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Abstract  

By most objective measures the lives of women in the United States have improved over the 

past 35 years, yet we show that measures of subjective well-ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ happiness 

has declined both absolutely and relative to male happiness.  4ÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÏØ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÉÎÇ 

relative well-being is found examining multiple countries, datasets, and measures of subjective well-

being, and is pervasive across demographic groups.  Relative declines in female happiness have eroded 

a gender gap in happiness in which women in the 1970s typically reported higher subjective well-

being than did men.   These declines have continued and a new gender gap is emergingɂone with 

higher subjective well-being for men.  Our findings raise provocative questions about the contribution 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ×ÅÌÆÁÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ÅÌÌ-being 

to assess broad social changes. 
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I. Introduction  

4×Ï ÆÁÃÔÓ ÓÔÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÓÔÁÒË ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȡ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ συ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÂÙ 

most objective measures and we document that, during this period, measures of ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ subjective 

well-being have fallen both absolutely and relatively to that of men.  While the expansion ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

opportunities has been extensively studied, the concurrent decline in subjective well-being has largely 

gone unnoted.  These facts raise difficult  questions about how best to assess and measure well-being 

since a standard economic framework would suggest that expanded opportunities for women would 

have increased their welfare. 

By many measures the progress of women over recent decades has been extraordinary : the 

gender wage gap has closed; educational attainment has risen and is surpassing that of men in recent 

cohorts; women have gained an unprecedented level of control over fertility; technological change in 

the form of new domestic appliances has ÆÒÅÅÄ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ÄÒÕÄÇÅÒÙȠ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

freedoms within both the family and market sphere have expanded.  "ÌÁÕȭÓ ρωωψ assessment of 

objective measures of female well-being since 1970 finds that women made enormous gains.  Labor 

force outcomes have improved, as ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ real wages have risen for all but the least educated 

×ÏÍÅÎȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ×ÁÇÅs relative to those of men have increased for women of all races and 

education levels.  Similarly female labor force participation has risen to record levels both absolutely 

and relative to that of men, and women have become more tied to the labor market (Blau and Kahn 

2007). 

4ÈÅ ÒÉÓÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÁÇÅÓ has improved their position both in the marketplace and 

potentially within the home ÁÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ×ÁÇÅÓ ÍÁÙ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÂÁÒÇÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ by raising 

their opportunities outside of marriage.  While concern has been raised about the potential for labor 

force participation to increase the total amount of work done by women, time use surveys do not bear 

these fears out.  Aguiar and Hurst (2007) document relatively equal declines in total work hours since 

1965 for both men and women, with the increase in hours of market work by women offset by large 

declines in their non-market work and a small increase in non-market work by men.  Blau (1998) 

points to the increased time spent by married men on housework and the decreased total hours 

worked (in the market and in the home) by married women relative to married men as evidence of 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÂÁÒÇÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÍÅȢ 
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Many of the legislative ÇÁÉÎÓ ÆÏÒ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÈÏ×Î ÔÏ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ well-

being.  For example, Pezzini (2005) ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ life satisfaction 

increased with the introduction of birth control and abortion rights and several studies have 

demonstrated an association between more education and higher subjective well-being.1  While the 

ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÉÍÍÉÓÅÒÉÚÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ (Akerlof, Yellen and Katz 1996), 

economic theory leaves little room for such a tremendous increase in opportunities to render women 

as a group worse off, as an expanded choice set gives them greater scope to make decisions that 

improve their well-being.  While some may lament the entrance of women into the labor force en 

masse, the improvement in legal rights for women has expanded their choice set giving women greater 

scope to make decisions that improve their well-being. 

Yet, a richer consideration of the psychology behind happiness might suggest that greater 

equality may lead to a fall in well-being.  For example, if happiness is assessed relative to outcomes for 

ÏÎÅȭÓ reference group then greater equality may have led women to compare their outcomes to those 

of the men around them.  In turn, women might find their relative position lower than when their 

reference group included only women.  An alternative form of reference-dependent preferences 

relates well-being to whether or not expectations are met.  If the women's movement raised women's 

expectations faster than society was able to meet them, they would be more likely to be disappointed 

by their actual experienced lives.  As women's expectations move into alignment with their 

experiences this decline in happiness may reverse.  A further alternative suggests that happiness may 

be driven by good news about lifetime utility (Kimball and Willis 2006) .  Under this view, the salience 

of ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÕÅÌÌÅÄ elation in the 1970s that has dissipated in the ensuing years. 

