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An examination of the relevant data
shows a continuing secular increase
in the labor force participation of mar-

ried women—a phenomenon Ralph Smith called
a “subtle revolution” two decades ago.1 However,
this growth has slowed down in recent years and
has at times been interrupted by factors such as
increased educational investment among married
women, the recession of the early 1990s, a rising
birthrate, and a slowdown in women’s return to
work after giving birth.2 The Bureau of Labor
Statistics projects that by the year 2008, women
will form 48 percent of the labor force, compared
with 46 percent in 1998.3 Women in their forties
who are not in the labor force mostly are taking
care of their family (58 percent) or are retired
(29 percent).4

Cross-sectional studies usually have sup-
ported the idea that the higher the husband’s
income, the lower is the labor force participa-
tion rate of his wife. This relationship is just
what the theory of the backward-bending sup-
ply curve would predict—a strong inverse re-
lationship, other things being equal, between
husbands’ income and women’s participation
rate. A wife’s freedom from the labor market
is looked at as a normal good. So, accordingly,
only “poor” women work out of economic
necessity. Husbands with higher incomes would
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tend to have a smaller proportion of wives in
the labor force, because they could afford the
luxury of stay-at-home wives and the wives
could be relieved of the stress of contributing
to the family income. However, considering the
rise in real income that, in general, has taken
place over time, the increase in labor force par-
ticipation of wives in recent years generates
some doubt about the presumptive relationship.
The need for money to help make ends meet
seems to be one of the most popular explana-
tions of wives working, but that can hardly be
the reason for the rapid rise in married women’s
participation rate,5 because wives stayed home
in earlier decades, when their husbands were
earning less. Needing money seems to be a uni-
versal and constant factor and thus cannot ex-
plain the increasing labor force participation
of women.6

The theory of labor supply, which relies on
the income and substitution effects of a change
in the wage rate, views the demand for leisure
as a consumption good. However, women are
faced with a three-way model of choice when
making labor market decisions. The choices
are leisure, paid work, and unpaid work in the
home. As the wage rate changes, income, the
price of leisure, and the monetary value of the
productivity of work time in the market compared
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with time spent at home change for women. This scenario helps
explain why the labor force participation of women is increasing
in spite of the increasing real incomes of husbands.7

Studies have shown that the labor force participation rate
of wives whose husbands’ incomes were in the top half of the
income distribution has been rising more than the rate of wives
whose husbands’ incomes were in the lower half. Higher earn-
ing husbands tend to have higher earning wives, so surely,
other, nonpecuniary factors are involved that make the par-
ticipation-income relationship less negative.8

The labor force participation of married women has in-
creased sharply since 1960. Studies have shown that some
other factors besides their husbands’ income influence
women’s participation.9 Among these factors are an increase
in the amount of the wives’ education, an increasing wage
rate, the changing economic position of women and the char-
acter and conditions of their work, declines in the male-female
earnings gap and in sex discrimination, lower fertility, a larger
interval between marriage and the birth of the first child, the
use of birth control, the development of time- and labor-saving
capital-intensive devices (household technology), a secular
decline in the length of the workweek, increasing urbaniza-
tion, the unemployment and inflation rates, and, finally, gov-
ernment laws and practices.

According to so-called push-and-pull theories, the factors
influencing women’s decisions whether to participate in the
labor force can be subdivided into those external to the house-
hold and those internal to the household.10 External factors,
based on supply and demand in the labor market, will pull
women from home into the workforce as a response to excess
demand. Internal factors, related to the characteristics of the
individual and the household, will push women out of home
into the labor market.

