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Zusammenfassung/ Abstract 

This paper deals with discrete labour supply decisions of different groups of persons in 
response to a change in net wage rates. The centrepiece of this approach is individuals' 
switching between working time categories, while facing switching costs that arise when 
people expand or reduce working hours. 
We define a degree of persistence of individual behaviour as well as its complement, labour 
supply mobility. Using the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), we estimate persistence 
and mobility by gender and type of household. 
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1 Introduction

It is well documented that female labour supply has been on the rise during
the last decades (Blau and Kahn 2007). In particular, labour supply by
married females received attention in the literature (see e.g. Attanasio et
al. (2008), Evers et al. (2008) or Keane (2011)). One central finding is that
labour supply elasticities are much higher for women than for men, especially
for married women and mothers. However, with continuously expanding
labour force participation since the 1980’s, wage related elasticities of women
seem to adapt to those of men (Blau and Kahn 2007). A remaining di↵erence
between women and men is the share of part-time employed individuals: for
men, irrespectively of being single, married or father, part time employment
only plays a secondary role.1

Usually two dimensions of labour supply decisions are distinguished: the de-
cision whether to work at all (extensive margin) and the decision on hours
worked (intensive margin). In the context of a family and childbearing, it
is plausible to focus on gender-specific child care responsibilities and to con-
clude that the extensive dimension is the more important one. However, the
expansion of part-time employment and other innovative forms of employ-
ment often is neglected when discussing female labour supply (Attanasio et
al. 2008; Keane 2011). The fact that the increase in female labour force
participation goes along with a similar expansion of part-time participation
gives us reason to revisit the intensive margin, i.e. the extent to which women
in di↵erent household situations expand or reduce employment due to wage
changes.

Supply responses at the intensive margin are typically measured in terms
of labour supply elasticities. There exists no unique way to operationalize
labour supply elasticities nor is there a standard econometric method to iden-
tify and to estimate these elasticities. For a review of the di↵erent theoretical
and empirical approaches see e.g. Blundell and MaCurdy (1999) or Keane
(2011). Evers et al. (2008) provide a meta-analysis for empirical studies
on the uncompensated labour supply elasticity. Well-known problems with
this approach include that (a) hours worked may not be a continuous vari-
able, but rather a discrete choice between available categories (see e.g. van
Soest (1995), Hoynes (1996) or Blundell et al. (2000)), and (b) e↵ort on

1See table 2 in section 3.
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the job may depend on career prospects and other expectations rather that
contemporaneous pay (Sandmo 1990).

Although the results on specific labour supply elasticities vary across the lit-
erature, there is evidence that gender and the type of household, i.e. marital
status and presence of children, have a crucial impact on the individual labour
supply decision. Most of the literature finds higher labour supply elasticities
for females than for males. Triest (1990) as well as Blau and Kahn (2007)
give evidence for this result with respect to married individuals in the US.
Kimmel and Kniesner (1998) confirm this result and focus additionally on
the impact of the marital status finding that elasticities are higher for singles
than for couples. Evers et al. (2008) summarise results for some European
countries.

This paper takes a modified menu choice approach. We consider individuals’
switching behaviour between working time categories, where individuals face
switching costs arising when they expand or reduce working hours. Although
there is a large literature on labour supply elasticities the role of switching
costs – as far as we know – has been neglected until now. The main fo-
cus of our empirical study is how switching behaviour varies by gender and
household type.

Aggregating individuals’ probabilities to stay in their current working time
category we can define a degree of persistence for individuals by gender and
type of household. Analogously, we analyse upward and downward mobil-
ity for individuals’ labour supply by aggregating individuals’ probabilities to
switch to a higher and lower labour supply category, respectively. We find
that independent of the type of household individuals more often change
between working time categories that are close to each other. In addition,
marriage decreases labour supply mobility for both genders while the pres-
ence of children increases it. Although the overall e↵ect on the labour supply
persistence for couples with children appears quite similar for both genders,
the composition of the aggregated e↵ect turns out to be di↵erent. While the
increase in the labour supply mobility of males is almost solely driven by
an increase in the upward labour mobility, females show a reduction in the
upward mobility that is overcompensated by an even stronger increase in the
downward labour supply mobility.

