%) significance level for the age differential in both cases
and with a smaller size of the marginal effects in the specialized sub-sample. This confirms once again that even specialized

16 The probit estimated in Table 3,P(Yij = 1|Xij) = �(˛(Wij − Hij) + ˇWij + �W2
ij + ıH2

ij + �Hholdij + Cj) can be rearranged as P(Yij = 1|Xij) = �((  ̨ + ˇ)Wij −
˛Hij + �W2

ij + ıH2
ij + �Hholdij + Cj), which corresponds to the specification reported in Table 2, where W,  H, and Hhold represent the wife’s, husband’s and

household’s characteristics respectively and C the remaining controls.
17 See Amuedo-Dorantes et al. (2010) for a similar empirical strategy.
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Table  4
Average marginal effect of the differentials at each year.

Year Age differential Education differential Income differential

Average
marginal effect
(95% C.I.)

H0: dy/dx at t
/= dy/dx at

1989

Average
marginal effect
(95% C.I.)

H0: dy/dx at t
/= dy/dx at

1989

Average
marginal effect
(95% C.I.

H0: dy/dx at t
/= dy/dx at

1989

1989 0.0019 0.0134 0.0034
(0.0011; 0.0027) (0.0076; 0.0192) (0.0022; 0.0047)

1991  0.0016 −0.712 0.0114 −0.748 0.0029 −0.948
(0.0008; 0.0024) (0.0060; 0.0167) (0.0018; 0.0040)

1993  0.0057 2.381*** 0.0407 2.703*** 0.0104 7.409***

(0.0026; 0.0089) (0.0209; 0.0605) (0.0085; 0.0122)
1995  0.0058 2.626*** 0.0416 3.144*** 0.0106 6.520***

(0.0029; 0.0088) (0.0240; 0.0592) (0.0084; 0.0128)
1998  0.0055 2.698*** 0.0395 2.880*** 0.0101 5.426***

(0.0029; 0.0082) (0.0217; 0.0572) (0.0077; 0.0125)
2000  0.0098 3.462*** 0.0699 4.301*** 0.0178 9.573***

(0.0053; 0.0143) (0.0442; 0.0957) (0.0149; 0.0208)
2002  0.0103 3.459*** 0.0732 4.275*** 0.0187 10.943***

(0.0055; 0.0150) (0.0458; 0.1007) (0.0159; 0.0214)
2004  0.0112 3.522*** 0.0799 4.672*** 0.0203 11.185***

(0.0060; 0.0164) (0.0520; 0.1077) (0.0174; 0.0233)
2006  0.0103 3.501*** 0.0731 4.875*** 0.0186 9.622***

(0.0056; 0.0150) (0.0491; 0.0971) (0.0155; 0.0217)
2008  0.0109 3.345*** 0.0776 4.671*** 0.0198 10.957***

(0.0056; 0.0162) (0.0507; 0.1046) (0.0168; 0.0227)
2010  0.0134 3.604*** 0.0954 4.689*** 0.0243 12.543***

(0.0071; 0.0197) (0.0611; 0.1296) (0.0210; 0.0276)

Note: For each differential, the table reports the average marginal effects at each year in sample (95% confidence intervals in parenthesis) and the t-statistics
for  the marginal effect being statistically higher than the marginal effect at the initial year (1989).

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.

families where the wife is not working still assign financial responsibility on the basis of the relative characteristics of the
spouses,18 even though the impact of the differentials is lower.

In order to investigate the role of the within-couple differentials along the time dimension, for the specification in Column
5 of Table 3 we also compute the average marginal effect of each differential for each year in the sample. We  report results
for the age, education, and income differential in Table 4. The average marginal effects are increasing over time for all three
differentials. The table also reports the t-statistics for the marginal effects being statistically higher than the marginal effect
at the initial year (1989), which reveal that the differentials are significantly higher than 1989 ones. To ease the reading
of the results, the estimated marginal effects together with their confidence intervals are represented graphically in Fig. 4.
The evidence is of an increasing relevance of each differential over time, although the estimates for the age differential are
slightly less precise than those obtained for the education and income differentials.