Our contribution in this paper is to carefully document trends over several decades in 

subjective well-being by gender in the United States and other industrialized countries, collecting 

evidence across a wide array of datasets covering various demographic groups, time periods, 

countries, and measures of subjective well-being.  To preview our findings, section II  shows that 

women in the United States have become less happy, both absolutely and relative to men.  The trend in 

subjective well-being between men and women is largely toward convergence: men have traditionally 

report ed lower levels of happiness than women and women are now reporting happiness levels that 

                                                             

1 Blanchflower and Oswald (2004) find that education is associated with higher subjective well-being 

independent of income; Ross and Van Willigen (1997) find that education is negatively associated with 

subjective measures of emotional and physical distress. 
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are similar or even lower than those of men.  We explore these trends by demographic group, and find 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ well-being is ubiquitous, and holds for both working and stay-at-

home moms, for those married and divorced, for the old and the young, and across the education 

distribution.  The relative decline in well-being holds across various datasets, and for whether one asks 

about happiness or life satisfaction.  The exception is that this phenomenon has not occurred similarly 

across racial groups.  African-American women have become happier over this period as have African-

American men and there has been little consistent change in the gender happiness gap among African 

Americans over this period.  In section III  we turn to data from other countries, finding a pervasive 

decline in the relative well-being of women in nearly all European countries.  Section IV assesses the 

evolution of satisfaction in a number of domainsɂmarriage, work, health, and financesɂand while 

women report decreasing satisfaction in some of these domains, typically men report similar, or even 

more rapid, declines.   

Our findings hold provocative implications for public policymakers, those interested in gender, 

and those interested in using subjective well-being measures to assess public policy.  A simple 

syllogism captures why we regard our results as challenging, and lays out the possible implications of 

ÏÕÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȢ  )Æȡ ɉρɊ 4ÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ increased the welfare of women more than men; (2) This 

was the most important gendered-biased change during our sample; and (3) Subjective well-being 

data provides policy-relevant welfare measurements; then we are led to infer that our data should 

show a rise in the subjective well-being of women relative to that of men since the 1970s.  That we 

observed a decline in the relative well-being of women leads to questions about where the syllogism 

breaks down.  Did men somehow garner a disproportionate share of the benefits of ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

movement?  Alternatively, perhaps the well-being data point to different, and largely undocumented, 

changes that have disadvantaged women.  In other words, one needs to ask: what social changes are 

the happiness data capturing?  Or one might regard this rather striking observation as an opportunity 

to better understand the determinants of subjective well-being, and the mapping between responses 

to survey questions about happiness and usual notions of welfare.   

We highlight a puzzle in trends in ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ subjective well-being that may be driven 

by an aggregate change that is impacting women differently than men, a change in the reference group 

or expectations for women such that their lives are more likely to come up short today than in the past, 

or finally, may be driven simply by a change in how women answer the question, i.e. a measurement, 

rather, than a hedonic trend.  At this stage, our ambitions are somewhat limited.  We do not purport to 

offer an answer to what is driving the decline in subjective well-being among women.  Rather we aim 
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to organize the relevant data, and highlight the robust evidence in favor of a rather puzzling paradox: 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ well-being has fallen over a period in which objective measures point to 

robust improvements in their opportunities. 

II.  Happiness Trends in the United States 

For the United States, we examine ÍÅÎȭÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ subjective well-being over the last 

35 years using data from the General Social Survey (GSS).  This survey is a nationally representative 

sample of about 1,500 respondents each year from 1972-1993 (except 1992), and continues with 

around 3,000 respondents every second year from 1994 through to 2004, rising to 4,500 respondents 

in 2006.  These repeated cross-sections are designed to track attitudes and behaviors among the U.S. 

population and contains a wide range of demographic and attitudinal questions.  Subjective well-being 

is measured using the question: ȰTaken all together, how would you say things are these days, would 

you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?ȱ  In addition, respondents are asked 

about their satisfaction with a number of aspects of their life such as their marriage, their health, their 

financial situation, and their job.  (We will return to these data on subjective well-being across life 

domains in section IV.)  The long duration of the GSS and the use of consistent survey language to 

measure happiness make it ideally suited for analyzing trends in well-being over time. 

