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Abstract

In this paper we analyse the relationship between happiness and childbearing taking a
comparative perspective. We argue that fertility and happiness are somewhat linked and we
investigate whether there are important differences across European countries. Using
happiness as a welfare measure offers important benefits over income especially when interest
lies in understanding how individuals’ wellbeing is associated with childbearing outcomes.
We use the European Social Survey (ESS) and apply simple regression techniques,
controlling for country differences, and find indeed a positive and significant association
between happiness and childbearing. However, parents do not appear to be consistently
happier in some countries than in others. The final set of analyses reveals a very strong
interconnection between, childbearing, partnership and happiness.
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1. Introduction

When looking across European countries we find differences in wellbeing levels, desired
fertility levels, social norms, and institutional constraints, as well differences in the way
welfare provision is organised. If we take an economic view point, assuming that couples aim
to maximise their levels of utility or wellbeing, presumably couples choose to have children
because it increases their wellbeing. Is it then possible that differences in fertility are driven,
at least partly, by differences in the wellbeing couples derive from childbearing? This would
certainly be the case if European couples during their childbearing age faced differences in
the resources available to them. For instance, we know that European countries differ
tremendously in the way the state provides support to couples with young children. Rather
than exploring how these factors impact childbearing, we take a more indirect approach by
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asking whether childbearing is associated with individuals’ wellbeing — here measured by
individuals’ own subjective assessment of their happiness and life satisfaction. In particular,
interest lies in whether there are differences across countries in the association between
subjective measures of well-being and childbearing. Is it possible that average levels of
parental well-being are lower in countries where fertility is more limited? Moreover, would
such an analysis reveal patterns consistent with how governments organise their support to
couples with young children?

By taking a comparative perspective and using data from the European Social Survey (ESS
from now onwards) we aim to shed some insights into these questions. The ESS is ideal for
comparative analysis and includes specific questions where individuals are asked to grade
their level of happiness and life satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 10, the latter indicating the
highest level. The ESS also contains information about childbearing. Consequently, we are
able to consider not only how childbearing is related to individuals’ happiness, but also how
this relationship differs across European countries.

The paper is organized as follows: section 2 deals with the background, section 3 deals with
the European Social Survey; in section 4 we present the descriptive analysis of the sample;
section 5 contains the outcomes obtained from the regressions where we investigate the
relationship between childbearing and subjective well-being, progressively adding controls
for country differences and individual characteristics. Section 6 concludes.

2. Background

Do children increase couples’ well-being levels? To what extent do parents differ in the
wellbeing they derive from having children? There are of course many reasons why couples
end up wanting to have children. If we take the economics perspective, there are two key
arguments why couples choose to have children. One strand considers children as an
investment good (Neher, 1971; Leibenstein, 1975; Caldwell, 1978; Boldrin and Jones, 2002).
In developing countries, children may serve as cheap labour (Moav, 2005) in the family
business or on the farm. They also serve as an insurance and social protection in old age.
Another strand considers children as a consumption good (Barro and Backer, 1988). More
precisely, couples simply go on to have children because they increase their utility. Thus, it is
assumed that couples have an altruistic utility function that incorporates also the utility of the
future generation and thus, by increasing the well-being of children, parents increase their
own utility. In other words, children are assumed to be a “normal” good which implies
parents’ utility increases from any increase in the utility of their children. In developed
countries with well functioning welfare provision and little need for using children as cheap
labour, these arguments make sense. An implication of the argument is that parents do not
necessarily demand many children, instead they have fewer children but make greater
investment in each of them (Becker, 1991).

But looking at birth rates across European countries in the last few decades, and assuming
there is some hold in these economic arguments, one might get the impression that wellbeing
or utility associated with having children has declined somewhat. We find reductions in
fertility levels particularly severe in Mediterranean countries and in the former socialist
countries in Central and Eastern Europe. This is in contrast to the Scandinavian countries, and
the Liberal countries of the UK and the US, but also France — where fertility levels have
remained high. The factors behind these diverse fertility rates are obviously complex. For the
former socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe, fertility declined sharply after the
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fall of the Iron Curtain. Prospective couples in these countries faced sudden societal change
accompanied with economic decline and increased unemployment (Aassve et al, 2006). In
other words, individuals faced a new challenging environment full of uncertainty. These
dramatic changes are important in explaining the decline in fertility rate in these countries.
The fertility decline in Mediterranean countries is somewhat more difficult to explain. One of
the possible explanations is that, during the last decades, European societies have undergone
major social and cultural changes, which have hugely affected the perception of traditional
values concerning family and reproduction. For instance, European societies have
experienced a postponement of different demographic events: young women and men are
devoting more time to education, leave parental home and get married later. As a
consequence, they also form families later with respect to the past and perhaps smaller ones.
Women have reached economic independence as the result of higher educational levels. On
the other hand, men tend increasingly more to avoid stable partnership and parenthood as they
appear more careers oriented. Individual lives have become more flexible but also more
uncertain and these facts have important consequences on the timing and importance
attributed to certain demographic events. The other conventional idea is that state welfare
provision is weak, especially for couples with young children. Family relatives, especially
grandparents, are expected — more than in most other countries — not only to give support in
terms of helping out on childcare, but also to provide more general economic support. Often
this is materialised in young individuals and couples living in the parental household.
Whether such an organisation of welfare is compatible with new and emerging attitudes and
value orientations, largely emerging from expansion of educational systems, is debatable. The
social Democratic welfare system of the Scandinavian countries serves as a stark contrast.
Here support to couples with young children is particularly generous, and it is often claimed
to be an important reason behind high rates of childbearing.

