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Abstract 
 

Many studies have focused on how demographic dynamics, such as changes in marriage patterns and 

the increasing share of households headed by a single person, may contribute to rising earnings 

inequality. Here we instead ask how demographic differences between countries may underpin 

differences in household earnings inequality between them, concentrating on economic homogamy 

and the proportion of households headed by a single woman and by a single man. We use data on 28 

OECD countries from the 2016 wave of the Luxembourg Income Study, and develop a new inequality 

decomposition approach based on half the squared coefficient of variation (HSCV). We find that 

variation between countries in the specified demographic factors can account for just under 30% of 

the variation between countries in inequality in labour earnings, with the proportion of households 

headed by a single woman playing the largest role. The associations between labour earnings 

inequality and these demographic components are consistent across countries, with little variation in 

how each is related to overall inequality.  Although by far the largest driver of cross-national 

inequality is the variation in earnings among married men, counterfactual analysis suggests that 

relatively small changes in these demographic variables can indeed affect inequality.    

Keywords: Earnings Inequality, Economic homogamy, Household structure, Inequality 

decompositions, OECD countries 

  



 

 3 

Demographic Behaviour and Earnings Inequality across OECD 

Countries 

1. Introduction  
 

In recent decades, a substantial literature has examined how two key aspects of demographic 

behaviour reflected in how households are structured affect earnings inequality: the growing 

proportion of households headed by a single adult and increased assortative mating. For the most part 

this has focused on how demographic behaviour affect changes in earnings inequality over time, 

typically employing a decomposition method to address a counterfactual question such as “what 

would be the level of income inequality in the United States today if economic homogamy were at 

the same level as in 1979, ceteris paribus?”  (Burtless 1999; Cancian and Reed 1998; Hyslop 2001; 

Breen and Salazar 2011).  A few studies have extended this approach to trends in more than one 

country, but there is little research focusing on the related but different question of how these two 

demographic factors may contribute to differences in the level of earnings inequality across countries; 

that is the question addressed in this paper.   

 

We first examine the extent of variation across rich countries in the degree of earnings homogamy 

between partners and in the proportion of households headed by a single man and a single woman, 

using data from the 2016 wave of the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) covering 28 OECD countries. 

We then employ a new decomposition approach based on half the squared coefficient of variation 

(HSCV), the summary inequality measure commonly known as Generalised Entropy GE (2), which 

can be decomposed into 11 parameters, including economic homogamy and the proportions of 

households headed by a single man and by a single woman.  We find that the proportion of households 

headed by a single woman has the strongest association with household earnings inequality, with 

which economic homogamy is less strongly associated and the share of single-male headed 

households is not associated. Counterfactuals that set these demographic components to the same 
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values in all countries bring out how much they could potentially account for differences in inequality 

levels. Counterfactuals that instead reduce the observed levels of economic homogamy and 

proportions of households headed by a single woman and a single man in each country by only 10% 

are still seen to produce a substantial reduction in inequality, averaging 8% across the countries 

studied.   

 

Previous research is briefly surveyed in the next section and against that background the analytical 

approach to be adopted here is set out. Section 3 describes the data employed. Section 4 sets out the 

decomposition of the HSCV summary measure on which our analysis then relies. Section 5  Section 

6. Section 7. 

2. Background and Analytical Approach  
 

With teasing out the forces underpinning rising household earnings inequality a central 

preoccupation, the role that changing household structures may play in that respect has received a 

good deal of attention from researchers in economics, demography and sociology. Homogamy 

(marriage/partnership between individuals with a similar level of education or earnings) and the 

extent to which households are ‘headed’ by a couple versus a single adult have been a particular focus 

in research on rising inequality in the US in particular. As far as homogamy is concerned, if 

individuals increasingly match with others who are similar in their incomes or in their income 

potential then that may lead inequality between households to increase (Gronau 1982).  Growing 

similarity in earnings between partners is considered as a key driver of the rise in income inequality, 

(Cancian, Danziger, and Gottschalk 1993; Reed and Cancian 2009; Schwartz 2010). Some US-

focused studies showed a strong, positive relationship between increasing homogamy and inequality 

in the 1980s and 1990s, accounting for a substantial proportion of the rise of income inequality there 

(Cancian, Gottschalk, and Danziger 1993; Burtless 1995; Cancian and Reed 2009; Schwarz 2010). 