To conclude, decision-making within the family appears to be affected by each of the factors that may  determine het-
erogeneities between spouses. Strictly economic factors are important, but education and age also matter. In other words,
the intra-household allocation of responsibility for finances appears to be not just a question of money, but also of other not
purely economic individual characteristics. This pattern is intensifying over time. At the same time, there is also evidence
that the allocation of decision responsibility responds to the patterns of specialization within the family.

A final word of caution concerns the fact that our results may  fail to identify a causal relationship running from observable
differences within marriages to female control over financial decision making, both because of potential reverse causality
and because of omitted variables. These concerns are at least partially addressed through the robustness checks we perform
in the next section.

6. Robustness checks

In this section we consider a number of variations and extensions of the previous analysis in order to check its robustness.
We will consider as a reference Column 5 of Table 3, i.e., the specification that emphasizes within-household differences
and at the same time allows for a non-linear impact of individual characteristics. We  start by running a logit and a linear
probability model. In both cases, the estimates obtained for the age, education and income differentials are remarkably stable

18 As a further check, we also run the same regression over a sub-sample of families where the wife falls under the more narrow definition of housewife,
thus  capturing an extreme degree of specialization. We find that the income differential is still significant even for this sample, while age and education
no  longer matter. We  do not report these additional regressions for brevity.
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Fig. 4. Average marginal effects with confidence intervals.
Note: For each differential, the graph plots the average marginal effects at each year in sample and the corresponding 95% confidence interval.

in terms of sign, statistical significance and magnitude. We  do not report these results for brevity. All tables of this section
only report the marginal effects of the regressors for the differentials and the employment status dummies, while those of
the other variables introduced so far (i.e., household, wife’s and husband’s characteristics, and background variables) are
omitted for brevity.

6.1. Type of tasks

The households’ financial and economic decisions range from simple chores such as paying bills to more complex choices
such as the asset allocation of the family portfolio. In this section we test whether the probability of the wife being responsible
is higher when financial and economic decisions reduce to very simple tasks. To be noticed is that this amounts to another
test of the household production cum specialization framework even though, contrary to Dobbelsteen and Kooreman (1997)
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Table  5
Simple financial tasks.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (wife–husband) 0.0107***

(2.927)
Education differential (wife–husband) 0.0800***

(3.346)
Income differential (wife–husband) 0.0213***

(8.58)

Additional controls
Working wife −0.2367***

(19.221)
Working husband 0.1182***

(9.284)
Simple choices 0.0057

(0.79)

Household characteristics Yes
Wife’s characteristics Yes
Husband’s characteristics Yes
Background variables Yes

Observations 19,400
Pseudo R2 0.3271

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.

and Woolley (2003), we do not have information on how, within the same family, responsibility is allocated for different
types of decisions. However, since the 2000 wave the SHIW supplies some information that we can exploit as follows. We
can define a dummy  “simple tasks” taking value 1 if the household declares to use banking services only for paying bills
(including housing rent and mortgages) and/or for wage crediting, and 0 otherwise. This implies that activities such as
securities management or trading, asset administration and insurances management are not performed by the household.
As shown in Table 1, 78.65% of the households in our sample are confined to simple choices. Regression results, reported in
Table 5, do not change substantially in the presence of the dummy, whose effect is positive but not significant. Therefore,
contrary to the implications of the specialization story, we cannot conclude that wives are more likely to be responsible if
only simple tasks are at issue.19 On the other hand, the negative influence of the wife’s employment status is confirmed.

6.2. Occupational status

In this sub-section we  evaluate the implications of a more detailed description of the individual positions in the labor
market. So far we have considered two dummy  variables capturing the fact that the wife and the husband are employed
and, in support of the fact that time allocation and specialization contribute to determine decision responsibility, we have
found a negative influence for the first and a positive one for the second. However, this specification does not highlight
within-family differences in occupational status. Therefore in Table 6 we replace this information with alternative, more
specific sets of dummies. In Column 1 we introduce three separate dummies. The first one captures the case when the wife
is the only one who is employed. The second captures the case when the husband is the only one who  is employed. The
third captures the case when both spouses do not work, uncovering the potential presence of an interaction between their
respective statuses.20 The effect of the first two  dummies confirms what previously found, while the positive effect of the
third adds that when both spouses do not work the probability that the wife is responsible increases.

