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1. Introduction  

Does gender equality affect individual happiness? This is an interesting question, 

not least because over the last two decades, the Western world has experienced 

significant improvements in gender equality in almost all spheres of life. 

However, in many countries, roles concerning childcare and domestic work 

remain highly gender specific. In a few countries less so – an example being the 

Scandinavian countries, where time use data show that men are considerably more 

likely to participate in domestic chores than in other countries. The opposite is 

true in Southern European countries – as well as many continental countries. Do 

the gender systems have an important impact on individuals’ psychological well-

being? Certainly, gender inequality within the couple is an aspect that cannot be 

neglected when trying to explain reasons behind men and women’s happiness. 

One might argue that improved gender equality has improved the general well-

being of women, although its extent may depend on the context in which women 

live and operate. Gender division of labour within the family, clearly, varies 

considerably within and across countries. For instance, a woman living in a very 

traditional household – her being the one bearing the bulk of household activities, 

including childrearing, might report very different level of happiness if this 

household is located in Sweden, where generally gender inequality is less 

pronounced, compared to a country such as Greece, where strict gender roles 

prevail.  

Our purpose here is to investigate the relationship between the unequal division of 

household labour between the partners and women’s happinessi. Using data from 

the second round of the European Social Survey (ESS), we provide detailed 
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insights into this research question. Given the considerable differences among 

European countries in the level of reported happiness and female share of 

housework, we also consider directly to what extent the context matters for 

women’s happiness. The ESS is ideal for this analysis and includes specific 

questions on subjective well-being, family organization and division of household 

labour in 26 countries. Given the relatively large number of countries involved in 

this survey, we are able to specify a multi-level regression model, which examines 

to what extent gender equality at the country level is able to explain variation in 

happiness at the individual level. 

 

2. Theoretical background: which relationship 

between happiness and housework? 

What is happiness? Are there differences by gender? How can the division of 

labour within the family, i.e. the amount of housework performed by female and 

male partner, be associated to heterogeneous levels of happiness?  

Recent literature has investigated substantially on subjective well-being and 

several theories have been developed to define concepts like happiness 

(Veenhoven, 1993; Diener, 1984). Psychologists are not the only ones interested 

in well-being since it has been adopted by economists as one of the main elements 

to estimate and maximize the utility function. At the same time, considerable 

changes occurred in gender relations, whereby women devoted more time to 

education, gained power in the labor market and in public institutions. A large 

number of studies analyzed these changes and their possible consequences on 

individual and family life. Moreover, based on time use surveys, gender inequality 
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has been taken into account also in terms of division of labor in the household 

among partners. If women achieved economic support and personal prestige 

outside the roles of wife and mother, the burden of housework and child care has 

remained mainly on their shoulders (Gershuny, 2000). 

What has been rarely explored in the literature, however, is the relationship 

existing between subjective well-being and gender inequality, both at micro (in 

the household) and macro level (females’ role outside the family). The main aim 

of this work is to investigate the interaction between these two dimensions, and 

how changes in gender roles towards parity in family domains, following those 

occurred in the public sphere, could enhance women’s well-being. 

There are several theoretical perspectives on happiness, firstly developed in the 

psychological field. The prominent theory is the so-called the “Set Point Theory”, 

related to the concepts of adaptation and hedonic treadmill (Helson, 1964; 

Brickman and Campbell, 1971). According to this strand of research, individuals’ 

judgments and reactions to current stimuli, whether they are negative or positive, 

depend on how their previous history has given them a reference point for 

comparison. The idea of a “hedonic treadmill” implies that, if people continue to 

adapt to their life course circumstances, improvements yield no real benefits and 

“worsened” conditions will not necessarily translate into a lower assessment of 

well-being. Every individual is presumed to have a predefined happiness level that 

he or she returns to as time goes by (Headey and Wearing, 1989; Larsen, 2000; 

Williams and Thompson, 1993). Given that subjective well-being is thought to be 

determined mainly by genetic endowments and personality traits, people who 

undergo changes for the worse or for the better will slowly adapt to these changes. 

Therefore major events have only temporary effects on happiness. The direct 
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implication if this theory holds is that both individuals and policy makers cannot 

actually do very much to improve well-being of its citizens. 

The set point theory gives a valid rationalization also to the so-called Easterlin 

paradox. In fact, according to economic theory and revealed preference, an 

increase in income should have a positive and lasting effect on happiness. 

Assuming that individuals maximize their utility over normal goods, then “more is 

definitely better”. Conversely, as Easterlin (1995) and many psychologists and 

political scientists pointed out, growth of real income in Western countries over 

the last fifty years did not come with a corresponding rise in individuals’ levels of 

happiness (Clark et al., 2007). 

However, recent analyses focusing on the long run patterns of subjective well-

being have made scientists revising also the “Set Point” hypothesis. That is, 

certain life events do indeed bring about long-lasting shifts of happiness. At 

macro level and looking at long term trends, studies in which comparisons can be 

made appear to show that satisfaction is higher and changes are more enduring in 

family related domains than in domains related to material standard of living, i.e. 

income (Veenhoven, 1993; Diener et al, 1999; Argyle, 2001). Headey (2006), 

using data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), shows that the 

stability of life satisfaction diminishes slowly over time, meaning that long term 

changes in subjective well-being are plausible. Individuals who are most likely to 

record large changes in life satisfaction are those who score high on personality 

traits of extraversion or neuroticism, and also high on openness to new 

experiences. However, not only there is evidence of possible long term changes in 

subjective well-being, but also that the pace of adaptation to life events differs 

along with different experiences. Moreover, individuals tend to value losses more 

than gains and, if they are almost completely adaptable to pecuniary changes, this 
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is not the case for non-pecuniary life circumstances. Widowhood, marriage and 

divorce, for instance, appear to produce permanent changes in individuals’ set 

points (Frey and Sutzer, 2002; Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). The reason why 

level of adaptation differs with respect to life domains is found by considering 

different reactions of individuals’ aspirations to changes in life events. When 

aspirations and actual circumstances change in tandem (as it often seems to be 

case for upward movements in income), one typically observes complete 

adaptation where individuals return to the original set point of happiness. If, 

however, aspirations change less than the actual change in circumstances, 

adaptation cannot be complete. An individual who is in a happy marriage, whose 

actual circumstances change positively, experiences a greater goal-fulfilment and, 

consequently, well-being increases (Easterlin, 2003). 