Figure 1 shows how answers to the happiness question have trended over time for both men 

and women.  The top lines show the percent of men and women who report being Ȱvery happyȱ, while 

the bottom two lines show ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ȰÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÈÁÐÐÙȱ (the residual reflects 

ÔÈÏÓÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ȰÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÈÁÐÐÙȱ).  As has been shown in previous studies, women were historically 

more likely to report higher levels of subjective well-being, yet, we see that this happiness gap has 

largely ÒÅÖÅÒÓÅÄ ÁÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ report ed subjective well-being has fallen over the past 35 years 

(Blanchflower and Oswald 2004).  By the start of the 21st century, women reported happiness levels on 

par with, or perhaps lower than, those reported by men.  Examining the categories separately, we 

observe that at the beginning of the period men and women were roughly equally likely to report 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÈÁÐÐÙȱ and a gap emerges in the 1990s with women more likely than men to report 

unhappiness.  Turning to the top lines, it is clear that women in the 1970s were more likely than men 

ÔÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÐÐÙȱȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÅÖÁÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωψπÓ. 

While Figure 1 shows the data in the most transparent way possible, ordered probit estimates 

allow us to exploit variation in the ranking information contained in the qualitative happiness data 
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(responses are ordinal), and a formal regression allows us to control for other factors.2  Thus in Table 1 

we report more formal ordered probit regression analyses, estimating regressions of the form: 

, 1 2

3 , ,

*( 1972) *( 1972)i t i t i t

i i t i t

Happiness Female Year Male Year

Female Controls

a b b

b e

= + - + -

+ + +
  [1] 

where i denotes an individual, and t denotes the year in which that individual was surveyed by the GSS.  

The raw trend in reported happiness by gender, without controls, is shown in the first column of Table 

1.  As in Figure 1, this regression shows Á ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ but very little change in men's 

reported happiness.  The fourth row calculates the female-male difference in the happiness trend, 

while the fifth and sixth rows show the implied estimates of the gender happiness gap in 1972 and 

2006 respectively.  At the start of the sample women reported higher levels of subjective well-being 

than did men, however by 2006 this earlier gap had reversed and ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ subjective well-being in 

recent years is lower than that of men. 

Further specifications add a range of controls.  Column 2 adds dummy variables for decadal age 

categories, race, and immigrant status to explore whether shifts in the age or racial distribution in the 

United States are playing a role in the gender trends in happiness.  While the US has undergone large 

demographic changes over the past 35 yearsɂthe population is 4½ years older on average and the 

non-white population has doubledɂaccounting for these shifts has little impact on the estimated 

trends in happiness. 

The third column of Table 1 adds controls for socioeconomic characteristics such as income, 

children, employment status, and marital status, while the fourth column allows the relationship 

between these characteristics and happiness to differ for men and women (that is, we include 

interactions of each control variable with gender; this specification most closely parallels that in 

Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004).  Note that these variables no longer reflect exogenous characteristics 

assigned by nature, but instead reflect life outcomes in various domains.  Even so the inclusion of these 

controls barely affects our estimated trend in the gender happiness gap, and even makes it slightly 

more dramatic.  The similarity of the estimated trend in the gender happiness gap across specifications 

                                                             

2 The ordered probit assumes that the measure of subjective well-being captures an underlying latent variable 

that is normally distributed  and by estimating the cut-points between different categories, it assigns the 

numerical values for each qualitative response that are most likely given the sample proportions in the data.  

While we emphasize the ordered probit estimates, alternative approaches consistently yielded similar results (as 

can be seen by comparing Figure 1 and Table 1). 
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highlights the fact that it  remains unexplained by these important, and changing, facets of adultsȭ lives.  

However, these controls do impact the estimated trend for men and women individually.  Conditioning 

on all of these factors, a man in 2006 is happier than a similarly situated man was 34 years ago, while 

women, conditional on these factors, are less happy by a roughly equal amount. 

