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Abstract Contrary to conventional wisdom, recent studies argue that parenthood is
not necessarily related to higher parental subjective well-being (SWB). However,
parenthood remains an important aspect of adults’ lives, also in highly developed
societies where childbearing has become optional, financially expensive and
affecting other goals in life. Whereas a great deal of effort has been put into
answering why fertility is low in so many developed countries, one may even ask
why is it not even lower. The answer is not obvious but stems from the fact that, to
date, the relationship between fertility and SWB has been understudied and the
mechanisms at work are not well understood. This special issue makes a step
forward in this line of research, providing a coherent set of papers addressing
different dimensions of the relationship between fertility and SWB and its mech-
anisms, starting from a demographic perspective, but integrating theories and
research results from other disciplines. The collection of papers assesses the effect
of the birth of a child on the individual SWB from angles still unexplored with the
idea that the effects of fertility on individuals’ SWB are diverse depending on
individual, couple and country contextual factors.
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Conventional wisdom arguably suggests that parenting is satisfying for parents:
individuals in early to mid-adulthood often claim to look forward to entering
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parenthood and having children. Even in highly developed societies, where
childbearing has become optional, financially expensive and is often associated with
considerable trade-offs in terms of professional careers and pursuing other goals in
life, parenthood has remained an important aspect of the lives of most adults. An
overwhelming majority of young adults believes that parenthood will be fulfilling,
and in the US, this fraction has even been increasing during the 1970s-1990s
(Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001). Mothers report about intense emotions
evoked by their children (Preston and Hartnett 2008), and parents who feel “madly
in love” with their children and report high levels of agreement with statements
such as “I have an overwhelming love for my children unlike anything I feel for
anyone else” (Erickson et al. 2005). Moreover, despite declines of the fertility rates
to below replacement levels in virtually all developed countries and to “lowest-low
fertility levels” in many Southern, Central and Eastern European countries during
the 1990s, childlessness is relatively uncommon (often below 20 %; Kohler et al.
2002; Sobotka 2004). Interpreting these trends in the light of the Second
Demographic Transition theory, which de-emphasizes families and highlights
self-fulfilment as an increasingly important life goal (van de Kaa 1987),
contemporary patterns of childbearing in high-income countries seem to confirm
the conventional wisdom that parenthood—that is, the fact of having at least one
child—is rewarding for individuals and that having children, generally one or two,
rarely more than three, would tend to increase individuals’ subjective well-being
(SWB).

In sharp contrast to the conventional wisdom about the effect of parenthood on
happiness, the popular press has questioned the notion that children and childrearing
increase the subjective well-being of their parents. In a relatively recent New York
Magazine article, Senior (2010)" summarized the relationship between parenthood
and happiness as “All Joy and No Fun: Why Parents Hate Parenting”, pointing to
the fact that children often “expose the gulf between our fantasies about family and
its spikier realities; [they] mean parting with an old way of life, one with more
freewheeling rhythms and richer opportunities for romance”. In other words,
parenting may be much less rewarding in terms of SWB than expected by
conventional wisdom.

How can we reconcile these different perspectives on the relationship between
parenthood and happiness? In trying to answer the question whether children bring
happiness in life, this special issue reverses the most often asked question about
contemporary fertility trends in developed countries. While much of the existing
literature on low fertility focuses on the questions of why fertility is low or lowest
low in many European countries, one may provocatively ask the reverse question:
Why is not fertility even lower, especially in light of the claims that apparently
parenthood is not necessarily related to better SWB of the parents? We currently do
not have an empirically founded, satisfactory and comprehensive answer to this
question. In part, this is due to the fact that, to date, the relationship between fertility
and SWB has been understudied and mechanisms at work have not been fully
identified.

! See also Senior (2014), a New York Times best-seller book.
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This special issue of the European Journal of Population makes an important
contribution in furthering our understanding about the interrelation between fertility
behaviour and SWB. Starting from a demographic perspective, but integrating
theories and research results from other disciplines, in particular psychology,
sociology and economics, this SI provides a coherent set of papers addressing
different dimensions of the overarching question. By doing so, the SI goes beyond
studying the simple relationship between childbearing and SWB, aiming at
understanding the mechanisms through which children influence SWB covering
both individual (biological and/or psychological) or external factors (social
responses). The collection of papers therefore assesses the effect of the birth of a
child on the individual SWB from angles still unexplored, with the idea that effects
of fertility on individuals’ SWB may be diverse depending on individual, couple
and country contextual factors.