According to the “prospect theory” (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979) and the 

“theory of planned behaviour” (Ajzen, 1991) even future expected changes in 

subjective well-being matter, determining decisions in the life-cycle, such as 

fertility decisions (Billari, 2009). It is what people think happiness is associated 

with that influences their decision making and individuals behave according to 

what they think makes them happy. Empirically this idea, predicting that 

happiness drives life course decisions, is not easy to test, although is important for 

instance, to consider that there might be some endogeneity and selection bias (i.e. 

are the happier people who marry more than others or simply marriage makes 

people happier?).  

Of course perceptions and attitudes, affecting then intentions and then behavior, 

are linked to social norms and country settings. Social norms, embedding effects 

of past gender differences in family and working roles, are found to be 

internalised by both women and men, affecting individual happiness. For instance, 
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there are double standards in appropriate earnings by gender, so that women 

earning less than men do not necessarily report differences in their job satisfaction 

and, consequently, in their subjective wellbeing (the so called paradox of 

“contented female workers”; Crosby, 1982; Lalive and Stutzer, 2010). 

However the extent to which traditional norms are shared varies not only between 

countries, but also in time. Analyzing trends in the level of satisfaction in the last 

35 years in the United States and 12 European countries, Stevenson and Wolfers 

(2009) documented a new puzzling paradox: women’s declining subjective well-

being, both absolutely and relatively, with respect to that of men. If in the 1970s, 

in all western countries, women reported higher subjective well-being than men, 

the declines in female happiness have eroded this gender gap until now when a 

new gender gap is emerging, with highly subjective well-being for men. 

This shift has occurred through much of the industrialised world (Stevenson and 

Wolfers, 2009) and constitutes an apparent paradox because, by the most 

objective measures, women’s lives have enormously improved over the past 35 

years. The expanded women’s opportunities in individual rights, health, 

education, job market, etc. should have increased their welfare. The rather 

puzzling paradox is that women’s relative subjective well-being has fallen over a 

period in which most objective measures point to robust improvements in their 

opportunities. Stevenson and Wolfers (2009) suggest that this may be driven by a 

change in reference group or expectations for women. The increased opportunities 

available to women may have increased what women require declaring 

themselves happy, women’s lives have become more complex and their well-

being now likely reflects their satisfaction with more facets of life compared with 

previous generations. The happiness of women who are primarily homemakers 
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reflects their satisfaction with their home life, whereas for working women 

reported happiness may reflect aggregate well-being over multiple domains. 

This averaging over several domains may lead to lower average satisfaction 

because it is difficult to achieve the same degree of satisfaction in multiple 

domains. In addition, the increase in the female labor force participation may have 

led more women to compare their outcomes to those of the men around them. In 

turn, women might perceive their relative position lower than in the case with 

only women as a reference group. This change in the reference group may make 

women worse off or it may simply drive a change in their reporting behaviour. 

Furthermore their increasing expectations of gender equality were unmet 

especially within the family. Women’s increased opportunities in the job market 

have led to an increase in the total amount of work they do, making them 

hedonically worse off (Krueger, 2007). This has also led to incoherence in the 

levels of gender equality in what McDonald (2000) calls the individual-oriented 

institutions of the public sphere and family-oriented institutions of the private 

sphere.Over the last decades, most Western countries have become characterized 

by a “stalled gender revolution”. Whereas dramatic changes occurred in gender 

relations in general, whereby women entered in the public sphere and the labour 

market, the burden of housework and care has remained mainly on women’s 

shoulders. Today women participate in the labour market more than ever before, 

and have reduced, at the same time, the amount of time devoted to unpaid work. 

Nevertheless, they have done so less than proportionally, thereby reducing their 

leisure time. Men have only slightly increased their involvement in family tasks, 

not acquiring a full share of family responsibility in childcare and housework 

(Blossfeld and Drobnic, 2001; Bernhardt, 2004; Neuwirth and Wernhart, 2008). 

Thus, gender relations within the family have changed very little. The observed 
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increase in women's employment, not followed by men increasing their 

responsibility for domestic chores and care, characterizes the “stalled revolution” 

(Hochschild, 1990). The increase of women’s work participation without a 

consequent redistribution of housework and childcare has often generated a real 

“dual-burden” for them, other than a “dual-presence”.  

In our work we investigate the core issues related to gender equality, providing a 

new perspective on the relationship between gender division of roles in a domestic 

sphere and the outcome in subjective wellbeing. We hypothesize that women who 

are engaged in a higher share of household work have a lower level of well-being 

with respect to those who work less at home. 

In the literature there are few studies analyzing what happens if the partner does 

not contribute to the couple’s health and his behaviour tends to generate marital 

conflict, and none referred directly to individual happiness. Research indicates 

that division of household labour between men and women are directly and 

indirectly linked to depression: performing larger amounts of routine and 

repetitive housework is associated with more frequent depression among women 

(Barnett and Shen, 1997; Glass and Fujimoto, 1994; Golding, 1990; Larson et al., 

1994). The association is much weaker for men. Men’s participation in the routine 

repetitive chores of cooking, cleaning and washing relieves women’s burden, 

contributes to their sense of fairness, and hence lowers their chances of being 

depressed (Coltrane, 2000). It is possible that the way in which two co-residing 

partners share family and house care tasks influences women happiness through 

the following mechanism: not only doing more at home impacts negatively on the 

happiness, but also the amount of housework performed by the partner could 

affect the fairness perception and, consequently, life satisfaction.  
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The actual division of housework within the household is a very direct measure of 

power and equality between men and women, at least for what concerns the role 

that they hold in a society. What cannot be disregarded, however, is how women 

perceive the division of household labour. In this respect, the context in which 

couples live is crucial. Previous research explicitly noted that contextual 

differences are not only present, but extremely important to understand household 

processes (Calasanti and Bailey, 1991; Kamo, 1994; Sanchez, 1993). The country 

of residence, for instance, matters for women’s perception of fairness of the 

division of labour. The key reason is that gender inequalities are embedded in 

social institutions, which affect the roles individuals are expected to inhabit in 

those institutions. In turn, family labour allocations would be structured by gender 

differences in resources and power, and by differences in ideological valuations of 

labour (Curtis 1986; Katz, 1991, Davis, 2004). Hence, decisions concerning 

labour allocation are not just “rational” and efficient economic strategies, but also 

take into consideration cultural, moral, ideological and historical implications 

(Davis, 2004). 

