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Abstract:  
We analyzed the relationship between family ties and the life satisfaction of people between the ages of 
50 and 85 years in 13 European countries. We aim at determining the effects of partnership (being cur-
rently in a partnership) and parenthood (having remained childless). We use individual-level data from 
the sixth wave of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). The analyses are re-
stricted to respondents who are partnered or who have ever been married. We apply a multivariate analy-
sis to examine the association of life satisfaction with family ties for men and for women. We add con-
trols for age groups and education level, and we pay special attention to the role of individuals’ network 
size. Our findings indicate that in all countries, having no partner has the strongest and most negative as-
sociation with life satisfaction. However, there was no clear association between not having children and 
life satisfaction across countries. We also find an important role of some protector variables, such as hav-
ing a strong network which, in most countries, significantly increase one’s life satisfaction. We find that 
there is a relationship between individuals’ family situation and life satisfaction, but it is restricted to be-
ing in a partnership. The protection factor of having a partner improves one’s life satisfaction at older 
ages much more than protection by having children. This finding can reduce the concern about the long 
run implications of increasing childlessness among younger cohorts as it is not necessarily associated to 
a higher risk of low life satisfaction. 
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Introduction  

Family life and family history play an important role in health conditions and in mortality 
differentials in later life. The relationship between family life and subjective indicators of 
well-being (i.e. life satisfaction) is an increasingly interesting issue in a context in which 
new family arrangements along with an aging population are undergoing important 
changes that could have an impact on people in their advanced stages, according to the 
life-course perspective. The implications of childlessness on social isolation and lack of 
support in their later life has already been explored and might imply an increasing de-
mand for the public provision of long-term care services (Albertini/Mencarini 2014).  

https://doi.org/10.3224/zff.v31i2.04
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In this article we analyse the relationship between family ties and life satisfaction for 
people 50 years of age and older in 13 European countries. We are specifically interested 
in distinguishing between partnership and parenthood ties: whether people have remained 
childless or have had any children and how far away they live, as well as whether they are 
currently in a partnership. We restricted our analysis to a sample of people who have ever 
been married in order to overcome the association between not having children and never 
having had a partner. 

The importance of this investigation is to establish how quality of life is shaped by 
the family situation. Our aim is to understand whether the presence of a co-residing 
partner and/or the presence of children living in proximity, interact with other compo-
nents of elderly people’s social life. Therefore, we explore the role of mediator factors 
offering protection at older ages, such as the size of the social network. Finally, we ex-
plore gender differences in order to understand to what extent the relationship of the 
family constellation and social networks and support work differently for men versus 
for women. 

The article is structured as follows: First, we review the latest findings on life satis-
faction and subjective wellbeing indicators. Second, we present the key elements of new 
family trends in Europe in the last decades. Third, we formulate our main research hy-
potheses based on the theoretically complex relationship between family life and life sat-
isfaction. After presenting the data and methods used, we report the findings of our anal-
yses and we discuss their implications. 

Life satisfaction: The importance of subjective well-being indicators 

Concerns about quality of life, particularly in old age, have been investigated during the 
last decades in the social and behavioral sciences (George 2006; Solé-Auró/Lozano 
2019). Population well-being has been largely examined by computing trends in healthy 
life expectancy. Particularly, at the population level, healthy life expectancy is more than 
a measure of health. It is an indicator of an important dimension of well-being as quality 
of life. Today, subjective indicators such as life satisfaction are commonly used by quan-
titative social scientists to better understand our societies’ well-being. 

Health is always a dimension of well-being and quality of life. High levels of happi-
ness might influence longevity by reducing mortality through several direct and indirect 
mechanisms. Koopmans et al. (2010) found that increased levels of happiness predicted a 
lower mortality rate, and therefore happier people live longer. Being happy has been as-
sociated with having lower incidence of chronic conditions (Siahpush et al. 2008). Some 
empirical analyses have indicated that happier people have lower levels of hypertension 
(Blanchflower/Oswald 2008) and are able to manage stress better than their unhappier 
counterparts (Papousek et al. 2010). On opposite side, low levels of life satisfaction, or 
dissatisfaction, are associated with increased morbidity and mortality (Mojon-Azzi/Sousa-
Poza 2011; Koivumaa-Honkanen et al. 2000). Individuals with low levels of happiness 
are also more likely to have poor self-rated health, physical disabilities, depressive symp-
toms, and other common health conditions (Strine et al. 2008).  
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Patterns of subjective well-being change throughout the life course. The latest evi-
dence for the age pattern of happiness points at an upside-down U-shape with the highest 
levels observed in midlife (Easterlin 2010). Different assessments of males and females of 
subjective well-being have also been well studied. Some studies have demonstrated that 
women tend to be (slightly) happier than men, particularly in Western Europe (Ar-
rossa/Gandelman 2016). Considering happiness across the lifespan, and in countries with 
high life expectancies, one would expect that older people fare worse and, as a conse-
quence, have lower levels of happiness than their younger counterparts. But when analyz-
ing gender differences in this pattern, some studies have shown that men are happier or 
more satisfied with life than women across all ages even though the gender gap widens 
with age (Pinquart/Sörensen 2001) while others found that women at the beginning of life 
seem to be happier than men. However, with women, the pattern reverses, (Easterlin 
2010), as at middle adulthood women tend to report higher levels of stress than men, 
which might make them feel less happy (Jacobs/Gerson 2004; Mattingly/Sayer, 2006).  