In Column 2 we evaluate more explicitly the working condition of each spouse, including dummies for being an employee,
self-employed, or retired. We  also control for the status of housewife. The results suggest that for both spouses being an
employee rather than self-employed does not modify the effect of being at work on the dependent variable. Being retired
has a negative effect for the wife and a non-significant one for the husband, possibly because of the older age of the couples
in this status. Starting from the 2000 wave the SHIW also provides information about job tenure and part-time occupation.
For this restricted sample, in Column 3 we find that being tenured confirms for both wives and husbands the general impact
of the original dummy  for being at work, while having a part-time position shows opposite signs, suggesting that both wives

19 We also run separate regressions over two sub-samples of households, the first involved only in simple tasks, the second in all tasks. The positive effect
of  the differentials is confirmed for both sub-samples. Likewise, the negative effect of the presence of a working wife is confirmed.

20 All information concerning occupational status refer to the condition of the respondent during most of the survey year.
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Table 6
Finer measures of occupational status.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

(1) (2) (3)

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (wife–husband) 0.0052*** 0.0051*** 0.0103***

(4.44) (4.728) (3.81)
Education differential (wife–husband) 0.0361*** 0.0382*** 0.0723***

(5.66) (6.260) (3.84)
Income differential (wife–husband) 0.0086*** 0.0089*** 0.0169***

(9.13) (8.998) (7.25)

Additional controls
Only wife works −0.0162***

(4.08)
Only husband works 0.2109***

(19.05)
None works 0.1032***

(13.14)
Employee wife −0.1088***

(12.570)
Self-employed wife −0.0555***

(10.265)
Housewife −0.0016

(0.234)
Retired wife −0.0657***

(8.408)
Tenured wife −0.1688***

(17.67)
Part-time wife 0.0818***

(6.47)
Employee husband 0.0435***

(6.495)
Self-employed husband 0.0525***

(5.031)
Retired husband 0.0116

(1.639)
Tenured husband 0.0674***

(8.22)
Part-time husband −0.0730***

(6.30)

Household characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Wife’s  characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Husband’s characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Background variables Yes Yes Yes

Observations 59,389 59,389 30,345
Pseudo  R2 0.3662 0.3953 0.2800

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.

and husbands in this intermediate status tend to behave more like not-working rather than working ones. Taken together,
these findings broadly confirm what previously found in Table 3, i.e., an underlying specialization pattern that attributes
more responsibility to the partner with more available time. At the same time, the main conclusion regarding the impact of
within-couple differentials is not affected, as their marginal effects remain remarkably stable in terms of size and significance
across all specifications. However, it should be noticed that when the sample is restricted to the 2000–2010 period their size
nearly doubles, confirming that their influence might be increasing over time.

6.3. Marriage vs. cohabitation

So far our sample included only legally married couples. Over time, however, cohabitation has become a more and more
widespread phenomenon. Exploiting the fact that the SHIW also surveys cohabiting couples that are not married, we repeat
our estimation for a sample of non-married couples. The number of cohabiting couples surveyed has increased from zero
in 1989 to 146 (around 3% of the couples) in 2010. Yet, the cohabiting households are only 808 over the total period, so
that under-sampling and under-reporting may  be serious issues regarding these data. While the number of observations is
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Table  7
Alternative samples: unmarried couples and older couples.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

Cohabiting Age 51–61 Age 50+

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (wife–husband) 0.0462*** 0.0026 0.0088***

(3.584) (0.690) (4.164)
Education differential (wife–husband) −0.3471*** 0.0255** 0.0274***

(3.356) (2.432) (4.238)
Income  differential (wife–husband) 0.0499*** 0.0077*** 0.0088***

(6.674) (8.307) (10.057)

Additional controls
Working wife −0.5081*** −0.0861*** −0.0625***

(9.031) (23.413) (27.415)
Working husband 0.2088*** 0.0300*** 0.0386***

(2.867) (5.403) (5.855)

Household characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Wife’s  characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Husband’s characteristics Yes Yes Yes
Background variables Yes Yes Yes

Observations 808 20,906 33,917
Pseudo  R2 0.3687 0.3901 0.3899

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.

greatly reduced, this living arrangement is likely to expanding even more in the future, so it is important to understand if
it matters for the allocation of responsibility. The fact that the sample presents a much larger proportion of female heads,
41.8%, preliminarily suggests that it does. To be noticed is that in the cohabiting sample average age is lower both for males
and females, while average education is higher and the education differential is now in favor of females.

