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Abstract

Intermarriage between a native and immigrant can affect the household’s supply of
labor hours. Spouse selectivity on the basis of human capital, distribution of
bargaining power, and labor supply coordination within the household can differ by
type of marriage and gender of the immigrant—and, consequently, affect how
spouses supply labor to the market. Using the 2010 American Community Survey, a
household labor market specialization index is created. Raw two-limit Tobit estimates
show lower specialization in intermarried households for both genders, compared to
their intra-married counterparts. The finding for intermarried female households is
reversed, and gender-based specialization increases, when controls for human capital
are introduced. The role of immigrant education for both intermarried men and
women is underscored—specialization differences, by type of marriage, are
insignificant when the immigrant has post-college education. At lower levels of
immigrant education, native spouses supply more market labor. Intermarriage may
also skew bargaining power in favor of native husbands in immigrant female
households.

JEL Classifications: J1, J16, J12, J22

Keywords: Household labor supply, Gender, Immigrants, Intermarriage
1 Introduction
Intermarriage between minority and majority groups is often considered the “final

stage” in assimilation for ethnic minorities (Gordon 1994). The common perception is

that intermarriage among immigrants and natives “closes the socioeconomic gap” be-

tween these groups.1 A surge in the foreign-born population in recent decades has

made it easier for immigrants to marry within one’s nativity. As a result, the proportion

of intermarriages among the dominant ethnic groups is declining (Basu 2015; Lichter

et al. 2011).2 The role of natives in the household formation and, consequently, the

labor market outcomes of immigrants is debated in the USA and often contrasted with

other developed countries.

Immigrants in Europe and Australia, particularly men, receive income benefits from

intermarriage via access to better social networks and increased labor market integra-

tion (Meng and Gregory 2005; Meng and Meurs 2006; Nottmeyer 2015). On the other

hand, the intermarriage wage premium for immigrant males in the USA is small and

can be explained by positive selection into marriage and the labor market (Kantarevic

2004; Chi 2015).3 Immigrant women in the USA receive an intermarriage wage penalty
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which is explained via a combination of unobservable heterogeneity, spousal income

effects, and labor market prospects forgone for “home-building” (Basu 2015).

The lack of a wage premium for intermarried immigrants in the USA can be consid-

ered in the light of household labor market specialization. Intermarriage is seen to

reduce labor force participation for men and significantly more for women (Basu 2016).

Clearly, the type of marriage affects an immigrant’s participation decision, and this ef-

fect differs by immigrant gender. However, marriage is fundamentally a matching deci-

sion between partners, and the type of marriage may not just affect individual decisions

but also the household market specialization decision. In other words, the type of mar-

riage can affect the relative supply of labor by spouses. If type of marriage affects which

spouse in the household supplies labor primarily, and to what extent, this could help

explain the income and employment outcomes seen for intermarried immigrants in the

US labor market. Also, labor market returns of intermarried male and female immi-

grants are different (Basu 2015). Again, the differences in household specialization, not

only by type of marriage but also by gender of the immigrant, could further our under-

standing of the links between socioeconomic and cultural assimilation of immigrants.

Intermarriages are characterized by positive assortative mating on human capital

(Chiswick and Houseworth 2011; Furtado 2012). Similar education attainment can lead

intermarried couples to supply similar levels of labor market hours and, hence, exhibit

lower household specialization compared to intra-married couples. The process of im-

migration and intermarriage can weaken traditional gender-based male-breadwinner-

female-homemaker specialization models (Espiritu 1999). However, Jasso et al. (2000)

show that spouse selectivity, based on human capital, differs for intermarried men and

women. Therefore, division of labor in the household can differ by sex of the intermar-

ried immigrant spouse. Status exchange theory theorizes that immigrants may give up

their career aspirations in exchange for higher status from marriage to a native, and this

is truer for immigrant women (Grossbard-Shechtman 1993; Grossbard-Shechtman and

Fu 2002). Bargaining power in intermarried households can weigh heavily towards

natives due to their greater familiarity with host-country conditions. Gender-based

divisions of labor can be reinforced in intermarriages for female immigrants.

Using data from the 2010 American Community Survey (ACS), this paper estimates

the impact of intermarriage on household labor market specialization of married immi-

grants. The analysis is conducted separately for male and female immigrants. The com-

parison group is intra-married immigrant families. A married couple jointly decides on

the optimal allocation of their market hours based on their relative productivities and

other costs and benefits. They can decide to supply equal number of hours—this is the

case of no labor market specialization. Or only one spouse can choose to participate in

the labor market—this is the case of complete specialization. Thus, this paper does not

model an immigrant’s labor supply decision (Basu 2016) but the household’s. To deal

with corner solutions of no and complete specialization, we use a two-limit Tobit speci-

fication. Immigrant and spousal observable characteristics and characteristics of the

marriage are included to account for the couple’s observable selection into marriage

type and market labor. Birthplace controls are introduced in certain specifications.

The raw estimates show a lower degree of specialization in intermarried households

vis-à-vis intra-married couples, irrespective of the gender of the immigrant. This find-

ing is reversed for intermarried female households4—immigrant wife and native
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husband families—when controls for human capital are introduced. These households

exhibit more gender-based specialization. Intermarried male households—immigrant

husband and native wife families—still exhibit less specialization, though the gap vis-à-

vis intra-married households is smaller. Marriage characteristics and birthplace con-

trols, while important, do not change this result.

Previous researchers state the need to control for unobservable selection into mar-

riage and endogeneity of the marriage and work decisions (Meng and Gregory 2005;

Kantarevic 2004). We use an alternate instrumental variable (IV) specification, using an

instrument for own-country group size, which measures the availability of mates from

one’s own country relative to natives, in the immigrant’s residential area. There are con-

cerns about the instrument, and the paper primarily focuses on the two-limit Tobit

estimates, though the IV results support our main findings.

The paper analyzes the sources of differences in household specialization by type of

marriage and immigrant gender. Immigrant education is an important determinant of

household specialization. There is no significant difference among intermarried and

intra-married households, when the immigrant has post-college education. This is true

for both genders. For lower levels of education, intermarried male households have a

lower level of specialization compared to intra-married families. The opposite is true

for intermarried female households at the lower end of the education distribution. We

consider this as evidence of native spouses supplying more labor to compensate for

their immigrant spouse’s lack of human capital.