1 Children Matter for Parents’ Subjective Well-Being

Fertility is certainly a core theme in demography, but its genesis has changed
substantially in post-transitional low-fertility societies. Childbearing in high-income
settings with relatively easy access to contraception is in most cases a deliberate
choice by individuals and couples. At the same time also in these societies, both
timing and quantum “errors” in childbearing are frequent. For instance, about 51 %
of pregnancies to women in the US nowadays are reported to be mistimed or
unwanted at the time of conception (Finer and Zolna 2013). This rather high rate of
unintended pregnancies—at least 30 % or higher—is also found to occur among
women aged above 35, among married women and college-educated women,
indicating that mistimed or unwanted pregnancies are not necessarily restricted to
young (teenage), poor or otherwise disadvantaged strata of the population. In
comparison with other advanced countries, however, the US is often seen as an
outlier in terms of its high levels of mistimed or unwanted childbearing and desired
fertility is likely to represent a larger fraction of overall fertility in most European or
Asian low-fertility countries (Sedgh et al. 2014).

The choice to have a child is clearly intertwined with a range of other
consumption and life cycle decisions, from which individuals also derive well-being
and satisfaction: labour force participation, careers, leisure time, travel and
mobility, material consumption and other aspects of self-realization emphasized in
the Second Demographic Transition theory. And clearly, there has been a sea of
change: fertility in virtually all high-income countries is low (near or below
replacement level). But parenthood has not “gone out of fashion”. Despite the fact
foregone parenthood is nowadays a commonly accepted choice in highly developed
countries; parenthood continues to be far more common than childlessness even
among relatively young cohorts. And an increasing number of individuals craves for
the experience of parenthood, when for various impediments (infecundity, lack of
partner, or same sex partner), it cannot be materialized, arising new controversial
phenomena, such as assisted reproduction techniques and gestational surrogacy (e.g.
Leridon and Slama 2008).
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Looking across research in psychology, economics and demography, there is still
no consensus concerning the effect of childbearing on individuals’ SWB, neither in
terms of the direction and the magnitude, nor on the causal determinants for the
relationship. The effect of (another) child can be positive or detrimental, depending
on individual characteristics (i.e. gender, parents’ and children’s age and socio-
economic status) and contextual factors (i.e. cultural and institutional context).

While there continues to be a puzzle about the parenthood—happiness
relationship, a rapidly growing recent literature—including also this SI—has
significantly expanded our understanding of the relationship between having
children and the SWB of parents. This progress was partly facilitated by the
availability of longstanding panel data (i.e. German SOEP, Australian HILDA,
British BHPS and US panels, but also newer ones that were conducted in
Switzerland, Poland, Russia, Japan and Korea). These surveys provide powerful
tools for analysing the dynamics of life events and SWB, including anticipation,
reaction and adaptation. In other words, they allow analysis of SWB before, during
and after the childbearing event. As a result, the problem of reverse causality can be
tackled and we can start understanding the effects of childbearing for SWB.

Psychologists assert that a large fraction of variation in well-being stems from
social or biological endowments, and although life events may either make
individuals happier—or less happy—depending on the nature of the event, the
change is only transitory. In the now-famous metaphor of Brickman and Campbell
(1971), each individual is on a “hedonic treadmill”, a feature also highlighted by
Easterlin (1973) and Easterlin et al. (2010), who showed that despite there being a
positive relationship between income and happiness, the latter does not increase
over time even if income does. The existence of a hedonic treadmill would imply
that if people continue to adapt to their life-course circumstances, objective
improvements yield no real benefits and worsened conditions will not necessarily
translate into a lower assessment of well-being. Thus, every individual is presumed
to have a predefined happiness level that he or she returns to as time goes by
Csikszentmihalyi and Hunter (2003), Kahneman et al. (1999) and Williams and
Thompson (1993). The direct implication, if this theory is valid, is that both
individuals and policy-makers cannot actually do very much to improve the well-
being of citizens in general or parents in particular. Many empirical studies build up
under the set-point theory and support the prediction that objective circumstances
appear limited in magnitude, scope and particularly the duration of their effects on
psychological well-being. In the long run, it would instead reflect stable character-
istics of the individual (Costa et al. 1987; De Neve et al. 2010; Lykken and Tellegen
1996). What gives demography a special place, is that recent studies consistently
show that certain life events, including childbearing, do have long-lasting effects on
subjective well-being. Not only do changes in family-related domains seem more
enduring than in domains related to their material standard of living, i.e. income
(Argyle 2001; Diener et al. 1999; Veenhoven 1993), but also a number of
psychological studies (i.e. Sheldon and Lucas 2014), as well as demo-economic
studies (Kohler et al. 2005; Margolis and Myrskyld 2011; Zimmerman and Easterlin
2006), consistently demonstrate that important life events do indeed bring about
long-lasting shifts of SWB. Recently, demographers have also demonstrated that