When comparing different European countries, it becomes clear that there are important
differences in the way individuals and couples face different constraints in their childbearing
decisions, and their levels of wellbeing may differ as a result. A key difficulty is of course
how to appropriately measure individuals’ wellbeing. Whereas sophisticated approaches have
been developed within psychology, the predominant perspective in economics is to measure
wellbeing or utility in terms of some money metric measure. The usual approach for
developed countries is to use net household income, which is equivalised by a suitable scale,
capturing the composition of the household and economies of scale in household
consumption. The approach taken for developing countries follows the same principle, though
here wellbeing (or lack thereof) is measured in terms of household consumption expenditure.
Independent of whether wellbeing is defined over household income or consumption
expenditure, the use of equivalence scales introduces a serious problem, especially when the
focus is on children of the household. The problem lies in the fact that adding a child to the
household decreases the per capita wellbeing all else equal. From a revealed preference
perspective this is a perverse outcome: a couple choosing to have a child, presumably because
it increases their utility or subjective wellbeing, will be recorded with a reduced economic
wellbeing. The use of happiness as a measure of wellbeing or utility has become popular, and
there is now a vast range of papers analysing happiness. A key argument is that individuals’
true wellbeing or utility are better captured by their subjective assessment of their wellbeing,
i.e. happiness and life satisfaction. Whereas income and consumption expenditure are the
traditional ways of measuring wellbeing, an intriguing finding of the literature is that the
correlation between happiness and income is not always very strong (Easterlin, 2001).
Traditionally economic research has focused on collecting and analyzing economic data,
while little attention has been paid to measuring attitudes and emotional states. This is why
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the Nobel laureate Kahneman, in order to allow economists to say something about people’s
social experiences and their quality of life, has called for the establishment of national well-
being accounts (Aslam, Corrado 2007). One popular hypothesis is that well-being is primarily
determined by personality traits and other genetic factors and highly stable over the life
course (Easterlin, 2003; Easterlin 2005; Behrman, Kohler, Skytthe, 2005). This view is
known as the set point theory and predicts that a substantial part of variation in well-being is
due to social or biological endowments that are unobserved in social surveys, which thus
explains why happiness does not necessarily follow closely observed income levels (Oswald,
1997). Happiness, used as a measure of wellbeing over income levels, offers important
benefits.

Whereas measures of well-being provide many benefits over the use of income, several
potential disadvantages have been raised. As brought up by Clark et al (2006), does a question
asking about current happiness on some ordinal scale really provide a good assessment of
current circumstances that relates to, for example, family life, job and income? Is it possible
that or will the response also pick up transient factors such as having a cold or toothache, the
weather, or their sports team’s recent results? Moreover, can we compare responses of
different people and carry out interpersonal or intertemporal comparison in happiness scores?
Measurement issues such as the reliability and validity of the replies, whether respondents
report their true feelings, and possible biases resulting from the context in which the question
is asked, have been extensively studied (Diener, 1984 and Veenhoven, 1993). The general
conclusion of this literature is that subjective indicators, though not perfect, do reflect
respondents substantive feelings of well-being — in the words of psychologist Ed Diener
(1984, p.551), these “measures seem to contain substantial amounts of valid variance”
(Easterlin, 2001).

Although there is now a substantial literature on the comparative aspects of happiness (see
surveys by Easterlin, 1994 and Veenhoven, 2000), very few have considered the links
between childbearing and wellbeing. The work by Behrman, Kohler and Skytthe (2005)
represents, however, an exception. Using Danish Twin Registry data, collected in 2002, they
consider the effect of childbearing and partnership on happiness. A key issue concerns genetic
endowments and predispositions affecting both the level of happiness (i.e. the outcome
variable) and childbearing and marriage (the explanatory variables), thus giving rise to an
omitted variable bias. In other words, genetically happier personality traits may be positively
associated with both higher likelihood of partnership formation and childbearing. Behrman et
al (2005) overcomes this problem by using data on monozygotic twins, which in essence
allows them to control for otherwise unobserved traits such as preferences and capabilities
driven by genetic dispositions, family background, and the neighbourhood in which the twins
grew up. The estimates therefore represent the causal contributions of marriage and fertility
towards individuals’ happiness. Their analysis suggests a large positive effect of the first born
child on mothers’ happiness and significant positive impact of the first born boy on fathers’
happiness. Interestingly, additional children beyond the first born do not give higher levels
parental happiness. The econometric analysis shows that OLS regression tends to
underestimate the happiness gains from the first child for women, while it overestimate the
increases in men’s subjective well being resulting from the first child. The results yield very
interesting insights, namely that certain dimensions of partnership formation and childbearing
have appreciable and persistent effects on happiness, which in essence rejects the set point
theory and the almost complete dominance of endowments in affecting happiness (Behrman,
Kohler, Skytthe, 2005). Two other recent papers deal with these topics, but they consider
childbearing within the main framework of well-being and marriage or partnership, which is
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the main topic of their research question. The paper by Zimmermann and Easterlin (2006)
find no significant effect of children on life satisfaction for both those individuals who
remained married and those who did not. On the other side, the paper by Stutzer and Frey
(2004), find a positive correlation between childbearing and having up to three children in the
pooled estimation. In constrast, the fixed effect specification finds small but negative partial
correlations for having one child or more.

Analysis of childbearing and happiness in a comparative perspective has been rather limited
so far. Billari (2008) presents descriptive analysis from the Gender and Generations Surveys
(GGS) of France, Germany, Bulgaria, Georgia, Russian and Hungary, showing a positive,
albeit modest, positive effect of children on happiness. Interestingly, it appears that parental
happiness is highest in the high fertility country of France.

Clearly the aim of our paper is different from that of Behrman et al. Given lack of
longitudinal data and therefore repeated measures of well-being over time, we are not able to
tell to what extent childbearing events may lead to changes in levels of happiness. That is, we
are not able to say anything about causality, and clearly one might argue that there is reversed
causality at play: happy and optimistic individuals may be more likely to marry and form
families. The key contribution of our paper is the study happiness and childbearing adopting a
comparative perspective.

3. The European Social Survey (ESS)

Information concerning couples’ well-being and childbearing choices is taken from a cross-
country comparative sample survey, the European Social Survey. The ESS is representative of
the population aged 15 and over, resident within private households in each participating
country. The ESS questionnaire contains a ‘core’ module, which is repeated in each survey
round, and a series of ‘rotating’” modules, which vary in each bi-annual round. The minimum
effective sample size for each country is 1,500 (or 800 for countries with less than 2 million
inhabitants). The ESS has been developed to pursue a comparison between countries of the
Eurasian region. So far three rounds have been conducted. 22 countries were included in
Round 1 (2002), 26 in Round 2 (2004), and 25 in Round 3 (2006). The main aim of the ESS is
that of outlining the attitudes of the different regions towards religion, politics, and moral
issues, while also depicting their social habits and how they are changing over time. The first
part of the survey pertains to individuals’ value and ideological orientations. These
orientations are partly the cause of people’s opinions, behaviour and actions, thus becoming
an important driver behind the social, political and economic changes within their respective
societies. Secondly, the ESS considers individuals’ cultural and national orientations, a
feature being of key importance given the process of unification of the Western European
countries. The third main area concerns the underlying social structure of society. Since
values and social change are strongly driven by the social composition (e.g. education and
occupations) identification of these factors is essential in drawing a correct picture of the
social climate.

