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Using data from the 1993 Consumer Expenditure Survey to examine housework-related service
consumption, the author finds that spending on housekeeping services and meals out—which helps
relieve women's housework burden—is affected by dynamics within marriages as well as by family class
and race-ethnicity. Other things equal, families in which women have more relative power, as reflected
in their income and occupational status, consume more housekeeping services and spend more of their
food dollars on meals out, as do wealthier families and white families. Along with housework itself,
which is well studied, these results suggest that housework service consumption is also an arena for
gendered negotiation and conflict within families, and one way that gender relations vary by class and
race-ethnicity.

Rescarch has shown that women’s earning power and labor force commitments
contribute to changes in the housework division of labor within marriage (e.g.,
Berardo, Shehan, and Leslie 1987; Brines 1994; Hartmann 1981; Robinson 1988;
South and Spitze 1994; Thompson and Walker 1989), but there is not enough
empirical investigation of the assumption—often mentioned (e.g., Brines 1994;
Presser 1994)—that some of this difference is related to greater consumption within
the service economy. There is substantial research into the relief provided by service
economy purchases (Arat-Koc 1989; Berardo, Shehan, and Leslie 1987; Bergen
1991; Hanson and Ooms 1991; Hochschild and Machung 1989; Nichols and Fox
1983; Oropesa 1993; Presser 1988; Rollins 1985; Weagley and Norum 1989;
Wrigley 1991; Yang and Magrabi 1989), but we know considerably less about the
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processes within families that affect the amount and nature of this consumption
(Hanson and Ooms 1991; Oropesa 1993).

This article investigates spending on housekeeping and meals out, which I refer
to as “housework services,” on the assumption that both represent replacements for
household labor to some degree. The analysis tests two hypotheses about families
in the housework-related service economy. The first hypothesis is that when women
are in relatively powerful positions within marriage, they will command greater
consumption of housework services. This may account for some of the decline in
total time spent on household labor in the last few decades, as employed wives
reduced their household labor time substantially, while their husbands offered only
moderately greater contributions (Berardo, Shehan, and Leslie 1987; Brines 1994;
Hartmann 1981; Presser 1994; Robinson 1988; Thompson and Walker 1989).! In
other words, the movement away from housework may be easier for those women
who have access to service-economy assistance, in the absence of greater house-
work contributions from their husbands.

Labor force demands on women'’s time might make housework service con-
sumption more desirable, while increases in women’s earnings and relative power
improve their leverage within the family to make those purchases. However,
housework service spending may also be a function of family resources apart from
women'’s relative position within the family. The second hypothesis therefore is that
housework service consumption increases with families’ economic and social
position net of husbands’ and wives’ relative positions. If this is the case, it will
represent one mechanism by which gender relationships differ along the dimen-
sions of class as well as race-ethnicity.

Hanson and Ooms (1991) found that dual-earner married couples incur in-
creased financial costs in a number of areas, including housework services such as
housekeeping and meals out. However, such spending also has benefits in terms of
areduced housework burden for women or couples. This is especially important in
terms of class or race-ethnicity, because Hanson and Ooms also found that women
married to men with higher earnings consume more housework services whether
they contribute their own earnings or not. It seems that the benefits of housework
service consumption may be achieved either by increasing women’s relative power
within marriages or by being in marriages to husbands with greater resources. These
two routes are not equally attractive or available to all women, depending on, for
example, their own earning potential and career ambitions, their families’ wealth,
the willingness of their husbands to share household labor, and their own attitudes
toward housework.

Previous Research

Hanson and Ooms (1991) demonstrate the importance of housework service
spending for dual-earner couples. However, they consider only two variables in
relation to spending for housework services: family or husband’s income and
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single-earner versus dual-earner status. The omission of women’s independent
earnings, which Oropesa (1993) finds have a different effect on service purchases,
is especially significant. With the micro-level data available in the Consumer
Expenditure Survey, the relative income contributions of husbands and wives may
be taken into account.