The remaining paper is structured as follows: In section 2 we derive our hy-
potheses about di↵erences in labour supply behaviour between women and
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men and between selected household types. We then test these hypotheses
using the SOEP panel data set for German households. Section 3 gives partic-
ulars of the data set used and explains some descriptive statistics. Section 4
continues with estimations of the probabilities that an individual switches
from one working time category to another. Estimations will be separated
by gender and type of household. In section 5 we analyse how a change in the
net wage rate a↵ects the switching probabilities derived previously. Section 6
gives some concluding remarks.

2 Hypotheses

In our analysis we assume that individuals face a menu of possible labour
supplies rather than a continuous labour supply function. Similar to van
Soest et al. (1990) we assume employers to demand a discrete number of
working time categories: (1) low work, (2) part-time work, (3) full-time
work and (4) considerable over-time. Switching between those labour supply
categories entails costs of implementing the change. To fix ideas, think of
contractual costs or costs such as a devaluation of human capital due to
switching the employer in order to be able to reduce or expand hours worked.
There may also be costs due to additional commuting time required, moving
one’s residence or childcare arrangements. Finally, for couples considerations
of risk, specialisation and bargaining would also enter the picture.2 Though
we provide no formal model of the switching process in this paper, a couple
of hypotheses emerge from simple thought experiments.

For example, it is plausible that greater changes in working arrangements
imply higher costs, and so we argue that switching costs increase in the dif-
ference between the working time categories, ceteris paribus. The closer the
initial labour supply is to the supply category after a contractual change,
the smaller the di↵erences for employer and employee and so the lower the
supposed costs of switching categories. For example, changing working hours
from full-time to low-work may have consequences for the employer as well as

2This involves obvious trade-o↵s. For example, couples with a “traditional” allocation
of market work and home production appear to be more vulnerable to labour market
shocks or policy reforms such as gender-based taxation, while they also can profit from
returns to specialisation, in particular as home production is not taxed. As a result, the
comparative statics of switching costs are likely to be muddled.
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the employee. The employer will need to search for a new employee filling the
gap of productivity, instruct the new employee, have additional administra-
tive e↵ort and so on. The employee will earn less than before and therefore
may have to move or to reduce certain expenditures and therefore change
habits and so on. In the contrary, a switch from half-time to low-work will
be less costly for both the employer and the employee. The employer’s costs
of switching working hours may be - directly or indirectly - transformed to
the employee. Altogether, these assumptions lead to our first testable hy-
pothesis:

Hypothesis 1. The probability of an upward/downward jump from one
labour supply category to another decreases in the distance between the two
labour supply categories.

Our model does not explain the emergence of relationships, nor do we model
fertility decisions – both are taken as exogenously given. A (married) couple
faces a joint maximisation problem in which a change in one spouse’s decision
a↵ects the other spouse’s utility. Specialisation of household members will
tend to increase switching costs – especially over time as human capital for
alternative activities is depreciated and job market chances decline. On the
other hand, the mere presence of a partner is likely to lower the cost because
of access to an additional source of income and, therefore, increases the
downward labour mobility.3 In countries where the traditional role model
used to dominate, such as it did in Germany (Killingsworth and Heckman
1987; Mincer 1962), the first e↵ect should be especially pronounced for males
while the second e↵ect plays a more important role for females’ labour supply
decisions. Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. (a) Marriage increases the switching costs on balance and,
therefore, reduces the probability that an individual changes her/his working
time. (b) However, facing an additional source of income there can be an
incentive to decrease own labour supply.

