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INTRODUCTION

Subjective well-being has raised a lot of interest in recent demographic
research (Billari & Kohler 2009, Kohler et al. 2005, Margolis & Myrskylad 2010,
Zimmerman & Easterlin 2006). One of the reasons behind the increased attention
is that an insight into the relationship between happiness and family formation
can explain the micro mechanisms underlying macro-level marriage and fertility
dynamics. The most frequently cited economic models of family formation link
partnership or parenthood decisions with the concept of maximisation of life-
cycle utility. These models assume that life satisfaction represents a latent factor
that cannot be measured directly. Empirical work has therefore treated the utility
derived from partnership and parenthood as universal and assumed that only the
direct or opportunity costs of family formation produce variation in the observed
fertility behaviour.

New perspectives have opened due to the development of direct indicators of
subjective individual-level well-being. The methods of collecting micro data on
reported happiness are currently quite advanced. There is also a growing body
of methodological literature on the reliability, validity, and comparability of the
answers to the related survey questions on happiness (Diener 1984, Veenhoven
1993, Frey & Stutzer 2002). Despite the fact that life satisfaction is a complex
construct, these methodological studies indicate that subjective indicators are
sensitive to life circumstances (Schwarz & Strack 1999, Ehrhardt et al. 2000),
and provide information relevant to research on the effects of family formation
decisions on happiness. The availability of micro data on the subjective well-being
of singles, cohabiters, and spouses provides an opportunity to test whether union
formation indeed increases life satisfaction. Comparing the reported happiness
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of the childless and of parents allows demographers to investigate the impact of
entry into parenthood.

This paper aims to provide an overview of the leading theoretical concepts and
summarise the available empirical evidence on family formation and subjective
well-being. In particular, it reviews the studies which investigate the effects of
union formation and entry into parenthood on subjective well-being. Apart from
presenting a summary of recent findings, it identifies the issues which could be
investigated in more detail. An additional objective of the paper is to suggest
how research in this field could contribute to the debate on population policy.
Although the goal of socio-demographic research is not limited to proposing
policy recommendations, but rather aims at providing insight into the mechanisms
behind the changes in population structure, such recommendations always
represent an important value added of theoretical or empirical investigations.

This paper is structured in the following way. Next section provides a brief
summary of how subjective well-being is measured in empirical practice. In the
further section, the question of how and why a partnership may improve individual
well-being is addressed. Then, the discussion moves on to the relationship between
parenthood and happiness. The last part of the literature overview describes
various ways in which institutional and cultural factors can modify the impact
of family formation on well-being. The paper is concluded with a summary and
discussion of the opportunities for further research.

MEASUREMENT OF SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING

Subjective well-being can be treated as a self-reported measure of utility. In
social sciences, it has been used as ,,an umbrella term” (Dolan et al. 2008) which
describes how people feel about their lives (Diener et al. 1999). Subjective well-
beingisabroad category which involves positive and negative feelings, expressions
of happiness, as well as cognitive judgments of life satisfaction (Dolan et al.
2008). Each of these constructs has its own specifics. However, these components
of subjective well-being often correlate substantially. Therefore, many social
scientists treat subjective well-being as a general area of scientific interest and
often use the terms signifying its various dimensions interchangeably (Easterlin
2004). In this literature overview, a similar approach has been adopted, i.e. terms
such as happiness, life satisfaction and well-being are used synonymously.

Subjective well-being is measured in surveys by means of either single-item
or multiple-item questions. The following example of a single-item question on
happiness comes from the World Values Survey: ,,Taken all together, how happy
would you say you are: very happy, quite happy, not very happy, not at all happy?”’
The responses are measured on a numerical scale, with lower values indicating
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poorer well-being (i.e. from 1 ,,Not at all happy” up to 4 ,,Very happy”). One of
the alternatives is the item used, among others, in the Eurobarometer Survey. The
question to the respondents is as follows: ,,On the whole are you very satisfied,
fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not satisfied with the life you lead?”. Most
demographic and economic empirical studies have relied on these simplified
measures of subjective well-being.

The single-item scales have the advantage of brevity, which is clearly important
in large multi-purpose surveys. However, the responses to single-item questions
are considered to be less reliable than multi-item scales. According to validity
studies, measurement errors tend to be smaller on average in indicators derived
from multi-item than from single-item scales. One of the examples of a multi-
item subjective well-being measure is the set of questions in the General Health
Questionnaire in the British Household Panel Survey. They provide ratings of
the following statements: ,,Have you recently, a) been able to concentrate on
whatever you’re doing, b) felt that you were playing a useful part in things,
¢) felt capable of making decisions about things, d) been able to enjoy your
normal day-to-day activities, ¢) been able to face up to problems, f) been feeling
reasonably happy, all things considered, g) lost much sleep over worry, h) felt
constantly under strain, i) felt you could not overcome your difficulties, j) been
feeling unhappy or depressed, k) been losing confidence in yourself, 1) been
thinking of yourself as a worthless person?” The responses are recorded on a
four-point scale. The scores are then summed up to form a single index, with a
higher sum of scores indicating lower psychological well-being.