Esping-Andersen (2007) reported that increasing economic homogamy contributed to rising 
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inequality in Germany, Italy, and Spain in the 1990s. However, more recent studies find a much more 

limited role for economic homogamy in increasing household-level inequality in earnings or income, 

both in the US (Larrimore 2014; Greenwood et al. 2015) and comparatively (Chen, Forster, and 

Llena-Nozal, 2014; Nieuwenhuis, Van Der Kolk, and Need, 2017). This literature has brought out in 

particular the centrality not just of ‘who partners with whom’ but of labour supply decisions by 

partners and trends in women’s labour force participation and hours of work in particular (see for 

example Harkness, 2013).  Hrysko et al. (2017) find for the US that while wives’ earnings played an 

important role in dampening the rise in inequality at the family level, marital sorting played little role. 

Yonzan (2020) finds positive sorting over labor earnings did play a role in increasing labor earnings 

inequality among couples in the US between 1970 and 1990 but not over the 1990-2018 period; this 

variation across time may help to explain the conflicting results in the US-focused literature. 

 

The growing proportion of households headed by a single person has also been postulated as a 

potentially powerful driver of income inequality in a US context and more broadly (Karoly and 

Burtless, 1995; Lerman, 1996; Martin, 2006). Looked at comparatively, Chen et al. (2014) assessed 

the role of both increasing proportions of single-headed households and increased earnings 

correlation among partners in couples for the evolution of household earnings inequality for 23 OECD 

countries from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s. Their results suggest that marital sorting and 

household structure changes contributed, albeit moderately, to increasing household earnings 

inequality, while rising women’s employment exerted a sizable equalising effect. The rising 

proportion of households with children headed by a single woman in particular has also received 

considerable attention in research on changes in the level and composition of poverty for households 

and children. 

 

Here our concern is not with the contribution of the demographic factors highlighted here to how 

inequality among households has been changing over time; we focus instead on the role they may 
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play in the variation across rich countries in the level of inequality at a point in time. This variation 

is more usually discussed primarily in terms of economic structures and institutional settings relating 

both to market incomes and to the extent and nature of redistribution via taxes and cash transfers, 

with relevant studies employing a variety of methodological approaches and a narrow or broader 

comparative range. The recent study by Sologon et al. (2021) includes demographic composition 

alongside labour market structures and returns and tax-benefit systems in seeking to account for 

differences in disposable income inequality between Ireland and the UK. Their analytical framework 

integrates micro-econometric and micro-simulation approaches in a decomposition analysis based on 

the EUROMOD tax-benefit simulation model. This builds on and extends the approach to accounting 

for differences across countries in household income distributions set out in Bourguignon et al. 

(2008), which developed a combination of parametric and non-parametric procedures for generating 

counterfactual distributions suitable for comparing full household income distributions (as opposed 

to wage distributions) bringing changes in household composition into the  

 

Here we employ a more straightforward and limited but still illuminating approach based on 

decomposition and counterfactual analysis based on a summary inequality measure. For this purpose 

we use half the squared coefficient of variation (HSCV), one of the Generalised Entropy class of 

measures and often termed GE(2) (a variant of the coefficient of variation employed by Burtless 1999 

and Cancian et al. 1993). This measure is decomposable among mutually exclusive and exhaustive 

groups that are not hierarchically ordered on the basis of earnings and can accommodate zero or 

negative earnings (due for example to self-employment losses).1 Here we show how it can be 

decomposed to distinguish the specific demographic features we wish to study and assess their role 

in how inequality in earnings/labour income among households varies across rich countries. 