If the level of gender stratification in a country affects the expectations of 

individuals in their work and family lives, it affects also the individual perceptions 

of fairness of the division of household labour (Chaftez, 1990). In turn, we foresee 

that place of residence and context play an important role in the relationship 

between the women’s share of household work and their happiness. If they live in 

a country where doing almost all the tasks within the household is perceived as 

“normal” and fair, it could be that housework has not a large impact on their 

happiness. Conversely, for a woman with a huge housework load in a more 

“egalitarian” country, the negative effect on happiness would be stronger.  
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Summing up, levels of happiness among women turn out to be very different 

across Europe and this can be associated to the interactions between partners 

within the household. Women in countries where the level of gender stratification 

is lower have more bargaining power within marriages (or cohabitations) and are 

able to obtain a more equal sharing of household work. This explanation, 

however, may be only partial and we need to consider gender inequality not only 

inside the family but also in a more general sense. Women’s overall 

empowerment and conditions in a country, captured, for example, by female 

labour force participation rates, educational attainments and political 

achievements, have possibly a strong impact on their individual well-being.  

 

3. Data 

Our analysis is based on the European Social Survey (ESS). These surveys have 

been mapping attitudinal and behavioral changes in Europe’s social, political and 

moral climate since 2001. So far four rounds have been conducted and completed: 

22 countries were included in Round 1 (2002), 26 in Round 2 (2004), 25 in Round 

3 (2006), and 21 in Round 4 (2008). Every round contains a so-called core 

module, which remains unchanged over survey rounds and has been designed to 

chart and explain the interaction between Europe's changing institutions and 

attitudes, beliefs and behavioral patterns of its diverse populations. The first part 

of the survey pertains to individuals’ values and ideological orientations. These 

may be the cause of people’s opinions, behaviours and actions, thus becoming an 

important driver behind the social, political and economic change within their 

respective societies. Secondly, the ESS considers individuals’ cultural and 
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national orientations, a feature being of key importance given the process of 

unification of the Western European countries. The third main area concerns the 

underlying social structure of society. Since values and social change are strongly 

driven by the social composition (e.g. education and occupations), identification 

of these factors is essential in drawing a correct picture of the social climate. The 

questionnaire includes also a second part that varies over time (the so-called 

Rotating Module).  

For our analysis, we use the second round (2004), given that it includes 

variables necessary for measuring the outcomes of interest. In particular, the 

questionnaire asks specific questions on family, work, and well-being, which 

contain information on the combination of family life, housework and happiness. 

In order to assess the dynamics taking place inside the household between women 

and their partners, we restricted our focus on women between 20 and 50 years of 

age, who co-reside with a partner (8,031 observations out of the original 47,537 

sample). 

 

4. Variables and descriptive findings 

4.1 Measuring happiness 

Traditionally and strongly influenced by economics, household and individual 

well-being is measured by income or other monetary measures such as 

consumption expenditure. One drawback of this approach is that an assumption 

has to be imposed on how individuals within a household share the income, the 

second is that well-being derives from many other sources than income and 

consumption. As a result, recent research has started looking into alternative 



13 

measures of well-being where the level of happiness has become popular. 

Individuals are asked directly about their happiness, which then presumably 

would be the sum of benefits derived from income and consumption, but also 

other non-monetary factors that cannot in any case be measured very easily.  

The key question is of course whether happiness indeed measures 

individuals’ well-being in a satisfactory way. It is positively correlated with 

income and wealth, as well as other life events which we normally would consider 

as positive (i.e. marriage) and negatively with life events of a less happy nature 

(i.e. death or divorce). Consequently, happiness is likely, at least on average to 

give a good indication of well-being. On the other hand, the current level of 

happiness when asked in a survey may depend on a range of factors that we 

ideally would like to disregard in our analysis. It could be for instance, that an 

individual had a cold or was feeling ill the day of interview, and therefore 

reported a lower level of happiness than would otherwise be the case. Still, in so 

far such noise in the data is random, it should not affect the overall conclusions of 

the analysis.  

Typically a question about happiness is posed as follows: “Taking all things 

together, how happy are you with your life?”, or “How satisfied are you with your 

life?”, and generally the answer is given on an ordinal scale, ranging from 0 

(extremely unhappy) to 10 (extremely happy). But does a question asking about 

current happiness on some ordinal scale really provide a good assessment of 

current circumstances related to different life domains (family life, employment, 

economic wealth, etc.)? Moreover, it is difficult to understand how people answer 

to this kind of questions. Do they answer by considering themselves with respect 

to their own situation in the past, to the other individuals around them or do they 

try to give a comprehensive judgment, all things considered? Hence, it is hard to 
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say if it is possible to carry out inter-temporal or interpersonal comparison in 

happiness scores. However, despite measurement issues, and in particular the 

reliability and validity of the replies, happiness is now widely used. The 

conclusion from existing studies is that these subjective indicators, far from being 

without problems, do reflect individuals’ feelings of psychological well-being and 

happiness (Diener, 1984; Veenhoven, 1993).  

In our analysis the dependent variable is measured by the question “Taking 

all things together, how happy would you say you are?”. The answer is given on 

an ordinal scale, ranging from 0 (extremely unhappy) to 10 (extremely happy). 

Respondents tend to answer positively and more than half of the sample reports 

values of 7 or higher, producing a skewed distribution of happiness. Even though 

the distribution of happiness is concentrated toward high values, it seems that 

there are systematic differences in the assessment of subjective well-being among 

the 26 countries included in the analysis. This can be easily seen in Table 1 that 

reports descriptive statistics on the variables just mentioned above. Although 

levels of average happiness are fairly high, we notice that the associated standard 

deviation is not negligible (and over 2 for six countries). Ranking among 

countries shows Iceland and Northern countries in leading positions and Italy and 

Ukraine in the last ones. The reason why reported happiness is generally so high 

in the sample could be related to selection issues, as we are considering women 

who are co-residing and they may be more satisfied with their life relative to 

single womenii.  