To look at the role of bargaining power in the household, we compare intermarried

couples to cohabiting couples where at least one member is an immigrant. Stratton

(2005) posits that bargaining power is more evenly divided among cohabiting couples,

over married couples, due to the shorter duration of cohabitations. Cohabitation with a

native, instead of another immigrant, significantly reduces specialization in female im-

migrant households. Legal marriage to a native husband may skew bargaining away

from the immigrant wife and reinforce gender-based specialization, which is less true

of cohabitations.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides the theoretical background and

introduces the empirical specification. Section 3 discusses the data and sample selec-

tion. Section 4 shows estimation results, and Section 5 discusses possible explanations

for the findings. Section 6 provides robustness checks, where we alter our sample selec-

tion criterion. Section 7 concludes.
2 Theoretical background
2.1 Previous literature

Previous theories on the determinants of intermarriage also have implicit predictions

about relative market labor supply by spouses. Intermarriages exhibit positive assorta-

tive mating among spouses—natives and immigrants with similar level characteristics

tend to intermarry. This is particularly true of individuals with higher levels of educa-

tion and proficiency in the English language (Chiswick and Houseworth 2011; Furtado

2012). Immigrants who arrive in the USA at an early age and have a similar experience

of US life as natives have a higher propensity to intermarry. Nottmeyer (2014) also

shows that intermarried immigrants score high on the personality traits of “openness”
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and “extraversion.” Immigrants and natives who intermarry may be less inclined to

follow gender-based household division of labor.

Becker’s work on family division of labor (1981; 1985) posits that husbands and wives

choose to specialize in market versus house work based on their productivities and

abilities. Couples choose the degree of specialization based on the expected costs and

benefits (Stratton 2005). Married households can allocate spousal hours more effi-

ciently, compared to single people, to maximize home production and work income

(Lundberg and Pollak 2007). The natural assumption is that a partnership decision like

marriage will affect not only how individuals decide to supply labor but also how

spouses jointly decide on their market labor supply.

A couple that is similarly matched on human capital variables like education or lan-

guage proficiency is unlikely to have differing comparative advantages. Benefits from

specialization are limited. Intermarriages, where partners have more equal endowments

of human capital, may be characterized by more equal division of labor market work.

However, it is not clear that this “equality” is true for both male and female intermar-

riages. The average levels of education can differ by sex of the native partner (Jasso

et al. 2000). For example, in the USA, native husbands and their wives have substan-

tially more schooling than native wives and their husbands. This can affect traditional

gender-based division of market labor heterogeneously by sex of the immigrant. Also,

couples may not always match on human capital traits—for example, if natives marry

immigrant women from traditional societies to reemphasize home-building and child-

rearing (Basu 2015), household specialization might be efficient in certain intermarried

female families. Educated immigrants, particularly women, may exchange their labor

market aspirations for higher societal status from marriage to a native (Grossbard-

Shechtman 1993)—this is a special case of status exchange.

The productivity hypothesis of intermarriage states that immigrants marry natives to

compensate for their lack of host-country-specific human capital.5 Intermarriage can

encourage an immigrant to acquire more human capital, via added incentives in learn-

ing the language and culture of the home country as well as attachment to the labor

market (Meng and Gregory 2005).6 English proficiency or extended stay in the USA is

not merely determinants of intermarriage; rather, intermarriage affects these variables

and via these channels can affect household specialization. We recognize that these im-

migrant characteristics can change over the course of the marriage. Given their import-

ance in determining type of marriage and labor market hours, we retain them as

controls in our subsequent estimations.

A native spouse can also reduce information costs surrounding local job markets and

institutions and increase employment opportunities (Furtado and Theodoropoulos

2010). Factors that improve an immigrant’s labor market options can imply similar

work hours as their native spouse and thereby lower household specialization.

In certain cases, acquisition of human capital over the course of a marriage might

occur in intra-marriages. Labor market effort and human capital investment can be bet-

ter coordinated among intra-married couples and not intermarried couples. Baker and

Benjamin (1997) show for Canada, upon arrival, intra-married immigrant women work

in low-paying, high-hour jobs to finance their husband’s human capital investment in a

credit-constrained labor market. Eventually, both husbands and wives move to better

jobs. This is the family investment hypothesis in intra-marriages (Eckstein and Weiss
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2002). Intermarried wives do not have to perform this borrowing function for native

husbands.7 Intermarriages are also characterized by high family incomes (Pew Research

Center 2012). The income effect of a high-earning native husband can reduce a wife’s

labor supply (Basu 2015).

The above discussion indicates that own and relative (to spouse) human capital—like

education and age—are important determinants of intermarriage and household market

specialization. The discussion also indicates that the variables do not affect male and fe-

male immigrants similarly, and hence, effects of intermarriage on household labor sup-

ply should be considered separately for male and female immigrants.

Besides human capital, the distribution of bargaining power can differ between inter-

marriages and intra-marriages. Cross-racial and cross-nativity marriages are more likely

to end in divorce (Milewski and Kulu 2014; Adserà and Ferrer 2014). If options outside

the marriage are more attractive, and the threat of divorce is greater, gender-based div-

ision of labor is less optimal in the marriage (Becker 1985). Specialization is attractive

when a marriage is expected to continue. More children increase the opportunity cost

of market hours particularly for the primary-care giver, often the mother. Intermarried

households have lower fertility rates and are less stable than immigrant households.

Overall, intermarriages should be characterized by less specialization than intra-

married households, though clearly the sex of the intermarried immigrant matters. Also

based on this discussion, characteristics of the marriage like duration of the marriage,

number of children, and presence of young children are important determinants of

household specialization.