 

 
1 This rules out the use of either the Theil index or the Gini coefficient (Cowell, 2000). 
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We do this by first examining the variation across rich countries in the relevant parameters of this 

decomposition and how each of these parameters relates to the observed level of inequality in 

household earnings from labour (employee earnings together with self-employment earnings), the 

component of total earnings that dominates overall earnings inequality in all rich countries. We then 

implement a counterfactual analysis setting the relevant parameter for each of these demographic 

components to a common value in all countries. The the level of inequality in labour earnings across 

households in each country is then recomputed and we can see how much variation across countries 

there would be in that instance. Finally, alternative counterfactuals are implemented that instead 

reduce the observed levels of economic homogamy and the proportions of households headed by a 

single woman and a single man in each country by 10%. These allow us to show what impact a more 

modest and realistic change in the demographic variables could have on the variation in inequality 

across the countries being studied.  

 

Counterfactuals of this kind are staples of the literature on the relationship between demographic 

structures and income inequality (Fortin, Lemieux, and Firpo 2011), starting from the approach 

developed by Lerman and Yithzaki (1985), but they are much less commonly used in comparative 

studies.  As with all such analyses, the counterfactuals are artificial, insofar as they only vary some 

parameters while keeping everything else fixed - a condition that is unlikely to hold in reality. The 

usefulness of counterfactuals depends on the aim of the exercise, which is why we employ alternative 

approaches where this is less versus more plausible or realistic. 

 

3. Data and Measures 

 
Here we employ data from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), which contains the data required 

on household and person-level income and earnings as well as socio-demographic information and 

labour market participation. We focus on 28 OECD countries across North America and Europe, 

further including Australia, Colombia, and Japan, substantially extending the analysis geographically 
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beyond the previous literature. We rely on the 2016 wave of the LIS, or on the closest year if 2016 

data is not available.2 We follow common practice in this literature in restricting our analysis to the 

household ‘reference person’ and their spouse/partner (if any) in the household (including same-sex 

partnerships), ignoring the role of other earners.  We also restrict the sample to those aged 20 to 65 

inclusive. 

For each individual, we use the following variables: labour earnings (including from self-

employment), marital status, relationship to household reference person (self or spouse/partner), self-

reported sex, type of main job (full-time vs. part-time), if any. Labour earnings (LIS variable pilabour) 

includes “cash payments and services received from dependent employment, as well as profits/losses 

and value of goods from self-employment, including own consumption.” (LIS User Guide 2019, 

p.10); pilabour is almost always expressed in gross terms, i.e. before tax, and we excluded from our 

sample countries where this is not the case (Chile, Hungary, Slovenia).  We transform all earnings to 

2017 US$ in terms of Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) using the PPPs provided by the Luxembourg 

Income Study.  We equivalize by dividing the individual earnings by the number of adults in the 

household. Marital status captures whether the individual is married/in a union/cohabitation or single/ 

widowed.  

 

4. Decomposition of HSCV 

Half the squared coefficient of variation can be decomposed into within and between group inequality 

as follows.  Assume that the population of households is divided into 𝐼 mutually exclusive and 

exhaustive groups, denoted 𝑖 = 1, … , 𝐼.  Let 𝜋𝑖 be the proportion of households in group i, 𝜇 is overall 

 
2 Countries for which data is not related to 2016 are: Australia (2014), Switzerland (2013), Estonia (2013), France 

(2010, Ireland (2010), Iceland (2010), Japan (2013), Luxembourg (2013), Netherlands (2013), Norway (2010), 

Sweden (2005), Slovakia (2013). It should be noted that timing in the case of Sweden is problematic in preceding 

the global financial crisis. 
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mean household earnings, 𝜇𝑖 is mean earnings in group i and 𝜎𝑖
2 is the variance of earnings in group 

i.  Then we have 

 

𝐻𝑆𝐶𝑉 =  
1

2𝜇2
∑ 𝜋𝑖𝑖 𝜎𝑖

2 + 
1

2𝜇2
∑ 𝜋𝑖𝑖 (𝜇𝑖 − 𝜇)2       (2) 

 

The first term on the right-hand side is the inequality within groups and the second is the inequality 

between them.   We can decompose the terms in equation (2) in a meaningful way. 