 

Table 1 here 
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4.2 Measuring housework 

Housework, and childcare, characterizes the family role-set. The division 

of tasks within the family between men and women is everywhere influenced by 

each member of the couple being involved in paid work. However, worldwide, 

there is a persistent female specialization in household tasks. Only in the 

Scandinavian countries there is now a consolidated habit amongst men to 

undertake domestic and family activities on an equal basis (Gershuny 1995, 

2000).  

In the ESS data, the amount of household work is defined as things done 

around the home, including cooking, washing, cleaning, care of clothes, shopping, 

maintenance of property, but not including childcare and leisure activities (Mills 

et al, 2008). Individuals are asked both the total time people in home spend on 

housework on a typical weekday and weekend, and the part of total time they are 

engaged in. This share ranges from 1, meaning “none or almost none”, to 6, 

meaning “all or nearly all of the time”. After considering the distribution of 

women’s share of housework, we employ in the model a dummy variable which is 

equal to 1 when the female respondent is engaged in a large share of household 

labour (more than 75%, i.e. when the original ordinal variable on the share of 

housework is equal to or greater than 5) and 0 otherwise. A preliminary analysis 

of this variable shows that the differences in time and share between a typical 

weekday and the weekend are extremely small. For this reason we take into 

account only the ones referring to the typical weekday.  

As we can see from the figure below (see Figure 1), there is high 

heterogeneity in the portion of household tasks carried out by European women. 

The country where apparently women work relatively more inside the household 

is Greece, with 81% of women in the sample doing more than 75% of household 
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work. The general picture is not different in Turkey and Portugal, which report a 

percentage around 76%. The first of the 9 countries where less than half of the 

respondents is engaged in less than 75% of housework is Poland. In this group we 

find only Eastern European countries (Poland, Estonia, Slovenia and Ukraine) and 

Scandinavian ones (Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark). In other 

former socialist countries the percentages of those who engage in a large share of 

housework are slightly higher, like Hungary (56.25%), Czech Republic (51.89%) 

and Slovakia (50.6%). The large diversity can be detected not only in the high 

variability of percentages, but also in the fact that countries located in the same 

area and with the same kind of welfare regime and institutions report very 

different values, e.g. Luxemburg and Belgium. The results from ESS data are 

consistent with those, more appropriate, obtained by Time use budget surveys 

(Anxo et al., 2010; Gershuny, 2000; OECD, 2007). 

 

Figure 1 here 

4.3 Happiness and share of housework at country level 

To have a more accurate picture on the association of women’s share of 

housework with happiness, it is interesting to investigate the relationship between 

the average level of subjective psychological well-being in each country and the 

respective percentage of respondents engaged in more than 75% of total 

housework. An overview of this relationship is provided in Figure 2. It reveals 

that the link between the two variables is not linear and that every country has its 

own combination (Pearson correlation coefficient = -0.1861***). However, a 

more detailed analysis of the figure shows some kind of clustering among 

countries, in particular according to the institutional context and the geographic 
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location. Northern countries, for instance, all present a high average happiness and 

relatively few respondents working a lot in the household. The opposite situation 

occurs in Southern Europe, like in Greece, Portugal and Turkey, whereas the 

percentage of women engaged in a large share of household labour is a bit lower 

in Italy. Spain is the outlier of this group, and seems to match more with countries 

of continental Europe, such as the Netherlands, France and Luxemburg. Here the 

average happiness ranges between 7.5 and 8.5, and the portion of “hard core 

house workers” is around 60%. Finally, in Eastern Europe we observe values of 

both variables a bit lower with respect to continental countries. Therefore, the 

nation of residence and context appears to play an important role in the considered 

relationship. Hence, taking into account the underlying differences among 

countries, it might happen that a clearer connection comes out; this is exactly what 

a model with a multilevel structure allows to investigate and what we look at in 

the next section. 

 

Figure 2 here 

5. Determinants of female happiness: which role for 

housework?  

5.1 Multilevel estimation  

In order to examine the possible determinants of happiness and, in particular, the 

impact of women’s share of housework, we implement a series of ordered probit 

regressions with a multilevel structure. Data collected in the ESS present a 

clustered structure: Information is gathered at individual level and individuals are 

grouped within countries. We introduce a two-level model, which allows for 
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grouping of individual outcomes within countries. This means that the variation in 

the outcome, i.e. happiness, is decomposed into a between-country component and 

a within-country one. A null model without any explanatory variable simply tells 

us how much of the variance in happiness is due to individual level variation and 

country level variation. Statistically, failing to recognize this hierarchical structure 

leads to underestimation of the standard errors, producing statistical significance 

when coefficients are in fact not significant (Goldstein, 2003). A more substantive 

benefit of the multi-level model is that we can include country level variables and 

therefore assess the importance of country characteristics in explaining individual 

level variation in happiness. This is important, not only because the descriptive 

statistics show substantial country differences, but also because such differences 

are also reported in the existing literature (Calasanti and Bailey, 1991; Kamo, 

1994; Sanchez, 1993). The argument is that country of residence influences 

women’s perception of fairness of the division of labour. The level of gender 

inequality in social institutions, for example, shapes people expectations about the 

role they need to take in the society. Consequently, our analysis cannot ignore the 

fact that women under consideration live in 26 dissimilar countries.  

Our model can be written as follows: 

 

where ijHappiness  is the level happiness – ranging from 0 (extremely unhappy) 

to 10 (extremely happy) – of individual i  in country j ; ijHS  is the dummy 

variable that is equal to 1 if a woman is engaged in a share of household labour 

greater than 75%; ijX  is a vector of women’s demographic and socio economic 

characteristics; while jGI represents the level of gender inequality at country 

ijjjijijij uGIXHSHappiness εγµβα +++++= 00
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level. ju0 is the country specific error term and ijε is the individual specific error 

term.  