Some attribute a portion of the increasing labor force par-
ticipation of wives to “women’s increasing perception of mar-
ket work and careers as sources of rewards (psychic as well
as financial) that can be complementary to rather than substi-
tutable for careers in the home.”11 Today, the traditional fam-
ily model of husband as breadwinner and wife as homemaker
holds only for a very small proportion of couples. Dual-earner
families are a major and growing segment of the labor force,
and increasing numbers of earners in such families are taking
second jobs. A 1997 Monthly Labor Review article states that,
in 1996, the multiple-jobholding rate for women was 6.2 per-
cent, slightly higher than the 6.1-percent rate for men, and
that women accounted for 47 percent of all multiple jobhold-
ers that year.12

In most economic models, economic agents are assumed
to be in some sense rational. As consumers, they maximize
expected utility, and as producers, expected profit. As ratio-
nal agents, they choose, among alternative courses of action,
the one that, on the average, will leave them best off. In the
language of the utilitarian, they maximize that expected util-

ity which is the subjective value of perceived possible out-
comes. According to some researchers, people seem to be
maximizing expected utility rather well.13

Besides economic factors, personal values could explain
the differences in the decisionmaking behavior of different
groups of people. Personal values are ideas about what is de-
sirable in situations in which there are alternative courses of
action. Personal values are believed to be stable and, accord-
ing to Edward Spranger, may be classified as theoretical, eco-
nomic, aesthetic, social, political, and religious.14

In this article, particular attention is given to the concept of
personal values and to their structure in different individuals
in order to examine the possible effect of those values on labor
market-related decisions of married women. The purpose of
the article is twofold: (1) to examine the effect of the personal-
value structures of a group of women, some who work and
some who do not, on their decisions regarding labor force par-
ticipation and (2) to test the truth of the statement that both
socioeconomic and sociopsychological factors affect the la-
bor market-related decisions of women. As the discussion up
to now has indicated, much of the literature from the 1960s on
down through the 1980s has focused on external factors in
explaining women’s increasing labor force participation. Even
a very recent source—the December 1999 issue of the Monthly
Labor Review, devoted entirely to women in the workforce—
concentrates almost exclusively on extrinsic influences on
women’s connection to the labor force. But a tradition dealing
with internal, or intrinsic, aspects of women’s decisions to go
to work—a tradition that coexisted with the external-factors
explanation during the 1960s through 1980s—deserves some
attention as well. It is this tradition into which a personal-value
account of women’s increasing labor force participation falls.

Personal values

Half a century ago, Clyde Kluckhohn defined value as “a con-
ception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of an individual or char-
acteristic of a group, of the desirable which influences the se-
lection from available modes, means, and ends of action.”15 In
two separate works, one by Anthony G. Athos and Robert E.
Coffey and the other by Karl E. Scheibe, the authors describe
personal values as ideas and questions about what is good,
desirable, or preferable for individuals in situations in which
they are faced with alternative courses of action.16 According
to Milton Rokeach, values are “abstract ideas, positive or nega-
tive, not tied to any specific object or situation, representing a
person’s beliefs about modes of conduct. . . . [They are] “stand-
ards of oughts and shoulds.”17 In this respect, George W. Eng-
land observes that a person’s value structure is “a relatively
permanent perceptual framework which shapes and influences
the general nature of an individual’s behavior. Values are simi-
lar to attitudes but are more ingrained, permanent, and stable
in nature.”18 Rokeach, too, states that values are deeper and
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broader than attitudes and are determinants, rather than com-
ponents, of attitudes.19 Values inform behavior standards, goals,
one’s assessment of how attractive outcomes, events, and ob-
jects are, and, in the end, one’s motivation to do all sorts of
things.20

Classification of personal values

In his book Types of Men, Spranger classified people into six
major groups on the basis of their value orientations:

1. The theoretical. This type of person’s primary interests
are the discovery of truth and the systematic ordering of
knowledge. To pursue his or her goals, the theoretical per-
son will take a “cognitive” approach, will look for identi-
ties and differences, will disregard the beauty or utility of
objects in judgments, and will seek only to observe and to
reason. The theoretical individual is an intellectual with em-
pirical, critical, and rational proclivities; examples are sci-
entists and philosophers.

2. The economic. The economic person is mainly interested
in utility, self-preservation, the practical affairs of the busi-
ness world, production, marketing, consumption, the use
of economic resources, the elaboration of credit, and the
accumulation of tangible wealth. Thus, his or her decisions
are dominated by the expected economic and practical re-
sults. This type of individual is thoroughly practical and
represents the stereotype of the American businessperson.