On the other hand, cohabiting with a native, with or without marriage, can tilt bar-

gaining power away from an immigrant. Marriages are costly to dissolve, compared to

cohabitations (Stratton 2005). Household bargaining models posit that the partner with

the more attractive outside options can dictate household allocation of hours (Lund-

berg and Pollak 1996).8 In any form of native-immigrant partnerships, this is presum-

ably the native partner. In legal marriages particularly, the immigrant can depend on

the native spouse for legal residence in the USA. This paper also examines unmarried

cohabiting native-immigrant couples to identify the sources of bargaining power—the

act of marriage over and above cohabitation with a native.

A higher sex ratio, defined as the proportion of immigrant women to men available in

one’s marriage market, increases the rate of intra-marriage for men and lowers it for

women. Regional sex ratios are also inversely related to married women’s labor force

participation in the USA (Grossbard and Amuedo-Dorantes 2008). Clearly, these variables

affect the household specialization of married couples, and the effects differ by sex of the

immigrant. Our regressions control for state of residence and regional female-male sex

ratio. Also included is the proportion of immigrants from one’s birthplace that lives in

one’s metropolitan—this variable seeks to measure the segregation of immigrants.

An immigrant’s place of birth influences their labor market participation (Basu

2016).9 Culture has an important impact (Gevrek et al. 2013), and immigrant women

from countries with higher female labor participation exhibit the same in the host

country. Source-country differences play an important role in immigrant labor supply

and therefore household specialization.

Previous studies relating intermarriage to labor market outcomes of immigrants have

concentrated on immigrant wages or employment. Intermarriage can affect how a
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couple allocates their labor market hours. Nottmeyer (2014) finds that intermarriages

in Germany are characterized by lower labor market specialization for both men and

women. Conducting a similar exercise for immigrants in the USA would present a

clearer picture of immigrant income assimilation. A study of the sources of gender dif-

ferences in household specialization can contribute to our understanding of the US

gender wage gap, as more immigrants enter the labor force.

2.2 Variable construction and empirical specification

The variable of interest Sih, or the dependent variable, is the degree of specialization in

labor market hours in household h. The index is constructed from the point of view of

immigrant i. Following previous work (Stratton 2005; Bonke et al. 2008; Nottmeyer

2014), this is defined as:

Sih ¼
max Hi;h;Hj;h

� �
Hi;h þ Hj;h

−0:5
� �

� 2

where Hi,h and Hj,h = usual weekly market hours supplied by immigrant i and spouse j,

respectively. Spouse j can be a native or another immigrant. It bears clarification that

while the index carries the subscript i, it is common for spouses i and j. Sih is a degree

of specialization chosen by the household h based on the abilities of the spouses.

Subscript i helps to differentiate between spouses, since individual and relative charac-

teristics will be included in the estimation.10

The value of this measure ranges from 0, where hours supplied by both spouses

is the same. This is the case of no specialization in labor market work. The other

extreme is complete specialization in labor market work by one spouse, while the

partner stays out of the labor market entirely. Here, the index takes a value of 1.

The index allows for a continuum of incomplete but increasing specialization

between the values of 0 and 1.

This index is gender-neutral. In our sample, which we discuss in the next section,

households generally follow the traditional model of male-breadwinner-female-home-

maker. Thus, despite its gender-neutrality, if household h has a higher value of the

specialization index than household h′, it is likely that household h follows more trad-

itional gender roles. A concern with this index is that it uses aggregate weekly labor

market hours worked by individuals—this is a facet of the data. A person who works

more during the weekdays may trade off with their spouse over the weekends—thereby

pointing at specialization—but in aggregate, this might not be visible.

By construction, the index is bounded between 0 and 1. It has positive mass at these

limits. The two-limit Tobit estimation is used to model corner solutions. This is a special

case of the censored regression model, where the dependent variable is simultaneously

censored from above and below. The model supposes there is a latent unobserved variable

S*ih = β Interih + γXih + εih, with εih as a normally distributed error term ~N(0, σ). The

observed specialization Sih equals latent variable S
*
ih when it lies between 0 and 1. Spouses

solve their labor market hour allocation comparing the costs and benefits from different

degrees of specialization. The result of this optimization exercise is Sih.

The latent variable linearly depends on the vector of observed explanatory variables

via the coefficient parameter. The important explanatory variable is Interih which

equals 0 if both spouses are immigrant and 1 if exactly one spouse is a native.11 The
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coefficient of interest is β. Estimations are conduced separately for married male and

female immigrants, and we obtain different values of β depending on gender. The coef-

ficient β shows the average difference in observed specialization between intermarried

and intra-married immigrants, for a given gender.

Based on our discussion of intermarriages and specialization in these marriages, other

controls included in vector Xih are the following: education of spouse i, a square term

in experience for i, more years of education and age for i compared to spouse j,12 years

spent in the USA by immigrant i, and their English language proficiency. Veteran status

of both spouses are also included. In addition, marriage characteristics—like age of

marriage of i, duration of marriage, family size, number of children, and age of the

youngest child in the household—are also included. Additionally, we include a sex ratio

variable estimating the proportion of women to men for i’s age group, country of birth,

and metropolitan statistical area (MSA). A control for immigrant concentration is also

included—which specifies the proportion of own-country immigrants living in one’s

MSA.13 Birthplace controls and state fixed effects are included in some specifications.

The coefficients from a Tobit estimation are interpreted similar to ordinary-least-square

coefficients. The linear effects are on the uncensored latent variable, not the observed out-

come. Marginal effects, assuming the specialization index is greater than 0 (excluding

cases of no specialization), or less than 1 (excluding cases of complete specialization) or

where the specialization index lies between 0 and 1 (incomplete specialization), are avail-

able upon request. While the magnitudes of these effects are different from the results

presented in subsequent tables, qualitative results were the same.
3 Data
3.1 Sample selection

Our analysis uses the 2010 American Community Survey (ACS), particularly the

Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles et al. 2013). The ACS is an

annual statistical survey conducted by the US Census Bureau, and the 2010 ACS is a

1% random sample of the US population. The survey asks respondents questions previ-

ously seen on the long form of the decennial census. The ACS includes a large number

of immigrant households and has rich information of the immigrants’ demographic and

human capital characteristics like education, age, and labor market hours.