Other survey instruments include the Affectometer 1 and Affectometer 2
developed by Kammann et al. (1979) and Kammann & Flett (1983) respectively,
as well as the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985, Pavot & Diener
1993b). The Affectometers measure the balance of pleasant and unpleasant
feelings. Affectometer 1 incorporates a scale that has 96 separate items for
positive and negative affects and uses the balance or net scoring formula to obtain
the overall well-being score. Further validation and consolidation work led to
a transformation of the extensive Affectometer 1 into a 40-item questionnaire,
called Affectometer 2 (Kammann and Flett 1983Db).

The Satisfaction with Life Scale focuses on the cognitive judgments of life
satisfaction rather than affects (Diener 1993). It includes the following items:
(1) in most ways my life is close to my ideal (2) the conditions of my life are
excellent (3) I am satisfied with my life (4) so far I have gotten the important
things I want in my life (5) if I could live my life over, I would change almost
nothing. These items are answered using a 7-point scale ranging from ,,Strongly
agree” to ,,Strongly disagree”. The Satisfaction With Life Scale assesses the
respondent’s satisfaction with life as a whole, rather than contentment with any
of the specific life domains such as health, intimate relationships or finances. It
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allows individuals to evaluate their lives by using their own criteria, weighting
these domains in whatever way they consider appropriate.

Obviously, as in the case of any self-reported measures, subjective well-being
indicators have a number of shortcomings. These judgements may be sensitive to
the type of scale, the order of items in the questionnaire, and certain situational
factors such as the weather or the mood of the respondents (Schwarz & Strack
1991, Pudney 2010). However, there are some arguments in favour of using
these indicators as reliable measures of individual genuine well-being. First of
all, self-rated happiness is strongly correlated with assessments of how spouses,
family and friends assess the given person’s happiness (Costa & McCrae 1988,
Diener 1984, Pavot & Diener 1993, Sandvik et al. 1993). Second, there is a strong
relationship between happiness and the physical symptoms of well-being. For
example, higher rates of subjective well-being have been shown to be strongly
associated with the longer duration of the so-called ,,Duchenne” smile (Ekman
et al. 1990), which indicates a positive affective state of mind. High reported
happiness also correlates with measures of responses to stress such as heart rate
and blood pressure (Shedler et al. 1993). The assessments of well-being are
good predictors of mental health and suicide attempts (Lewinsohn et al. 1991).
Summing up, despite earlier concerns, subjective well-being indicators appear to
be relatively robust measures of genuine individual well-being (Dolan & White
2007). However, their use requires careful analysis, arguably implementing
analytical approaches that eliminate bias resulting from the measurement error.

The selection bias in this context means that the individuals who have innate
predispositions to report a higher level of life satisfaction may also systematically
vary in their propensity to form unions. For example, persons in good mental and
physical health may have higher chances of finding a partner and simultaneously
display a higher propensity to express contentment with their life. Selection into
partnership is very well grounded in evolutionary theories: the fitter individuals
havebetter chances of reproducing and so they attract more potential partners. Apart
from universal traits which drive selection into partnership and simultaneously
improve subjective well-being, there are also individual, often unobserved,
characteristics that play a different role in mate selection and happiness depending
on gender. For women, being young, healthy and able to conceive are associated
with increased value on the marriage market, whereas social status and wealth
raise the attractiveness of males. Hence, as long as mental and physical health
cannot be fully controlled for, the observed and measured effect of partnership
status on happiness will be biased.

Unfortunately, apart from health, which is occasionally measured in some
surveys, there is a whole range of factors which may exert a similar confounding
influence. Psychological research shows that specific personality traits, such as
extraversion and low neurotism, vary systematically with happiness ratings and
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also affect marriage chances (DeNeve & Cooper 1998, Diener & Lucas 1999).
Furthermore, just as intrinsically happy individuals may select into the group of
those who form unions, there might also be mechanisms of selection into the group
of prospective parents. Hence, disentangling causal effects poses a challenge and
requires particular care in empirical applications. In the following sections of this
paper, the review of empirical evidence focuses on research which attempts to
remove selection bias. An exception is made in section which discusses studies
that concentrate on contextual rather than individual-level influences; to the
author’s best knowledge, in this strand of research there exist no studies which
control for unobserved effects specific to the individual.

Another interesting but methodologically challenging aspect of satisfaction
derived from partnership or parenthood is its persistence. It may be argued that
living in a union does not necessarily increase life-time happiness, regardless of
the time that has elapsed from union formation or giving birth. In particular, set-
point theory argues that all individuals follow the process of adaptation, which
means that people get used to all kinds of stimuli (Lucas et al. 2003). Due to this
adaptation process, individuals who stay together for a long time are likely to report
lower well-being than in the initial stage of union formation (Soons & Kalmijn
2009). These models predict that an initial partnership phase is characterised by an
increased well-being (i.e. the so-called ,,honeymoon effect”), but then satisfaction
falls. In the context of well-being dynamics, this implies that couples tend to get
used to pleasure derived from living in a close relationship, and after some time
they report their ,,baseline” level of subjective well-being. Similarly, the effect of
entering parenthood may vary strongly depending on the age of the child or the
stage of the life course. Unlike in the case of selection processes, this issue requires
high quality longitudinal data rather than sophisticated analytical methods.