3. The aesthetic. Interested primarily in the artistic aspects
of life, the aesthetic person values form and harmony, judges
events in terms of grace, symmetry, or harmony and fitness,
and enjoys events for their own sake.

4. The social. This type of person loves people and has an
altruistic or philanthropic outlook on life. Viewing other
people as ends, the social individual tries to be kind, sym-
pathetic, and unselfish. He or she looks at theoretical, eco-
nomic, and aesthetic people as having rather cold and inhu-
man orientations. The social person values love as the most
important component of a human relationship and has an
attitude toward life that approaches that of the religious type.

5. The political. This type of person’s main interest is power
in all activities (not just politics). Often, political individu-
als are leaders in many areas, seeking personal power, in-
fluence, renown, and recognition.

6. The religious. The religious person is mystical and seeks
to relate, in a meaningful way, to the cosmos as a whole.
His or her mental activity is constantly directed toward cre-

ating the highest and most satisfying values in experience.

According to Spranger, all people have all of these per-
sonal values, which form a hierarchy that varies from person
to person. Gordon W. Allport, Philip E. Vernon, and Gardner
Lindzey offer an empirical design for measuring the relative
importance of the six personal values within each individual’s
personal-value hierarchy.21

Personal values and decisionmaking

The importance of judgment in making decisions has long
been recognized, primarily because of the following three
major considerations:22

1. One cannot physically gather, assimilate, and evaluate all of
the information related to the numerous external forces that
are operative in any given situation.

2. Whatever amount of information that can be collected and
evaluated is frequently imperfect in regard to what it tells
us.

3. The large number of variables related to strategic decisions
cannot be modeled, in the sense of establishing precise func-
tional relationships that provide a deterministic output or
“correct” decisions.

Accordingly, the role of judgment is most significant when
rendering a decision depends on evaluating imperfect infor-
mation. Thus, in these situations, making a decision is not
wholly an objective process, and the personal values of
decisionmakers play an important role.

Over the years, a number of researchers have examined the
influence of personal-value structures on behavior and on the
selection of alternative courses of action in making decisions.23

The general consensus is that values are, or at least become, a
part of one’s personality that affect an individual’s goal-oriented
behavior and decisionmaking.

The study

The study reported in this article required a group of women,
some of whom worked and some of whom did not. To provide
a specific class with some degree of homogeneity, the wives
of all male employees of a certain institution were chosen for
the study. Two groups were expected to emerge from this popu-
lation: working women and nonworking women. To test the
hypotheses related to the personal-value differences among
the two groups of women, some measure of the relative promi-
nence of the six basic interests or motives constituting per-
sonal values was needed.

The data were collected with the use of a questionnaire,
the first part of which contained questions related to the
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respondent’s highest level of educational attainment, employ-
ment status, spouse’s income and any income other than the
respondent’s wages, and, finally, number of children under
18 and 6 years old. Then the Allport, Vernon, and Lindzey
questionnaire,24 based on Spranger’s book, was administered,
with a few changes to make it more applicable to women.

The following null hypotheses were tested:

(I) The mean scores of personal values do not differ from per-
son to person; that is, all values have the same degree of promi-
nence among all individuals.

(II) The mean scores of corresponding personal values for the
working and nonworking groups of women do not differ; that
is, the personal-value structures of the two groups of women
are the same.

(III) For each personal value, the mean scores between indi-
viduals do not differ among the two groups of women.

A word of explanation is in order regarding the difference be-
tween hypotheses (II) and (III). Hypothesis (II) considers all
values at once and tests the overall difference between the per-
sonal-value structures of the two groups; hypothesis (III) looks
at a personal value at a time. Usually, the first overall differ-
ence is tested, and if that is proven to obtain, then more de-
tailed tests are needed to see if each of the values is signifi-
cantly different or if only some of them are. If hypothesis (II)
results in no overall differences between the two groups, then
no more testing is done.