Husbands and wives can be matched to each other if they live in the same house-

hold.14 We are interested in the impact of intermarriage vis-à-vis intra-marriage of

immigrants on labor market specialization and not an impact of marriage per se. Our

sample is restricted to heterosexual married immigrants, and their spouse may be an-

other immigrant or a native. The 2010 ACS reports immigrants’ year of arrival, year of

marriage, and the incidence of marriage. Structural factors influencing marriage and

labor market choices differ across countries. To ensure that the marriage decision was

taken in the USA, we restrict the data to immigrants who married after their arrival to

the USA and are currently in their first marriage. Collinearity with other age and

duration variables precludes us from adding age of arrival to the USA as a control.

Cross-nativity and cross-racial marriages are more likely to end in divorce. Intact

marriages, and marriages that are expected to endure, usually involve more

specialization. Since we focus on marriages that are continuing, we may have selected
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marriages where the division of labor is better established and higher than all marriages

on average.

Only families where both spouses are between 22 and 64 years of age are included.

The age restriction assumes people have finished school and are of labor market age.15

We do not exclude people still in school but include a binary indicator for enrollment.

Individuals born abroad to US parents are excluded, since citizenship rules for them

have changed over time.
3.2 Descriptive statistics

Table 1 compares characteristics of intermarried and intra-married male and female

immigrants and their marriages. About 24% of the immigrant men and 28% of the im-

migrant women in the sample have native spouses. Consistent with positive selection

into intermarriage and the labor market (Meng and Gregory 2005; Nottmeyer 2015),

average human capital of intermarried immigrants is higher. Intermarried immigrants,

and their native spouses, have more years of education. Characteristics like years of stay

in the USA and English proficiency16, which are correlated with investment in host-

country skills, are “better” on average for intermarried individuals contrasted with

intra-married immigrants. Marriage characteristics, like age at marriage and duration

of marriage, are comparable across intermarried and intra-married households.

There are further differences in immigrant labor market hours by gender of the

immigrant—intermarried men and women work more average labor market hours (41

and 28 h per week, respectively) than their intra-married counterparts (40 and 25 h

weekly, respectively). Also worth noting is that native spouses work more market hours

than immigrant spouses.

In order to understand household specialization, a measure of relative hours worked

by spouses presents a clearer picture compared to descriptive statistics. Figure 1 shows

the level of specialization (Sih) by type of marriage and gender of the immigrant. It is

worth noting that incomplete labor market specialization—where both spouses

work—is common in intermarried households (nearly 50%). Complete specialization,

where only one spouse works, occurs more in intra-married households (40 versus 30%

of intermarried households). Figure 1 also shows that only 5–6% of households exhibit

complete specialization with the woman providing all the labor market hours.17 Hence,

households mostly follow the traditional male-breadwinner-female-homemaker models.

Even though Sih is created to be gender-neutral, an increase in value is usually associ-

ated with husbands working relatively more market hours.
4 Estimation results
4.1 Two-limit Tobit estimates

Given the likelihood of corner solutions (no or complete specialization), we use a two-

limit Tobit specification to estimate the difference in household labor market

specialization between intermarried and intra-married immigrant families. Table 2 pre-

sents these estimation results.

The raw estimates in columns 1 and 2 show that intermarried households are less

specialized compared to intra-married households, irrespective of gender of the married

immigrant. Intermarriage decreases specialization by about 22% in immigrant male



Table 1 Descriptive statistics of married immigrants: by type of marriage

Married male immigrants Married female immigrants

Immigrant wife Native wife Immigrant husband Native husband

Percentage 75.68 24.32 72.31 27.69

Weekly market hours 39.79 41.02 25.15 27.94

(13.78) (15.13) (19.42) (19.06)

Years of education 12.3 13.69 12.31 14.68

(4.86) (3.95) (4.46) (3.15)

Age 42.46 41.73 40.5 40.64

(9.65) (10.72) (9.77) (10.53)

% with good English 46.99 79.72 47.19 86.08

(49.99) (40.21) (49.92) (34.62)

Years in USA 23.09 27.97 22.6 27.52

(10.44) (13.88) (10.96) (13.62)

Lives in a metro 93.73 89.33 94.18 91.09

(24.24) (30.88) (23.42) (28.49)

In school 4.15 5.77 6.26 9.07

(19.95) (23.31) (24.23) (28.72)

Marriage and spouse characteristics

Age of marriage 27.42 27.07 26.28 26.17

(6.24) (5.65) (6.28) (5.62)

Marriage duration 14.04 14.66 14.23 14.47

(9.44) (11.03) (9.92) (11.09)

No. of children 1.77 1.5 1.74 1.33

(1.26) (1.26) (1.26) (1.19)

Spouse market hours 23.13 27.61 39.03 41.18

(19.73) (18.61) (14.36) (14.88)

Spouse education 12.29 14.39 12.26 14.94

(4.61) (2.92) (4.73) (3.13)

Spouse age 39.49 39.41 42.76 42.42

(9.65) (10.12) (10.21) (10.82)

N 25,637 8238 19,462 7451

Source: 2010 ACS. Appropriate person weights used in the calculations
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households and 12% in immigrant female households. Increased specialization usually

involves husbands working more hours than wives—hence, the raw estimates point to a

weakening of the traditional gender work norms. Positive coefficients on variables simi-

larly indicate a strengthening of gender norms.

Columns 3 and 4 introduce the immigrant’s own human capital characteristics and

also include controls for increases in education and age with respect to the spouse. De-

creased specialization continues for intermarried male households, compared to their

intra-married counterparts, albeit the coefficient points to a smaller magnitude. The

finding is reversed for women. Households with immigrant wives and native husbands

are 10% more likely to be specialized compared to intra-married households. Therefore,

the lower specialization in intermarried female households seen in column 2 stem from

better observable human capital, which contribute to better labor market prospects for

women and lower household specialization. Host-country-specific human capital—like
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language proficiency and years of residence in the USA, weaken specialization for fe-

male immigrant households.18 Adding characteristics of the marriage does not signifi-

cantly impact the results in columns 5 and 6. The coefficients on these variables follow

the usual signs. The presence of children and longer duration of marriage increase

specialization in the household.