In our analysis we use a cumulative dataset which we constructed by pooling together data
from countries that have fielded at least one of the three rounds; the cumulative file is based
on the integrated file for each round. We use the cumulative dataset rather than single rounds
since our analysis is not based on specifically designed items of the questionnaire available
only in specific rounds. By combining multiple rounds we expand the sample size and we are
able to include a higher number of countries which significantly contributes to the
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comparative perspective adopted throughout the paper. The cumulative dataset contains 25
countries.

4. Measuring happiness and its determinants

In order to assess the individual level of happiness we use what has become more or less the
standard in the literature. The variable is constructed from the question: “How happy are
you?” on a scale ranging from 0 (extremely unhappy) to 10 (extremely happy). We restrict
our attention to those individuals whose age ranges between 20 and 50, which makes the
sample more homogenous, especially with regard to childbearing behaviour. Respondents
younger than 20 are excluded from the sample as their level of happiness may be biased due
to early pregnancy or particular financial difficulties. Parents older than 50 years of age are
also excluded. Subjective levels of happiness change notably with age. Moreover, their
response to happiness, and in particular with regard to childbearing, may be affected by their
grandparent status.

After having reduced the size of the data set by taking out all the missing values for the
variables of our interest and restricting the age class, we end up with a data set of 45518
observations. Table 1 presents a set of descriptive statistics.

When establishing the links between happiness and childbearing, we want to consider many
relevant intervening variables. In order to outline a general picture of our considered sample,
we provide basic descriptive statistics by country for the variables considered in the
subsequent analysis. For those countries present only in one of the three rounds (Bulgaria,
Hungary, Island, Latvia), countries estimates are computed using design weights, namely the
normed inverse of the inclusion probability. For multiple rounds countries the story is slightly
more complicated since we have to account for both unequal inclusion probabilities and
specific rounds design effects. The construction of the combined estimator as a weighted
average of the single-rounds estimator takes into account two basic principles: firstly, an
estimator from a wave with lots of respondents is trusted more than one from a wave with few
respondents. Second, at a given sample size, more trust is put into the estimator that has a
lower design effect (Ganninger, 2007).

The analyzed sample appears to be gender balanced since nearly 50% of the population is
male. Overall, there are more women (23662) than men (21856). Latvia, Bulgaria and
Hungary are the only countries where the male population is lower or equal to 40% of the
entire sample.

After having excluded respondents younger than 20 and older than 50, the mean age of the
considered sample is 35. Bulgaria is the country which has on average the youngest
population (34.42), while Hungary the oldest one (37.68).

! The complete cumulative dataset contains 30 countries. We had to exclude Estonia and Ukraine since data on income was
missing for these two countries. We also exclude Israel, Turkey and Cyprus since our analysis mainly focuses on a European
context.

2 Design weights are not available for Latvia yet, hence we have assigned an inclusion probability equal to 1 for every
respondent. Moreover, the ESS sampling expert design did not sign off the Italian sample design. We nevertheless decided to
include Italy in the analysis.



Table 1. Descriptive table on happiness and other relevant variables- by country

Living
R . Number of At least . Years of Completed
Country N° Obs Gender Age Happiness Children 1 child with a Income Educatioﬁ
partner
Code # % Male Mean St. Dev. Mean St.Dev. Mean St. Dev. % % Mean Mean St. Dev.
AT 2330 4402 3733 886 766  1.86 1.20 1.09 61.07 68.39 29916 13.03 3.01
BE 2380 50.79 3612 868 774 146 1.14 1.20 57.79 68.73 22781 13.30 3.50
BG 445 3849 3768 888 553 250 1.22 0.97 73.25 74.15 3596 11.75 3.05
CH 2573 4742 3734 766 810  1.38 1.17 1.15 57.71 73.90 58 500 12.21 3.87
Cz 1176 4725 37.07 844 714 193 1.23 1.00 69.51 72.57 13 096 12.87 2.43
DE 3421 4859 3715 839 712 196 0.94 1.03 53.06 63.82 31300 14.02 3.10
DK 2036 50.74 3656 832 828  1.33 1.12 1.13 58.73 71.86 44051 14.54 3.56
ES 1745 50.57 3545 838 764 161 0.93 1.08 51.13 62.79 26 744 13.35 481
FI 2 687 4983 3561 881 808 137 1.03 1.21 52.84 69.71 32288 14.33 3.27
FR 1698 46.94 3658 822 738 175 1.26 1.20 62.88 72.38 31812 13.61 3.45
GR 1599 4415 3625 813 682 211 1.12 1.09 58.74 66.75 19012 11.91 3.81
HU 628 4031 3442 864 675 224 1.11 1.21 59.00 63.49 12133 12.72 2.74
IE 1542 4448 3566 825 772 167 1.38 1.41 57.14 63.13 47 459 13.65 3.18
IS 283 4824 3537 863 844 133 1.45 1.25 70.42 70.67 54 038 14.68 3.78
IT 863 46.86 3639 859 651 205 0.95 1.00 52.24 59.00 27 785 12.43 3.95
LU 1062 4928 3563 838 764 191 1.11 1.14 57.35 69.16 48125 12.58 431
Lv 700 3825 3514 948 657 199 0.86 1.02 49.98 55.57 15040 12.73 3.28
NL 2837 4559 3743 789 778 135 1.23 1.15 61.26 77.15 36 438 14.02 3.78
NO 3060 5275 3619 861 7.88 154 1.16 1.18 59.33 68.97 55518 14.31 3.18
PL 2517 4974 3501 936 685 212 1.28 1.25 64.82 68.56 8 400 12.70 2.85
PT 1568 4199 3596 827 698  1.66 1.04 0.96 62.05 71.70 18 924 9.11 4.45
SE 2837 5229 3545 857 7.87 150 1.13 1.19 56.73 69.51 33903 13.54 2.78
Sl 1764 4725 3546 897 739 181 1.10 1.05 60.99 65.23 16 611 12.60 333
SK 1011 4968 3504 893 661 208 1.29 1.25 63.64 69.34 9 456 1257 2.87
UK 2756 4737 3625 813 735  1.83 1.12 1.12 58.78 67.79 45 801 13.80 3.36