The purpose in testing these null hypotheses was to see
whether personal values have different degrees of relative
prominence, whether working and nonworking women have
different personal-value structures, and whether economic and
political values are higher in the hierarchy of personal values
than are social and religious values among working women
(because economic and political values might appear more
closely tied to work).

Out of all the questionnaires mailed, 69 percent (145 of
211) were completed and returned; the few that were com-
pleted incorrectly were excluded from the study, leaving a to-
tal of 140 (66 percent) completed questionnaires that were used.
The following tabulation shows the employment status of the
respondents:

Frequency Percent

        Works ...........................  91      65
        Does not work .............  49 35

Based on their responses to the different questions in the
questionnaire, six scores ranking the personal values were cal-
culated for each of the participants. The scores, as well as the
rest of the personal information gathered, were then analyzed

by using the following techniques:

1.  The software package SPSSx (Statistical Package for Social
Science) was used to analyze the data statistically.25

2.  Frequency distributions were utilized to observe the distri-
bution of the participants among different subgroupings
with respect to their level of education, employment sta-
tus, husband’s income and other incomes, and number of
children.

3.  Mean scores of the six personal values were computed for
all participants and also all subgroupings, in order to com-
pare the rankings of the personal values among the work-
ing-nonworking groups and subgroups.

4.  Multivariate analysis of variance was employed to exam-
ine the overall differences in personal values among all
participants and among working-nonworking groups.

5.  Univariate analysis of variance was used to examine differ-
ences among working-nonworking groups and subgroups
with respect to each of their personal values.

Results

The results of the study may be summarized as follows (see
table 1 for the mean scores of personal values):

1.  According to the frequency distributions and cross tabula-
tions of the participants, working wives and nonworking
wives have a high degree of similarity with respect to fac-
tors such as other income besides the wife’s wages and sala-
ries, level of education, and number of children.

2.  For the overall population of the study, a group of personal
values with different degrees of relative importance was
observed. These personal values are rank ordered and could
be presented in a hierarchy of priorities based on the de-
gree of the relative importance (mean score) attached to
each of them. Accordingly, null hypothesis (I) is rejected.

3. For the population as a whole, the ranking of personal val-
ues is, from highest to lowest, religious, aesthetic, social,
theoretical, political, and economic.

4. Working and nonworking wives had similar rankings of
personal values, except that the aesthetic and social values
were inverted between the two groups.

  5. The degrees of relative importance of the six personal val-
ues differ significantly for the two groups of women. Ac-
cordingly, null hypothesis (II) is rejected.
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6. Religious value is the dominant personal value for the whole
population. But it has a higher degree of relative impor-
tance for nonworking women than for the working group.

  7. Social value is more important to nonworking women than
to working women.

  8.  Economic and political values are more important to work-
ing women than to nonworking women.

  9. Theoretical value and, even more so, aesthetic value are
similar in importance to both groups of women.

10. In accordance with items 6, 7, and 8, null hypothesis (III)
is rejected for most of the personal values, except for the
theoretical and aesthetic.

IN THIS ARTICLE, THE PERSONAL-VALUE STRUCTURES OF WOMEN have
been examined to ascertain whether they have any effect on
the women’s labor market-related decisions. Women’s personal

values appear to have different degrees of relative importance
and are ranked by each individual. The hierarchy of personal
values of working women appears to be different from that of
nonworking women.

When the two groups of women are broken down further
into subgroups, significant differences are still observed among
some personal values. However, the hierarchies do not differ
as strongly as in the more aggregated groups. This phenom-
enon could be explained by the fact that, as the groups are
disaggregated, the personal-value hierarchies of the members
of a subgroup become more similar.

The mean scores for the personal values of working women
and nonworking women, as well as the mean scores of other
subgroupings, indicate that economic and political values have
a greater relative importance for working women than do so-
cial and religious values, which are relatively more important
for nonworking women. A followup study might be conducted
with a larger group of women in a larger geographic area where
the participants are not as homogeneous. In all likelihood,
even more significant dissimilarities between the personal
values of working and nonworking women will be found.  
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