Columns 7 and 8 introduce metropolitan characteristics and birthplace controls. We

continue to see lower specialization in intermarried male households (−17%) and

higher specialization in intermarried female households (+6%). An increased availability

of women vis-à-vis men in one’s MSA is inversely related to women’s labor force par-

ticipation (Grossbard and Amuedo-Dorantes 2008) and increases household

specialization. A larger own-country network reduces specialization in these

households.

Specialization differences between intermarried and intra-married households depend

on the sex of the immigrant spouse. The decreased gender-based division of labor in

intermarried female households is a result of human capital endowments between

spouses and is reversed when controls are introduced. Finally, coefficients on other var-

iables that affect the costs and benefits of the marriage follow the predictions of the

theory as discussed in Section 2.
4.2 Alternative estimation strategy: instrumental variables

The model in the previous section does not account for unobserved selection into

intermarriage, and hence, the results may not establish a causal relationship between

type of marriage and household specialization (endnote 6). In this section, we adopt an

alternative estimation strategy and endogenize the marriage decision using a relative

group size (RGSi,c,m,a) instrumental variable (Meng and Gregory 2005; Basu 2015).

People prefer mates within their own age, ethnic, and religious groups (Qian and Lich-

ter 2001) vis-à-vis other groups. People who belong to a larger group also identify

strongly with their ethnic group, increasing the chances of intra-marriage (Kalmijn and

Van Tubergen 2010).
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Availability of “similar” mates increases the probability of intra-marriage. RGSi;c;m;a

¼ UMc;m;a

UMUSA;m;a

� �
where UMc,m,a is the number of unmarried people of the opposite sex

from the immigrant’s country-of-birth c, age-group a, and metropolitan statistical area

m. UMUSA,m,a is similarly defined for unmarried individuals born in the USA.

Immigrants make residence, work, and marriage decisions based on local socioeco-

nomic conditions. The orthogonality of the instrument to the outcome variable can be

questioned. Furthermore, MSAs are often large geographic areas to count as meaning-

ful marriage market locations—this can reduce the variation in the instrument.19

Finally, IV estimates are local average treatment effects. Household specialization

decisions of immigrant sub-populations whose marriage decision depends on their

communities’ relative group size are estimated.

Table 3 presents the first- and second-stage results from the IV estimates. The values

of the Kleibergen-Paap χ2 test and the F test of excluded instruments are sufficiently

high to reject the respective nulls of an under-identified model and an identified model

that suffers from a weak correlation between the instrument and the endogenous vari-

able. A 10% increase in the availability of unmarried mates from one’s own country, age

group, and MSA (relative to native mates) reduces the probability of intermarriage by

0.6% for women and 0.5% for men.

Owing to large standard errors, the coefficients on intermarriage are no longer sig-

nificant in the second stage.20 Nevertheless, even upon altering the functional form of

the estimation strategy, the direction of our results remains the same. Comparing the

second-stage coefficients on the intermarriage variable of Table 3 to the two-limit Tobit

estimates in columns 7 and 8 of Table 2, we see that the IV estimates point to higher

specialization in intermarried households. The “traditional” nature of immigrants or na-

tives who intermarry is often unobservable. For example, traditional immigrant women

may marry traditional native men and such women may exchange their labor market

ambitions for higher social status from marriage to a native.

Given the problems surrounding the IV estimates, we use it to further understand

the correlation between intermarriage and household specialization and support our

Tobit estimates. Our preferred specification is the two-limit Tobit regression, even

though we may not fully account for unobservable selection into marriage and

endogeneity.
5 Explanations for the heterogeneous impact of intermarriage, by gender
The household division of labor, and how spouses allocate labor supply to the market,

differs between intermarried and intra-married immigrant households and by gender of

the immigrant. This section examines potential mechanisms behind the differences.
5.1 Role of education: own and spousal

Own and relative spousal human capital affects specialization differentially by type of

marriage and gender of the immigrant (Table 2). We further investigate the role of edu-

cation which is an important determinant of labor market outcomes and matching be-

tween partners. We separate the sample first by own and then by spouse’s education

level and analyze household specialization responses for male and female immigrant



Table 3 IV estimates for the impact of intermarriage on household market hours specialization

Variables Male immigrant Female immigrant

First Second First Second

Intermarriage −0.0729 0.0840

(0.4131) (0.4839)

Own education 0.2388 −0.1990 −0.2857*** −0.4634***

(0.2785) (0.1354) (0.0886) (0.1066)

Difference in education −0.0134*** 0.0229*** −0.0141*** 0.0035

(0.0009) (0.0058) (0.0011) (0.0072)

Experience 0.2230 −0.2698** −0.3209*** −0.3913**

(0.2880) (0.1314) (0.0853) (0.1617)

exp2 0.0000 0.0002*** −0.0000* 0.0002***

(0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000)

Difference in age 0.0002 0.0058*** 0.0060*** −0.0010

(0.0007) (0.0009) (0.0014) (0.0033)

Years in USA 0.0127*** 0.0004 0.0110*** −0.0028

(0.0004) (0.0052) (0.0004) (0.0053)

Good English 0.1495*** −0.0100 0.1660*** −0.0752

(0.0062) (0.0628) (0.0067) (0.0813)

Family size −0.0155*** −0.0069 −0.0230*** −0.0122

(0.0022) (0.0070) (0.0023) (0.0117)

No. of children 0.0134*** 0.0377*** 0.0128*** 0.0475***

(0.0035) (0.0069) (0.0039) (0.0078)

Marriage duration −0.2361 0.2582* 0.3111*** 0.3853**

(0.2879) (0.1352) (0.0852) (0.1571)

Age at marriage −0.2347 0.2584* 0.3171*** 0.3837**

(0.2879) (0.1347) (0.0852) (0.1599)

Instrument: group size −0.0511*** −0.0600**

(0.0187) (0.0243)

Observations 30,893 30,893 24,345 24,345

R-squared 0.0463 0.0620

Cragg-Donald F test 13.77 13.77 13.57 13.57

Kleinbergen-Paap rK LM χ2 9.911 9.911 11.23 11.23

Standard errors clustered at the birthplace; MSA and age-group level shown in parentheses. All data from the 2010 ACS.
Variables included in the regression, but not in the table—age of youngest child, dummy for being in school for self and
spouse, own and spousal veteran status
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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households. Table 4 presents these results. Panel A captures heterogeneous returns to

intermarriage by own education level, conditional on spouse’s education. The exercise

is repeated by spousal education level, conditional on immigrant’s education in panel B.