@ Springer



The Parenthood Happiness Puzzle: An Introduction to... 331

subjective well-being plays a role not only as an outcome following demographic
events—it also drives demographic outcomes (i.e. Le Moglie et al. 2015).

Whereas demographic processes are arguably important for SWB, demographers
do stand to learn a great deal from the plethora of theories concerning SWB found
within psychology and more generally the social sciences. Demography can
contribute to these open questions concerning parenthood and SWB by focussing on
demographic processes. For example, in the economic literature, the effect of
children on life satisfaction has been found to be negative. But the modelling and
analyses that lie behind this finding have been rather indirect with often rather
generic measures of subjective well-being and fairly crude indicators of individual
childbearing (like the number of children or in some cases age of children). Actual
children born is an outcome of a process that often involves significant planning, a
fact reflected by the now many studies about fertility intentions (see Bachrach and
Morgan 2013, for a recent discussion). Moreover, the well-being associated with
children will necessarily depend on the children (e.g. their health or behavioural
problems) and perhaps even the age of the parents. In fact, demographic studies
have shown that subjective well-being also increases in anticipation of childbearing
after which it then tends to decline (e.g. Myrskyld and Margolis 2014). This means
that the effect of childbearing on subjective well-being critically depends on the
time where subjective well-being is measured. If measured at the time of
childbearing, the effect may indeed be negative. Taking the time and the dynamics
seriously will give a different picture in terms of SWB. In a similar vein, these
studies found that the process of having the second child (or even children of higher
order) is very different from having the first. This is also reflected in terms of SWB.
Becoming a parent first time around appears to have a very different impact on life
satisfaction compared to having a subsequent child. Moreover, the spacing also
matters, in that SWB being associated with becoming parents first time around, and
affects the likelihood of fertility progression. In sum, once childbearing is
considered as a process, the linkages to well-being become much more complex
showing at the same time its necessity to get a better grasp on the processes at stake
and its subsequent outcomes.

2 A New Generation of Studies

The recent wave of new studies on the parent happiness puzzle has been made
possible through the availability of long panels with repeated measures of subjective
well-being allowing methodologically sophisticated analyses of the causal effects
and pathways underlying the parenthood-happiness relationship.

While some studies find a positive association between parenthood and happiness
(Aassve et al. 2012; Kohler et al. 2005; Kotowska et al. 2010), other empirical
studies have shown that having children has either non-significant or negative
effects on SWB (Clark and Oswald 2002; Clark et al. 2008; Frey and Stutzer 2000;
McLanahan and Adams 1987; Myrskyld and Margolis 2014; Nomaguchi and Milkie
2003). This inconsistency in findings may result from the fact that the effect of
children on SWB depends on several characteristics, not always considered in the
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studies—or accounted for correctly in longitudinal framework—i.e. the number and
age of children (Clark et al. 2008; Kohler et al. 2005; Myrskyld and Margolis 2014),
the personality traits and the “initial” pre-birth happiness level (Kohler et al. 2005;
Myrskyld and Margolis 2014) or the stage in the life course of the parents (Margolis
and Myrskyld 2011) or the context (Aassve et al. 2012, 2015).