Source: own computations based on European Social Survey. Respondents younger than 20 and older than 50 are not included in the analysis. In order to obtain accurate estimates, data has been weighted using

rounds' design effects.
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The mean level of happiness in the considered set of countries is 7.46. Countries’ means
range between 5.53 (Bulgaria) to 8.44 (Island). Although there is a substantial amount of
between-country heterogeneity in well-being levels, there is no significant variation as far as
gender is concerned i.e. women are not systematically happier than men or vice versa. The
relevant point to consider is whether men and women have different perceptions of their
situation, resulting in different levels of well-being even when their objective situation might
be similar. Our results are in line with those of the existing literature where gender differences
in life satisfaction are usually found to be very small. However, the literature does suggest
that there is a higher variance in women’s experience of depression and emotional wellbeing.
That is, compared to men, women are reported to have a higher frequency of feeling
depressed and experiencing negative emotions, but also have a higher frequency of
experiencing positive emotions. Consequently, from a cross-sectional point of view, there
might not be much difference between men and women (Van Praag B., Ferrer-1-Carbonell,
2004). It would nevertheless be interesting through longitudinal data to study temporal
changes in happiness associated with childbearing and understand whether these patterns
translate into gender differences in happiness.

Childbearing experiences may be measured differently. As a matter of fact, the association
between happiness and childbearing may differ depending on whether one considers the first
child or the total number of children. A larger number of children may impose a significant
economic cost which may affect individuals’ assessment of subjective well-being. For
instance, Behrman et al (2005) find that happiness increases with the first born, whereas there
is no significant association with happiness from further children. In our analysis we include
two variables to capture these effects. The first one is the variable “At least One Child” which
takes the value 1 if the individual has at least one child, O otherwise. On average, 60% of the
respondents have at least one child; Latvia is the country where the lowest number of people
has a least one child (49%) and Bulgaria the country where the highest percentage of people
has experienced childbearing at least once in their lives (73%).

The second childbearing variable refers to the number of additional children beyond the first
one in order to capture the potential economic burden experienced when having a large
family. In Table 1 we report descriptive statistics about the total number of children present in
the household. * The total fertility rate for the analyzed sample is equal to 1.14. The average
number of children per household ranges between 1.45 (Island) to 0.86 (Latvia).’

It is of outmost importance, when studying issues related to well-being it is of outmost
importance to control for the partnership status. The variable “living with a partner” takes the
value one when the respondent is currently living with husband/wife/partner at home i.e. we
are considering marriages, civil partnerships and cohabitations. In line with the paper by
Stutzer and Frey (2004), there are two main reasons why partnership contributes to
individuals” well-being. First of all partnership may provide a way to increase self esteem, by
providing a way of escaping from everyday’s stress. Second of all, people in partnership
experience lower probabilities to suffer from loneliness. The link between partnership and

% When we construct respondents’ childbearing experiences we are only able to look at current children living in the
household. However, we believe this is not a main limitation since we have excluded those respondents older than age 50,
hence we are considering a set of respondents who is very likely to still have kids living at home.

* It is important to remember that our sample is restricted to individuals aged 20-50. This restriction of course affects the
levels of total fertility and number of children per household.
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childbearing, namely what is generally referred to as “family”, may rise within a marriage and
under the more modern concept of “cohabitation”. We therefore believe that when studying
this association partnership status needs to be controlled for. Being in a partnership may very
well affect well-being levels associated with childbearing. For example, it may allow to
reduce the economic burden incurred when raising children, and as a consequence, raise well-
being levels. Moreover, happiness and more in general well-being are closely related to the
emotional status of the respondent: being in a partnership may reduce the emotional stress
associated to raising children, while the break-up with the partner may alter the perception of
childbearing and induce the parent to perceive more negative feelings, resulting in higher and
lower well-being levels respectively. Not surprisingly, among parents, the vast majority of the
respondents (87%) is currently living with a partner. Interestingly, the majority of the fathers
is currently living with a partner (only 4% of fathers is single at the time of the interview). On
the other side, 18% of the mothers (2700 respondents) is not currently living with a partner.
This gender and partnership pattern highlights generally known results, namely that a couple
dissolution generally results with children being assigned to their mothers; moreover, it also
emerges that having children is a strong predictor of currently being in a partnership for
fathers (Behrman et al 2005). °

It is recognized that income is positively associated with happiness (Blanchflower and
Oswald, 2004), especially in the lower part of the income range (Argyle, 1999). Income in the
ESS is recorded as a categorical variable which reflects twelve income brackets ranging from
less than €1800 to €120000 or more. Each interval corresponds to a precise range (e.g. 0-up to
1800; 1800-up to 3600 etc). Respondents are asked to place their annual household income in
the respective intervals. We construct a variable by assigning to each income interval its mean
(e.g. 900 for the first interval etc.). The main shortfall of this methodology is that we are not
controlling for substantial heterogeneity of income levels and purchasing power across
countries i.e. we are not dealing with a relative income measure. The descriptive table indeed
shows that there is heterogeneity in income levels across countries. Switzerland is the country
with the highest level of income (59000), while Bulgaria is the poorest (3600).

As far as educational levels are concerned, we observe some cross-country variation. Portugal
is the country which exhibits the lowest levels of education (9.11 years on average), while
Germany the highest (14.54 years on average).

The descriptive analysis reveals that there is scope for a cross-country analysis given that we
observe a substantial amount of heterogeneity in well-being levels and different fertility levels
across countries.