Female characteristics‘ vector includes variables such as the number of working 

hours outside the household, the level of income and ability to obtain unpaid 

assistance for housework. Women’s position in the job market and the amount of 

time they devote to it is very influential in the relationship between housework 

and happiness. First, the time available for home activities – including housework 

– is reduced. Secondly, working outside the home has a positive income effect, 

which for instance could enhance possibilities for hiring a housekeeper. Third, 

obviously there are many factors influencing this relationship, such as income, 

age, health, religion and employment. We expect this negative impact to be 

stronger for women who are employed part-time or full-time, given that they are 

often trapped into a double burden of both market work and domestic duties in the 

household (Ericson, 2008).  

Compared to housewives, working women tend to report greater happiness, 

whether they work part-time or full-time. This happens because job satisfaction is 

one of the three most important predictors of overall happiness, the other two 

being marriage and family satisfaction (Argyle, 2001; Clark, 1997). Hence, from 

the number of working hours per week (overtime excluded) according to the 

worker’s contract, we create three different binary variables referring to three 

different categories: women working up to 10 hours per week, those working 

between 11 and 30 hours and those working more than 31 hours per week. Only 

in Turkey the percentage of those working more than 10 hours per week is only 

10%. Also in Southern European countries (Greece, Italy, Spain and Switzerland) 

this share is quite low. In all the remaining countries more than half of the sample 

works at least 10 hours per week. The only country in which “part-time” working 
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scheme (10-30 hours per week) is more common than the “full-time” one is 

Netherlands, where women working “part-time” are 40% while those working 

“full-time” are just 25% of the sample. 

Financial resources are another factor to be considered when looking at individual 

happiness. Existing evidence shows that income raises happiness (Clark et al, 

2007; Frey and Stutzer, 2002; Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004), especially in the 

lower part of the income distribution (Argyle, 2001), but the effect is not always 

very strong and long lasting (Easterlin, 2001). The ESS records income by using a 

variable, which reflects twelve income brackets ranging from less than €1800 to 

€120000 or more and refers to household income. Respondents are asked to place 

their household income in the respective intervals. Based on this classification, we 

estimate the median income for each country. There is obviously substantial 

heterogeneity of income levels and purchasing power across countries. However, 

by using the midpoint of the income distribution from each country, we are able to 

construct a relative income variable. We include a binary variable in the analysis, 

taking value 1 if household income is above or equal to the median income in that 

country. The extent to which income is positively associated with happiness may 

depend on the household size. A high income may not be strongly associated with 

happiness if the number of household members is also largeiii . 

Another issue particularly important for our analysis is the extent to which the 

respondents are able to obtain assistance for housework from individuals external 

to the family. This kind of help is either paid, in the case a housekeeper is hired, 

or unpaid, when for instance grandparents take care of their grandchildren. The 

second round of the ESS provides information only about unpaid help and this 

variable is equal to 1 if the respondent can count on someone for help with 

housework and 0 if not. The number of respondents reporting that they received 



21 

unpaid help from outside is surprisingly high for every country analyzed (see 

Table 1). Moreover, the two countries where less than 60 percent (i.e. being at the 

lower end of the distribution) of respondents can count on outside help, are 

Greece and Turkey. The highest percentages are found for Northern countries, 

Denmark, Iceland and Sweden, being the highest where more than 90% of 

interviewed women get unpaid help. This kind of help usually comes from parents 

of respondents or from their children, when they grow up. 

Finally, in the analysis we consider also the age of respondents, self reported 

health, the frequency of church attendance (the variable is equal to 1 if the 

respondent attends religious services at least once a month, 0 otherwise) and the 

number of children in the household. This last variable is of particular interest, 

given that children have mixed effects on subjective well-being and exert their 

influence via two different mechanisms. Firstly, they increase happiness about 

family life. Secondly, the added financial burden of children reduces satisfaction 

with one’s economic situation (Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). The fact that 

respondents live with a partner induces the percentage of those with at least one 

child in the household to be high. 

The most relevant country level factor for our analysis is the intensity of gender 

inequality. To grasp women’s overall empowerment and conditions in a country, 

we exploit two macro variables. The first is the female labour force participation 

rate and an index, the Global Gender Gap, which considers several different life 

domains. The Female Labour force participation rate refers to 2004, given that our 

respondents were interviewed exactly in that year (see Table 2). We notice that in 

all countries of Northern Europe the rate of women between 15 and 64 years of 

age, who are working (or who are unemployed but looking for a job), is greater 

than 70%. The country with the highest rate is Iceland, followed by Norway and 
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Sweden. On the contrary, very low values are recorded in Turkey (29%) and Italy 

(49.5%), and more generally in Eastern and Southern Europe. Countries where a 

large percentage of women is part of the labour market are usually the same 

countries where average happiness is high. 

The Global Gender Gap is a more general indicator of gender inequality existing 

in a country. A Global Gender Gap Report series was launched in 2006 by the 

World Economic Forum, aimed at capturing the magnitude of the gap between 

women and men in four critical areas: economic participation and opportunity, 

political empowerment, educational attainment and health and survival It ranks 

countries according to gender equality rather than women’s empowerment 

(Global Gender Gap Report 2006). The first year available is 2006 and we use 

that year, assuming that the general picture in 2006 is not very different to the one 

in 2004, relevant for our analysis. It ranges from 0.59 (Turkey) to 0.81 (Sweden), 

with the maximum possible value being 1 (equality between men and women). 

Together with Sweden, also Norway, Finland and Iceland are in a top position, 

immediately followed by Germany, United Kingdom, Ireland and Spain. The 

lowest ranking, instead, belongs to Turkey, Italy and Greece and the index is quite 

low in Eastern Europe. 

 

Table 2 here 

 

In the multi-level setting we are of course interested in the effect and the 

significance of such variables. But we are also interested in understanding how 

much country characteristics can explain the country variation in the outcome.  

 As a general estimation strategy, a null model is first estimated, only 

including the constant. Next, through different extensions, both individual level 
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variables and country level ones are incorporated in the model. In order to obtain 

the fraction of residual variability that can be attributed to country level effects it 

is useful to define the “intra-class” correlation coefficient, namely the ratio 

between country variance and the total variance:  
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where ijε  and ju0  are assumed to be independent and normally distributed. 