Define 

𝜋𝑤 = the proportion of women-only headed households  

𝜋𝑚 = the proportion of men-only headed households  

�̅�𝑤= the mean earnings of women in women-only households 

�̅�𝑚= the mean earnings of men in men-only households 

�̅�𝑤𝑐= the mean earnings of women in couple households 

�̅�𝑚𝑐= the mean earnings of men in couple households 

�̅�𝑐= the mean earnings in couple households (this is equal to �̅�𝑤𝑐 + �̅�𝑚𝑐) 

𝜎𝑤 = the standard deviation of earnings in women-only households 

𝜎𝑤𝑚 = the standard deviation of earnings in men-only households 

𝜎𝑤𝑐 = the standard deviation of women’s earnings in couple households 

𝜎𝑚𝑐 = the standard deviation of men’s earnings in couple households 

𝜎𝑐 = the standard deviation of earnings in couple households 

cor(m,w) = the correlation of women’s and men’s earnings only in couple households 

(Note that the correlation in the earnings of wives and husbands, our measure of economic 

homogamy, is computed regardless of whether they are bothworking or not.) 

 

We can write: 

 

μ = πmx̅m + πwx̅w + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅wc + x̅mc]   (3) 
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and HSCV as: 

 

HSCV =
πmσm

2 + πwσw
2 +  (1 − πm − πw)σc

2

2μ2

+
πm[x̅m − μ]2 + πw[x̅w − μ]2 + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅c − μ]2

2μ2
 (4) 

 

The first term is the within-household type inequality, the second is the between household type 

inequality. 

 

We can then expand this, using (3): 

 

HSCV =  [
1

2(πmx̅m + πwx̅w + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅wc + x̅mc])2
] × 

 

[πmσm
2 + πwσw

2 +  (1 − πm − πw)σc
2 + πm[x̅m − μ]2 + πw[x̅w − μ]2 + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅c −

μ]2 ] (5) 

 

Then we can rewrite σc
2 in full: 

 

 

HSCV =  [
1

2(πmx̅m + πwx̅w + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅wc + x̅mc])2
] × 

 

[πmσm
2 + πwσw

2 +  (1 − πm − πw){σmc
2 + σwc

2 + 2cor(m, w)σmcσwc} + πm[x̅m − μ]2 +

πw[x̅w − μ]2 + (1 − πm − πw)[x̅c − μ]2 ] (6) 

 

From this last equation (6) we can see that HSCV depends on the 11 parameters listed: the proportions 

of men and women who are the head of single-adult households, the mean earnings of single men and 

women and of coupled men and women, the corresponding variances, and the correlation between 

the earnings of men and women in coupled households.  
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5. The Relationship Between Demographic Behaviour and Cross-national 

Inequality  

 
The parameters of the HSCV decomposition set out in the previous section for each country are 

reported in Table 1. We see first that overall inequality in labour earnings among households varies 

widely across the countries in our sample, with HSCV ranging from 0.16 in Japan to 1.02 in 

Colombia, with a mean of 0.48, median 0.43, and variance of 0.04. Economic homogamy is measured 

as the correlation in the earnings of wives and husbands regardless of whether they are working or 

not. It ranges from -0.27 in Japan to 0.22 in Finland, with a mean of 0.089, median 0.112, variance 

0.04. The proportion of households headed by single women ranges from 6.9% in Japan to 20% in 

Austria, with a mean of 14%, median 13.8%, variance 0.001. The same proportion for single men 

ranges from 4.8% in to 24.8% in, with a mean of 12.4%, median 11.1%, variance 0.003. The other 

mean and standard deviation values are expressed in 2017 US$ adjusted for Purchasing Power Parity, 

relying on the LIS PPP deflators for conversion. 