Moreover, we test whether there exist systematic differences in the level of happiness across
the 25 analyzed countries. By regressing the variable happiness on country dummies, we find
statistically significant differences in well-being levels. We take Denmark as the reference
country in the regression since the descriptive analysis reveals that Denmark is one of the
countries which exhibits really high levels of perceived happiness. All the countries exhibit
statistically different levels of happiness with respect to Denmark. Not surprisingly, with the
exception of Island, they all exhibit lower levels of happiness with respect to Denmark (see
Table 6 in the Appendix).

® This is also the result of the fact that we can only consider those children who are resident in the household. We therefore
cannot control for the fact that respondents may have non-resident children.
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5. Happiness and childbearing in Europe: An analysis of
ESS data

5.1 The statistical model

Our analysis is manifold. First we investigate the influence of the number of children on
happiness. Secondly, we consider the association between being a parent i.e. regardless of the
number of children, and happiness. More precisely, we consider both the effect of having at
least one child and the effect of having additional children. We then investigate whether there
exist country differences as far as the association between levels of happiness and parenthood
is concerned. Finally, we assess whether having a boy or a girl as a first child is differently
associated with well-being and whether raising a child when being in a partnership or not
matters in terms of well-being.

The estimation is implemented by using a rank ordered probit model. The rank ordered probit
is clearly the most appropriate technique in this context; this technique has been already used
in the literature to deal with happiness variables (Alesina, Di Tella, MacCulloch 2003).

We consider the regressions separately for men and women. Even though the descriptive
analysis pointed out that there do not exist substantial gender differences in well-being levels,
we nevertheless think it can be interesting to investigate whether there exist gender specific
linkages between happiness and childbearing. Every model includes rounds dummies in order
to control for the fact that rounds’ interviews were held in different years, namely in 2002,
2004 and 2006 respectively. This way we control for time varying macro-economic factors
which might affect well-being levels and childbearing decisions.

The first model (extension (1)) simply considers the association between the number of
children and happiness while controlling for individuals’ age. Clearly other variables are
important for happiness and need to be controlled for. Education, for example, is positively
associated with income, and may again be positively associated with happiness. Moreover,
also the income variable (which corresponds to the mean of each income interval) has been
included: we know that there exist a complex relationship between happiness, income and
childbearing which stems from the fact that richer families may be happier, given that they
enjoy higher standards of living and perhaps given that they may form families more easily
without worrying too much about the financial burdens implied by parenthood. Clearly it
would have been appropriate to control for the health status of the respondent since healthy
individuals tend to be better off in many domains, including income levels and social status.
However, we are not able to control for the health status since the ESS only provides a
measure of subjective level of health, which we believe to be somehow embedded into the
dependent variable.

The first model consists of two separate extensions where the second one includes country
dummies (with Denmark as the reference country).

The second model (extension (3)) aims at investigating whether parents, regardless of the
number of children they have, are on average happier than childless respondents. The
covariate at least one child is meant to capture this effect.

It is also plausible to think that the motivations behind having the first child are related to a
physiological and social need of becoming parents together with family status, role
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expectation, and emotional rewards. On the other side, the motivations behind subsequent
births could be strongly associated with providing companionship to the first child (Behrman
et al 2005). If this were true, the second or the third child may have a lower or even negative
impact on parents’ happiness, highlighting a non-linear effect of childbearing on well-being.
In order to estimate this association, we sub select parents and we include in extension (4) a
variable which indicates the number of additional children (after the first one).

The model presented in Table 3 is meant to disentangle country specific factors to assess
whether there exist differences on how parenthood is associated with happiness across
countries, possibly denoting more favourable conditions for childbearing in some countries
than in others. We regress happiness on the explanatory variables including interaction terms.
The first specification includes an interaction term which is constructed by multiplying each
country dummy with the variable “at least one child”. In the second and the third specification
we sub-select fathers and mothers respectively. The interaction term captures the effect of
having none or at least one child in a specific country.

Table 4 considers whether the sex of the first child is differently associated with men and
women’s well-being. In order to be able to catch a possible “child-sex” pattern on parents’
well-being, we construct two variables, namely “First born boy” and “First born girl”. The
new covariates are the result of the interaction between “at least one child” and the gender of
the first born child (a boy or a girl respectively).® What makes this line of research
particularly interesting is the random nature of this event i.e. the gender of the child.

Finally, Table 5 considers jointly the association of partnership and fertility on respondent’s
well-being. In order to do so, we construct an interaction term between current partnership
status and the childbearing variable “at least one child”. Our aim is that of assessing whether
the presence of children may enhance the happiness gains men and women derive from
partnership (Behrman et al 2005). In extensions (2) and (3) of Table 5 we only consider
women who are currently without a partner. More precisely, extension (2) investigates
whether having at least one child and currently being without a partner is somehow negatively
associated with the woman’s subjective levels of happiness. Finally, extension (3) sub-selects
mothers and investigates whether being a lone mother and having additional children after the
first one result in lower happiness levels.

5.2 Results

5.2.1 Happiness and fertility for men and women aged 20-50

Looking at Table 2 and considering the parameter estimates from extension 1 through 4 gives
useful information about the role of children on levels of happiness. Interestingly, the effect
appears stronger for men than for women.

Extension (1) shows that the number of children in the household is positively associated with
well-being for both men and women, though the effect is slightly stronger for the former than
for the latter. In extension 2 we add country dummies thereby controlling for country
differences. Interestingly, the association between childbearing and happiness does not
change to a great extent even after controlling for country specific effects.

® We are only able to consider biological children resident in the household at the time of the interview.
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Table 2 Happiness and childbearing for men and women aged 20-50