Four education levels are considered—high school dropout, high school graduate, col-

lege graduate, and post-college graduate. Other controls from Section 2.2 are included.

For immigrants with a post-college education, irrespective of gender, the level of

specialization between intermarried and intra-married households is insignificant. For

households with male immigrants, specialization, as a response to intermarriage, in-

creases with the husband’s level of education. At lower levels of male human capital,

the division of labor is less gendered. The opposite is the case for intermarried women.



Table 4 Effects of intermarriage on household specialization: by education level

Variables HS dropout HS grad College grad Post college

Panel A: own education category

Male intermarriage −0.3216*** −0.2232*** −0.1751*** 0.0233

(0.0090) (0.0313) (0.0427) (0.0402)

Observations 9707 11,299 5557 5487

Female intermarriage 0.1320 0.0437*** 0.0431 0.0383

(0.0803) (0.0079) (0.0338) (0.0358)

Observations 6217 9524 5448 3644

State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Birthplace FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Panel B: spousal education category

Male intermarriage −0.1131 −0.2156*** −0.1561*** −0.0617

(0.0734) (0.0312) (0.0359) (0.0395)

Observations 8454 11,749 6767 4562

Female intermarriage 0.1120*** 0.0147 0.0786** 0.0566***

(0.0109) (0.0331) (0.0367) (0.0091)

Observations 6628 9355 4922 4398

State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Birthplace FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Robust standard errors in parentheses. All data is from the 2010 ACS
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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Household specialization decreases as the wife’s education increases. This could pos-

sibly imply that women with more education supply labor market hours more similar

to their husband.

Summing up, at lower levels of immigrant education, the native partner takes on a

larger labor market role. Even if the native partner’s education level is low, which we

expect due to assortative mating, their “native status” accords more labor market

opportunities. Connections with native networks, familiarity with native institutions,

citizenship, and legal work status can compensate a native for their own and spouse’s

lower education attainments.

Less clear patterns emerge when the sample is divided along spousal education levels

in panel B. The importance of own education, controlling for spousal levels, is

underscored.
5.2 Presence of “family investment motive”

In this section, we look at the role of the family investment motive and how it varies by

type of marriage (Becker and Benjamin, 1997; Eckstein and Weiss 2002). Immigrant

wives may take on low-pay-high-hour work while their husbands are building human

capital. As the immigrant husband gains human capital over their stay in the USA, both

spouses move to better jobs. Presumably this “family investment” by wives is less neces-

sary for intermarried families involving a native husband that are not usually credit-

constrained.21 In the presence of these motives, we expect gender-based specialization

of labor between intra-married immigrant female families to differ across the duration

of the marriage.
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Figure 2 shows the difference in specialization for intermarried and intra-married

families, conditional on all controls from Section 2.2, for different durations of mar-

riage.22 The figure does not provide conclusive evidence for the family investment

hypothesis.23 Intermarried and intra-married female immigrant households at the

beginning of the marriage, i.e., at 0–5 years, have insignificant differences in

specialization (1%). At 6–10 and 11–20 years of marriage, intermarried female house-

holds are significantly more specialized, but this continues even in the third and fourth

decade of marriage.

On the other hand, specialization in intermarried male households continuously rises

with duration of marriage. In the initial years, native wives might work more while the

immigrant husband invests in human capital. Gender-based specialization occurs over

the course of the marriage as the immigrant husband increases his market labor supply.

This is supported by Table 4, where specialization is negligible across intermarried and

intra-married males at the highest end of the education distribution, who presumably

do not require assistance from their wives.

In general, except the fourth decade of marriage when the sample size of married

households is small, intermarried male households are less specialized over the dur-

ation of a marriage.24 In the USA, labor force participation of wives is affected by

husband’s education and dynamically so (Gihleb and Lifshitz 2016). Native wives with

more education than their husbands enter the labor force to compensate for their

husband’s lack of human capital—wives build experience and remain in the labor force

even after husbands become primary breadwinners.
5.3 Role of bargaining power

Distribution of bargaining power can affect household specialization differentially

between intermarried and intra-married couples. The source of this bargaining power,

and as a result whether the wife or husband is favored, is theoretically ambiguous.

Bargaining power can stem from being legally married. Households that are less char-

acterized by assortative mating are expected to last longer and are costly to dissolve,
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Fig. 2 Household specialization: by duration of marriage. Source: 2010 ACS. Bar heights show the difference in
specialization between intermarried and intra-married households, conditional on all observables introduced
in Section 2.2
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for example, marriages, which will choose to specialize compared to households that

have a shorter duration, like cohabitations (Stratton 2005). Hence, bargaining power

tends to be more equally divided between cohabiting partners and less likely along trad-

itional gender lines compared to married partners. Thus, marriages in general will have

more specialization.

The other source of bargaining power, in the context of this paper, stems from living

with a native. Both in married and unmarried partnerships, the balance of bargaining

power can tilt against the immigrant and lead to higher household specialization.25 Na-

tives are familiar with the host-country institutions and norms. Immigrants may face

discrimination.

Ideally, we would use household decision-making or distribution of wealth data to

proxy for bargaining power, but we do not have this data. Instead, we estimate the

model from Section 3.1 for cohabiting heterosexual couples, who have never been mar-

ried and entered the USA younger than age 21. We use this sample to compare the

sources of bargaining power in living with a native—marriage over and above shared

residence with a native.

Table 5 shows the two-limit Tobit estimates for the unmarried cohabiting sample.

The raw estimates point to lower specialization in “inter-living” households compared

to intra-living households, irrespective of gender (39% for men and 34% for women).

Upon inclusion of controls for own and spousal human capital characteristics and fam-

ily controls, the lower specialization seen for inter-immigrants reduces to a 14% differ-

ence for men and 2% for women.26 Addition of birthplace controls does not

qualitatively change these results.