UNION FORMATION AND WELL-BEING

The main mechanisms generating causal positive effects of partnership on well-
being are related to social and emotional support. A partner can help to cope with
the strains in life, develop a positive sense of identity and raise self-esteem (Coombs
1991, Johnson & Wu 2002). Individuals who have partners not only feel less lonely
and helpless, but also benefit from sexual intimacy (Blanchflower & Oswald 2004,
Waite & Joyner 2001). Particularly strong effects of such support can be expected
among homogamous couples, who are more likely to share common norms and
values, and hence experience fewer conflicts (Brynin et al. 2009).

There are also other mediating mechanisms which contribute to the positive
effect of partnership on life satisfaction. One of the examples is related to the
social control of health behaviour. Having a partner may increase the likelihood
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of early detection of illness symptoms and receiving medical treatment. It might
also discourage risky behaviours such as drinking and smoking, and promote a
healthy diet (Joung et al. 1997, Umberson 1992). This applies especially to men,
who are argued to adopt a healthier life style from their female partners. In turn,
better physical health improves subjective well-being both in the short and the
long term.

Union formation may also affect subjective well-being because it encourages
sharing of resources. Due to the economies of scale related to sharing a flat, people
who have partners may enjoy a higher standard of living than singles (Brien &
Sheran 2003, Weiss 1993, Joung et al. 1997). Mutual financial responsibility
provides suitable conditions for division of labour and contributes to the increase
in the joint utility of the household (Becker 1981). In turn, in dual-breadwinner
households, the income derived by one of the partners may serve as a ,,safety
net” for the other spouse in case of job loss. Spouses may also provide services
for which markets are missing or imperfect, such as long term care in the event
of illness or old age, and hence partnership can be viewed as a form of insurance
against adverse life course risks.

Cohabitation and marriage — does a form of partnership matter?

Marriage has traditionally been regarded as a fundamental social institution
for procreation, child-rearing and the organization of labour within households.
However, in many European societies, most of these processes are no longer
restricted to married couples. Alternative forms of partnership, including
cohabitation, are becoming increasingly common. The question is whether these
atypical partnerships are of lower quality and bring less life-time satisfaction for
couples, or does the lack of legitimisation have no impact on the well-being of
unmarried partners.

There are well-established theoretical concepts explaining why marriage should
improve life satisfaction more than cohabitation does. Marriage is an institution
defined by alegal contract which specifies mutual rights and responsibilities (Musick
& Bumpass 2006, Nock 1995). The institution of marriage creates normative
standards with respect to appropriate behaviours, which are then protected through
social support of family, friends and the local community (Cherlin 2004). For
example, according to this institutionalization perspective, formalization of unions
through marriage contracts is a form of a public promise of faithfulness (Hansen
et al. 2006). As long as a couple is married, society may sanction deviations from
these norms, which would be difficult in the case of unmarried unions.

Marriage can be argued to reduce uncertainty regarding the future duration of
the relationship, which in turn reinforces commitment and mutual investment in
the relationships (Hansen et al. 2007). By contrast, cohabitation gives a weaker
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guarantee of personal commitment, since an informal promise is easier to break
than a public and formal oath (Cherlin 2004, Evans & Kelley 2004, Nock 1995).
Against this background, it could be expected that, in general, the legitimisation
of union matters where the wellbeing of partners is concerned.

Both marriage and cohabitation provide conditions for pooling material
resources and deriving benefits from economies of scale (Brien & Sheran 2003,
Weiss 1997, Joung et al. 1997). However, as long as in many countries the mutual
rights and obligations of cohabitating partners are not as well defined by law as in
the case of marriage, couples in formal unions have an advantage in this respect.
Furthermore, in most European countries, the law restricts privileges related to
sharing of financial resources to married couples only. Examples of such privileges
include joint taxation, tax breaks or housing allowances. Moreover, property
law and divorce law protect married partners against loss of their investments,
which is not necessarily the case for cohabiters. To the extent to which marriage
encourages combining two significant incomes more than cohabitation, married
individuals may enjoy a higher standard of living, which might improve their
well-being.

The gap in effects of reported well-being between married and non-married
partners may differ for men and women due to gender differences in the motivation
to engage in long-term partnerships. According to evolutionary models of family
formation, for females, the need to receive financial protection and support in
raising children encourages monogamy. For men, instead, the longer reproductive
life and the higher interest in conception rather than in childrearing increases
propensity for a higher number of short-lived relationships (Daly & Wilson 2000,
Kaplan & Lancaster 2003). Hence, as long as women benefit from long term
relationships more than men do, formalisation of unions, which gives ground for
the expectation of long-term stability, might increase well-being mainly among
females.

Empirical findings

There is a plethora of studies which explicitly measure or at least control for
civil status in measuring individual-level wellbeing. Already over two decades
ago, Haring-Hidore et al. (1985) synthesized the findings from 58 empirical
studies within a meta-analysis framework to show a positive association between
being married and subjective well-being. Cross-sectional studies typically show
that cohabiters report lower well-being than married couples (Stack & Eshleman
1998). These effects have been found even in societies where cohabitation is
widespread and socially accepted (Hansen et al. 2007). However, most available
studies, including the two cited above, do not overcome the problem of selection of
intrinsically happy persons into the sample of individuals who find a stable partner.
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The following review of empirical literature summarises the findings of studies
that remove bias resulting from selection into (a specific type of) partnership.

Clark et al. (2008) used fixed effects models based on the German Socio-
Economic Panel to test the level and persistence of consequences of entry into
union. The results suggested that marriage increases well-being, but only for
a specific period of time. The peak occurs around a year after it happens, and
afterwards individuals seem to adapt to the fact that they have a partner who
supports them emotionally or otherwise.