Turning to the e↵ect of children, we refer to our illustration of switching
costs above and note that there is likely to be both a direct and an indirect
positive e↵ect of the presence of children on switching costs. The direct e↵ect

3Alesina et al. (2011) give a more detailed discussion on households’ labour supply
decisions and possible e↵ects of hysteresis that may arise.
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comes about as a result of the fact that any change of working times entails
additional considerations if children are present; additionally, and indirect
e↵ect is present whenever the presence of children in a household increases
the benefits to specialisation, which appears to be a plausible assumption.
This leads us to:

Hypothesis 3. Children decrease the probability that females increase their
working time.

The incentive to switch between the supply categories at all is driven by
overall or specific wage changes. The higher the wage di↵erence to the next
higher category of labour supply, the more likely it is that the benefits of
switching exceed the costs. Consequently, the probability of switching labour
supply categories rises, if relative wages of the current supply category fall,
all other things being equal. Or conversely:

Hypothesis 4. An increase in the net wage rate of the current labour supply
category decreases an individual’s labour supply mobility.

Let us conclude this section by adding a hypothesis that summarises what
can in all fairness be termed the “folk wisdom” regarding the literature on
gender and labour supply:

Hypothesis 5. Other things being equal, female labour supply reacts more
strongly to a change in remuneration than male labour supply does.

After the description of the data in the following section we test hypotheses 1-
3, which capture the e↵ects of individual characteristics on labour supply
mobility, in section 4 and hypotheses 4 and 5, which focus on the e↵ects of
a change in net wage rates on labour supply mobility, in section 5.

3 Descriptives

In order to test our five hypotheses, we use data from the German Socio-
Economic Panel (SOEP v28),4 a representative survey of private households

4Data used in this paper have been provided by the German Institute for Economic
Research (DIW). For a detailed explanation of the German Socio-Economic Panel see
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in Germany yielding data from 1984 to 2011. Our data set overall consists
of 39,370 individuals, of whom 51% are women. We restrict our analysis to
the working population, defined to include individuals aged 16 to 67 at the
time of observation. Since continuous and complete data from 1984 to 2011
for each person are not necessary and to maximise numbers of observations,
the panel data used here are unbalanced.

The key variables for our empirical analysis are the current net labour income
per month in euros, the actual weekly working hours, and the corresponding
net wage rate. In a first step we partition respondents into four labour supply
groups:

labsup ⌘

8
>>><

>>>:

1 (low-work) if hours  20

2 (part-time work) if 20 < hours  32

3 (full-time work) if 32 < hours  43

4 (over-time work) if 43 > hours.

(1)

This classification not only conforms to intuition, it also tallies well with the
centiles of the distribution of the average monthly working hours.5

We also have data to control for age, the household type and the total income
of the household. We consider three di↵erent types of households: singles
without children, couples without children, and couples with children, i.e.
couples where at least one individual younger than 16 years lives in the
household. We exclude singles with children as the number of male singles
with children is too small for our estimation approach.

Table 1 gives the descriptives of the data revealing that males, irrespective of
the type of household, on average earn higher net wage rates and work more.
Increasing di↵erences between women and men in monthly net labour income
with expanding household size mirror traditional responsibility assignments
as well as less working hours for women, especially regarding couples with
children. There are also some gender di↵erence in the average age: while
males in our data set are older than females when we focus on couples, the

Wagner et al. (2007).
5The 10-/20-/30-/40-/50-/60-/70-/80-/90- centile of the distribution of the average

working hours is 20/32/38/40/40/40/43/46/50.
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Singles Couples Couples

without children without children with children

female male female male female male

labour income 1202.04 1535.21 1116.74 1771.21 812.42 1688.28

(763.86) (1180.79) (771.26) (1449.65) (650.62) (1255.32)

working hours 37.96 42.74 36.14 43.42 30.75 43.64

(11.47) (10.99) (11.83) (10.65) (13.35) (9.90)

net wage rate 8.29 9.33 8.05 10.56 7.25 9.96

(7.55) (8.14) (6.61) (9.56) (6.04) (8.43)