Given that the dependent variable is qualitative in nature, one must take care in interpreting 

these magnitudes. The bell curves in Figure 2 show the distribution of happiness in the population 

inferred from the estimates in the first column of Table 1.  The estimated cut-points reflect the most 

ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ ȬÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÐÐÙȭȟ ȬÐÒÅÔÔÙ ÈÁÐÐÙȭ ÏÒ ȬÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÈÁÐÐÙȭ ÉÎ ρωχς ÁÎÄ 

2006, given these regression estimates.  In 1972 women were happier than men on average and the 

median woman was as happy as a man at the 53.3rd percentile in the male distribution.  By 2006, 

ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁÎ ×ÏÍÁÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁÎ ÍÁÎ ÉÎ ρωχςȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ 

median man in 2006 was slightly happier than his counterpart in 1972.  Comparing the 2006 medians 

with the distribution for men in 1972 , we see that the median woman in 2006 is as happy as a man at 

the 48.8th percentile in 1972ɂalmost 5 percentage points below her position 34 years prior, while the 

median man in 2006 is as happy as the man at the 50.7th percentile in 1972. 

&ÒÏÍ ρωχς ÔÏ ςππφȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÆÅÌÌ ÂÙ ɉɼ2-ɼ1ɊɝÔ = (-0.328-

0.052)*(2006-ρωχςɊȾρππ Ђ πȢρσ points.  The ordered probit normalizes the underlying distribution of 

happiness to have a standard deviation of one, and hence this shift amounts to about one-eighth of the 

cross-sectional standard deviation of happiness.  Of course, the cross-section variation in  happiness is 

much larger than the intertemporal variation, and so the same shift is 1½ times the standard deviation 

of the aggregate annual gender happiness happiness gap.3  To compare this change with other well -

known shifters of the happiness distribution, we can consider how large an increase in unemployment 

would be needed to generate a similar shift in subjective well-being.  In a related context, 

Wolfers (2003) regressed individual  happiness against a ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÕÎÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÒÁÔÅȟ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 

state and year fixed effects, finding that a one percentage point rise in Á ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ unemployment rate 

leads to a decline in happiness 0.015 points.  The ratio between these two estimates suggests that the 

relative decline in the subjective well-being of U.S. women over the past 35 years is roughly 

comparable to the effects of an 8½ percentage point rise in unemployment rates.  An alternative 

                                                             

3 The intertemporal variability of the gender happiness gap was computed by running an ordered probit of 

happiness on the interaction of year and gender fixed effects; this yielded 26 annual (or biennial) observations of 

the gender happiness gap, and these had a standard deviation of 0.082. 
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metric comes from the literature assessing the cross-country relationship between happiness and 

levels of GDP per capita(Wolfers 2006, Deaton 2007).  Across a range of ordered probit regressions of 

happiness or life satisfaction on the log of GDP per capita, Wolfers (2006) finds coefficient estimates of 

around πȢςȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ well-being over the past 35 years is 

equivalent to them having enjoyed none of the accumulated gains due to economic growth (output 

rose by 0.64 log points through this period and ɼɝÙЀπȢςɕπȢφτЀπȢρσЂÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ well-being). 

Given these rather dramatic findings, it is worth analyzing happiness trends in alternative 

datasets and using alternative measures of well-being.  4ÈÅ ȰVirginia Slims !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

/ÐÉÎÉÏÎ 0ÏÌÌÓȱ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÓËÅÄ ÂÏÔÈ women and men about ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ approximately every 5 years 

since their inception in 1970.  The first question on each survey (since 1972) asks respondents about 

their life satisfaction and Figure 3 summarizes these data in two ways.  The dashed lines show the 

ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÉÅÄȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÉÄ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ Á well-being 

index constructed by running an ordered probit regressionof life satisfaction on a saturated set of 

year-by-gender fixed effects; the bars show the implied gender satisfaction gap.  These data reveal a 

strong downward trend in life satisfaction for both men and women.  While the overall downward 

trend is larger than that observed in the GSS, it is even stronger for women, and the magnitude of the 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÎÄ ÉÎ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ÅÌÌ-being is similar to that seen in the GSS.4 

We now turn to examining various groups to see if the happiness gap has developed differently 

across demographic groups, analyzing trends by race, education, age, family employment, and labor 

market status.  We start by examining differences along racial lines.  The civil rights movement has 

dramatically expanded the opportunities available to African Americans and, while these 

improvements are evident in most objective measures, it is useful to consider whether these changes 

are evident in aggregate trends in subjective well-being.  Table 2 examines the gender happiness gap 

separately for whites and blacks.   The first two columns report the results from running the 

regressions for whites only, initially with no controls  (column one), and then with a full set of controls 

interacted with gender (in column two).  Excluding blacks has a small amplifying affect on the 

coefficients and the decrease in happiness for women relative to men is slightly larger than our whole-

population estimates in Table 1.  Trends in happiness among blacks are examined in columns three 