The results for inter-living and intermarried male households are similar—they are

less specialized than their “intra-” counterparts. Inter- and intra-living female house-

holds have insignificant differences in household specialization. Marriage, however, in-

creased gender-based specialization in intermarried female households. This is

supported by previous research where natives choose to marry immigrant women from

traditional societies for family-building purposes (Basu 2015).
6 Robustness checks
6.1 Households with traditional gender roles

Households generally follow the traditional male-breadwinner model—however, there are

few families where only the wife works (Fig. 1) or works strictly more hours (endnote 17).

In this section, we exclude households where women work strictly more than men. The

remaining households constitute the “traditional” subsample. Results are presented in

Table 6. Raw estimates and estimates including entire set of controls are presented.

The results for the “traditional” subsample are similar to the estimates for the entire

sample. Columns 1 and 2 show that intermarriage is correlated with lower

specialization compared to their intra-married counterparts for both genders. This

finding reverses for female immigrants when human capital controls are included.
6.2 Results: by immigrant’s place of origin

Rates of intermarriage among immigrants also differ by their place of origin. Immi-

grants from Europe have a higher rate of intermarriage compared to Asian or Hispanic
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Table 6 Two-limit Tobit estimates for the impact of intermarriage on household specialization:
subsample of households with “traditional” gender roles

Variables Male immigrant Female immigrant Male immigrant Female immigrant

Intermarriage −0.2772*** −0.1289*** −0.2268*** 0.0961***

(0.0211) (0.0215) (0.0241) (0.0058)

Own education −0.1267** −0.0304

(0.0514) (0.0863)

Difference in education 0.0212*** 0.0022

(0.0014) (0.0014)

Experience −0.4986** −0.5759***

(0.2113) (0.0003)

exp2 0.0003*** 0.0004***

(0.0001) (0.0000)

Difference in age 0.0160*** 0.0037***

(0.0030) (0.0009)

Years in USA 0.0013 −0.0076***

(0.0014) (0.0003)

Good English −0.0531** −0.2234***

(0.0242) (0.0067)

Family size −0.0164* −0.0404***

(0.0094) (0.0017)

No. of children 0.1093*** 0.1446***

(0.0141) (0.0028)

Marriage duration 0.4699** 0.287

(0.2105) (0.3374)

Age at marriage 0.4718** 0.282

(0.2105) (0.333)

Lives in metro −0.0034 −0.0555***

(0.0427) (0.0079)

Regional own group 0.0006 −0.0026***

(0.0011) (0.0003)

Sex ratio 0.0071 0.0025

(0.0066) (0.0019)

State FE No No Yes Yes

Birthplace FE No No Yes Yes

Observations 33,875 26,913 33,875 26,913

Pseudo log likelihood −4.138e+06 −3.231e+06 −4.012e+06 −3.103e+06

Pseudo R-squared 0.00281 0.000953 0.0324 0.0416

Robust standard errors in parentheses. All data is from the 2010 ACS. A traditional household is one where the husband
supplies at least as many market hours as the wife
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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immigrants (Basu 2015). Within these birthplace categories, there are differences in

rates of intermarriage for men and women. Given the longer history of European immi-

gration to the USA, it is possible that cultural similarities affect both the probability of

intermarriage and the level of household specialization for these groups differently

from other immigrant groups.
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Table 7 shows results for three broad origin groups—Latin America, Asia, and

Europe. Controls from Section 2.2 are carried over. Most immigrants in our sample

originate from Latin America. We continue to see that the male sample is characterized

by lower specialization as a result of intermarriage and women have a higher level of

specialization. However, the specialization difference is small and insignificant between

intermarried and intra-married European immigrants, for both genders.
6.3 Results: by immigrant’s age of entry

Age of entry of the immigrant is not included as a control in the estimations due to

concerns of collinearity. Bleakley and Chin (2010) show that age of arrival affects social

assimilation of immigrants—primarily their language proficiency and spousal choice-

s—and these effects are heterogeneous by gender of the immigrant. If age of entry

affects spouse choice, and age of entry is known to impact labor market outcomes, the

impact of intermarriage on household specialization can differ by gender and age of

entry of immigrants.

Table 8 divides the sample into four categories—pre-teen entrants, teen entrants,

those arriving in their 20s, and those who arrived after age 30. For all these ages of

entry, intermarried male households exhibit a lower degree of specialization compared

to intra-married families. For female households, those arriving as teenagers exhibit a

lower degree of specialization if intermarried. Spouse choices of women arriving in this

psycho-sexual development period can be affected by unobservable factors that our

estimations cannot account for.
7 Conclusions
Intermarriage between immigrants and natives has mixed outcomes on labor market

outcomes of the foreign-born population in the USA. Previous research shows that

there are little significant gains for immigrant males, and penalties for women, upon

controlling for observable and unobservable selection. This paper seeks to study the

impact of intermarriage on household specialization. Marriage itself being a joint deci-

sion between two individuals is likely to influence how spouses decide to allocate their

labor market hours. This analysis could then help to better understand the overall

impact of intermarriage on immigrant socioeconomic assimilation. Furthermore,

spouse selectivity differs across natives by gender, and intermarriage affects the

traditional gender-based division of labor, translating to differences in specialization in

intermarried male and female households.
Table 7 Effects of intermarriage on household specialization: by immigrant place of origin

Latin America Asia Europe

Male intermarriage −0.263*** −0.125*** −0.0160

(0.0281) (0.0402) (0.0495)

Observations 17,431 10,767 3451

Female intermarriage 0.0656** 0.048*** 0.0103

(0.0323) (0.013) (0.008)

Observations 13,594 8435 3071

State FE Yes Yes Yes



Table 8 Effects of intermarriage on household specialization: by immigrant age of entry

Variables Pre-teen entrant Teenage entrant Entered in 20s Entered after age 30

Male intermarriage −0.1495** −0.1419*** −0.2035*** −0.1384***

(0.0639) (0.0396) (0.0299) (0.0069)

Observations 1747 4313 14,705 13,110

Female intermarriage 0.1277*** −0.0418*** 0.0513*** 0.1677***

(0.0140) (0.0093) (0.0072) (0.008)

Observations 1960 4534 11,410 9009

State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Birthplace FE Yes Yes Yes Yes

Robust standard errors in parentheses. All data is from the 2010 ACS
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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The raw estimates show that gender-based specialization is lower in intermarried

households, for men and women. However, the inclusion of own and relative spousal

human capital reverses this finding for female intermarried immigrants. Their

households exhibit a higher level of market specialization.