(1) Number of

(2) Number of

(4) Number of

Males . . (3) At least one child* additional children
Children Children* (for parents only)*
Age -0.047 *** -0.052 *** -0.053 *** -0.026
Age squared 0.004 *** 0.005 *** 0.005 *** 0.001
Number of children 0.026 *** 0.026 ***
Currently in partnership 0.410 *** 0.433 *** 0417 *** 0.587 ***
Years of Education 0.013 *** 0.012 *** 0.012 *** 0.007 **
Annual Household Income 0.078 *** 0.048 *** 0.048 *** 0.049 **=
At least one child 0.075 ***
Number of additional children -0.001
Round 1 (2002) 0.051 ** 0.002 0.002 -0.042
Round 2 (2004) 0.035 ** 0.018 0.018 -0.003
N° of observations 21856 21856 21856 10867
LR test (p-value) 1039.49 (0.0000) 1043.58 (0.0000)
(1)-(2) (1)-3)
(4) Number of
Females (1)&?;3:]:; of (Z)Cmg:zsimc (3) At least one child* additional children
(for parents only)*
Age -0.045 *** -0.047 *** -0.046 *** -0.025 **
Age squared 0.004 *** 0.005 *** 0.004 *** 0.002
Number of children 0.018 ** 0.016 **
Currently in partnership 0.380 *** 0.427 *** 0.428 *** 0.504 ***
Years of Education 0.019 *** 0.016 *** 0.016 *** 0.016 ***
Annual Household Income 0.080 *** 0.044 *** 0.044 *** 0.040 ***
At least one child 0.029 *
Number of additional children 0.008
Round 1 (2002) 0.046 ** 0.008 0.008 -0.008
Round 2 (2004) 0.017 0.002 0.002 -0.012
N° of observations 23662 23662 23662 15064
LR test (p-value) 1224.99 (0.0000) 1222.23 (0.0000)
(1)-(2) (1)-3)

Source: own computations on ESS data three rounds included. * Extensions (2) (3) (4) include country dummies and Denmark is the
reference country. Age squared and Annual household income have been divided by 10 and 10000 respectively. P-values:

+p<=0.10:%4p<=0.05:%*+p<=0.01%**,
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The effect of income, partnership status and years of education on happiness are, not
surprisingly, statistically significant and positive. The coefficients remain more or less
constant throughout the models and extensions. The magnitude and sign of the coefficients
coincide between men and women. Age is negatively and significantly associated with
happiness for both men and women. Older people tend to perceive lower levels of well-being.

Extension (3) shows the effect of having at least one child on happiness for men and women
respectively. The association is positive and significant for both genders and it is very much
stronger with respect to the last extension, so that the result is confirmed and strengthened:
well-being and childbearing are positively and significantly associated. In extension (3), not
only the association results to be stronger, but also the gender difference is expanded with
respect to extension (2) since the coefficient associated to men is much larger than the one for
women. There are of course several good explanations for why we observe this pattern. The
gender difference is most likely a reflection of the fact that children are more time intensive
for the mother. In other words, since the burden of caring for children tend to fall stronger on
women, we also observe a weaker association between well-being and childbearing for
women than for men.

In order to address whether there is any difference between the first born and any further
children on levels of happiness, thereby keeping in line with Behrman et al (2005), we also
consider a specification where the childbearing variable measures the number of additional
children — conditional on having at least one child. Extension (4) shows the results. Not
surprisingly, no significant association is detected between happiness levels and additional
children among parents. Men display a negative coefficient, while women a positive one, but
they are both very small and not significant. The result is in line with the one observed in
Berhman et al (2005), where the authors suggest that motivations other than well-being seem
to explain the progression to additional children. As was already pointed out, one possible
explanation of this pattern is that a higher number of children tend to bring about a higher
financial strain compared to families with only one child.

5.2.2 Parents’ happiness across European countries

Whereas our results so far have shown that there is a significant association between
childbearing and happiness, though depending on the number of children, we have not
established if there are country differences in this relationship. This is indeed the true
contribution of our paper to the current literature on happiness and childbearing since we are
able to simultaneously compare the association between happiness and childbearing across
many countries. The previous specification has merely controlled for country fixed effect,
informing us that there are indeed differences in the level of happiness for those countries
included in the analysis. In this section we re-run the regressions but with additional
interaction terms as specified in the previous section. The purpose is to detect whether there
exist country-specific linkages between happiness and childbearing. The regressions are
performed for parents and then separately for men and women. The results are presented in
Table 3. For simplicity we have excluded country dummies parameter estimates. Once again
the baseline country is Denmark. The interaction terms are meant to capture whether being
parent in one country is more, less or equally strongly associated with well-being than in
others.

13



Dondena Working Paper 10, vers. 2 Happiness and childbearing in Europe

Table 3 Being a parent in different European countries

Parents Fathers Mothers
1) (2) (3)

Age -0.051 *** -0.053 *** -0.045 ***
Age squared 0.005 *** 0.005 *** 0.004 ***
At least one child 0.105 ** 0.055 0.157 **
Currently in partnership 0.432 *** 0.420 *** 0.439 ***
Years of Education 0.014 *** 0.012 *** 0.015 ***
Annual Household Income 0.044 x> 0.048 *** 0.042 ==
Round 1 (2002) 0.005 0.001 0.009
Round 2 (2004) 0.010 0.017 0.002
(At least 1 child)*AT 0.032 0.007 -0.020
(At least 1 child)*BE -0.091 0.010 -0.227 **
(At least 1 child)*BG -0.327 ** -0.271 -0.382 **
(At least 1 child)*CH -0.036 -0.001 -0.088
(At least 1 child)*Cz 0.017 0.155 -0.096
(At least 1 child)*DE -0.019 0.078 -0.137
(At least 1 child)*ES -0.075 -0.004 -0.156
(At least 1 child)*FI 0.064 0.099 0.002
(At least 1 child)*FR -0.002 0.029 -0.081
(At least 1 child)*UK -0.064 0.027 -0.194 **
(At least 1 child)*GR -0.008 0.013 -0.009
(At least 1 child)*HU -0.067 -0.005 -0.152
(At least 1 child)*IE -0.045 0.017 -0.145
(At least 1 child)*IS -0.133 0.027 -0.302
(At least 1 child)*IT -0.182 ** -0.090 -0.250 **
(At least 1 child)*LU -0.172 ** -0.102 -0.242 **
(At least 1 child)*LV -0.133 -0.227 -0.110
(At least 1 child)*NL -0.025 0.050 -0.112
(At least 1 child)*NO -0.052 -0.016 -0.097
(At least 1 child)*PL -0.181 ** 0.000 0421 ***
(At least 1 child)*PT -0.088 0.029 -0.183 *
(At least 1 child)*SE 0.050 0.063 0.022
(At least 1 child)*SI -0.214 ** -0.105 -0.339 ***
(At least 1 child)*SK -0.037 0.160 -0.246 **
Number of observations 45518 21856 23662

Source: own computation based on ESS data. The variables "Age squared" and "Annual household income" have been divided by 10 and
10000 respectively. Each extension includes dummy variables. Denmark is the baseline country. P-values:
+p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***.