                                                             

4 We cannot tell whether the differences in the overall trend in well-being reflect differences in the questions 

asked between the Virginia Slims and GSS data, or other methodological differences. 
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and four.  These data show that happiness has trended quite strongly upward for both male and female 

African-Americans, erasing about half of the large racial differences in subjective well-being that were 

evident in the early 1970s.  However, there is little  difference in these trends by gender.  Indeed, these 

data suggest that well-being has risen more strongly for black women than black men, an outcome that 

is consistent with other indicators of economic and social progress.  It is also worth noting that the 

difference in subjective well-being for black men and women in 1972 is very different from that seen 

for whitesɂblack women in 1972 were less happy than black men, while white women were happier 

than white men.  While the point estimates suggest that the gender gap in happiness for blacks has 

decreased over this period, the estimated change in the gap is not statistically significant. 

Since Table 2 demonstrates that the paradox of declining female happiness is not occurring 

among blacks, Table 3 explores this trend by further disaggregating the trends by group, focusing only 

on whites.  However, before examining trends in happiness for each group, it is worth emphasizing the 

tremendous changes in the composition of these groups.  In 1970 less than a quarter of the adult 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ÁÔÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÌÙ ρπϷ ÈÁÄ Á ÂÁÃÈÅÌÏÒȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅȢ  By 2005, over 50% had 

ÁÔÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÈÁÄ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ Á ÂÁÃÈÅÌÏÒȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅȢ  Moreover, this change was not 

gender-neutral, as there has been a large scale increase in female educational attainment both 

absolutely, and relative to that of men, with female college attendance rates exceeding those of men for 

cohorts born in 1960 or later (Goldin, Katz and Kuziemko 2006).  Female labor force participation 

rates also rose dramatically from 43% in 1970 to 59% in 2005, while male labor force participation fell 

from 80% to 73%.  Finally, marital behavior has changed substantially, with a greater incidence of 

divorce and remarriage including incidence of marriage among those at older ages (Stevenson and 

Wolfers 2007).  Because happiness can be considered both a trait of the individual as well as a reaction 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÈÉÆÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÃÏÎÆÏÕÎÄÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

underlying tendency toward happiness with changes in the hedonic experience of people in the group. 

We start by examining differences across education groups in Panel A of Table 3, finding that 

women of all education groups have become less happy over time.  Men, however, differ in their 

happiness trends by education, with those at the lower end of educational attainment becoming less 

happy over time while those with more education have become happier, a pattern consistent with 

tr ends in income inequality between education groups.  As a result, the difference between men and 

women in happiness rises with educational attainment, although few of these differences are 

statistically significant.  Moreover, before concluding that women with advanced degrees have 

experienced a particularly large decline in subjective well-being, it is again worth emphasizing the 
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changed composition of this category.  Very few women had advanced degrees in the 1970s and their 

numbers have risen enormously, both absolutely and relative to those of men.  Thus, changing 

selection into higher levels of education likely  contributes to the differential happiness trends by 

educational attainment. 

)Æ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÍÅÎȭÓ and ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ explain the decline in subjective 

well-being for women, then one might expect to see differences based on the time period in life that we 

examine.  However, Panel B shows that the trend toward lower subjective well-being for women 

relative to men is seen in every age category in roughly equal measure.  Examining the trends without 

controls for life outcomes, however, the change in the gender happiness gap appears to be largest for 

women aged 30-44.  Once controls for life outcomes are added large changes are seen for every age 

group with the exception of 18-29 year olds; equally, this estimate is extremely imprecise and 

sensitive to the choice of control variables. 

In an effort to better understand youth trends, Figure 4 turns to analyzing data from the 

Monitoring the Future study, which has surveyed around 15,000 U.S. 12th graders about their attitudes 

each year since 1976.  These data suggest that young men have become increasingly happy, while 

young women have become slightly less happy; the difference between these trends yields a trend in 

the gender happiness gap that parallels that among U.S. adults.  While there is some change in the 

composition of the sample due to rising high school graduation rates, this is unlikely to explain much 

of these trends as the relative change in the share of girls reporting that they are very happy is larger 

than the rise in the proportion  of girls staying in school until the 12th grade.5  Similar surveys of 8th and 

10th graders have also been run since 1991, but interestingly, for those age groups, we find boys and 

girls both getting happier at roughly equal rates (while for 12th graders, even over this sub-period, we 

find girls getting less happy relative to boys). 