However, it is not unexpected that during the life course, children can bring both
happiness and misery, since some of the benefits (and costs) from having children
are short term and others emerge only after many years. One important point, when
the question is how children influence parental well-being, it is the possibility to
analyse individual changes over time instead of only comparing parents with the
childless; otherwise, the analyses may be biased by genetic factors, personality, or
other unobserved or difficult-to-measure fixed characteristics, such as orientation
towards career versus family, which may be associated with both fertility behaviour
and subjective well-being (Alvergne et al. 2010; De Neve et al. 2010; Myrskyld and
Margolis 2014; Rodgers et al. 2001). Myrskyld and Margolis (2014) document how
the happiness trajectory of parents differs greatly by age at parenthood, socioeco-
nomic status, gender, parity, marital status and context.

The collection of papers belonging to this special issue follow up on this new
literature, drawing on several rich longitudinal surveys, namely GSOEP (German
Socioeconomic Panel, since 1984), BHPS (British Household Panel Study, since
1991), HILDA (Household, Income and Labor Dynamics in Australia, since 2001),
SHP (Swiss Household Panel since 1999), and also from recent comparative (even
though cross-sectional) rich surveys, namely Gallup World Poll (here 163 countries
analysed) and European Social Survey (here 16 countries analysed).

The first paper, by Arnstein Aassve, Bruno Arpino and Nicoletta Balbo, adopts a
couple perspective on the fertility behaviour. They notice how this is neglected in
the SWB-fertility literature, which tends to focus on individuals only, or rather,
respondents’ well-being. If childbearing is the result of a joint partners’ decision-
making process, the subjective well-being of both partners should matter for
stepping into parenthood, and a couple perspective can bring insights into the
relationship between SWB and couples’ childbearing. In fact, they find not only that
women’s own happiness matters more than that of their partners for the transition to
the first child, but also that spouses’ happiness reinforces each other and has a
multiplicative effect on SWB.

The second paper, by Anna Matysiak, Letizia Mencarini and Daniele Vignoli,
builds on the existing inconsistent literature on the effect of children on parents’
SWB (measured as overall life satisfaction), sustaining that presumably important
moderating characteristics are not considered in previous studies. They point to the
intensity of the work—family conflict experienced by parents, arguing that the
negative (or positive) effect of children on parent’s SWB can be caused by work and
family tension (reconciliation). Including the self-reported work—family conflict
allows for capturing not only individual experiences with combining paid work and
care (including contextual factors, such as access to external childcare services or
support by partners, relative and friends or flexibility of working hours) but also the
psychological reaction to these experiences. The results provide support to the
hypothesis that a decline in SWB after the birth of a child does not happen to all
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parents, but only to those—mothers in particular—who face a substantial work—
family conflict.

The third paper by Anne Roeters, Jornt Mandemakers and Marieke Voorpostel
addresses the heterogeneous conditions under which parenthood is more or less
beneficial for individual well-being, investigating the role of participation of
mothers and fathers in leisure and paid work during the transition to parenthood.
They found that the effect of SWB, here measured as the absence of negative
emotional states such as depression, is moderated by individuals’ lifestyle before the
transition to parenthood. Only for fathers with high pre-birth level of leisure
activities, parenthood reduced well-being, as well as the (average) beneficial effect
of motherhood is reduced for those women who combined before motherhood high
levels of leisure activities with long working long hours.

The fourth paper, by Rachel Margolis and Mikko Myrskyla, inquires whether the
sex of children affects the happiness of their parents. Building on well-established
findings across European countries shows that sex preferences for the first child are
absent, but strong preference for opposite-sex children at the next parity exists, they
hypothesize that a second child of the same sex than the first would decrease the
SBW of parents as well as their children. As expected—although sex preferences
influence fertility, i.e. the third parity progress ratio—parental happiness does not
depend on the sex of the first child and only weak evidence is found on the fact that
two boys decrease parental happiness. On the basis of these results, the authors
suggest that parents are happy with the children they have, regardless of their sex.

The fifth paper, by Francesca Luppi, investigates how the subjective experience
of the first birth may influence the timing of the transition to the second child. Also
her findings call again for a consideration of gender roles and especially on mothers’
difficulties in reconciliation between family and work. Results show higher and
quicker transition to the second child of partners adopting traditional gender roles
or—among dual earner couples—those will less difficulties in reconciling work and
family.