When we look at extension (1) results are quite striking since very few countries show
interaction terms significantly different from Denmark. Bulgaria, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland
and Slovenia display negative and significant coefficients: parents living in these countries are
on average worse off with respect to Danish parents.
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Extension (2) shows that being fathers in one country or another does not significantly differs
in terms of well-being levels. Although some of the coefficients associated to the interaction
effects differ in signs and magnitudes, none of them is statistically different from zero.
Surprisingly, also the general effect of having at least one child disappears as the coefficient is
significantly reduced and it is no longer significant (see extension (3) on Table 2 for a
comparison). One reasonable explanation for this unexpected result is that, although the
general effect may be positive and significant, this association no longer holds when we look
into within country specific effects (i.e. interaction terms). As a matter of fact it may very
well be the case that within countries’ associations between happiness and childbearing hold
different signs and significance levels with respect to the general effect and also among each
others (e.g. in this particular case some of the coefficients associated to the interaction effects
display positive coefficients while others display negative ones). In this context the
interaction terms seem to absorb the general effect such that it finally results not significant.

Finally, extension (3) shows that women are definitely more “country sensitive” than men. As
a matter of fact, mothers living in Belgium, Bulgaria, United Kingdom, Italy, Luxembourg,
Poland, Portugal, Slovenia and Slovakia are less happy than Danish ones. It is not surprising
to observe this pattern since mothers are more likely to be affected by country specific
institutional factors (e.g. labour market protection, maternity leave, part-time employment
etc.). It is also not surprising that the coefficients associated to the interaction effects of all the
countries, with the exception of Sweden, hold negative coefficients i.e. Denmark is generally
considered a country which offers to women above average labour market conditions and
promotes gender equality.

5.2.3 First born child’s gender, partnership and childbearing

In this last section we first study whether the gender of the first child born is associated to the
subjective perception of well-being and, if yes, whether it changes across men and women.
What makes studying this association particularly interesting is the random nature of this
event i.e. the gender of the child. Finally, we construct an additional interaction effect, namely
that of partnership status and childbearing. Results are presented in Tables 4 and 5.

When looking at the parameter estimates presented in Table 4, it emerges that the first child
for males, independent of its sex, has a positive and significant impact on his well-being.
Surprisingly, the coefficient associated to the first born girl is slightly, but not substantially,
higher than the one associated to the first born boy. Consistently with the previous results, the
association between happiness and the number of additional children is not statistically
different from zero.

On the other hand, when adding these new interaction effects for women, we no longer
observe any significant effect associated with having at least one child nor any revealed sex
preference. Having first born boys or first born girls is not significantly associated with
declared well-being levels. In this last model the number of additional children, after the first
one, has a positive and significant association with happiness; however, the coefficient
(0.016) and the level of significance are very contained.

These results are definitely in contrast to the ones presented by Behrman et al (2005). As a
matter of fact, the authors find that only first born sons make fathers happier while the first
child born-independent of its sex-has a large and positive impact on mothers’ well-being
levels.
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Table 4 The gender of the first born child and well-being levels

Males Females
Age -0.054 *** -0.047 ***
Age squared 0.005 *** 0.005 ***
Number of additional children 0.008 0.016 *
First born boy 0.062 ** 0.018
First born girl 0.074 ** 0.020
Currently in partnership 0417 *** 0.427 ***
Years of Education 0.012 *** 0.016 ***
Annual Household Income 0.048 *** 0.016 ***
Round 1 (2002) 0.002 0.007
Round 2 (2004) 0.018 0.002
N° of observations 21792 23604

Source: own computations on ESS data three rounds included. "Age squared" and "Annual
household income™ have been divided by 10 and 10000 respectively. Country dummies are included
into the model and Denmark is the reference country.122 respondents do not report the sex of their
first child hence are excluded from the analysis. P-values: +p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***,

Finally, Table 5 reports the results of the final analysis of this paper which concerns happiness
and childbearing and its interaction with partnership.

Extension (1) shows that having resident biological children seems to increase couples’ well-
being levels, both for males and females respondents. Again, in contrast with Berhman et al
(where the authors pointed out that the utility gains from partnerships do not interact with the
presence of children) we observe a rather strong interaction effect between partnership-
childbearing and its association to well-being levels. The coefficients are quite high, 0.201
and 0.171 for men and women respectively, and significant at the 1% level. Moreover, we
notice that, when including the interaction terms, the effect of having at least one child on
subjective happiness becomes negative for both genders. This is likely to be the result of the
fact that the positive and significant association between having at least one child and
happiness no longer holds once we control for the interaction term. The positive effect of
having at least one child while being in a partnership fully absorbs the positive association
between childbearing and well-being. This result clearly points out the fact that partnership
and childbearing are strongly interconnected; this interconnection can be seen from two
different and opposing points of views: having children increases the utility gains derived
from partnership or raising children while being in a partnership strengthen the association
between happiness and childbearing.

Finally extension (2) and (3) investigate if and to what extent women perceive the burden of
having to raise children without a partner. The analysis is exclusively done for women, since
a very limited number of men is currently without a partner and, at the same time, reports to
have children living in the household (only 407 observations, which represent only 4% of the
total number of men who is currently not living with a partner).
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Table 5 Childbearing & Partnership

(1) Partnership &

Males Childbearing

Age -0.052 ***
Age squared 0.005 ***
At least one child -0.101 **
N° of additional children 0.004
Currently in a partnership 0.384 ***
Partnership Status* At least one child 0.201 ***
Years of education 0.012 ***
Annual Household Income 0.048 ***
Round 1 (2002) 0.001
Round 2 (2004) 0.018
N° of observations 21856

Females (1)(;?{5&;?;2& (2) Lone women (3) Lone mothers
Age -0.045 *** -0.064 *** -0.013
Age squared 0.004 *** 0.005 *** 0.004
At least one child -0.089 ** -0.067 **
N° of additional children 0.011 -0.083 ***
Currently in a partnership 0.340 ***
Partnership Status* At least one child 0171 faleid
Annual Household Income 0.043 *** 0.048 *** 0.057 ***
Years of education 0.015 *** 0.026 *** 0.030 ***
Round 1 (2002) 0.007 -0.069 -0.132
Round 2 (2004) 0.001 -0.037 -0.115
N° of observations 23662 7506 2698

Source: own computations on ESS data three rounds included."Age squared" and "Annual household income™ have been divided by 10
and 10000 respectively. Extensions include country dummies and Denmark is the reference country. P-values:
+p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***

Not surprisingly, the association between happiness and childbearing for those women
currently living without a partner is negative and significant. Moreover, single mothers with
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more than one dependent child at home seem to be more disadvantaged than those who have
an only child living in the household. The coefficient associated to the variable “Number of
additional children” is negative (-0.083) and significant at the 1% level.