Panels C and D of Table 3 disaggregate our data by marital status and fertility outcomes.  The 

largest happiness gains over the past 35 years have accrued to married men.  In contrast married 

women have seen little change in subjective well-being.  While we have previously discussed the 

difficulty interpreting these results in light of the compositional changes in marital status over time, 

the difference between men and women is notable regardless of whether it reflects differences in who 

                                                             

5 The U.S. Census Bureau (2007) report that the proportion of 18-24 year olds who were high school graduates 

rose from 82% of young women in 1976 to 86% in 2005, while the proportion of young men who graduated was 

unchanged at 79%. 
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is marrying or changes in the hedonic experience of married adults.  The trend in the gender happiness 

gap appears systematically across all marital categories. 

Finally, we turn to employment status and see that both women who are employed and those 

who are not have experienced roughly similar declines in subjective well-being.  When conditioning on 

life outcomes the trend in the gender happiness gap appears to be stronger among the employed, a 

finding that reflects the upward trend in subjective well-being for employed men (conditional on other 

life outcomes). 

All told, these data suggest that both the absolute decline in happiness among U.S. women, and 

the even larger decline relative to men, appears pervasive and is evident irrespective of the education, 

age, marital status, or employment group analyzed. 

III.  International Trends  in the Gender Happiness Gap 

We now turn to examining these trends across a number of other countries.  Our main data 

source is the Eurobarometer, a series of repeated cross-sections, designed to gauge trends within 

member states of the European Union.  The Eurobarometer began asking about life satisfaction in a 

core of 9 countries in 1973 and expanded to 12 countries by 1985 (including Northern Ireland), and 

included 17 countries (counting East and West Germany separately) by the end of our sample (we are 

analyzing the Mannheim Eurobarometer Trend File, 1970-2002). For most countries, a cross-section of 

roughly 1,000 people is interviewed in each biannual survey round (turning to quarterly in 2000). 

There are two key questions measuring ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ÅÌÌ-being.  The first asks about life 

satisfactionɂȰOn the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all 

satisfied with the life you lead?ȱ, while the second question asks more directly about happinessɂ

ȰTaking all things together, how would you say things are these daysɂwoÕÌÄ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÙ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ 

happy, fairly happy, or not too happy these days?ȱ.  The life satisfaction question is available for a 

longer periodɂit was asked every year from 1973 to 1998, except 1974 and 1996, while the 

happiness question was asked only from 1975 to 1986 (and not in 1980 or 1981).  While life 

satisfaction and happiness are somewhat different concepts, responses are highly correlated. 

Figure 5 shows trends in life satisfaction by gender, aggregating across the entire Euro area.  As 

in the U.S., ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ well-being ×ÁÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωχπÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ early 2000s, 

women were somewhat less well off.  As with U.S. women, the well-being of European women has 

declined relative to men.  However, while U.S. women also experienced an absolute decline in well-
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being, the subjective well-being of European women has risen in an absolute sense.  Table 4 formalizes 

this analysis, showing that life satisfaction and happiness rose for both European men and women 

since the early 1970s.  Even so, the magnitude of the difference between these trendsɂthe closure of 

the gender happiness gapɂis remarkably similar to that for the United States.  These same patterns 

are robust to the addition of controls for age and nation in column two, and to controls for life 

outcomes in column three, and finally for the full set of controls interacted with gender in column four.  

(It should be noted that the set of control variables available in these data are not quite as rich as those 

available in the GSS.) 

Table 5 disaggregates these Euro-wide results by country, but in order to maintain reasonable 

sample sizes, we focus only on life satisfaction, and only on those countries entering the data before 

the 1990s.  We begin by re-estimating our results by country, estimating male and female trends in life 

satisfaction, controlling only for gender; this also allows country-speÃÉÆÉÃ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÕÔ-ÐÏÉÎÔÓȱ 

mapping ordinal responses to their underlying quantities.  These results, reported in the first three 

columns, are quite striking, showing thatɂin contrast to the United Statesɂlife satisfaction is growing 

throughout Europe.  The well-being of men rose in all countries with the exceptions of a small (and 

insignificant) decline in Greece and a larger decline in Belgium.  The increase in well-being in many of 

these countries is remarkable, and Italy experienced particularly large increases.  In most of these 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÇÒÏ×ÎȢ 