Kohler et al. (2005) also overcame the problem of selection bias by means
of fixed effects models. The authors used data from a cross-sectional survey
conducted on a sample drawn from the Dutch register of monozygotic twins .
The effects of partnership were measured in a cross-sectional design and hence
authors didn’t examine the changes in the effect of partnership on well-being
across partnership duration. Furthermore, the data from the Dutch register do
not allow the introduction of a distinction between marriage and cohabitation;
hence the estimates concerned having a partner irrespective of union type.
However, the study has a unique advantage of controlling for all the genetically
transmitted predispositions and social background influences. The estimates
showed that having a spouse substantially increases well-being for both genders,
but interestingly, the impact is almost twice as large for men as compared to
women. According to the authors, men seem to enjoy greater benefits in terms of
subjective well-being from partnership than females.

Musick & Bumpass (2006) used fixed-effects models on panel data from the
National Survey of Families and Households conducted in the USA in order to
examine how marriage and cohabitation affect happiness. The focal point of their
analysis was transition from being single into cohabitation and marriage, as well
as from cohabitation into marriage. Their results showed no difference between
the effects of moving into marriage compared to cohabitation. In general, moving
into any type of union increases happiness to the same extent. Furthermore, there
is no significant difference in the effects of direct marriage and marriage preceded
by cohabitation for well-being.

Stutzer & Frey (2006) used fixed effects models and data from the German
Socio-Economic Panel not only to demonstrate the causal effects of partnership
on reported well-being, but also to provide insight into the sources of well-being
in partnerships. They also considered the way that partnership effects vary across
partnership duration. Moreover, they took an interdisciplinary perspective and
drew on theories in economics of marriage as well as on sociological theories on
educational homogamy and quality of unions.

In general, Stutzer & Frey (2006) found evidence for the ,,honeymoon effect”
in marriage: as the year of marriage approaches, people report, on average, higher
well-being, but after one year of marriage, the average reported satisfaction
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with life decreases. The formation of a cohabitating union has a positive impact
on life satisfaction, similar to that of marriage, although the magnitude of the
effect is sometimes not as large. To test the prediction that opportunities for
specialisation in labour division raise the happiness of the couple, Stutzer & Frey
(2006) divided the sample of married couples into a group of spouses with an
above-median relative difference in wage rates and one with a below-median
difference. The authors reported no systematic differences in subjective well-
being between the two groups in the period following marriage; however, before
marriage, the more heterogeneous couples who eventually married reported
higher well-being than the more homogenous couples. The authors interpreted
this as an argument in favour of economic theories of marriage: couples with a
high potential for division of labour benefit from marriage to a larger extent. The
evidence analysing actual couples’ behaviour related to specialisation confirmed
that unions which introduce specialisation after marriage report higher well-being
than dual-income couples. Interestingly, this effect was stronger for women than
for men.

According to Stutzer & Frey (2006), educational homogamy increases the
well-being of couples after marriage, which the authors interpreted as evidence
supporting sociological ideas about the benefits from ,,marrying partners who
are alike”. Couples with small differences in their level of education gain, on
average, more satisfaction from marriage than spouses with large differences in
educational attainment. The somewhat surprising finding is that in the period
preceding marriage, no benefits in terms of life satisfaction are recorded by unions
of similarly educated individuals.

ENTRY INTO PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING

Although raising children is time-consuming and expensive, people asked
about the most important things in their lives place having children near or even
at the top of their list (Stanca 2009). Despite the strains and worries related to
raising children, most men and women do not wish to remain childless. Although
little is known about the specific reasons for childlessness, literature makes it
clear that relatively few childless individuals now in midlife or (particularly) old
age consciously decided never to have children. Their most common reasons
for childlessness are remaining unmarried, very late marriage, or infertility
(Hagestad & Call 2007, Toulemon 1996). Indeed, according to demographic
theories, parenthood is assumed to positively affect life satisfaction. In the
rational-choice models of fertility, the utility derived from having children is
actually the fundamental tenet (Becker 1981, Ermisch 1989). This assumption
has been neither tested nor explained in detail, however. The specification of the
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innate value of children is actually a missing component of these models (Nauck
2000).

The crucial assumption of utility gains derived from parenthood finds
support in evolutionary biology. Recent studies argue that humans have evolved
a predisposition towards nurturing (Foster 2000, Rodgers et al. 2001). These
arguments imply that having offspring increases happiness because it raises
satisfaction, which is derived from taking care and fostering the development of
small children.

Another theoretical idea explaining the utility of parenthood has been proposed
by Hoffmann & Hoffmann (1973), who developed the ,,value of children” concept.
In general, value of children refers to the parents’ needs that the offspring may fill.
Hoffmann & Hoffmann (1973) proposed a wide number of such functions: from
strengthening social ties, through enjoying novelty and a sense of achievement in
life, development of the parents’ self, up to the opportunity of involving children
in unpaid work in one’s own household and receiving their support in old age. One
can distinguish between short-term and long-term aspects of utility from children
and classify them into broad categories of factors affecting social recognition of
parents, and factors improving their economic well-being as well as security and
care in the old age (Nauck 2000).