New family trends: Changing partnership patterns and increasing 
childlessness  

In Western societies family trends are being redefined as a result of new nuptiality and 
fertility dynamics. First, partnership patterns across the life course have changed extraor-
dinarily in Western societies in the last few decades (Perelli-Harris/Lyons-Amos 2015). 
The main drivers have been the postponement of family and partnership formation 
(Sobotka/Toulemon 2008), the diffusion of premarital cohabitation and cohabitation as an 
alternative to marriage (Kiernan 2004), and increasing union dissolution rates (Kalmijn 
2007).  

Second, fertility patterns have undergone substantial changes, among which is the nota-
ble increase of childlessness in Europe in the second half of the twentieth century. The pro-
portion of women who had not had children by the end of their reproductive age has consid-
erably increased—in Western European countries for the cohorts born since 1945, in South-
ern European countries for the cohorts born since 1955, and, a little bit later in Eastern Eu-
ropean countries—since 1965 (Devolder/Merino 2007). Female childlessness has reached 
levels close to 20% in such countries as Italy, The Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium, and 
the UK for the cohorts born in the 1960s while the Eastern European countries show the 
lowest levels (Miettinen et al. 2015). This general increasing trend has not altered the con-
sistent gender differences defined by higher childlessness for men than for women.  

This increase of childlessness is clearly associated with the effects of the postpone-
ment of family formation and childbearing (González/Jurado-Guerrero 2006). But to un-
derstand the phenomenon, one must distinguish between voluntary and involuntary child-
lessness, which might affect differently individuals’ levels of life satisfaction. Not having 
had children as a result of a personal life project might positively affect one’s life satisfac-
tion while not having been able to become a parent (due to infecundity, the absence of a 
partner or to the career costs associated to parenthood) most probably impacts life satis-
faction negatively. We might also expect marital childlessness to be more associated with 
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involuntary factors than with voluntary decisions due to a selection into partnership of 
those with no childlessness intentions or ideals (Miettinen/Szalma 2014). 

Life satisfaction and family life: Overview of a complex relationship   

Before examining the relationship between family ties and life satisfaction, we must ad-
dress the problem of selection. Selection can operate in opposite directions, as the specific 
characteristics of the selected group can be positively or negatively associated with the 
outcome variable. Healthier and happier individuals are more likely to marry (Stut-
zer/Frey 2006) and to have children, and this partially explains why married people and 
parents are healthier than unmarried and childless adults. However, alternative studies 
have suggested that recent changes in the socio-economic profile of the childless popula-
tion could compensate for the effects derived from not having had children and operate as 
a positive selection (Cwikel/Gramotnev/Lee 2006). 

Despite these selection issues, the life course perspective states clearly that family 
formation at young ages has an impact on one’s circumstances at later stages. Fertility and 
mortality patterns, in particular, shape the family ties over a lifetime. Several studies have 
outlined the consequences of being childless on different aspects of life conditions in the 
long run, such as social networks, social support, income, and intergenerational transfers 
(Albertini/Kohli 2009, 2017; Klaus/Shnettler 2016, Kreyenfeld/Konietzka 2017). Howev-
er, other studies have shown that marital history more strongly predicts social support 
than parental status itself (Penning 2014; Schnettler/Wöhler 2016). This is in line with the 
previous evidence on the crucial effect of marital status on mortality, showing that mar-
ried people live longer than people who are unmarried (Vallin/Meslé/Valkonen 2001; van 
Poppel/Joung 2001).  

Marriage has been shown to have beneficial effects on health (Waldron/Hughes/ 
Brooks 1996) and so has living with a partner (Gumà/Solé-Auró/Arpino 2019). However, 
in order for us to summarize the relationship between family and life satisfaction or hap-
piness at older ages, it is important to distinguish between the immediate effects caused 
by family events such as marriage and the birth of a child and the long-term effects that 
can only be understood considering the whole family life trajectory.   