Previous research has shown that, relative to unmarried couples, married couples do behave differently. For instance,
over a sample of Canadian couples Woolley (2003) finds that for common law couples it is more likely that the main financial
account of the household is in the woman’s name, possibly because common law couples tend to be less likely to adhere to
a traditional division of labor. However, Amuedo-Dorantes et al. (2010) document that specialization patterns are present
even among non-married couples.21 From the first column of Table 7 we  can see that our results are in fact quite different
from those obtained for married couples. The differentials within the couple remain very significant, but the education
differential now shows a negative sign, suggesting that for this sample women that have similar or more education than
their partners are less likely to make decisions. Possibly, this novelty could be attributed to the fact that these couples are
more educated than the rest. At the same time, the working wife dummy  continues to exert a negative influence, suggesting
that even in this sample specialization affects decision responsibility. The effect of the wives’ education and income also
tends to differ from the case of married couples. Moreover, the (unreported) effect of family income is no longer significant.
While the latter finding could indicate that non-married couples do not pool their earnings, at the same time their joint
wealth is still playing a clear role. To sum up, despite the small size of the sample involved, it is clear that the institution
of marriage exerts a decisive influence on intra-family decision processes.22 One issue that deserves further exploration is
whether or not the decision itself to tie the knot, and the clear time evolution of its frequency, may  itself reflect the changing
nature of the battle of the sexes.

6.4. Two older samples

Most of the existing studies on the determinants of decision making are conducted within restricted samples including
only older couples. This is the case for studies based both on the US HRS and the Mexican MHS. As mentioned in the literature

21 More specifically, they suggest that income pooling may  serve as a form of compensation for the female partners’ greater specialization in household
production and find that indeed for specialized couples income pooling is more frequent where commercial domestic services (a substitute for household
production) are more expensive, while the same is not true for non-specialized couples. The result holds even after splitting the sample between married
and  non-married couples.

22 We also run a regression over a sample including both the cohabitating and the married couples, adding a dummy variable identifying married couples.
The  effects of the differentials are similar to those in the married sample, while the coefficient of the new dummy is negatively significant, pointing to a
lower  probability that the woman  is responsible within married couples. This is not surprising given the small size of the cohabiting sample. This comparison
suggests that the results in Table 3, and in particular the positive role of the education differential, are not driven by sample selection.
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Table 8
Dummy  measures of within-couple differences.

Variables Dependent variable: female head

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Dummies for within-couples differences
Wife older 0.0133*** 0.0115** 0.0067

(2.898) (2.032) (1.322)
Wife  more educated 0.0487*** 0.0049 0.0061

(10.410) (0.773) (1.056)
Wife  earns more 0.4945*** 0.3580*** 0.2714***

(23.044) (17.897) (13.606)

Additional controls
Working wife −0.1145*** −0.1098***

(22.778) (21.042)
Working husband 0.0370*** 0.0355***

(6.384) (7.312)

Household characteristics No No No No Yes
Wife’s  characteristics No No No Yes Yes
Husband’s characteristics No No No Yes Yes
Background variables No No No No Yes

Observations 59,389 59,389 59,389 59,389 59,389
Pseudo  R2 0.1179 0.1219 0.2684 0.337 0.3568

Note: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level (robust t-statistics in parenthesis). Each regression
includes time and regional dummies.

* Significant at 10%.
** Significant at 5%.