While evolutionary approaches view the preference for having children as a
universal feature of all human beings, the ,,value of children” approach considers
factors which may actually introduce variation in fertility behaviour. The specific
dimensions of value of children may vary according to the type of society or
the social group. For example, depending on the cultural conditions, in some
societies or social groups having (more) children may improve the social status of
parents, while in other societies parenthood has no such influence. Furthermore,
in modern societies, social security systems replace children’s economic value
(e.g. Boldrin et al. 2005, Boldrin & Jones 2002, Cigno 1993, Ehrlich & Kim
2007, Rosati 1996)). Hence, in countries with a well-developed system of welfare
state support for the elderly, the argument about the old-age insurance function
of children may be less relevant than in countries where the family is responsible
for non-working persons requiring care.

Regardless of all these arguments about satisfaction and economic benefits
derived directly from parenthood, psychological studies draw attention to the
negative consequences related to giving birth and rearing children. First of
all, parents experience stress related to financial responsibility (Zimmerman
& Easterlin 2006, Stanca 2009). Second, becoming a parent reduces leisure
time (Sanchez & Thomson 1997). Finally, it affects the quality of the couple’s
relationship (Lavee et al. 1996), and exerts pressure that might have negative
effects on psychological well-being (McLanahan & Adams 1987). Obviously,
just as some of the benefits from having children are short term and others emerge
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only after many years, the distribution of costs related to having offspring varies
over a child’s age. Arguably, the period of early care is the most time- and effort-
intensive, whereas after children are grown up, they require less support.

Consistently with this point, McLanahan & Adams (1987) argued that the
effect of parenthood on well-being changes over the life course. The turning
points are marked by specific transitions, such as the birth of the first child and the
departure from home of the last child. Parental experiences could be broken down
into categories that represent distinct phases in the family life cycle and capture
the context in which taking care of children is experienced. The first phase is the
period without children, then follows a period with preschool children, a period
with school-age children, and lastly, an ,,empty nest” stage.

, Atypical” parenthood: non-marital births and late childbearing

As the decisions to have children are becoming increasingly postponed
by subsequent cohorts of young people, the question arises whether this shift
is indeed driven solely by constraints on having children earlier, or whether
later childbearing is a result of deliberate choices that also result in improved
well-being of prospective parents. In the literature, the mechanisms behind the
positive effects of late childbearing on well-being have been attributed to the so-
called maternal maturity hypothesis (Hofferth 1987, Turley 2003). Very young
mothers are argued to be less likely to establish an optimal family environment
for children. Meanwhile, people who have gained more life experience are more
likely to provide appropriate parenting (Bornstein et al. 2006). Furthermore, the
accumulated financial and social resources allow them to experience less worry
about being ,,successful” parents.

The theoretical concepts related to another ,,atypical” childbearing behaviour,
i.e. having children outside a union, remain even less developed. According
to evolutionary theories, women value nurturing children more than men, and
simultaneously women value partnership less than men do. Hence, perhaps
there are actually reasons to believe that having a child outside union may have
a positive or neutral impact on well-being for women. Furthermore, as long as
in some cultures or social strata maternity allows the attainment of high social
status, some young women may decide to enter motherhood even if they are
unable to find a suitable life-partner, because children ,,bring the meaning to their
life” (Evans & Kelley 2004).

Other evolutionary models predict that the age of entry into parenthood
depends on the expected duration of the adult reproductive life span (Charnov
1991, Stearns 1992). According to this approach, in societies or regions where the
expected life span is particularly short, individuals may follow a ,,fast life” strategy
of early reproduction, reduced investment in offspring, and a high reproductive
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rate (Promislow & Harvey 1990, Wilson & Daly 1997) . Consistently with these
ideas, female life expectancy has been shown to remain strongly associated with
age at first birth, with lower age at first birth in countries where mortality rates
are high (Low et al. 2008, Walker et al. 2006). Furthermore, there is also some
evidence focusing on modern, advanced societies, which demonstrates that in
particularly deprived neighborhoods with very low life expectancies, the age at
first birth is much lower than in more developed regions (Nettle 2010). These
results suggest that teenage childbearing may be a deliberate response to the
socio-economic context (Geronimus 2003, Ellis et al. 2009). Again, this suggests
that contrary to conventional wisdom, having a child early and outside of formal
union may have a positive or neutral impact on well-being for young women.

Clearly, these theoretical ideas need further development. On the one hand,
the lack of elaborated theoretical and analytical frameworks for analysis of both
teenage or non-marital births and late childbearing creates challenges for any new
empirical contributions. On the other hand, it also opens up an interesting new
avenue for research.

Empirical findings

While the impact of partnership on well-being has been studied extensively,
research on the well-being effects of children is more scarce (Stutzer & Frey
2002, 2006). Furthermore, evidence is very mixed. Surprisingly, some studies
show either non-significant or negative effects of parenthood. Similarly as in the
previous section of this paper, the following review of empirical studies focuses
on articles which tried to remove bias resulting from selection into parenthood.

Clark et al. (2008) used fixed-effects models on data from the German Socio-
Economic Panel to show that an arrival of a new child increases happiness in
the family. The birth of a child has a positive effect on female well-being, but no
significant effect on the life satisfaction of men. Interestingly, these effects also
vary over the age of the child. By the time the child is 2—3 years old, the impact
of having a child turns negative for both sexes and remains so thereafter.