Considering first the immediate effects, some authors have argued that partnerships 
and family ties (together with good relations with others), rather than economic circum-
stances, are strong determinants of happiness and possible explanations of gender differ-
ences (Azizi et al. 2017). Regarding parenthood, numerous studies have supported the 
finding that the well-being effects of children on mothers or fathers are absent or even 
negative as a result of the combination of stressful situations and positive incentives 
(Veenhoven 1984; McLanahan/Adams 1987; Umberson/Pudrovska/Reczek 2010). Others 
have identified that these effects vary over time as studies have shown that parents’ hap-
piness increases in the years around giving birth but then decreases to the point it was at 
before children arrived (Myrskylä/Margolis 2014). Regarding partnerships, it has been 
shown that the benefits from marriage are largely different from one couple to another, 
depending mainly on their educational homogamy and the distribution of the household 
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tasks (Stutzer/Frey 2006). Moreover, previous studies have shown that widowhood has a 
clear and strong negative impact on life satisfaction that dissipates over time while the 
immediate effect of a divorce is rather positive (Clark et al. 2008). 

Second, regarding the long-term consequences, not having had children might impact 
ulterior life satisfaction not only through the frustration of the reproductive project (Es-
teve/Devolder/Domingo 2016) but more importantly through the absence of care provi-
sion and emotional support at older ages when there are no adult children (Abel-
lán/Esparza 2009). Recent evidence has shown that support networks of elderly non-
parents are weaker than those of parents (Albertini/Kohli 2009) or that support networks 
are not that different between parents and non-parents, but that non-parents are more like-
ly to be helped by non-relatives and non-profit organisations (Albertini/Mencarini 2014). 
The implications of not having a partner might differ between men and women due to the 
gender gap in re-partnering, among other factors. After a divorce or the loss of the part-
ner, the likelihood of re-partnering is higher for men than for women (Di Nallo 2019).  

Building on previous evidence, in this article, we adopted a cross-sectional perspec-
tive to explore how people’s life satisfaction at older ages is shaped by the fact of not hav-
ing a partner and/or not having children. Within this perspective, we focused on the in-
strumental nature of family ties, understanding that primary kin are able to offer both 
emotional and material supports that are positively associated with an individual’s life 
evaluation. Our main argument is that the effect of not having a partner or of being child-
less will be mediated by the extension of a social network and of social support. There-
fore, our main hypotheses are the following: 

 
H1: We expect that not currently having a partner will have a substantial negative asso-
ciation with life satisfaction, regardless of social network.  

 
H2: We expect that being childless will have a moderately negative association with life 
satisfaction, but this association is mediated by the extent of social network. 

 
H3: We expect that that not having children will affect both men and women, while we 
expect not having a partner will be more important for men than for women. 

Data, measures and methods  

Data 

In this study, we used individual-level data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Re-
tirement in Europe (SHARE), a multidisciplinary longitudinal survey that is representa-
tive of the non-institutionalised population aged 50 years and older (Börsch-Supan et al. 
2005; Börsch-Supan/Jürges 2005). The data collection instruments and study design have 
been harmonized to facilitate European comparisons of health, family circumstances, so-
cioeconomic characteristics, and social and family networks across countries. 

Our work is based on a cross-sectional analysis using data from the sixth (2015) wave 
of SHARE. We focused on the most recent data not only because our interest was to ad-
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dress our research question in the present time, but also because this wave contains the 
social network module that measures individuals’ personal social environment. The social 
network module contains a detailed description of respondents’ personal social networks. 
The respondents can name a maximum of seven persons whom they consider confidants. 
Due to the large variability of the prevalence of childlessness across nations among peo-
ple in their older ages (85-plus) and to avoid the effect of the high association between 
life evaluation and health conditions, we restricted our sample to women and men in 13 
European countries (Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Greece, 
Germany, Italy, Spain, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland) who were aged 50 to 85 years of 
age and who lived with a partner (married or cohabiting) at the time of data collection or 
who currently did not have a partner but had ever been married (divorced and widowed). 
The reason to limit our analysis to ever married individuals is the strong association of 
never been married and childlessness: only 32% of never married individuals are parents 
while 93% of those who married are. 

The total sample consisted of 50,777 individuals (22,310 men and 28,467 women) 
born in 1965 or earlier (see Table 2 for more details). The sample sizes varied by gender 
and country, with the largest samples coming from Belgium (4,964 respondents) and Es-
tonia (4,776 respondents), while Switzerland had the smallest (2,417 respondents).  