*** Significant at 1%.

review, the 1992 wave of the US HRS only includes individuals in the 51–61 age range. Unsurprisingly, over these data both
Elder and Rudolph (2003) and Friedberg and Webb (2006) find no significance for age differentials. The same irrelevance of
age is found by Lührmann and Maurer (2007) over the 2003 wave of the Mexican MHS, which covers the over-50 population.
For the sake of comparison, we replicate our analysis first for a sub-sample such that at least one of the spouses falls within
the 51–61 age-range, and then for a sub-sample such that at least one of the two  is over-50 (however, it has to be kept in
mind that our Italian sample includes eleven waves covering 22 years, rather than a single wave as in the other cases). The
second column of Table 7 shows that, as expected from the US evidence, for the 51–61 year-old the age differential remains
positive but loses its significance, while contrary to the Mexican case it retains it for the over-50 year-old. To be noticed
is that the latter sample is quite large relative to the former (33,917 observations vs. 20,906) and naturally involves more
variability along the age dimension. The impact of education and income differentials resembles that of the complete sample
and the same holds for family size, income and wealth. Overall, these results are not surprising but provide an informative
comparison with results obtained by others for older individuals. To conclude, even over these samples the significance of
the working wife dummy  is confirmed.

6.5. Dummy measures for within-household heterogeneity

In Table 8 we start by replicating the set of regressions presented in Table 3 using alternative measures for within-
household heterogeneity, defined as three dummies capturing the fact that the wife is older, or is more educated, or earns
more than her husband. While these dichotomous measures are of course coarser than the ones used so far, they are often
employed in the literature.23 Columns 1–3 show that the fact that the wife is older, or more educated, or earns more (where
each dimension is considered one by one) increases her responsibility in making decisions. In Column 4 the dummies are
entered together with the spouses’ characteristics at the expense of the significance of the second dummy  but, when in
Column 5 we retain our full specification, we find that the dummies for the wife being older or more educated are never
significant. This exercise questions the ability of dichotomous measures to proxy for degrees of decision responsibility
when the regression is correctly specified. Moreover, it implies that adding dummies and spouses’ individual variables in
regressions not including variables such as household income and wealth may  induce misspecification.

By comparing these results with those obtained in the previous section, we can conclude that measuring the degree
of heterogamy within couples with precise differential measures rather than with dummies leads to more clear-cut and
powerful conclusions.

23 For a similar dependent variable see Elder and Rudolph (2003); for a variety of alternative ones, see Lundberg et al. (2003), Lundberg and Ward-Batts
(2000), Thomas (1994), Heaton (2002), Teachman (2002), Pericoli and Ventura (2012) and Bertocchi et al. (2011).



Author's personal copy

G. Bertocchi et al. / Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 101 (2014) 65–86 83

7. Conclusion

Based on a dataset drawn from the Bank of Italy SHIW we  empirically study the determinants of the economic and financial
decision making within households on the basis of a unique, repeatedly collected direct measure of actual responsibility in
family choices. Our main findings are twofold.

First, we find that the probability that the wife is responsible for economic and financial decisions increases as the wife
characteristics in terms of age, education and income become closer or even higher that the corresponding husband’s ones.
This implies that a bargaining framework can account for the allocation of decision-making responsibility over economic
and financial issues, and that strictly economic differences within the couple are not the only factors: differences in age and
education, that should make individuals more knowledgeable, more experienced, and savvier, are also shown to matter.

Second, we also find that the probability that the wife is responsible is lower when she is employed, which supports the
validity of the household production approach. Because of a division of tasks operating within the family, more responsibility
tends to be assigned to the wife since she has more time to devote to financial tasks.

To recognize all the determinants of decision responsibility is crucial to understand how the latter affects a wide variety
of economic and non-economic decisions, and how gender-based policies should be designed. Our results show that the
allocation of decision-making responsibility responds both to a wide array of differentials that can be associated with the
relative bargaining power of the partners, but also to the division of labor within the couple, reflecting complex interactions
which cannot fully be accounted for by a single analytical framework.

Our results stress the potential relevance of crucial social trends that may prove faster than purely economic ones in the
near future. In fact, even during the period we consider, female educational achievements relative to those of males, as well
as marriage markets and matching patterns, have evolved at least as much as the economic position of women  in the labor
market. Even if our analysis is only suggestive in this respect, it is not surprising that these broad societal changes have been
accompanied by the observed large increase of female-headed households.