Kohler et al. (2005), who used sibling data to control for all confounding
factors (including genetically-driven infertility), showed a diverging impact of
childrearing depending on gender and age of parents, as well as the parity. The
estimates from fixed-effects models reveal that for young females, the first-born
child has a large positive effect on subjective well-being. However, the second
child decreases happiness, and the third child and any further children almost
completely level off the positive effect resulting from having the first child.
For men, an increase in happiness resulting from the first child is lower than
for women, but males do not experience the same declines in happiness with
additional children as females do.
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Clark & Oswald (2002) used panel data from the British Household Panel Study
to estimate fixed-effects models that measure the impact of entry into parenthood
on subjective well-being. After controlling for individual effects, they found that
having children is not associated with increased well-being. They also noted the
negative influence of higher-parity births (i.e. third or higher-order children). The
same data and methods have been used by Angeles (2009a, 2009b), who showed
that the effect of children on the life satisfaction of married individuals is small,
often negative, and never statistically significant.

Empirical evidence on the effects of late childbearing on life satisfaction is
very limited. The few available studies do not use methods which would allow
to disentangle the causal effects of postponement of childbearing and remove the
potential selection bias. There are some studies which compare the symptoms of
depression and paternal distress of on-time and older mothers (e.g. Boivin et al.
2009, Bures et al. 2009). Still, it is unclear whether the depressive symptoms are
a causal effect of late childbearing, or if they are an effect of advanced age and
related adverse health effects. Whether late childbearing contributes to the overall
happiness, and if these effects are causal or spurious, remains to be proved.

As regards studies on extramarital births, evidence is also limited, and very
mixed. Kohler et al. (2005) included in their models an interaction between
partnership status and the indicator of having at least one child. Interestingly,
it turned out to be insignificant, suggesting no negative effects of extramarital
births on subjective well-being. Perhaps, after controlling for individual effects,
raising children while outside of a union does not bring less happiness than raising
children together with a partner. Clearly, this issue requires further investigation.

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS AFFECTING SATISFACTION
FROM FAMILY FORMATION

Research on the relationships between individual-level well-being and family
formation raises many interesting questions about cross-national differences
in partnership and fertility behaviour. While evolutionary theories propose
explanations for some universal mechanisms, which should exist in most
societies, there still are striking differences in the prevalence and consequences
of various family forms. The differences in family formation patterns observed
across Europe may be closely related to the fact that the gap between well-being
of individuals adopting specific family formation behaviour is shaped by country-
specific factors.

It could be argued that there are institutional or cultural factors which increase
the gains or at least reduce the disadvantages from remaining unmarried.
Furthermore, countries might differ in terms of barriers that deter from legitimising
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unions. Indeed, Diener et al. (2000) and Stack & Eshleman (1998) found that the
difference in well-being between cohabitants and married couples differs across
countries. Also, for the next stage of family formation, i.e. childbearing, the specific
dimensions of value of children may vary depending on the country-specific
cultural or institutional context. In different cultures, social recognition of parents
may be remarkably higher than that of the unmarried and childless. Furthermore,
in countries with various welfare state settings, the role of family members in the
provision of financial support and care may be of overriding importance or it may
be replaced by benefits and services guaranteed by the social security system.
For example, Aassve et al. (2009) and Margolis & Myrskyla (2010) found that
the direction and magnitude of the relationship between happiness and parental
status differs across societies.

Regarding union formation, the main macro-level factors that have been taken
into account as potential determinants of the gap in well-being between singles,
cohabitants and the married refer to social norms and culture. For example,
countries differ in the extent that marriage and cohabitation are tolerated (Soons
& Kalmijn 2009). In countries where such alternative living arrangements are not
common and accepted, cohabiting can evoke feelings of shame and guilt among
people who live together without marriage (Jones & Kugler 1993, Orth et al.
2009).

Another cultural factor which may mediate the impact of family formation
is the level of individualism in the society in question (Diener et al. 2000). The
opportunity to receive social support is one of the sources of satisfaction for
people who form families. A lack of partner and children can have less severe
consequences for well-being among people living in collectivist cultures, because
in collectivist societies friends or relatives can provide support in the event
of adverse life circumstances (Triandis et al. 1988). Meanwhile, as the social
support received from friends and relatives is inversely related to the levels of
individualism, in individualist societies, the support of kins is known to play a less
pronounced role than in collectivist cultures (Hofstede 1980, Triandis 1995).

In addition to the culture dominant in the given society, institutions can matter
for the satisfaction derived from decisions to establish a family and choosing a
specific family form. First of all, countries differ in terms of regulations regarding
various types of partnership. In most countries, marriage is more institutionalized
than cohabitation (Nock 1995, Waaldijk 2005). With respect to marriage,
most countries usually provide specific regulations concerning mutual rights
and obligations of partners living in a marriage. While in some countries such
regulations exist also for cohabiters, in other countries there is no legal form for
non-formal unions such as cohabitation. More developed legislative regulation
of cohabitation may provide an opportunity for cohabitants to become eligible
for the benefits and rights that married couples enjoy. These privileges include
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tax benefits, the eligibility to inherit, etc. As a result of such changes, married
and non-married couples become more similar in terms of access to legal and
material resources (Soons & Kalmijn 2009). The institutionalisation of the given
type of partnership reduces formal and administrative barriers in everyday life
and decreases insecurity about the eventuality of having to enforce one’s own
rights in case of conflict with the partner. Hence, institutionalisation of living
arrangements which are alternative to marriage can reduce the gap in well-being
of cohabiters (Soons & Kalmijn 2009).