 

[Table 1 here] 

 

Figures 1 plots each country’s HSCV against its economic homogamy, measured as the correlation 

in the earnings of wives and husbands (regardless of whether they are working or not).  The earnings 

correlation varies from -0.27 in Japan and -0.14 in Switzerland to 0.20 in Spain and 0.22 in Finland.  

The mean correlation is 0.09 (median 0.12) with a standard deviation of 0.11. Some of the countries 

in which homogamy is below the average (or even negative), notably Switzerland, the Netherlands, 

Germany, and Austria, belong to the “one-and-a-half breadwinner” model, with generous tax 

treatment of part-time workers (McGinnity and McManus 2007). 

 

The regression line shown in Figure 1 suggests a strong relationship, with greater economic 

homogamy being associated with more inequality.  The regression itself is reported in column 1 of 
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Table 2, showing an estimated and statistically significant coefficient of 0.73.  However, as is equally 

evident from Figure 1, this positive relationship is driven by a small number of countries in which 

the one-and-a-half breadwinner model is found.  If we remove them from the data, there is no 

significant relationship between inequality and economic homogamy.   

 

[Figure 1 and Table 2 here] 

 

Figure 2 plots inequality against the proportion of households headed by a single woman.  On average, 

14% of households are headed by a single woman, but this ranges from 7% (Japan) to 20% (Austria).  

The figure shows a strong relationship with inequality: column 2 of Table 2 reports the estimated 

regression coefficient of 2.68 (s.e. = 1.07).  This contrasts with the results for the proportion of 

households headed by a single man.  On average these households make up 12% of the total, but this 

varies between 5% in Israel and 25% in Austria.  The estimated regression coefficient of -0.338 shown 

in Table 2 is not statistically significant (at p < .05) and Figure 3 shows considerable variation in 

inequality among countries with roughly the same proportion of households headed by a single man. 

 

[Figures 2 & 3 here] 

 

Column 4 of Table 2 reports the results of regressing HSCV on all three demographic components.  

The share of households headed by a single man remains non-significant, while the coefficient for 

economic homogamy is reduced and its t-ratio falls to 1.87, just below the critical value for 

significance at p < .05.  The relationship between inequality and the share of households headed by a 

single woman remains strong.  Together the demographic components account for around 30% of the 

variance in inequality across countries.   
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In column 5 we regress HSCV on the other eight components of the measure, which we take to be 

economic as opposed to demographic.  The findings are in line with the literature, with inequality 

being primarily determined by the mean and variance in the earnings of partnered men, and with the 

adjusted-R2 being 0.66. To account for possible associations between the Demographic and Economic 

components, we regress the former on the latter in Appendix Table A1.  We show that the key 

predictors of economic homogamy are the mean earnings of partnered men and women, while the 

share of single women in the population is not significantly affected by any of the economic 

components of HSCV.  On the other hand, the share of single men in the population is significantly 

associated with the mean earnings of partnered women, and with the standard deviation in the 

earnings of partnered men, though this is borderline statistically significant (p < 0.10).  

 

6. Demographic Behaviour and the Variation in Inequality Across Countries 

How far can the variation in inequality across countries be explained by cross-national variation in 

demographic behaviour?  Drawing on the results in Table 2, the variance in HSCV across countries 

is 0.042.  By taking into account variation in homogamy, we can explain 11% of this (the value of 

the adjusted-R2), so reducing the variance in inequality to 0.037.  The share of households headed by 

a single woman accounts for 16% of the variance in HSCV; controlling for this reduces the variance 

between countries in inequality to 0.035. The share of households headed by a single man has no 

effect on reducing the variation in inequality. Taken together, these three demographic components 

account for 29% of the variance in HSCV. Controlling for them all reduces the variance from 0.042 

to 0.03. That is to say, if all 28 countries had the same level of economic homogamy, the same share 

of households headed by a single woman, and the same share of households headed by a single man, 

cross-national variation in household earnings inequality would be almost 30% lower than it is.    