Through the intra-class correlation coefficient ρ we can find out which is the 

proportion of total variance accounted for by between-country variation. When 

country-level variables are included in the model throughout the extensions, we 

expect the intra-class correlation coefficient to decrease (assuming the county 

level variables have explanatory power).  

 

5.2 Results and discussion  

Estimates of the ordered probit multilevel regressions are reported in Table 3 and 

Table 4. We perform the analysis both on the whole sample of 8,031 women 

between 20 and 50 and on a sub-sample of 4,968 working (more than 10 hours per 

week) women. The reason why we want to focus our attention separately on 

working women is that, in this case, we expect hours of work to interact with 

happiness in two different but opposite ways. On one hand, working women 

usually report a greater happiness, whether they work part-time or full-time, with 

respect to housewives (Clark, 1997). On the other hand, the effect of being 

employed indirectly decreases happiness, by forcing them into a double burden of 

both market work and domestic duties in the household, if the share of housework 
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is fairly high. Hence, by looking at them separately we are able to understand 

which one of the two effects is stronger.  

The general hypothesis we formulated is that women who are engaged in a 

higher share of household work have a lower happiness with respect to those who 

work less at home. This expectation is confirmed in model (2), where we observe 

a negative and strongly significant coefficient for the share of housework greater 

than 75%, independently on the total number of household labour hoursiv. One of 

the most interesting results concerns contracted hours in paid work. In model (2) 

we observe that there is no apparent difference between housewives and women 

working up to 30 hours per week. However, a small change occurs when the 

weekly working hours are more than 30. Women belonging to this category are 

slightly less happy then the rest of the sample. Hence, there is an indication that 

the negative effects of the dual burden trap overcome those of increased happiness 

through job satisfaction. The intra-class correlation coefficient related to this 

model is 0.12, meaning that 12% of the total variance is due to cross-country 

variability. Since ρ is not much higher than that of the null model (0.111), it seems 

clear that happiness differences among countries cannot be explained by through 

individual level differences.  

As previously discusses, if they live in a country where doing almost all 

the tasks within the household is perceived as “normal” and fair, it could be that 

housework has not a large impact on their happiness; conversely, a woman with a 

huge housework load in a more “egalitarian” country should feel even more 

depressed. As a matter of fact, when we test in model (3) the impact that having a 

share of housework greater than the country median has on happiness, we notice 

that the coefficient is negative and significant at the 5% level. This effect is less 

strong than the one reported in model (2), but still very much present. 
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In models (4) and (5) we start introducing country-level variables as a 

means to better understand the effect of the intensity of gender inequality in a 

given country. First we look at the female labour force participation rate and we 

observe that nothing changes with respect to model (2). That is, individual level 

variation is stable when including the macro variable. Moreover, the effect of 

female labour force participation is small, but positive and significant. More 

interestingly, the variance component representing variation between countries 

has diminished markedly, from 0.136 to 0.096, meaning that this indicator is able 

to explain 29.4% of the between-country variation. Participation of women to the 

labour market is then a characteristic which distinguishes countries and may 

explain part of the international differences in women’s happiness. Investigating 

the impact of gender inequality between men and women, considering not only 

the occupational field, but also the gender gap in education and political power the 

results are not much different. In model (5) the share of household work 

coefficient maintains its explanatory power and the between-country component 

of the variance decreases to 0.08. In this case, accounting for the global gender 

gap explains 41.2% of the variance across countries. The intra-class correlation 

coefficient comes down to 0.074, suggesting that only 7.4% of the total variance 

is due to cross-country variability (after controlling for gender inequality). Hence, 

our expectations about the fundamental role of women’s overall empowerment 

and of gender inequality in shaping women psychological well-being find 

corroboration in our data. When we focus our attention on working women only, 

the picture is reinforced.  

As reported in Table 4, models (7), (9) and (10) illustrate that a large share 

of housework affects women happiness negatively, and the effect is much stronger 

compared to the case when the whole sample is used. This result confirms that the 
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dual burden trap exists and exerts its influence. An interesting aspect of our results 

in Table 4 is that, in all the considered models, the covariate measuring the 

number of children living in the household is never significant. It seems that, 

among working women, having children in household does not affect their 

happiness. This is in contrast to the case when housewives were included in the 

sample. Then the coefficient was always significant and positive even if rather 

small. It might be the case that those working outside the household have much 

less spare time and, consequently do not miss the presence of children (if they had 

some, who now live by themselves) or do not feel the need to experience 

motherhood. As we already observed in Table 3, working full-time, more than 30 

hours per week, has a negative impact on happiness, and we can argue that for this 

group of female respondents the dual burden is heavier than for part-time workers, 

resulting in a lower assessment of psychological well-being.  

As far as the variance decomposition is concerned, the null model (6) reports an 

intra-class correlation coefficient of 0.136, a bit higher than that of model (1). 

Also in this case the introduction of individual covariates in the analysis has a 

negligible impact on the variance across countries. However, when we include the 

female labour force participation rate, it explains 35.3% of the between-country 

variability and brings down ρ to 0.088. Also the Global Gender Gap has a strong 

explanatory power for the country differences, as it accounts for 42% of the 

variance across countries. In model (10), after controlling for gender inequality, 

between-country component is only 8% of the total variance. This suggests that 

country-level variables, denoting gender inequality, are able to explain 

international differences in women’s happiness, hence the effect being stronger 

the sample consist of working women only.  
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We include in the regression other individual variables and their 

coefficients do not change dramatically in the following specifications. As 

expected, happiness decreases with age and being healthy has a strong positive 

impact on this psychological well-being. Confirming a rich literature about the 

effects of religion on personal well-being, we find that frequent church attendance 

also outside special holy days is positively associated with happiness. It has been 

argued that one of the possible reason why religion makes a difference to people’s 

lives is that it provides social networks, favourably affects physical and mental 

health, school attendance and reduces deviant activity (Lehrer, 2004; Snoep, 

2008). Moreover, it seems to be true also controlling for demographic variables 

such as age, income and marital status (Luttmer, 2005). As predicted, receiving 

unpaid help with housework by someone external to the household and having a 

fairly high income are positively associated to happiness. Concerning this last 

point, it is important to specify that controlling for the number of household 

members does not change magnitude and significance of income coefficient. 