The last paper, by Sophie Centre, Andrew Clark and Claudia Senik, conducts a
dual analysis of the relationship between parenthood and subjective well-being, to
further our understanding of the parenthood subjective well-being paradox, i.e. the
fact that in a certain number of countries parenthood tends to be associated with
lower happiness rather than higher as found in most countries. First, studying the
link over a wide range of countries, they conclude that according to basic cross-
country correlations, there is a sharp contrast between developing and developed
countries. They find the link between childbearing and SWB is positive only in
developed countries, i.e. where fertility is largely optional. In an additional step,
using German longitudinal data, they further examine the decision-making process
of parenthood, providing evidence of a positive selection into parenthood, whereby
happier (or more satisfied) people are more likely to have children. Showing that the
satisfaction gap in favour of future parents is apparent up to five years before the
first childbirth—and does not entirely reflect better socio-economic circum-
stances—they question the positive relationship between SWB and fertility,
sustaining that may be due to self-selection into parenthood rather than to a causal
impact of children on parents’ happiness.
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3 The Still Unexplored Issues of Fertility and Subjective Well-Being

Billari (2009) and Billari and Kholer (2009) argued some time ago that the “quest
for happiness”, in which children play a key role, is the “commonality” that may
provide an enhanced understanding of fertility behaviour and differentials in
contemporary societies. These studies were also indirectly saying that there is not a
universal effect of parenthood on subjective well-being, but it may well depend on
the opportunities for parents—mothers in particular—to reduce the costs of
children. Those costs are inevitably linked also to macro-characteristics of the
country where couples reside, which may have an impact on their assessment of
happiness associated with childbearing.

While increasingly recognized as being an important aspect, the heterogeneity in
the effect of childbearing on parental SWB continues to be inadequately discussed
and analysed. Only some of the recent literature has started to change this. On the
one hand, there is an emerging consensus that certain groups of the population
perceive the cost of parenting in different ways depending on their socio-economic
status, social support, gender and country of residence, on top of preferences and
attitudes. Parenting joy or stress would therefore be greater for some groups than
others. On the other hand, there is increasing agreement in stating that a solid
understanding of the various mechanisms through which parenting affects well-
being is still missing. These pathways could include both biological (i.e. different
hormonal level by sex around childbirth) and social responses. Important is also the
fact that mothers are still usually the primary caregiver, making them more
vulnerable to work—family conflicts compared to fathers. More detailed information
about these individual and couple’s characteristics are therefore essential to further
understanding of the social mechanisms behind the childbearing—SWB relationship
(Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Kohler et al. 2002; Kohler 2012; Myrskyld and
Margolis 2014; Neyer and Andersson 2008). The fact that in some comparative
studies, mothers appear to be more strongly affected by country of residence seem
to confirm the macro-level hypothesis that predicted happiness is positively
associated with institutional and cultural factors that increase the compatibility
between work and motherhood. Working status and household income interacted
with childbearing are strongly associated with mother’s happiness. Having a large
family while working is associated with less happiness for mothers, while the
opposite is true for men (Aassve et al. 2012, 2015; Billari and Kholer 2009). While
the papers in this special issue make important contributions in this respect, future
research will also have to capture better the manifold ways in which labour market
flexibility, social security and individual welfare, gender and economic equality,
societal human capital levels, and social and family policies can facilitate a
relatively high satisfaction with parenthood in advanced societies.