age 45.39 41.53 48.70 49.77 36.40 37.39

(15.69) (13.12) (14.22) (13.80) (11.97) (12.98)

household inc. 1199.65 1445.95 2437.53 2458.91 2697.88 2705.77

(761.51) (1407.32) (1781.25) (1792.28) (1716.58) (1654.33)

naive labour 0.100 0.124 0.137 0.090 0.209 0.093

supply elasticity (2.94) (2.77) (2.81) (2.69) (2.95) (2.60)

number of obs. 11530 14585 31176 31693 57530 84681

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for males and females by type of household; standard
deviations in parentheses

reverse holds for single individuals. Independent of the type of household,
couples with children are younger than singles and couples with children. At
first this age structure might look strange. However, the low average age
of couples with children is driven by our definition that focuses on children
currently living in the household and not on the existence of children in
general. Thus, we assume that the existence of children is relevant for labour
supply decisions only as long as children live in the same household and they
are younger than sixteen. Therefore, households with grown up children
automatically switch their household type, e.g. from a couple with children
to a couple without children.6

Figure 1 contains a more detailed description of labour supply in our sample,
plotting average working hours by age and type of household for women and
men. Unsurprisingly, the most remarkable di↵erence between women’s and
men’s labour supply arises when children are involved: while there are only
small di↵erences in labour supply of females and males for couples without

6Also note that divorces will lead to the emergence of households with older single
members.
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Figure 1: Average hours worked per week by age and type of household

children, di↵erences are largest for couples with children. Although in general
average female labour supply is smaller than average male labour supply the
reverse holds for couples without children before the age of 30. Supply curves
for singles without children proceed rather parallel over time. For this type
of household, the highest level of average working hours is reached in their
mid-thirties, then remains on a high level until the age of 50, before it declines
sharply after reaching the sixties. For couples with children, men have their
peak of labour supply when turning 35. At this age gender di↵erences in the
labour supply are highest. Between the age of 35 and the stage of retirement,
mothers’ labour supply appears not to vary a lot, while there is more variation
in fathers’ labour supply.

Table 2 shows the average net wage rates by type of household and gender.
Obviously, the spread of labour supply income and net wage rates for men
is much wider than for women. For both sexes lower working hours are con-
ducted with higher net wage rates, but lower absolute labour incomes. The
only exception are net wage rates for employees working more than 43 hours
per week: here net wage rates are slightly lower than for employees working
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Labour supply low work part-time work full-time work considerable over time

Working hours <20 20-31 32-43 >43

female male female male female male female male

frequency in % 21.48 3.55 17.04 2.04 45.32 53.66 16.15 40.75

labour income 443.85 675.76 841.03 1286.16 1093.02 1450.82 1245.75 1996.11

(334.72) (787.75) (513.75) (1180.28) (599.25) (799.82) (1149.15) (1628.75)

net wage rate 9.00 18.42 7.83 11.50 6.97 9.164 7.07 9.96

(10.79) (30.31) (4.72) (10.48) (3.82) (5.03) (5.15) (7.42)

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for females and males by type of household; standard
deviations in parentheses

full-time.

Note that men with low work and working part-time are rare: the share of
men for both groups remains lower than 6 %, while more than 40% of all
men work regularly more than 43 hours.

To get a first impression of how labour supply reacts on changes in net wages,
we calculate a naive labour supply elasticity using a textbook definition, i.e.
equation (2), where labinc denotes the monthly net labour income and hours
the weekly e↵ective working hours for an individual i at time t:

⌘it =

hourst�hourst�1

hourst�1

labinct�labinct�1

labinct�1

, (2)

The results for the naive labour supply elasticity are given in table 1. We find
that females only have a higher labour supply elasticity than males if they
are married. For single individuals the reverse seems to be true. In general,
females show more heterogeneity within their labour supply elasticities than
males.