Measures 

Dependent variable 

Participants were asked to evaluate their life satisfaction by responding to a single ques-
tion: “On a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means completely dissatisfied and 10 means com-
pletely satisfied, how satisfied are you with your life?” In this work we used the scale 
(continuous variable) to analyze how individuals rated their life satisfaction level. 

Explanatory variables 

Our analysis had two main explanatory variables measuring the family ties: parenthood 
and partnership. First, we define parenthood in three categories considering the presence 
and residential proximity of children: i) those who were childless (had never had a child), 
ii) those who had at least one child (including biological, step, foster and adopted chil-
dren) living less than 1 km away and iii) those who had at least one child and all children 
were living more than 1 km away. Second, we define partnership distinguishing three cat-
egories: i) those respondents who at the time of data collection were currently living with 
a partner (married or cohabiting); ii) those without a partner divorced; iii) those without a 
partner widowed.  

We considered an additional variable associated with family life and family trajectory 
that might play a role as potential protectors of life satisfaction: the size of the respond-
ents’ social networks. It can reflect the degree of protection, potential care, and emotional 
support that the individuals could rely on. The variable ranged from 0 to 7, and we count-
ed the number of persons a respondent identified as people with whom he or she most of-
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ten discussed important things over the last 12 months. These people could include one’s 
family members, friends, neighbors, or other acquaintances.  

Control variables 

Socio-demographic control variables included two age groups: younger adults from 50 to 
64 years of age and older adults from 65 to 85 years of age. To assess whether educational 
inequalities in life satisfaction among older Europeans exists, we considered three educa-
tional groups, based on the level of education achieved, using the International Standard 
Classification of Education1 (ISCED): “low” (where no or primary education correspond-
ed to ISCED 0-1, and lower secondary education corresponded to ISCED 2), our refer-
ence category, “medium” (ISCED 3-4, higher secondary education) and “high” (ISCED 
5-6, tertiary education). We added these control variables into the model due to their as-
sociation with education and life satisfaction (Solé-Auró/Lozano 2019). 

Methods 

The aim of this article is to analyse the relationship between life satisfaction and 
parenthood and partnership across 13 European countries and to test whether this relation-
ship differs for men and women. First, we document the average life satisfaction and the 
distribution of parenthood and partnership for men and women. Second, we provide in-
formation on the average life satisfaction by parenthood and partnership for men and 
women for the pooled sample and across these 13 European countries. Third, we show the 
sociodemographic characteristics of our sample by gender, which later will be used as 
controls. Finally, we run separate OLS regression models for the pooled sample (Europe 
as a whole) and for each country separately, adding a set of control variables that have 
been found to be related with life satisfaction and therefore may confound the associa-
tions under study.  

Model 1 of the OLS regression model estimates the effect of our predictors of interest 
(parenthood and partnership) controlling for some socioeconomic variables (two age 
groups, being female and level of education). Model 2 adds to Model 1’s controls for our 
protector variable (the size of one’s social network). For the pooled sample, model 1 and 
model 2 also controls for country dummies.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Figure 1 shows the average life satisfaction for men and women across the 13 studied Eu-
ropean countries. We found a large variation across countries in terms of the average lev-
els of life satisfaction. On one side, Estonians and Greeks showed the lowest average lev-

                                                        
1 http://www.uis.unesco.org/education/pages/international-standard-classification-of-education.aspx. 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/education/pages/international-standard-classification-of-education.aspx
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el of life satisfaction while on the other side, Nordic countries led with the highest aver-
age level. In general, the average life satisfaction was higher for men than for women in 
all countries. The exceptions were Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark, Germany and Estonia 
where men and women scored their average life satisfaction in a similar way.  
 
Figure 1: Average life satisfaction for men and women (aged 50-85 years old) across 

13 European countries 

 
Source: SHARE (2015): wave 6.  
 
Figure 2 presents the proportions of parenthood and partnership across Europe. We ob-
serve that parenthood status varied substantially across countries and between men and 
women. Czech and Swiss respondents showed the lowest and the highest proportion of 
childlessness for both men and women (from 2.7 to 12.4 and from 2.4 to 11.1, respective-
ly). In general, the prevalence of childlessness was larger for men than for women, except 
in Sweden, Estonia, and Italy. The highest gender differences on the proportion of child-
lessness were found among the Germans (1.8 percentage points) while we encountered 
almost no gender differences in Austria, Greece, and Estonia. In the majority of the Euro-
pean countries the large majority of parents have their children living more than 1 Km 
away. Parents that have children living close by (<1Km) are more common in Southern 
and Eastern Europe (Spain, Greece, Italy and Czech Republic); in general, more women 
than men have at least one child living less than one kilometer away. 