 

This does not mean that inequality would be 30% lower in all countries, since whether a country’s 

inequality would counterfactually increase or decrease, and by how much, depends on the values at 
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which we fix the demographic components and the values that exist in each country.  We can see this 

if we engage in a counterfactual exercise in which we calculate each country’s hypothetical HSCV 

using the regression coefficients from model 4 in Table 2.  We set the demographic components equal 

to their mean values (that is, we set homogamy in all countries at .089, the share of households headed 

by a single woman at 0.14, and the share of households headed by a single man at 0.12) and, using 

the coefficients from model 4, we calculate the fitted value of HSCV for each country, then add to 

these the residuals from regression 4.  Comparing this counterfactual HSCV with each country’s 

actual HSCV we find that inequality hypothetically declines in 15 out of 28 countries and increases 

in the remaining 13.  The average decline in inequality is 9% while the average increase is 10%.  But 

these figures would differ if we fixed the demographic variables at values other than their means.    

 

It is also helpful to compute the elasticity of HSCV with respect to each of the demographic 

components. By way of comparison, we also calculated the elasticity for the most important economic 

predictor of HSCV, the standard deviation of the earnings of men in couples. These are shown in 

Table 3 and Figure 4, and their average over the 28 countries is also reported. As we should have 

expected, among the demographic features the elasticity of the share of households headed by a single 

woman is largest, being almost twice as large as the elasticity for homogamy.  All the elasticities are 

positive with a few exceptions.  Economic homogamy is negatively related to inequality in 

Switzerland, Germany, Japan and the Netherlands, and the proportion of households headed by a 

single man is negatively related to inequality in Belgium, France, and Luxembourg.  With these 

exceptions, Figure 4 shows a striking lack of cross-country variation in any of the elasticities, but 

with a very large elasticity for the share of single male-headed households in Denmark.  In other 

words, although countries vary substantially in their inequality levels and their proportions of 

households headed by a single man or a single woman and in their degree of economic homogamy, 

all these aspects of demography are related to inequality in very similar ways in all countries.  This 

acts to reinforce the result of our counterfactual reported at the end of the previous section.  
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Comparing these elasticities with that for the standard deviation of the earnings of men in couples we 

see that the latter is much larger, by a factor of more than 10, than for all three demographic factors, 

reflecting the greater importance of the standard deviation of the earnings of men in couples as a 

driver of inequality.  

 

[Table 3 & Figure 4 here] 

 

Finally, we can ask what might happen to inequality within countries if each of the demographic 

parameters were to change by a small amount.  Setting each of the demographic components to 90% 

of their observed value and implementing the procedure described in the previous section (using the 

estimated regression coefficients and residuals), we find that inequality declines in 27 out of 28 

countries, by an average of 6% (the range being 2% to 14%). We carried out the same simulation but 

this time using the regression involving the economic components (reported in column 5 of Table 2) 

and setting the standard deviation of the earnings of men in couples to 90% of its actual value in each 

country.   This reduces inequality in all 28 countries by 12% on average with a range of 2% to 33%.   

Figure 5 reports the results for both counterfactuals for each country.  It shows the greater impact of 

the economic factor but nevertheless shows a consistent, and non-negligible, reduction in inequality 

under the demographic counterfactual.    

 

[Figure 5 here] 

 

As made clear above, counterfactuals of this kind are staples of the literature but subject to the 

limitation that varying some parameters while keeping others fixed may not be seen as plausible or 

informative. Hypothetically moving each country’s demographic values to the international means, 

given the small degree of variation in these parameters to begin with, places our counterfactuals at 

the more plausible end of the range but also makes their impact on each individual country relatively 
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small, despite the large effect it has on the degree of international variation in inequality.  Assuming 

a small change in each country in these values seems to us to be even more plausible and perhaps 

provides a better demonstration of the extent to which such changes might influence inequality in 

practice.    
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7. Discussion and Conclusions 