To be sure, the naive approach in equation (2) is fraught with di�culties.
As noted in the introduction, hours reported as well as reported wages may
change spuriously. In particular, people may have but a rough idea of how
many hours they put in. In addition most employees do not decide about
hours worked at all, but are confronted with a menu of choices of o�cial work
hours, which di↵ers from e↵ective labour input. The latter may depend on
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expected future wages and the prospect of promotion (Sandmo 1990) rather
than the present contractual wage that is reported.

These problems would be put into sharp relief by inspecting the distribution
and the large number of outliers of the elasticities computed using equa-
tion (2). We omit this for reasons of brevity. However, this observation
provides further justification for our menu choice approach, to which we now
turn.

4 Labour supply mobility

Consider the following model: write the probability that an individual i at
time t + 1 belongs to labour supply category k 2 {1, 2, 3, 4}, respectively,
as

Pr
�
labsup

i,t+1

= k|,wagei,t+1

,X i,t+1

, ⌫i; labsupi,t = k0�

= Pr
�
k�1

< ���wagei,t+1

+ ���XXX i,t+1

+ ⌫i + ✏i,t+1

 k|labsupi,t = k0�(3)

for each gender, each type of household, and each possible current labour sup-
ply category where  = {

1

, . . . ,
3

} is the set of cut points with 
0

= �1
and 

3

= 1. While wagei,t+1

denotes the net wage rate of individual i at
time t + 1, X is a vector of covariates such as gender, household type and
(potentially) a host of other individual characteristics. As we are not inter-
ested in the overall probability that an individual is in labour supply category
k but in the conditional probability that an individual is in labour supply
category k at time t + 1 if it has been in labour supply category k0 at time
t, we condition on labour supply at time t.

To implement (3) econometrically, we estimate the following equation

labsupi,t+1

= ���k0wagei,t+1

+ ���k0Xi,t+1

+ ⌫i + ✏i,t+1

8 k0 2 {1, 2, 3, 4} (4)

in a panel ordinal logit regression. Again, i is the individual index and t
denotes the time index. Individual fixed e↵ects, ⌫i, are independently and
identically normal distributed.
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from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.640 0.193 0.132 0.035 0.468 0.174 0.231 0.128

(0.257) (0.113) (0.116) (0.041) (0.283) (0.072) (0.136) (0.135)

part-time 0.068 0.620 0.292 0.020 0.045 0.463 0.435 0.058

work (0.129) (0.143) (0.160) (0.017) (0.113) (0.123) (0.135) (0.027)

full-time 0.009 0.015 0.890 0.085 0.006 0.005 0.840 0.150

work (0.067) (0.031) (0.084) (0.050) (0.049) (0.010) (0.072) (0.063)

over-time 0.080 0.067 0.588 0.265 0.029 0.017 0.391 0.563

work (0.128) (0.048) (0.108) (0.141) (0.060) (0.015) (0.129) (0.164)

Table 3: Mean predicted probabilities; singles without children; standard devia-
tions of the predicted probabilities in parentheses

The estimation results from (4) allow us to compute the mean predicted prob-
ability that an individual i, who belongs to labour supply category labsupi,t

today, switches to labour supply category labsupi,t+1

in the next year. In
doing so,we use the average controls for each group – for example, all female
singles who have been in low work labour supply category at time t – and
therefore control for gender di↵erences in net wage rates and other control
variables.7 For each ordinal logit model we find a highly significant e↵ect of
the net wage rate. Tables 3, 4, and 5 summarise these results for singles,
couples without children, and couples with children, respectively.

With a few exceptions, the results in tables 3, 4, and 5 support hypothe-
sis 1. Independent of the type of household or gender the probability that
an individual switches to a labour supply category appears to be the higher,
the closer the new labour supply category is to the current category. This is
consistent with switching costs increasing in the degree of the change of the
working time.