The most important explanation for the differences in household specialization,

conditional on marriage, is the immigrant’s own level of education. Immigrants at the

highest end of the education distribution have no significant difference in specialization

by marriage type. At low levels of immigrant education, lack of human capital of the

immigrant spouse are traded off for the native partner’s work hours. This manifests as

increased (decreased) gender-based specialization in intermarried female (male) house-

holds. We do not find evidence of a family investment motive among intra-married

families that shows these couples coordinate labor market efforts.

Finally, we investigate the role of bargaining power and its source. “Inter-living”

households where couples merely cohabit are characterized by lower specialization, vis-

à-vis their “intra-” counterparts. Hence, the act of marriage to a native increases the

cost of dissolving a partnership and increases gender-based specialization for intermar-

ried female immigrants.

A corollary to time spent on market work is hours spent on household work. For

future work, time use surveys can present a more complete picture regarding the differ-

ences in division of labor (Bonke et al. 2008) across intermarried and intra-married

families and by immigrant gender.

Marriage to natives is an important road to legal residence and citizenship in the

USA. If marriage affects household, and consequently individual decisions to supply

market labor, the role of intermarriage is important when considering the effectiveness

of immigration policy.

Endnotes
1Throughout this paper, the terms immigrant and foreign-born are used interchange-

ably to refer to individuals born outside the 50 US states and District of Columbia. Any-

one born in the USA is a native, irrespective of their parents’ birthplace. Intermarriages

between natives and immigrants can also be considered “cross-country” marriages.
2Cross-racial marriages among US-born descendants of immigrants are increasing

(Pew Research Center 2012). However, these marriages are not the focus of this paper,

since both partners are natives.
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3Furtado and Theodoropoulos (2010) find that intermarriage affects employment

opportunities of immigrant men in the USA positively. They attribute this to access to

native networks.
4The paper uses the term “immigrant male households” to refer to households of

married foreign-born men who either have an immigrant wife (intra-married) or native

wife (intermarried). “Immigrant female households” are similarly defined.
5Chi (2015) suggests that intermarriage wage premiums for immigrant males differ

by initial levels of human capital, particularly their education and English proficiency.
6Alternatively, the selection hypothesis states that intermarried immigrants are

positively selected into the labor and marriage market. Traits like motivation and

attachment to the host country cannot be observed, but they increase intermarriage

and participation in the host country labor market. Household distribution of labor can

itself determine intermarriage.
7Hence, intra-married families, as they stay in the host country, may move from high

levels of household specialization (which often does not follow traditional gender lines)

to more equal division of labor among spouses. Depending on the duration of stay,

comparable intermarried female households may exhibit more specialization than

intra-married households.
8Grossbard et al. (2014) show that among inter-racial marriages in the USA, the

minority-race partner, irrespective of gender, increases their home hours of labor com-

pared to their intra-married counterparts. The majority-race partner, presumably, has

higher outside options and more bargaining power.
9Gender differences in labor force participation of intermarried immigrants are

explained by observable selection and birthplace fixed effects.
10Given our estimations are conducted separately for male and female immigrants, it

may help the reader to think of the household index from the point of view of a

particular spouse.
11Given our definition of native and immigrant, a second generation individual, who

is born in the USA, is classified as a native, and their marriage to another native is a

native intra-marriage and not the focus of this paper. On the other hand, some intra-

racial marriages can be intermarriages. For example, Hispanic immigrants who marry

Hispanic natives are in an intermarriage. Immigrants from different foreign countries

who marry are intra-married.
12These relative variables are constructed as difference in the numerical values of the

respective variables for i and j multiplied by indicator variables for i being more

educated/older.
13For immigrants not living in identifiable MSAs, the state-level sex ratio and immi-

grant concentration ratios are used.
14Married individuals living separately are excluded, since relative spousal human

capital are important determinants of intermarriage and household specialization.
15We exclude households where both partners state they work zero weekly market

hours.
16If an immigrant self-reports only speaking English or speaking very well, he or she

has “good English.”
17In households with incomplete specialization, 15% of intra-married and 17% of

intermarried families report the wife working more hours than the husband.



Basu IZA Journal of Development and Migration  (2017) 7:8 Page 24 of 25
18Exclusion of language or duration variables did not change the qualitative results.

The main channel via which specialization in intermarried female households is

affected is own and relative human capital.
19Previous research studying the causal impact of intermarriage on labor market out-

comes of immigrants frequently uses the regional and birthplace-specific sex ratio as an

instrument. This is a control in our estimations. It clearly affects household

specialization of married immigrant women—see Table 2. This instrument would not

be a valid instrument.
20Standard errors are clustered by MSA, birthplace, and age group of the immigrant.
21This motive may exist for native women married to immigrant husbands—the wife

is the primary breadwinner in the early period of the marriage while the immigrant

husband acquires host country capital. Given intermarried native women have high

human capital, it is not clear they would accept low-pay work, though they may work

more hours.
22Note that this is a cross-section of marriages, not a panel. Continuing marriages,

even at their early stages, could be different from marriages that dissolve sooner.
23Blau et al. (2003) also do not find evidence of the family investment motive for

immigrant families in the USA.
24We use categories of “marriage duration” rather than “residence in the USA” since

we expect household specialization to be coordinated within the marriage. An

immigrant could live in the USA without being married.
25For the sake of convenience, we will refer to “unmarried cohabitation with a native”

as “inter-living.”
26The controls that significantly affect specialization, like the married sample, are

own and spousal human capital. Family controls, like number of children, while import-

ant in determining household specialization, do not significantly change the differences

in household specialization by type of cohabitation.
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