How much can cross-national differences in demographic behavior potentially account for the 

variation in levels of inequality across rich countries? By developing a new approach to decompose 

HSCV into economic and demographic components, and regressing the former on the latter across 

the 28 countries of the study, we find that the strongest predictor of HSCV is singlehood among 

women, while male singlehood has little effect.  On the other hand, higher levels of economic 

homogamy tend to be associated with higher inequality, although this is most clear-cut among 

countries that have a one and a half breadwinner model.  These patterns are in line with the literature 

on singlehood among women (Martin 2006; Breen and Salazar 2011), and mirror the debate on the 

impact of homogamy on inequality over time: powerful (Schwartz 2013) vs. negligible (Western et 

al. 2008; Greenwood et al. 2014, 2015 with corrigendum).  We find that the relationship between the 

three demographic components within countries is very similar almost everywhere.  

 

Differences between countries in demographic behaviour account for just under 30% of the variation 

between them in HSCV, with the proportion of households headed by a single woman being 

responsible for most of that.  This implies that if, counterfactually, all countries had the same levels 

of economic homogamy, the same proportion of households headed by a single woman and the same 

proportion of households headed by a single man, country differences in inequality would narrow 

considerably, though the direction and magnitude of the counterfactual change in inequality in any 

specific country would depend on the common values of the demographic variables that we picked.  

Alternatively, if we assumed that the values of each country’s demographic variables changed by a 

small amount, this could have a larger impact on inequality within countries even though it did not 

have a large effect on the differences between countries.  Reducing all the demographic variables’ 

values by 10% brought about a hypothetical (but, we argue, not implausible) reduction in inequality, 

in all but one country, of around 8%.  This is less than the reduction brought about by changing the 

main economic predictor of HSCV, the standard deviation of the earnings of men in couples: across 
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countries, the economic factor on average brings about a reduction in inequality that is about 25% 

larger than that caused by changing demography.  But, as Figure 5 shows, this varies between 

countries: in Spain and France, for example, the demographic and economic counterfactuals produce 

very similar reductions in inequality, whereas in Switzerland and Japan they are very different.   

 

Regression 5 in Table 2 showed that economic variables can account for around 70% of the cross-

national variation in inequality, with the mean and standard deviation of the earnings of partnered 

men being by far the most important.  This is not a surprising result, but it should not detract from 

the finding that demographic factors, particularly with respect to economic homogamy and single 

female headed households, have some, albeit limited, potential to mitigate or exacerbate earnings 

inequality across rich countries, even when economic factors in a given country are held constant.  

These findings demonstrate the value of a demographic perspective in deepening our understanding 

of earnings inequality, and, whereas previous research has overwhelmingly taken an over-time 

perspective, our study is one of very few that explore cross-national differences. 

 

To the extent that reducing either economic homogamy or the share of households headed by a single 

woman, or both, would bring about some decline in inequality, further research might usefully 

investigate which labour market characteristics are associated with lower economic homogamy and 

fewer households headed by a single woman. Focusing on differences in inequality across space from 

joint demographic and labour market perspectives may illuminate new pathways to address rising 

inequalities, a central challenge for contemporary societies. 
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9. Tables 
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Table 2 – HSCV Regressed on Demographic and Economic Components 

 

 

  



 

 25 

Table 3 - Estimated elasticities of inequality with respect to economic homogamy and the 

proportion of households headed by single women and single men 
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10. Figures 
 

Figure 1 – HSCV and Economic Homogamy, across Countries 
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Figure 2 – HSCV and Single Women in the Population, across Countries 
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Figure 3 – HSCV and Single Men in the Population, across Countries 
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Figure 4 – Elasticity of Inequality to Demographic Components and SD for Partnered Men, 

by Country 
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Figure 5 – Relative Change in Inequality, driven by a 10% Reduction in Demographic 

Components and in the SD (Earnings) of Partnered Men 

 

11. Appendix 

 
Table A1 – Demographic Components of HSCV, regressed on Economic Components 

 

 