Additionally, Figure 3 presents the partnership status differences by gender. There 
was a clear partnership pattern as our data show a higher prevalence of women without a 
partner and fewer variations across countries compared to men (being widowed or di-
vorced) at older ages (50 to 85). The composition by marital status of individuals without 
a partner was different for men and women: men were more likely to be divorced (60.4%) 
than widowed (39.6%) while women were more likely to be widowed (64.9%) than di-
vorced (35.1%).  
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Figure 2: Prevalence of parenthood among men and women  
(aged 50-85 years old) across 13 European countries 

Source: SHARE (2015): wave 6. 
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Figure 3: Prevalence of partnership among men and women (aged 50-85 years old) 
across 13 European countries 

Source: SHARE (2015): wave 6. 
 
Table 1 shows the average levels of life satisfaction by partnership and parenthood for 
men and for women across Europe. The overall average of life satisfaction was 7.7. Simi-
lar patterns can be observed for both men and women in terms of the average life satisfac-
tion by partnership and parenthood. In particular, we found that the average level of life 
satisfaction was always higher among those who had children (regardless of the residen-
tial proximity) than among those who were childless in Europe. This pattern was similar 
for being in a partnership, and in general, we found a higher average level of life satisfac-
tion among those who currently had a partner at the time of data collection. There is no 
clear pattern in terms of life satisfaction according to the marital status (widowed and di-
vorced) of those without a partner. 
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Table 1: Average life satisfaction by partnership and childlessness for men and women 
for the pooled sample and across 13 European countries. Individuals aged 50-
85 years 

Country 

Overall 
Average 
of Life 
Satis- 
faction 

Men Women 
Parenthood Partnership Parenthood Partnership 

Child-
less 

Child 
in 

<1km 

Child 
in 

>1km 

With 
partner 

Di- 
vorced 

Wid-
owed 

Child-
less 

Child 
in 

<1km 

Child in 
>1km With 

partner 
Di- 

vorced 
Wid-
owed 

Austria 8.33 7.96 8.46 8.43 8.48 7.95 8.12 7.87 8.20 8.34 8.45 7.96 8.01 

Belgium 7.78 7.59 8.06 7.88 8.00 7.30 7.79 7.64 7.69 7.72 7.88 7.23 7.48 

Czech Rep. 7.60 7.63 7.72 7.68 7.76 7.15 7.58 7.17 7.48 7.58 7.74 7.14 7.34 

Denmark 8.70 8.40 8.60 8.68 8.77 8.23 8.00 8.53 8.78 8.75 8.82 8.40 8.61 

Estonia 6.81 6.77 6.59 6.79 6.88 6.27 6.37 6.17 6.75 6.90 7.00 6.69 6.57 

France 7.45 7.37 7.49 7.52 7.59 7.22 7.00 7.34 7.35 7.41 7.60 6.77 7.18 

Germany 7.91 7.62 8.05 7.92 8.02 6.97 7.89 7.95 7.96 7.89 8.02 7.33 7.69 

Greece 7.03 7.11 7.25 7.09 7.18 6.75 6.34 6.74 6.79 7.06 7.16 6.19 6.53 

Italy 7.56 7.56 7.75 7.70 7.75 7.25 6.88 7.18 7.44 7.48 7.65 6.57 6.70 

Slovenia 7.41 7.20 7.31 7.47 7.50 6.52 6.96 7.47 7.23 7.43 7.54 7.15 6.87 

Spain 7.71 7.61 7.84 7.83 7.86 7.44 7.09 7.57 7.57 7.67 7.75 7.28 7.20 

Sweden 8.48 8.04 8.27 8.50 8.55 8.15 7.93 8.19 8.50 8.50 8.58 8.22 8.29 

Switzerland 8.46 8.41 8.51 8.45 8.47 8.28 8.60 8.39 8.35 8.49 8.55 8.02 8.42 

Total  7.71 7.62 7.78 7.79 7.85 7.37 7.38 7.48 7.51 7.72 7.83 7.32 7.25 

Source: SHARE (2015), wave 6.  
 