To facilitate the interpretation of the results, we now define and implement
the notion of persistence in labour supply as it applies to a switching model.
We think of persistence as the probability that an individual does not change
her/his current labour supply between two consecutive years. The comple-
ment of persistence is the degree of upward (downward) mobility in labour

7Blomquist and Hansson-Brusewitz (1990) point out that a large part of the di↵erence
in labour supply elasticities between females and males can be a result of di↵erent mean
sample values for both genders. Therefore, the di↵erences in the levels of the explaining
variables may drive the di↵erences in the labour supply elasticities.
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from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.761 0.174 0.055 0.010 0.535 0.126 0.221 0.118

(0.203) (0.129) (0.064) (0.013) (0.325) (0.072) (0.162) (0.154)

part-time 0.048 0.798 0.147 0.007 0.065 0.517 0.375 0.044

work (0.098) (0.124) (0.118) (0.008) (0.141) (0.153) (0.165) (0.030)

full-time 0.007 0.023 0.907 0.063 0.004 0.004 0.848 0.144

work (0.037) (0.028) (0.048) (0.027) (0.041) (0.011) (0.067) (0.061)

over-time 0.079 0.104 0.632 0.185 0.020 0.010 0.386 0.584

work (0.098) (0.062) (0.088) (0.091) (0.042) (0.010) (0.125) (0.149)

Table 4: Mean predicted probabilities; couples without children; standard devia-
tions of the predicted probabilities in parentheses

from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.798 0.165 0.032 0.005 0.329 0.088 0.328 0.255

(0.105) (0.081) (0.020) (0.004) (0.289) (0.044) (0.135) (0.214)

part-time 0.076 0.811 0.107 0.007 0.039 0.341 0.526 0.094

work (0.097) (0.080) (0.059) (0.005) (0.079) (0.109) (0.109) (0.041)

full-time 0.013 0.045 0.890 0.052 0.005 0.003 0.836 0.155

work (0.046) (0.045) (0.068) (0.025) (0.050) (0.012) (0.095) (0.088)

over-time 0.266 0.238 0.436 0.060 0.020 0.010 0.406 0.565

work (0.156) (0.050) (0.133) (0.042) (0.056) (0.014) (0.187) (0.221)

Table 5: Mean predicted probabilities; couples with children; standard deviations
of the predicted probabilities in parentheses

supply, i.e. the probability that an individual increases (decreases) her/his
current labour supply. Formally, the degree of persistence is simply

pers ⌘ 1

4

4X

k=1

pk!k (5)

where pk!k denotes the probability that an individual belonging to labour
supply category k at time t belongs to the same labour supply category in
the next year t+ 1.

Analogously, upward and downward labour mobility are given by
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Singles Couples Couples

without children without children with children

Females

Persistence 0.604 0.663 0.640

Upward labour mobility 0.189 0.114 0.092

Downward labour mobility 0.207 0.223 0.269

Males

Persistence 0.584 0.621 0.518

Upward labour mobility 0.294 0.257 0.362

Downward labour mobility 0.123 0.122 0.121

Table 6: Persistence, upward labour mobility, and downward labour mobility

u ⌘ 1

4

4X

k0=1

X

k>k0

pk0!k and d ⌘ 1

4

4X

k0=

X

k<k0

pk0!k, (6)

respectively. Table 6 indicates that independent of the household type fe-
males show a higher persistence than males do. For example while a single
female changes her working time category with probability 0.396 single males
face a probability of 0.417. Note however that this result, albeit surprising
and a trifle counterintuitive, does not contravene the “folk rule” that female
labour supply is more elastic than male (hypothesis 5). This is because our
estimates in this section are predicted on the mean value of the covariates in
each group. We will return to this issue in section 5.