Apparently, mothers with children still living in the household are happier than 

mothers with old sons/daughters or women without children, as the relative 

coefficient comes out to be positive and significant. 

 

Table 3-4 here 

 

6. Conclusion 

Investigating the relatively unexplored relationship between gender inequality 

inside the couple and women’s happiness across European countries, we found 
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empirical evidence to our hypothesis that a large share of housework negatively 

affects women’s happiness, in particular for those employed for more than 30 

hours per week, with respect to being employed part-time or being a housewife. 

Undeniably, the dual-presence is therefore a full-blown “dual-burden”.  

A second important result is that women’s unhappiness concerning unequal 

division of labour cannot be judged only in “absolute” terms, but also in “relative” 

terms. We found that being engaged in housework that exceeds the median 

amount recorded in a specific country affects respondents’ happiness in a negative 

way: a woman, living in a country where partners usually share equally household 

chores, feels more unhappy if she has to perform the bulk of total housework; 

conversely, where (e.g. Greece) women are, on average, in charge of almost all 

housekeeping, sharing part of it with the partner decreases the negative effect of 

housework on respondent’s happiness.  

The third result comes from investigating the possible determinants of the 

variation in happiness in Europe and looking at gender inequality from a wider 

perspective. That is, looking at the importance of gender discrimination at country 

level in shaping women’s well-being. More than 40% of the variance across 

countries can be explained by gender inequality between men and women, 

considering not only the job market, but also the gender gap in education and 

political power.  

Unfortunately, the European Social Survey is a cross-sectional dataset. Therefore 

we cannot say whether the negative effect of a large share of housework and of 

gender gap on women’s happiness is lasting over time or not. However, we can 

argue that caring about gender inequality both inside and outside the household is 

fundamental to understand the dynamics behind women’s assessment of 

happiness in the countries of the European region. 
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In conclusion, our results prompt the idea that subjective well-being should play a 

more central role in research and policy concerning family. These results are even 

more evident when we recall that, on one hand, gender equality within the family 

has been proved to be linked at macro (McDonald, 2000) and micro level (i.e. 

Mills et al., 2008) to higher fertility intentions and behaviour. On the other hand, 

the “happiness commonality” theory (Billari, 2009) sustains a positive link 

between subjective well-being and fertility, again both at micro and macro level. 

The main idea behind this theory is that the quest for happiness, and the 

compatibility between happiness and childbearing, is the “commonality” that may 

shed some light on why fertility levels are so heterogeneous across developed 

countries.   

We believe the association between gender equality within the couple and 

happiness to be the missing link between the two theories and an important 

intermediate variable to be considered when analysing diverging family and 

fertility contexts of Southern and Northern European countries. 
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TABLE 1: Descriptive Statistics of variables used in the analysis, by Country (Source: own elaboration on 2004 ESS data) 

Country Num Obs 
Average  

Happiness 

Share of 
housework 

 > 75% 

Bad 
Subjective 

Health 

Church  
Attendance 

(once a month 
or more) 

At least  
1 child 

With unpaid  
help 

High 
 Income  

(≥ country 
median) 

10-30 
Working 
Hours 

per week 

> 30 
Working 
Hours 

per week 

Code # Value St. Dev. % % % % % % % % 

AT 107 7.93 1.87 52.3 2.8 32.7 71.9 81.3 67.2 28.0 32.7 

BE 304 7.93 1.39 53.9 4.2 11.8 75.9 75.6 57.5 27.3 43.4 

CH 370 8.28 1.33 65.6 1.6 25.4 67.3 82.7 83.7 25.6 31.8 

CZ 397 7.28 1.95 51.8 4.5 9.8 76.8 86.4 59.4 5.7 59.1 

DE 491 7.48 1.87 59.6 6.1 19.7 73.5 78.6 60.9 26.8 34.2 

DK 275 8.42 1.31 30.5 2.1 9.4 70.9 96.3 76.0 13.8 65.0 

EE 320 7.23 1.65 44.6 3.1 6.5 79.6 82.1 89.3 6.2 70.3 

ES 275 7.65 1.67 64.7 4.0 28.3 78.9 70.5 52.7 10.5 48.3 

FI 343 8.39 1.18 42.2 2.3 9.9 68.2 86.0 81.6 6.4 67.6 

FR 334 7.81 1.66 59.8 4.1 10.4 78.1 76.6 70.3 21.5 54.1 

GR 454 7.38 1.79 80.8 1.3 55.5 80.6 54.1 65.2 7.9 33.2 

HU 256 7.03 2.31 56.2 7.0 22.6 83.2 70.7 70.7 5.4 58.5 

IE 379 8.21 1.51 69.6 0.7 73.8 84.7 84.7 62.5 26.3 34.0 

IS 107 8.57 1.30 43.9 2.8 14.0 87.8 93.4 75.7 20.5 54.2 

IT 107 6.28 2.31 58.8 0.0 53.2 83.1 68.2 63.5 18.6 33.6 

LU 271 7.92 1.74 69.3 4.4 27.3 79.7 76.01 52.4 23.2 38.0 

NL 358 7.89 1.29 61.1 4.1 19.2 73.4 87.7 75.7 39.6 24.8 

NO 333 8.20 1.44 38.7 3.9 10.8 74.7 85.8 85.2 23.4 51.9 

PL 337 7.06 2.23 47.1 5.3 81.3 86.9 87.5 53.1 10.6 51.0 

PT 322 7.04 1.57 76.0 2.8 36.9 77.0 68.3 53.7 5.2 61.4 

SE 328 8.18 1.30 31.7 3.9 7.6 71.0 90.5 67.3 14.9 63.1 

SI 224 7.69 1.66 41.9 4.4 26.7 87.0 83.9 69.6 1.7 76.7 

SK 251 6.46 2.25 50.6 3.5 43.0 92.0 85.2 60.5 2.7 60.5 

TR 477 6.96 2.41 76.52 9.0 10.2 87.2 41.5 57.2 2.3 7.5 

UA 317 6.20 2.09 39.75 8.2 26.8 81.7 77.9 100.0 5.0 48.2 

UK 294 7.51 1.75 59.1 2.7 19.3 73.4 77. 73.4 30.9 34.3 
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Figure 1: % of women between 20 and 50 engaged in more or less than 75% of household 

work  
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Source: own elaboration on 2004 ESS data.  