Brines (1994) found that housework varied for men and women according to
their relative economic dependence; women appeared to follow an economic model
in which they perform less housework as they reduce economic dependence within
marriage, while men appeared to follow the “doing gender” pattern (West and
Zimmerman 1987) in which they are especially resistant to housework at high levels
of economic dependence on their wives. In this latter situation, housework services
represent an important option for employed wives. Presser (1994) also found that
wives’ earnings were associated with reduced housework. Because of the suspected
relationship between household labor time—which is not available in the data I
use—and housework services, I employ some of the same variables for husbands’
and wives’ economic position and relative power that Presser used in her study of
housework: hours in the paid labor force, relative occupational status, and educa-
tional attainment. I also repeat Presser’s use of women'’s age cohort (a possible
indicator of housework preferences), together with husband-wife age difference (a
measure of potential power difference).

Hanson and Ooms (1991) show that higher-income families more often employ
domestic help and eat out more, even when only one spouse is employed. Brines
points out that, with regard to housework,

the effect of family income, while often the object of theoretical speculation, is
relatively understudied empirically. Greater financial resources facilitate the purchase
of housework services that, presumably, relieve a share of the task burden that
otherwise would be performed by the wife. (1994, 671)

Unfortunately, service purchases are not included in the most complete studies of
housework patterns, which leaves authors to speculate about this connection
(Presser 1994; Robinson 1988). Therefore, I measure the effect of men’s and
women’s income on housework service spending.

Unlike previous housework studies, however, I also include measures of wealth
beyond income. Household spending fluctuates less than income because people
often react to a drop in income by spending from savings, credit, or other sources
to maintain their customary level of consumption (Bureau of Labor Statistics 1995).
Therefore, spending in general is correlated with wealth as well as with income.
Furthermore, assets are an important source of inequality—especially racial in-
equality—that is not measured by income alone (Oliver and Shapiro 1995).
Financial assets and homeownership, in addition to annual income, will be consid-
ered here as measures of family resources.

Although rarely the subject of direct examination (Orbuch and Eyster 1997;
Thompson and Walker 1989; Wilson et al. 1990), studies of housework repeatedly
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show that white men perform a smaller share of household labor than Black men,
even controlling for other factors (Bergen 1991; Brines 1994; Ross 1987; Shelton
and John 1993). Shelton and John (1993, 139) found that white men contribute a
smaller share of household labor than Black or Hispanic men—even as white
women do less total housework than Black or Hispanic women. This is possible
because white couples combined an average six hours less household labor time
per week than Black couples, and eight hours less than Hispanic couples. Some of
this difference may reflect greater housework service consumption among white
families, especially given Whites’ greater economic resources. I will investigate
this relationship, and, since white advantage is not limited to higher annual income
(Oliver and Shapiro 1995), I will see if it holds once the level of other financial
assets is controlled. Although the sample size limits the comparisons available,
where possible, I will compare white, Black, Hispanic, Asian, and mixed racial/
ethnic couples.

Finally, causality in these relationships must be treated cautiously. Although
many studies have shown that employed married women do less housework (e.g.,
Presser 1994; South and Spitze 1994), Gershuny and Robinson (1988) argue that
some women may only seek paid employment if they are able to make compatible
housework arrangements; also, women who have fewer children, or who have more
cooperative husbands, may be able to keep their jobs longer or advance further than
others. Thompson and Walker (1989) also offer evidence that housework affects
paid work, and not just the other way around; the same may be suspected in the
case of housework services. I therefore examine current family conditions as a
proximate cause of housework spending, without ruling out the possibility that
earlier housework and service consumption decisions have already affected the
relative position of spouses within the family.

Data and Method

The Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX), conducted by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics (BLS), is an ongoing panel survey in which households are interviewed
once per quarter for five consecutive quarters. Its national probability sample is
designed to represent all households in the U.S. civilian population; the response
rate was about 84 percent in 1993 (Bureau of Labor Statistics 1995).

I use data from interviews in the fourth quarter of 1993, which took place in
October, November, and December. Household interviews cover the three months
prior to each interview, meaning households were asked about either July-September,
August-October, or September-November. The BLS considers data from each
quarter to be independent so that annual estimates do not depend on households
participating in all five interviews. Therefore, spending values are multiplied by
four to annualize (a practice used by the BLS for arriving at aggregate figures).> 1
restrict the households included in the sample to married couples in which at least
one spouse reports usually working for pay at least 20 hours per week, and