As regards the impact of institutional factors on satisfaction from parenthood,
policies improving the compatibility between the roles of parent and worker may
play an important role (Billari & Kohler 2009). These policies include availability
of childcare, flexibility of labour market regulations regarding working time,
regulations on maternity and paternal leave as well as legal protection of working
mothers (Jaumotte 2003). Reconciliation policies may allow mothers to engage
in paid work, decreasing the financial distress in their families, but also reducing
the strain related to the double burden of family and professional duties.

Family policies may reduce not just the opportunity costs of having children,
but also the direct costs related to having a family. The insight that childrearing
involves costs and that fertility may be affected by these costs can be traced back
to the work of Becker and associates (Becker & Lewis 1973). First of all, parents
have to bear the costs of food, clothes, adequate housing, health care, education
provision, and so on. Some countries introduce policies which make access to
public services easier for families, and thus, in these societies, having more
children does not necessarily mean having less educated or healthy offspring.
In general, in countries with family-friendly policies, parents can expect and
experience higher gains in satisfaction derived from parenthood.

The above-described hypotheses proposed in literature are by no means an
exhaustive list of possible influences of institutions and culture on the gains in
satisfaction derived from partnership and parenthood. Clearly, the theoretical and
analytical framework in this field still requires further development.

Empirical findings

There are many empirical contributions to the literature on cross-national
differences in well-being related to family formation. However, hardly any
studies ever move beyond describing differences in well-being of individuals in
different family arrangements across countries. Recent research tries to quantify
the mediating impact of cultural or institutional factors. Not only do the authors
describe variations across societies, they also make an attempt to measure the
extent to which the factors explain these variations. The review provided below
presents a summary of results from studies which take such an approach. All
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the studies mentioned in the following ignore the selection bias in estimates of
satisfaction derived from partnership or parenthood.

Diener et al. (2000) investigated the way that culture modifies the impact
of marital status on subjective well-being. They distinguished three categories
of marital status: married, divorced, and living with a significant other. Their
analysis incorporated macro-level indicators of individualism vs. collectivism of
culture in the society in question as well as indicators of acceptability of divorce.
These indicators were interacted with marital status variables. In terms of life
satisfaction, the benefit of marriage over cohabitation with a significant other
was found to be greater in collectivist than in individualist nations. The authors
interpreted this finding in favour of the hypothesis that collectivist cultures
accept cohabitation to a lesser extent. However, the culture type did not alter the
magnitude of the gap in well-being of the married and the divorced.

Soons & Kalmijn (2009) tested the hypothesis about the impact of the incidence
and acceptance of cohabitation on the gap in well-being between cohabiting and
married couples . In line with theoretical predictions, they found that in countries
where cohabitation is firmly embedded in societal norms and behaviour, the
gap in well-being of married and informal unions is much smaller than in more
traditional countries. However, as the authors noted, this study only investigated
the association between partnership and well-being. It cannot be excluded that
people who know about the potential effects of their family formation decisions
select themselves into the groups of cohabiting and married couples, and actually
these selection processes may proceed differently in countries with differential
institutional settings.

Margolis & Myrskyld (2010) used data from the World Value Survey to
analyse the relationship between parenthood and subjective well-being from
a cross-country comparative perspective. They tried to investigate, albeit in
descriptive way, whether the direction and magnitude of this relationship varies
depending on the type of welfare regime. Although they did not quantify the way
that family policy affects the impact of parenthood on well-being, they presented
and discussed their results in a manner that gives some very preliminary insight
into how this influence could be shaped. They hypothesize that the well-being of
parents with very small children could be relatively better in Nordic and Western
European countries, which implement policies that provide support for young
families. Conversely, parents in countries with liberal policies which promote
market solutions to individual risks may express less satisfaction with life. The
same would apply to Southern European, post-socialist and developing countries
with very limited state support for families with small children. In this group of
countries, families are less protected from financial distress and so the well-being
of parents may be more sensitive to shocks in expenditures related to the arrival
of the new member of the household.
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The hypotheses formulated by Margolis & Myrskyld (2010) were only partly
confirmed by the results of their statistical analyses. In all countries, childless
people reported higher well-being than those who have children. In Nordic
countries, parents with one or two children have lower well-being, but for families
with three or more children, happiness starts to rise to the level of the childless
individuals. In Western Europe, happiness is unaffected by parity. Having a
third or further child decreases parental well-being the most in former socialist,
southern European and developing countries.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION OF OPPORTUNITIES
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

This literature overview aimed to summarise the emerging research on family
formation and subjective well-being. It focuses on two phases of family formation:
entry into union and entry into parenthood. Theoretical literature has proposed
that individuals establish families because such decisions increase their life
satisfaction. However, empirical work so far has assumed that the utility derived
from having a partner and children is universal and any divergence from the
,standard” family formation pattern is driven by barriers to or costs of forming
a family. Studies on subjective well-being test instead whether partnership and
parenthood indeed increase well-being. Furthermore, such research may give
insight into the heterogeneous effects of partnership and parenthood, which
depend on their stage and form.