 

Figure 2: Average happiness and share of housework, by country 
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Source: own elaboration on 2004 ESS data. For country codes, see note 4. 
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TABLE 2 Data on female labour force participation rate and global gender  

gap in European countries 

      

 
Labour force participation  

rate (2004), female 
Global Gender Gap 

(2006)  

Country % Value  
Austria 63.5 0.698 
Belgium 57.0 0.078 

Czech Republic 63.7 0.671 
Denmark 74.3 0.746 
Estonia 64.3 0.694 
Finland 72.8 0.795 
France 62.4 0.652 

Germany 66.5 0.752 
Greece 54.6 0.654 

Hungary 53.3 0.669 
Iceland 82.7 0.781 
Ireland 60.5 0.733 
Italy 49.5 0.645 

Luxembourg 54.4 0.667 
Netherlands 69.1 0.725 

Norway 77.1 0.799 
Poland 57.7 0.680 

Portugal 67.1 0.692 
Slovakia 62.4 0.675 
Slovenia 66.1 0.674 

Spain 55.9 0.731 
Sweden 75.1 0.813 

Switzerland 74.9 0.699 
Turkey 29.0 0.585 
Ukraine 63.3 0.679 

United Kingdom 69.2 0.736 

Source 
UN Statistics Division: 

http://data.un.org/ 
 

Global Gender Gap Report 2006: 
http://www.weforum.org 
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TABLE 3 Multilevel analysis of housework effects on women subjective well-

being 

Women 20-50 (1) Null (2)  (3) (4)  (5) 

Share of household work ≥ 75%  -0.089***  -0.088*** -0.088*** 

  (0.025)  (0.025) (0.025) 

Country median share of household work   0.021   

   (0.167)   
Share higher than the country's median   -0.060**   

   (0.028)   

Age  -0.040*** -0.041*** -0.040*** -0.039*** 

  (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

Age squared  0.0003* 0.0004* 0.0004* 0.0004* 

  (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002) 

Church attendance  0.136*** 0.135*** 0.136*** 0.136*** 

  (0.030) (0.030) (0.030) (0.030) 

Subjective general health  0.693*** 0.693*** 0.693*** 0.693*** 

  (0.059) (0.059) (0.059) (0.059) 

Number of children in the Household  0.023** 0.022** 0.023** 0.023** 

  (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 

Unpaid help  0.171*** 0.173*** 0.169*** 0.169*** 

  (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) 

High income  0.166*** 0.168*** 0.165*** 0.165*** 

  (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) 

Hours worked per week – b/w 10 and 30  0.039 0.048 0.038 0.038 

  (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 

Hours worked per week - 31 or more  -0.048* -0.036 -0.050* -0.050* 

  (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) 

Female Labour Force Participation Rate°    0.017***  

    (0.006)  

Global Gender Gap°°     0.041*** 

     (0.011) 

LR test (p-value) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.0074 0.0007 

  Multilevel (1)-(2) (1)-(4) (2)-(5) (2)-(6) 

Number of observations 8031 8031 8031 8031 8031 

Variance across countries 0.125*** 0.136*** 0.128*** 0.096*** 0.080*** 

 (0.036) (0.031) (0.034) (0.028) (0.024) 

Intra-class correlation coefficient 0,111 0,120 0,113 0,088 0,074 

°2004; °°2006      
Source: own elaboration on 2004 ESS data 

Note: standard errors in parenthesis. P-values: +p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***. 
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TABLE 4 Multilevel analysis of housework effects on working women 

subjective well-being 

 

Only Working Women (6) Null (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Share of household work ≥ 75%  -0.100***  -0.097*** -0.097*** 

  (0.030)  (0.030) (0.030) 

Country median share of household work   0.038   

   (0.185)   
Share higher than the country's median   -0.082**   

   (0.033)   

Age  -0.052** -0.052** -0.051** -0.051** 

  (0.020) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020) 

Age squared  0.0005* 0.0005* 0.0005* 0.0005* 

  (0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0003) 

Church attendance  0.101*** 0.101*** 0.102*** 0.102*** 

  (0.039) (0.040) (0.039) (0.039) 

Subjective general health  0.726*** 0.736*** 0.725*** 0.725*** 

  (0.105) (0.104) (0.105) (0.105) 

Number of children in the Household  0.020 0.019 0.021 0.021 

  (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

Unpaid help  0.161*** 0.164*** 0.157*** 0.157*** 

  (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) 

High income  0.106*** 0.109*** 0.104*** 0.104*** 

  (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) 

Hours worked per week - 31 or more  -0.100*** -0.094** -0.098*** -0.097*** 

  (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 

Female Labour Force Participation Rate°    0.023***  

    (0.006)  

Global Gender Gap°°     0.048*** 

     (0.012) 

LR test (p-value) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.0002 

  Multilevel (7)-(8) (7)-(10) (8)-(11) (8)-(12) 

Number of observations 4968 4968 4968 4968 4968 

Variance across countries 0.157*** 0.150*** 0.152*** 0.097*** 0.087*** 

 (0.046) (0.044) (0.045) (0.029) (0.026) 

Intra-class correlation coefficient 0,136 0,130 0,132 0,088 0,080 

°2004; °°2006      
Source: own elaboration on 2004 ESS data 

Note: standard errors in parenthesis. P-values: +p<=0.10:*+p<=0.05:**+p<=0.01***. 

 

 

                                                 
i In what follows, subjective well-being, life satisfaction, and happiness, though not identical, are 

treated as reasonably interchangeable terms. 
ii However, computing average happiness in each country using the original sample reveals that 

also among men and women living alone the distribution of happiness is right skewed (the average 

is 7.44 with a standard deviation of 1.9) 
iii The number of household members may bias results about financial situation; hence we have to 

be careful when trying to interpret these figures. In Ukraine, surprisingly, all women between 20 
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and 50, co-residing with a partner, has a “high” household income. Furthermore, they seem to be 

quite involved in the labour market outside the household.  
iv Its inclusion in the different specifications has no impact on other variables coefficient. 