Given the heterogeneity of institutional, cultural and policy contexts across
developed countries, further research is required to investigate the different
mechanisms that may underlie these heterogeneous implications of children for
well-being (see also Kohler 2012). In a recent comparative paper based on cross-
sectional European Social Survey data from 28 countries, Aassve et al. (2015)
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observe that fertility is higher in countries where the average happiness is high, the
prime example being the Nordic countries. At the other end, there are East
European countries, where happiness is low but also fertility is low. This feature is
crystallized when in the analysis, they differentiate parents against non-parents, but
in particular when done so for mothers and non-mothers. In societies where
institutional development is highly advanced, individuals are not only happier in
general, but it turns out that parents are always happier than non-parents. This
finding holds also for women, and indeed, mothers are significantly happier than
non-mothers, but only in the most advanced societies. The opposite is the case in
those countries where development is lower. The fact that fathers are always
happier than childless men—independent of the level of development—suggests
very clearly that the gender perspective matters in critical ways. In essence, it
means that in highly developed countries, happiness associated with childbearing is
consistent across gender, whereas it is not in countries where appropriate
institutions for reconciling parenthood and working are less developed. This
argument bears a clear resemblance to the work by McDonald (2000, 2013) and
Esping-Andersen (2009), who argue that low fertility comes about because of a
mismatch between equity considerations, and actual experienced equality between
parents—the latter depending directly on the institutional setting. Aassve et al.
(2015) argue that this can equally be looked upon as a mismatch between
aspirations and attainment. As argued in psychology, such mismatch will likely
yield lower SWB (Lewin et al. 1944). What matters for our understanding of
fertility change is that as women gain ever higher education, and their aspirations
change, institutions also need to change to ensure consistency between those
aspirations and what can be attained. Fertility in the new emerging gender
egalitarian societies will be higher because the institutional setting enables women
to have working careers and children at the same time. This change affects the
parenthood—SWB relationship because the presence of “appropriate” institutions
lowers the potential gap between individual aspirations and their attainments.
Consequently, egalitarian societies would be expected to both have higher fertility
and higher subjective well-being. The same argument holds for the male-
breadwinner model of the 1960s and 1970s, where lower levels of education
among women would be consistent with couples specializing between market and
household production, hence giving consistency between aspirations and attain-
ment, and hence producing higher subjective well-being. Following this argument,
happiness derived from parenthood is lower when institutions do not correspond to
or do not adapt sufficiently to new preferences. All of these suggest that the
relationship between fertility and SWB critically depends on the way institutions
evolve—or perhaps—fail to evolve.

It is useful to end this introduction with some reflections on outstanding issues
mentioned and consequently make suggestions for directions for further research.
Clearly, the open issue concerning contexts (and welfare regimes), and the way they
shape the parenthood—happiness relationship, is predominantly driven by a lack of
data suited to study these associations, namely high quality, prospective data
covering different geographical regions. The majority of current studies relies on a
rather limited set of longitudinal surveys, namely Germany, UK and Australia.
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Although Switzerland, Russia, Japan, Korea, Poland, USA have also panels, the
available information is much more limited and does not cover longer time periods.
The relationship between fertility and SWB in terms of context remains therefore
largely unexplored for the majority of developed countries. Given the current state
of data availability, it is difficult to verify the hypothesized differences by welfare
regimes, i.e.—for instance—between Scandinavian and Southern European coun-
tries. Investments in data collection are therefore crucial to further our understand-
ing on childbearing and SWB.

Current gaps in global data on fertility and SWB also imply that little is known
about this relationship in middle-income countries or developing countries. In these
contexts, due to the central but rapidly changing roles of families, the relationship
between childbearing and SWB might even be of more relevance. For example: to
what extent does childbearing affect mothers’ or fathers’ SWB when very different
social norms, and opportunities, about reproduction and family life apply? This line
of research seems very promising, not least because more economic studies of
fertility and poverty (or consumption) are not fully able to explain why fertility
remains high. Does having many children lead to higher SWB, despite happiness
being apparently negatively correlated with poverty? Clearly, data availability poses
a considerable challenge for addressing these questions. There are some longitudinal
surveys in place, and for example, studies based on either the Ethiopian Rural
Household Panel (EDHS 2011), or the Malawi Longitudinal Study of Families and
Health (MLSFH, Kohler et al. 2015) could provide new and highly interesting
insights that help us in understanding fertility patterns, adopting the “lens” of SWB,
in these societies.

Last, it is worthwhile pointing out that so far, the vast majority of studies
considers how children tend to affect parents’ subjective well-being. An interesting
extension of this line of study would be to ask to what extent children’s well-being,
and their cognitive and social development is affected by parents’ subjective well-
being. Similarly, one can also hypothesize that parents’ subjective well-being is
affected by the subjective well-being of their children. The latter hypothesis would
suggest if children are developing well, and they are happy, and then this also spills
over onto the reported well-being of the parents. Are parent and child well-being
complementary or are there trade-off? These questions seem paramount in further
research.

This special issue makes an important start by pursuing this line of research
questions—the main idea being that there is not a universal effect of fertility on
SWB (nor vice versa, of SWB on fertility). So far the literature has had a tendency
to emphasize average effects. The demographic perspective adopted in this special
issue clearly shows that there is still a lot to explore. It demonstrates diverse findings
which depend on a range of (demographic) characteristics—including parity, the
individual, couple or country contextual factors.
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