Our results also show that gender di↵erences with respect to labour mobility
are highest for married individuals with children. In general, males more
often increase than decrease their working time while females, independent
of the household type, have higher downward than upward mobility. For both
types of gender the persistence of labour supply is higher for couples without
children than for singles, which constitutes evidence for hypothesis 2 (a).
Switching costs do seem to be higher for married individuals than for singles.
Although, the aggregated e↵ect of marriage on labour mobility is similar
for both genders there is a di↵erence in the composition of this e↵ect. For
males the increased labour supply persistence due to marriage is almost solely
the result of a decrease in the upward mobility. For females there is an
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additional increase in the downward mobility that is overcompensated by
an even higher decrease in upward mobility. This gives some evidence for
hypothesis 2 (b). In general, comparing the degrees of persistence for the
di↵erent types of household, we have to keep in mind that the di↵erent
subsamples have di↵erent average individuals’ ages which may confound the
issue.

Our analysis moreover provides some evidence that the existence of children
in the household a↵ects females’ and males’ labour supply decision di↵erently.
While children increase the males’ upward labour mobility they reduce the
females’ upward labour mobility and even stronger increase their downward
labour mobility. The last point is in line with hypothesis 3 and the argument
that the existence of children raises a female’s costs to increase her working
time.

5 E↵ects of changes in net wage rates on labour

supply mobility

We noted in the preceding section that our results regarding average per-
sistence (and mobility) may fail to show a complete picture if shocks di↵er
between groups. In particular, females and males in the labour market may
face di↵erent changes in the net wage rate. To check for this, we now analyse
the marginal e↵ects of a change in net wage rate on the predicted probabili-
ties, i.e.

mk0!k ⌘
@ Pr(labsupt+1

= k|labsupt = k0,waget+1

,Xt+1

)

@waget+1

. (7)

Again we calculate marginal e↵ects based on average net wage rates and
average controls by using averages of the respective group, i.e. individuals
with same gender, same type of household, and same previous category of
labour supply. Thus, some di↵erences between genders may result from the
fact that we evaluate the marginal e↵ects at di↵erent levels of the control
variables. Table 7 gives the marginal e↵ects of a change in net wage rates
for female and male singles. Tables 8 and 9 proceed by showing the results
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from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.0377 -0.0114 -0.0189 -0.0074 0.0187 -0.0003 -0.0080 -0.0104

part-time work 0.0095 0.0275 -0.0330 -0.0040 0.0025 0.0162 -0.0142 -0.0045

full-time work 0.0011 0.0031 0.0144 -0.0186 0.0005 0.0007 0.0184 -0.0196

over-time work 0.0012 0.0014 0.0253 -0.0279 0.0007 0.0005 0.0166 -0.0178

Table 7: Marginal e↵ects of a change in net wage rates; marginal e↵ects evaluated
at gender specific averages of controls; singles without children

from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.0217 -0.0133 -0.0069 -0.0015 0.0085 -0.0003 -0.0034 -0.0048

part-time work 0.0065 0.0142 -0.0195 -0.0012 0.0034 0.0137 -0.0137 -0.0034

full-time work 0.0008 0.0033 0.0051 -0.0093 0.0004 0.0005 0.0157 -0.0814

over-time work 0.0007 0.0013 0.0193 -0.0213 0.0005 0.0002 0.0118 -0.0126

Table 8: Marginal e↵ects of a change in net wage rates; marginal e↵ects evaluated
at gender specific averages of controls; couples without children

from/to female male

low- part-time full-time over-time low- part-time full-time over-time

work work work work work work work work

low-work 0.0306 -0.0235 -0.0061 -0.0011 0.0209 0.0024 -0.0014 -0.0219

part-time work 0.0101 0.0059 -0.0149 -0.0011 0.0017 0.0097 -0.0069 -0.0044

full-time work 0.0020 0.0071 -0.0000 -0.0091 0.0004 0.0005 0.0208 -0.0216

over-time work 0.0025 0.0030 0.0266 -0.0321 0.0006 0.0003 0.0168 -0.0176

Table 9: Marginal e↵ects of a change in net wage rates; marginal e↵ects evaluated
at gender specific averages of controls; couples with children

for couples without and with children, respectively.8

With the single exception of the highest labour supply category, an increase
in the net wage rate of the current labour supply category boosts the prob-
ability that individuals do not change their working time, thus increasing
persistence. Although downward mobility is positively correlated to an in-
crease in net wage rates, the corresponding decrease in the upward mobility
overcompensates the first e↵ect and, therefore, aggregate mobility decreases.