Then we provide the total sample size and descriptive statistics of the control variables for 
the pooled sample by country and sex (Table 2). Sample sizes varied across countries, but 
the proportion of the sample was always higher for females than for males. Almost half of 
the male sample was 65 or older, while over half of the female sample was in this age 
group. The educational composition of our sample presented a high variation across coun-
tries and by gender. On average, women were less educated than men. Finally, the varia-
bles on social support indicate that both the mean network size and the help received from 
outside the household were greater for women than for men. Country differences were 
observed for all the control variables, but we want to highlight the variation among our 
explanatory variables: for instance, in some countries, the mean network size was twice 
that of others. 
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Table 2: Sample size and descriptive statistics of the control variables for the pooled 
sample and across 13 European countries. Individuals aged 50-85 years  

 
MEN  

Sample Size Age 65+ Education Mean Network 
Size 

 
Low Medium High  

Austria   1 218 48.1   5.3   5.7 89.1 2.11  

Belgium   2 207 46.7 12.3 21.3 66.4 1.54  

Czech Rep.   1 800 47.9   3.7 28.7 67.6 1.92  

Denmark   1 491 50.2   5.4   6.2 88.4 1.63  

Estonia   1 892 46.1   2.3 19.4 78.4 1.26  

France   1 405 48.7 21.9   6.8 71.3 1.64  

Germany   1 848 49.0   0.8   4.6 94.6 2.00  

Greece   1 913 49.4 32.9 10.2 57.0 1.78  

Italy   2 141 51.4 35.8 29.1 35.2 1.21  

Slovenia   1 633 43.6   7.7 13.2 79.0 1.06  

Spain   2 120 45.8 43.8 26.9 29.3 2.36  

Sweden   1 535 51.7 16.1 13.7 70.2 2.01  

Switzerland   1 107 46.9   4.3   5.1 90.6 1.96  

Total 22 310 48.9 19.9 14.9 65.2 1.78 

 WOMEN  

 Sample Size Age 65+ Education Mean Network 
Size 

 
 Low Medium High  

Austria   1 662 49.9 11.9 18.6 69.6 2.38  

Belgium   2 757 50.5 16.3 21.3 62.4 1.70  

Czech Rep.   2 695 52.9 14.5 22.2 63.4 2.00  

Denmark   1 750 52.7   9.6 11.3 79.2 1.95  

Estonia   2 884 55.4   3.2 18.8 78.1 1.70  

France   1 816 51.3 29.2   9.8 61.0 1.85  

Germany   2 097 51.3   1.5 16.7 81.8 2.25  

Greece   2 434 51.4 47.1 10.2 42.7 1.88  

Italy   2 530 56.1 46.3 24.4 29.3 1.39  

Slovenia   2 144 49.9   9.4 29.5 61.1 1.37  

Spain   2 592 49.9 53.9 22.4 23.7 2.44  

Sweden   1 796 56.8 14.6 13.0 72.4 2.28  

Switzerland   1 310 48.9 10.3 12.4 77.3 2.18  

Total 28 467 52.2 26.0 17.6 56.4 2.0  

Source: SHARE (2015), wave 6.  

Linear regression analysis 

Table 3 shows the OLS estimates, which indicate the effect of parenthood and partnership 
on the life satisfaction of individuals aged 50-plus who have ever been married, for men 
and women separately. In comparison to Model 1, Model 2 considers the mediator effect 
of the size of the social network (in both models, additional variables were included as 
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controls; see note in Table 3). When all countries were pooled, we observed that, as we 
expected, not having any children and being without a partner, both divorced and wid-
owed, have a negative association with life satisfaction (Model 1). On the contrary, hav-
ing a child living less than 1 km away improves significantly the life satisfaction, particu-
larly for men. The negative association with life satisfaction is overall larger for divorced 
compared to widowed and for both men and women. According to our hypothesis, the ef-
fect of not having a partner more than doubled the effect of being childless both for men 
and for women in Model 1 (-0.65 and -0.47 versus -0.23 for men and -0.88 and -0.49 ver-
sus -0.09 for women). However, we didn’t see a stronger effect for males compared to 
females regarding not having a partner.  

When we added controls for the two mediator variables in the pooled Model 2, our es-
timates show that for men the effects the proximity of the children disappeared suggesting 
that children are an important source of support. However, for women with children liv-
ing closer the life satisfaction decreases when controlling for the mediator variables. This 
result might reflect a selection effect of women who moved closer to their children when 
they needed support or alternatively of women who might suffer from providing care to 
their children. 

Model 2 also shows that not having a partner after widowhood or divorce remained a 
significant negative factor for life satisfaction at older ages, and it could not be compen-
sated for by alternative relatives or institutional agents. Our results clearly show that hav-
ing a large network among older Europeans has a statistically significant and positive ef-
fect on life satisfaction (0.11 for men and 0.16 for women).  