Following a generalized trend within Europe, the Italian society is quickly changing its ethnic and religious composition
because of immigration. This is introducing yet another source of heterogamy within marriages, as well as different household
production arrangements, that may  constitute another potential driver of intra-household dynamics. We plan to evaluate
these factors in future work.

Appendix. The dataset

A.1. Sample design and sample weights

The Bank of Italy Survey of Household Income and Wealth (SHIW) provides plenty of information on representative
samples of the Italian population. It is a repeated cross-sectional survey that also contains a panel. The sample design is
based on two stages, with municipalities and households as the primary and secondary sampling units respectively. Before
the primary units are selected they are stratified by region and population size. Within each stratum, the municipalities
in which interviews are to be conducted are selected in order to include all those with a population of more than 40,000
and those with panel households, while the smaller towns are selected on the basis of probability proportional to size. The
individual households to be interviewed are then selected randomly.

Given that the sampling design involves unequal stratum sampling fractions, the use of sampling weights is required to
obtain unbiased estimates. To this end, all the models presented in this paper are estimated using the sampling weights
provided in the Historical Archive of the SHIW (pesofl2), since not only they account for the non-response process, thereby
reducing the possible estimation bias, but also they are computed so as to provide estimates of the totals for the reference
universe, i.e., the Italian resident population. All weights are given at the household level since all members of the household
have the same weight. For more details on the weights see Faiella and Gambacorta (2007). Additional details on the SHIW
are available at http://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/indcamp/bilfait.

Table A1
Description of variables.

Variable Description

SHIW data Source: http://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/indcamp/bilfait
Female head Binary variable assuming value 1 if the wife is responsible for the economic and financial

decisions of the household, 0 otherwise
Age differential (wife–husband) Variable representing the difference between wife and husband age, ranging between −57 and

48
Education differential (wife–husband) Variable representing the difference between wife and husband highest education level,

ranging between −4 and 3
Income differential (wife–husband) Variable representing the difference between wife and husband individual income, ranging

between −600 and 101
Wife older Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple the wife is older than the husband, 0

otherwise
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Table A1 (Continued )

Variable Description

Wife more educated Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple the wife is more educated than the
husband, 0 otherwise

Wife earns more Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple the wife earns a higher income than the
husband, 0 otherwise

Household size Number of household components ranging between 2 and 12. In the Bank of Italy Survey on
Household Income and Wealth the household is defined as “a group of cohabiting people who,
regardless for their relationships, satisfy their needs by pooling all or part of their incomes”

Income Continuous variable representing yearly disposable household income at 1989 constant values
expressed in thousand D

Wealth Continuous variable representing household net wealth at 1989 constant values expressed in
thousand D

Only wife works Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple the wife works and the husband does
not, 0 otherwise

Only husband works Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple the husband works and the wife does
not, 0 otherwise

None works Binary variable assuming value 1 if within the couple neither the wife nor the husband work, 0
otherwise

Simple tasks Binary variable assuming value 1 if the household declares to use banking services only to pay
bills, housing rent and mortgage installments or to have wages credited, 0 otherwise

Wife’s age, husband’s age Integer variables representing the age of the wife (ranging between 16 and 96) and of the
husband (ranging between 19 and 98)

Wife’s education, husband’s education Categorical variables representing the highest education level among the following achieved
respectively by the wife and the husband: 1 = no education 4 = college
2  = primary school 5 = graduate level
3 = secondary school 6 = post-graduate level

Wife’s income, husband’s income Continuous variables representing the individual yearly incomes of the wife and of the
husband respectively, both expressed at 1989 constant values in thousand D

Working wife, working husband Binary variables assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively are working, 0 otherwise
Employee wife, employee husband Binary variables assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively are working as an

employee, 0 otherwise
Self-employed wife, self-employed husband Binary variables assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively are working as a

self-employed, 0 otherwise
Tenured wife, tenured husband Binary variable assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively hold a tenured working

position, 0 otherwise (i.e., if they hold a temporary job)
Part-time job wife, part-time job husband Binary variable assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively hold a part-time job, 0

otherwise
Housewife Binary variable assuming value 1 if the wife is housewife, 0 otherwise
Retired wife, retired husband Binary variable assuming value 1 if wife and husband respectively are retired, 0 otherwise

Istat  data Source: http://www.istat.it/
Divorce hazard Number of divorces over number of marriages at the regional level. Ranging between 2% and

45%
Female employment rate Female employment rate at the regional level, computed as the ratio of women employed over

total female working-age (15–64) population in the region. Ranging between 13% and 45%

Table A2
Descriptive statistics, 1989 and 2010.