Whether these results capture the economic burden, the psychological distress, the negative
feelings associated with the loss of a partner or a combination of the three of them cannot be
easily understood through this model. Extensions (2) and (3) nevertheless suggest that the
positive association between happiness and childbearing (as it emerges from the analysis of
the previous sections) is reversed once we only consider women who are currently without a
partner.

6. Discussion

Do children make us happy? In light in recent changes in fertility patterns and the rising
importance attributed to well-being levels, it becomes interesting to study whether there exists
any significant association between them. In this article we argue that there is a positive and
significant association between subjective levels of happiness and parenting; we are, however,
not able to establish any causal link due to the cross-sectional nature of our data. Evidently,
our results appear to be in line with those of Behrman et al (2005). As a matter of fact, it
seems that parents are happier than non parents, given that, even after controlling for
individual and country characteristics, coefficients generally stay positive and significant.
When we regress happiness on the number of children, the association between childbearing
and happiness is rather small and it is larger for fathers than for mothers. When we instead
search for the overall association between being a parent or not in terms of happiness, the
effect is much more clear and determinate: parents are definitely happier than non parents on
average. At the same time, we find that additional children, after the first born, do not increase
parents’ subjective well-being. One may as a result conclude that children make us happier, at
least up to a certain extent. However, parenthood seems to have peculiar characteristics in
different European countries: the degree of happiness of parents in general and especially of
mothers changes if we look at specific European regions. More precisely, the very interesting
and striking result is that fathers are not systematically happier or unhappier in one country
than another, while it is the case that being mothers in some countries other than Denmark
does results in lower well-being levels. It is far from easy to fully motivate these patterns
since those countries which exhibit significant coefficients are a combination of poorer
countries (Eastern European), countries with low welfare provision and countries with weak
family ties. The reasons behind the fact that being parents in these countries result in more
disadvantaged conditions than Denmark is probably the result of a combination of factors
such as the general economic conditions of a country, welfare provision, institutional setting
(e.g. childcare services, labour market flexibility, maternity leave etc) and cultural and social
norms (e.g. provision of informal childcare services through family links and
intergenerational transfers).

Finally, we find a very strong interconnection between happiness, partnership and
childbearing. By including the interaction term (at least one child and partnership status) we
are able to estimate a separate association between happiness and childbearing for those who
are currently in a partnership and those who are not living with a partner. Being
simultaneously in a partnership and having children clearly results in higher well-being levels;
conversely having children while being single corresponds to a more disadvantaged condition.
Whether this is the result of the fact that having children increases the happiness gain a couple
derives from partnership or its mirror image, namely that raising children without a partner
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lowers the well-being derived from childbearing, cannot be clarified with the type of data we
are dealing with. Furthermore, the positive and significant association between childbearing
and happiness no longer holds once we only consider women who are currently not living
with a partner.

Summing up, based on our results, the association between happiness and childbearing
appears to be positive and significant but it is strictly related to the partnership status. The
happiness gains associated to childbearing disappear once the partner is no longer present.

It is however possible to generalize our results only to a limited extent due to the basic cross-
sectional nature of our analysis and the evident selectivity issues we are not able to deal with.
As was clearly stated in the introduction, our main contribution to the literature on happiness
and childbearing is the comparative perspective of our work. Taking such a wide comparative
perspective (our analysis is done for 25 European countries), to the best of our knowledge,
has never been done before.

Given the peculiarity of the topic and the fact that it has not been studied much in the
literature so far, there are of course many challenges for future research.

First of all it would be interesting to study whether the association between childbearing and
well-being varies when one confronts parents whose children are still living at home with
those whose kids have already exited it. More precisely, this type of analysis would
investigate whether the association between childbearing and well-being changes when
children are no longer economically dependent on parents after they leave the parental
household.

Finally, it would be interesting to include into the model a larger set of interaction effects
hereby accounting for not only where parents are currently living (as we did now by
interacting country dummies with the variable “at least one child”) but also for other factors.
These interaction effects could capture both macro factors (e.g. GDP levels of a country) and
respondents’ characteristics (e.g. income, level of education, whether you receive help from
grandparents etc.).
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Appendix

Table 6. Differences in the level of happiness across Europe

Country b St. Err.
Round 1 (2002) -0.01 0.01
Round 2 (2004) -0.01 0.01
IS 0.13 * 0.07
Fl -0.15 *=* 0.03
CH -0.16 *** 0.03
NO -0.27 *x* 0.03
SE -0.28 *** 0.03
IE -0.37 *x* 0.04
LU -0.37 *xx 0.04
BE -0.40 *** 0.03
NL -0.41 ** 0.03
AT -0.44 ** 0.03
ES -0.46 *** 0.03
Sl -0.55 *x* 0.03
FR -0.60 **=* 0.03
UK -0.63 **=* 0.03
DE -0.74 *x 0.03
cz -0.75 *xx 0.04
PT -0.82 *xx 0.03
PL -0.87 *x* 0.03
GR -0.87 *x* 0.03
HU -0.93 *xx 0.05
SK -0.98 **x 0.04
LV -1.03 *x* 0.05
IT -1.06 *** 0.04
BG -1.45 *xx 0.05
N° Obs. 45518

Source: own computation based on ESS data. Note: standard errors in parenthesis.
P-values: +p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***, Denmark is the reference country

Key:
AT Austria
BE Belgium

BG Bulgaria

CH Switzerland
Ccz Czech Republic
DE Germany

DK Denmark

ES Spain
Fl Finland
FR France
GR Greece

HU Hungary
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IS
IT
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