Interesting findings emerged when we looked at the country differences. Having no 
partner was significantly associated with a reduction of one’s life satisfaction in most 
countries, and the effect was larger for divorced people than for widowed persons. When 
controls for network size were added (Model 2), in general the effect of being childless 
remained negatively associated with life satisfaction, but only statistically significant in 
Austria and Czech Republic for men and in Austria, Czech Republic, Estonia and Greece 
for women. This result indicates that childless individuals are balanced by the richness of 
their social networks, as those factors are positively associated with life satisfaction 
(Model 2). The effect of having no partner continued to reduce significantly levels of life 
satisfaction in most countries for men and for women both divorced and widowed, even 
when controlling for this protection variable. However, for women the significant effect 
of widowhood vanishes in some countries. In general, the network size increased signifi-
cantly their levels of life satisfaction in all countries but Austria for women and in one 
third of the countries for men. 
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Table 3: Linear regression of life satisfaction  on childlessness, singlehood, and social 
support. 13 European countries, persons aged 50-85 years old. 

Country 

MEN 

Model 1  Model 2  

Parenthood Partnership  Parenthood Partnership Network 
size Childless Child in 

<1km Divorced Widowed  Childless Child in 
<1km Divorced Widowed 

Austria -0.53** -0.03 -0.55 *** -0.40 *  -0.54 ** -0,04 -0.56 *** -0.41 ** -0.02 
Belgium -0.20 -0.20** -0.63 *** -0.29 *  -0.17 -0.03 -0.60 *** -0.28 * -0.11 *** 
Czech Rep. -1.22 -0.18 -0.85 *** -0.13  -1.20 * -0.15 -0.84 *** -0.12 -0.03 
Denmark -0.25 -0.02 -0.61 *** -0.83 ***  -0.23 -0.07 -0.59 *** -0.82 *** -0.06 ** 
Estonia -0.18 -0.02 -0.75 *** -0.47 **  -0.22 -0.16 -0.72 *** -0.45 ** -0.11 ** 
France -0.12 -0.03 -0.41 ** -0.54 **  -0.07 -0.12 -0.37 * -0.53 ** -0.13 *** 
Germany -0.31 -0.21 * -0.99 *** -0.23  -0.23 -0.12 -0.91 *** -0.18 -0.13 *** 
Greece -0.04 -0.20 ** -0.42 * -0,80 ***  -0.10 -0.02 -0.32 -0.68 *** -0.15 *** 
Italy -0.11 -0.14 -0.33 -0.92 ***  -0.03 -0.12 -0.26 -0.83 *** -0.18 *** 
Slovenia -0.24 -0.01 -0.88 *** -0.47 **  -0.30 -0.38 ** -0.79 ** -0.32 -0.21 *** 
Spain -0.17 -0.01 -0.35 -0.46 **  -0.13 -0.08 -0.30 -0.41 * -0.07 
Sweden -0.16 -0.13 -0.63 *** -0.62 ***  -0.15 -0.21 -0.59 *** -0.58 *** -0.08 ** 
Switzerland -0.06 -0.10 -0.22 -0.10  -0.07 -0.08 -0.21 -0.10 -0.02 
Total -0.23** 0.12 ** -0.65 *** -0.47 ***  -0.17 * -0.01 -0.60 *** -0.42 *** -0.11 *** 

Country 

 
WOMEN 

Model 1  Model 2 
Parenthood Partnership  Parenthood Partnership Network 

size 
Childless Child in 

<1km Divorced Widowed  Childless Child in 
<1km Divorced Widowed 

Austria -0.35** -0.05 -0.71*** -0.40***  -0.32* -0.08 -0.69*** -0.38*** -0.04 
Belgium -0.10 -0.08 -0.45*** -0.28***  -0.13 -0.16 -0.43*** -0.26*** -0.08*** 
Czech Rep. -0.66** -0.06 -0.77*** -0.42***  -0.63* -0.17 -0.70*** -0.35*** -0.13*** 
Denmark -0.19 -0.10 -0.48*** -0.27**  -0.13 -0.02 -0.43** -0.24** -0.12*** 
Estonia -0.65*** -0.07 -0.30*** -0.37***  -0.60*** -0.14 -0.26** -0.32*** -0.10*** 
France -0.05 -0.03 -0.98*** -0.39***  -0.14 -0.14 -0.84*** -0.31** -0.15*** 
Germany -0.08 -0.15 -0.75*** -0.22*  -0.13 -0.07 -0.69*** -0.16 -0.12*** 
Greece -0.32** -0.15 -1.02*** -0.54***  -0.24* -0.22*** -0.94*** -0.46*** -0.13*** 
Italy -0.29 -0.21* -1.27*** -1.02***  -0.23 -0.12 -1.14*** -0.86*** -0.22*** 
Slovenia -0.17 -0.12 -0.52** -0.35***  -0.19 -0.40*** -0.44** -0.24** -0.16*** 
Spain -0.14 -0.07 -1.09 -0.40*  -0.01 -0.20 -0.95 -0.26 -0.19*** 
Sweden -0.06 -0.02 -0.30** -0.24**  -0.03 -0.06 -0.23* -0.19* -0.10*** 
Switzerland -0.06 -0.11 -0.62*** -0.19  -0.04 -0.20** -0.52*** -0.14 -0.13*** 
Total -0.09 -0.07 -0.88*** -0.49***  -0.03 -0.08 -0.78*** -0.40*** -0.16*** 