The overview of available empirical studies provided in this article suggests
that there seems to be a broad consensus on the positive role of partnership for
life satisfaction. However, the effects of partnership vary across time that elapses
from its formation, and the positive impact seems to vanish after a couple of
years (Clark et al. 2008). Regarding the well-being of cohabitants and married
persons, there is no consensus on the inferiority of the former group. The studies
which control for unobserved heterogeneity do not indicate that benefits from
partnership are restricted to formal unions only (Stutzer & Frey 2006, Musick
& Bumpass 2006). Relatively little attention has been paid to differential
contribution of various factors related to the well-being of people in unions. The
theories of marriage mention various mechanisms which generate the positive
impact of partnership: emotional support, intimacy, economic benefits, as well as
adoption of a healthy life style. So far there have been no studies which compare
the magnitude of these effects.

The impact of entry into parenthood on life satisfaction has so far been given
much less attention than the influence of union formation. Based on the few
available studies, it seems that the positive effects — if they emerge — concern
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women who give birth to their first child. As regards men or parents experiencing
higher-parity births, the findings are much more mixed and actually raise doubts
about the benefits from having a numerous family. While research on benefits
from partnership compares the gains in well-being derived by cohabiting and
married couples, researchers analysing the effects of parenthood have rarely
paid attention to the diversity of parenthood forms. Given increasing non-marital
birth rates, as well as the postponement in childbearing that leads to very late
fertility, examining the variety of patterns of entry into parenthood could be worth
considering in future research.

The studies reviewed in the last section of this article focus on the intervening
role of institutional or cultural factors that might moderate the impact of family
formation on well-being. Combining micro- and macro-perspectives in this way
has many advantages. Among others, this analytical framework brings research
closer to the needs of policymakers. While insight into the basic micro-level
relationships has to be the starting point of any macro-level investigation, testing
hypotheses about the potential impact of institutional arrangements opens the
field for discussion of possible reforms that would improve the well-being of
society. In general, existing research sometimes takes a comparative perspective,
but does not try to draw conclusions from the observed cross-country differences
in a quantitative way. Obviously, combining micro- and macro-perspective
requires access to high-quality international databases, which should include
surveys from a considerable number of countries, and high quality indicators
describing the institutional and cultural background in these countries in a reliable
way. Nevertheless, incorporating contextual variables in a systematic way would
definitely improve the understanding of the underlying mechanisms and bring
research closer to the needs of policymakers, so it seems to be a very promising
path for future research.

In particular, it could be verified whether improving conditions for combining
work and parenthood increases the benefits from parenthood. Further, it could be
tested whether financial support for families with children increases well-being of
parents. These questions could be addressed in more detail by applying indicators
of family policy support. Finally, the influence of other dimensions of the welfare
state, such as the provision of educational services, could be considered. There
are other examples of neglected issues corresponding to the impact of the welfare
state on the relative well-being of parents, such as housing policy or regulations
affecting the flexibility of working time.

Insight into the role of contextual factors could be gained not only through
multilevel techniques which are currently the most common in this respect, but
also by means of meta-regression. Meta-analysis is a very powerful analytical
tool, because it provides a quantitative summary of the available research findings
from micro-level studies and additionally allows to draw conclusions on a macro-
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level. So far, meta-regression has been used in research on the impact of family
formation on life satisfaction only by Haring-Hidore et al (1985). The macro-level
indicators incorporated by Haring-Hidore et al. (1985) referred to the research
design of analysed studies and not to the context of countries for which these
studies have been conducted. Furthermore, Haring-Hidore et al (1985) focus on
formal unions as opposed to single persons. They do not compare the influence of
marriage with that of cohabitation. Similar, but more in-depth analysis could also
be carried out for the influence of parenthood on well-being.

Current literature on the intervening role of macro-level factors could
be extended not just by expanding the list of research questions, but also by
addressing the same questions with more refined analytical methods. Most
studies implicitly assume that policies and social norms affect human choices,
but the modelling strategy incorporates the influence of macro factors only on
the outcomes, i.e. on partners’ or parental well-being. Obviously, while handling
endogeneity of parenthood status creates methodological challenges, it opens the
field for interesting research contributions with stronger inference opportunities.
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ABSTRACT

While most frequently cited economic models of family formation link part-
nership or parenthood decisions with the concept of maximisation of life-cycle
utility, empirical research has so far assumed that life satisfaction represents a fac-
tor which cannot be measured directly. Empirical studies have therefore treated
the utility derived from partnership and parenthood as universal and assumed that
only the direct or opportunity costs of family formation produce variation in the
observed fertility behaviour. The emerging literature treats the subjective well-
being as a measure of utility and hence allows direct tests of hypotheses related
to the impact of events in family career on life satisfaction.

This article provides an overview of the leading theoretical concepts and the
recent empirical evidence on the impact of family formation on subjective well-
being. It surveys the studies which investigate effects of entry into union and
entry into parenthood on subjective well-being. The focus is on studies that at-
tempt to estimate the causal effects. Furthermore, the article discusses studies that
consider various ways in which institutional and cultural factors can modify the
impact of family formation on subjective well-being. Finally, some suggestions
are formulated how the research in this field could contribute to the debate on
population policy. Consequently, and some topics for further research are pro-
posed.

key words: happiness, subjective well-being, family formation.
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