8Note, that changes in the probabilities must add up to zero. Whenever this is not the
case in tables 7 to 9 this is due to rounding errors.
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This result arises independently of gender or household type. However, for
individuals currently working in the over-time category, we do not find evi-
dence in line with hypothesis 4. For these individuals an increase in the net
wage rate appears to lead to a reduction of the working time.

In addition, the results provide some evidence in favour of hypothesis 5: gen-
erally, females more strongly respond to a change in net wage rates. However,
there are two exceptions. First, facing an increase in net wage rates for males
the probability that the individual switches to possible over-time is stronger
reduced than for females. Second, the e↵ect on the probability to retain in
full-time is also stronger for males than for females.

Comparing the results in tables 7 to 9 we find that the impact of an increase
in the net wage rate on singles’ labour supply is higher than for couples
without children. In fact, the e↵ects of children on the impact of a wage
change on mobility appear to be ambiguous. One clear result, however, is
that married females react even more strongly to a change in net wage rates
by reducing in labour supply when they have children.

6 Concluding remarks

Using a menu choice revealed preference approach, i.e. a “switching model”,
we analyse labour supply mobility of individuals with respect to sex and
the type of household. We argue that this method, while providing results
of lower granularity than the estimation of labour supply elasticities does,
avoids many problems in the literature. It also a↵ords a very simple sum-
mary measure of the persistence – or mobility – of labour supply, and the
underlying model strikes us as intuitively plausible.

We provide estimates of persistence that qualify accepted wisdom: we find
that males in general change their working time category more often than fe-
males do and, consequently, exhibit higher labour supply mobility. This does
not imply that they react less elastically to wage changes, however. Further-
more, there are still significant di↵erences between genders and household
types, and a more detailed picture emerges than the one normally used in
discussion of policy.

For both genders mobility is lower for married individuals than for singles
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and higher for couples having children than for couples without children.
While the comparison between singles and couples without children gives
qualitatively similar result for males and females, the existence of children
a↵ects both genders di↵erently. Fathers have a high upward labour mobility.
Mothers have a low upward mobility but a high downward mobility.

Analysing the impact of an increase in the current net wage rate we also find
some di↵erences depending on sex and the type of household. Females react
stronger on a change in the net wage rate than males. While for both sexes
labour supply elasticities are higher for singles than for couples the e↵ect of
children on these elasticities are ambiguous.

These results are highly relevant for the design of tax policies, for example
the abolition of the marriage bonus (“Ehegattensplitting”) in the German
tax code, the design of the taxation of families, and the di↵erentiation of
tax schedules by gender (assuming, for the moment, that such a policy were
constitutionally feasible in Europe). The general message of our paper is that
one ought to step more lightly than many papers in favor sweeping reforms
do. The issue of optimal taxation of households is a messy one that does
not admit a simple split of taxpayers by gender, nor will the simple rule of
individual taxation necessarily do the trick.

Future empirical e↵orts need to address the question of hysteresis e↵ects.
Extending our theoretical reasoning in section 2 the degree of persistence as
defined in this paper should increase in the duration of a couple’s relationship,
other things being equal. We will leave this to future work.

References

Alesina, Alberto, Andrea Ichino and Loukas Karabarbounis (2011).
Gender based taxation and the division of family chores, American
Economic Journal: Economic Policy 3 (2), 1-40.

Attanasio, Orazio, Hamish Low and Virginia Sanchez-Marcos (2008).
Explaining Changes in Female Labor Supply in a Life-Cycle Model,
American Economic Review 98 (4), 1517-1552.

Blau, Francine D. and Lawrence M. Kahn (2007). Changes in the Labor

18



Supply Behavior of Married Women: 1980-2000, Journal of Labor
Economics 25 (3), 393–438.
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