Notes: Parents has 3 categories: 1. Being childless; 2. Having a child that lives in less than 1 km; 3. Hav-
ing a child that lives in more than 1 km (reference group).  No partner has 3 categories: 1. Having a part-
ner (reference category); 2. Being divorced; 3. Being widowed.  Model 1 also controls for age groups 
and education level. Model 2 adds additional controls to Model 1: network size. In the pooled model 
(Total), country dummies are also included. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1. Linear regression models 
were employed for the life satisfaction measure. Source: SHARE (2015), wave 6. 
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Discussion 

This study investigated how older people’s quality of life is shaped by their family ties. 
The aims of this paper were first to understand whether having a partner and/or having 
children at older ages, for men and for women, affect their life evaluation, and second, 
whether social networks and social supports can mediate the effect of family situation. 

From a descriptive and aggregate point of view, our results show important differences 
on the average life satisfaction by gender across countries. Nordic countries not only 
showed the highest average levels of life satisfaction but also presented more gender-
balanced scores while Eastern and some Southern European countries reported the lowest 
average scores for life satisfaction and they had higher gender differences. We also detected 
substantial differences across countries in the levels of childlessness and in the residential 
proximity of the children. Fewer variations appeared when we looked at the composition by 
partnership in the proportion of individuals who have a partner however differences 
emerged in the proportions of widows and divorced by country and especially by sex.  

Our multivariate results indicate that having no partner, both divorced and widowed, 
has the strongest and most negative effect on life satisfaction in all countries and for both 
men and women. On the other hand, we found no clear effect of having no children on 
life satisfaction for those who had ever been married once we considered their current 
partnership status. These are net effects after we included several control variables (Table 
3, Model 2). The results also demonstrate that in most of these European countries, hav-
ing a strong network significantly increase one’s life satisfaction. Based on these findings, 
we confirm our first hypothesis which stated that not living with a partner has a negative 
association with life satisfaction. We do not confirm our second hypothesis on the moder-
ate effect of childlessness on life satisfaction as the negative effect of childlessness van-
ished when social support was considered; and our third hypothesis is partially confirmed 
as the effect of not having children was not significant either for men or women, but con-
trary to our expectations no clear gender differences were found for not having a partner.  

Overall the dimension of one’s network and currently having a partner are the key 
consistent factors that are associated with the degree of life satisfaction, while having 
children and the residential proximity of them is less important. Therefore, we find a rela-
tionship between family ties and life satisfaction but restricted to the marital status. This 
finding goes along with previous results (Vikström et al. 2011) and can reduce the con-
cern on younger cohorts about the long-run implications of their following the trend to 
remain childless as it does not appear that they are at any greater risk of social isolation 
(Rowland 1998). Having a partner is a greater protector of life satisfaction at older ages 
than is having children.  

We are aware that these results cannot be a gold standard as there are other individual 
factors that are likely to modify the average life satisfaction and that relate to our results. 
First, regarding gender differences, we should consider the general worse health of women 
(Crimmins/Kim/Solé-Auró 2011) and the fact that older women are less likely to get care at 
home as they are more likely to live alone or to lose partners. Second, social class is a factor 
that has a direct effect on life satisfaction and might also exacerbate or mitigate the effect of 
family status itself. However, the restricted number of cases per country did not allow us to 
explore the association between the level of education, family status, and life satisfaction.  
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Our future research plans include investigating how additional characteristics at mac-
ro-level settings can influence the relationship between family structures and life satisfac-
tion in order to be able to explain the observed cross-country differences. Living in a 
country with higher gender equality rates (e.g. with a low gender pay gap) or in a country 
that offers high levels of social support for people of older ages (e.g. availability of home 
services versus long-term care facilities) might modify the perception of life satisfaction 
from a family-status point of view. So the importance of social values and of welfare sys-
tems might determine the actual effect of family life on well-being outcomes.   

Finally, the contribution of our paper should be read considering that it is based on 
self-reported life evaluations through the SHARE survey. The estimation of subjective 
measures is always complex as people with higher levels of life satisfaction might be 
more willing to participate in the survey, especially in countries with lower participation 
rates. Moreover, we might not detect gender-specific patterns in terms of life satisfaction 
as men and women might report life satisfaction differently within and across countries. 
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