Variables 1989 (6212 Obs.) 2010 (4867 Obs.) Test of
mean
equality

Mean St. dev. Min Max  Mean St. dev. Min Max

Female head 0.016 0.125 0 1 0.308 0.462 0 1 ***

Household characteristics
Household size 3.388 1.143 2 9 3.119 1.070 2 12 ***

Income 18.830 11.663 −6.38 237.14 20.954 14.653 −0.47 314.81 ***

Wealth 81.785 106.395 −29.95 2674.21 175.05 344.612 −41.03 13,990.64 ***

Only wife works 0.028 0.164 0 1 0.057 0.232 0 1 ***

Only husband works 0.408 0.491 0 1 0.266 0.442 0 1 ***

None works 0.274 0.446 0 1 0.356 0.479 0 1 ***

Simple tasks NA NA NA NA 0.752 0.432 0 1 NA

Wife’s  characteristics
Age 46.893 13.767 17 87 52.267 14.247 18 95 ***

Education 2.770 1.035 1 6 3.220 1.008 1 6 ***

Income 3.423 4.408 −5.16 38.93 5.529 6.666 −3.93 114.44 ***

Working 0.318 0.466 0 1 0.377 0.485 0 1 ***

Employee 0.239 0.426 0 1 0.304 0.460 0 1 ***
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Table  A2 (Continued)

Variables 1989 (6212 Obs.) 2010 (4867 Obs.) Test of
mean
equality

Mean St. dev. Min Max  Mean St. dev. Min  Max

Self-employed 0.080 0.271 0 1 0.073 0.260 0 1
Tenured NA NA NA NA 0.255 0.436 0 1 NA
Part-time NA NA NA NA 0.088 0.283 0 1 NA
Housewife 0.480 0.500 0 1 0.369 0.483 0 1 ***

Retired 0.184 0.388 0 1 0.211 0.408 0 1 ***

Husband’s characteristics
Age 50.586 14.029 19 95 55.821 14.319 20 98 ***

Education 2.896 1.061 1 6 3.265 0.986 1 6 ***

Income 13.139 9.089 −11.88 229.39 13.965 11.402 −1.027 307.10 ***

Working 0.698 0.459 0 1 0.586 0.492 0 1 ***

Employee 0.478 0.500 0 1 0.414 0.493 0 1 ***

Self-employed 0.220 0.414 0 1 0.173 0.378 0 1 ***

Tenured NA NA NA NA 0.387 0.487 0 1 NA
Part-time NA NA NA NA 0.017 0.128 0 1 NA
Retired  0.287 0.453 0 1 0.374 0.484 0 1 ***

Within-couples differentials
Age differential (w–h) −3.694 4.239 −30 48 −3.554 3.992 −35 18 *

Education differential (w–h) −0.126 0.732 −4 3 −0.046 0.766 −3 3 ***

Income differential (w–h) −9.716 9.561 −221.65 38.93 −8.436 12.317 −299.38 100.91 ***

Dummies for within-couples differences
Wife older 0.010 0.30 0 1 0.113 0.316 0 1 **

Wife more educated 0.141 0.348 0 1 0.197 0.398 0 1 ***

Wife earns more 0.050 0.219 0 1 0.153 0.360 0 1 ***

Background variables
Divorce hazard 0.098 0.049 0.02 0.20 0.276 0.106 0.07 0.45 ***

Female employment rate 0.240 0.062 0.13 0.33 0.351 0.083 0.20 0.45 ***

Note: Statistics computed using sampling weights (pesofl2). Last column reports the significance of the test of equality between the means.
* Significant at 10%.

** Significant at 5%.
*** Significant at 1%.
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