However, these increases in subjective well-being have been experienced to a greater degree 

by men, leading to a pervasive decline in well-being among women relative to men.  Indeed, ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ ÆÅÌÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÉÎ ÁÌÌ ÂÕÔ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÉÓ ÂÙ 

no means uniform, the magnitudes are remarkably similar.  The only exception to this rule is West 

Germany, although even there, the data are not clear cut.  Referring to an alternative data source, the 

GSOEP, a panel dataset run from 1984, one finds parallel declines in life satisfaction for both men and 

women in West Germany, and hence no trend in the gender happiness gap. 

The final three columns of Table 5 assess the robustness of these raw trends to a full set of 

control variables  interacted with gender; these equations are estimated country -by-country, which 

expands the analysis in Table 4 by allowing the effects of these controls to vary by gender in each 

country.  Again, these results point to a pervasive rise in well-being across European nations, and a 

pervasive decline in the well-being of women relative to men. 
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To further examine gender trends in mental distress we turn to examining data on self-

reported measures of distress.  Every year since 1991, the British Household Panel Study has 

administered the GHQ-12, a mental health battery for assessing psychological well-being.6  We follow 

Oswald and Powdthavee (2007), and create a single index of mental strain as the simple sum of the 

number of negative responses; thus in contrast to the rest of this paper, higher scores are equated with 

lower levels of well-being.  Figure 6 shows that since 1991, mental strain has been rising for British 

women, but falling for British men.  Both of these trends are statistically significant (we cluster 

standard errors by year), as is the difference between them, and this finding remains unaltered by the 

inclusion of a rich set of individual-level control variables. 

Finally, we have analyzed data from the other major data collections on subjective well-being, 

but begin by noting that they are not well-suited for assessing whether the gender happiness gap is 

changing.  The International Social Survey Program asked comparable happiness questions across 

countries in 1991, 1998 and 2001,7 while the World Values Study asked both happiness and life 

satisfaction questions in all four waves (1981-84; 1989-93; 1994-99 and 1999-2004).  Both surveys 

typically involve about 1,000-2,000 respondents per country in each wave.  Unfortunately, the 

infrequency of these samples, combined with the small number of respondents in each wave, limits 

their statistical power substantially.  To see this, note that using annual GSS data for the U.S. yielded an 

estimate of the change in the gender happiness gap over a 35-year period that was 1½ times the 

standard deviation of the year-to-year movements in the gender happiness gap.  Thus, while the 

magnitude of trend in the gender happiness gap could be reliably discerned from idiosyncratic year-to-

year changes in data collections running for many years (like the GSS or the Eurobarometer), these 

cross-national data cover shorter periods (over which less change occurred), involve fewer 

observations, and have greater noise due to survey design changes between waves, ultimately 

undermining the ability of these data to falsify most interesting hypotheses.  And indeed, this is what 

                                                             

6 4ÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÓËÅÄ ÁÒÅȡ Ȱ(ÁÖÅ ÙÏÕ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙȡ ɉρɊ "ÅÅÎ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇȩ  ɉςɊ ,ÏÓÔ 

much sleep over worry?  (3) Felt that you are playing a useful part in things?  (4) Felt capable of making 

decisions about things?  (5) Felt constantly under strain?  (6)  Felt you could not overcome your difficulties?  (7) 

Been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day activities?  (8) Been able to face up to your problems?  (9) Been 

feeling unhappy and depressed?  (10) Been losing confidence in yourself?  (11) Been thinking of yourself as a 

×ÏÒÔÈÌÅÓÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȩ  ɉρςɊ "ÅÅÎ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÁÂÌÙ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄȩȱȢ  0ÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȱ 

ÁÎÄ ȰÎÏ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÕÓÕÁÌȱȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ȰÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÕÓÕÁÌȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ than 

ÕÓÕÁÌȱȢ 

7 A question about happiness was also included in the 2002 survey round, but with a non-comparable set of 

response categories. 
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we find in Figure 7, which reports the estimated differential trend in happiness by gender for each 

country, along with a 95 percent confidence interval, estimated within each of these datasets.  Out of 

the 147 country-survey estimates of the differential trend, only six yield statistically significant trends 

of greater relative well-being for men (none of these from the ISSP), and only twelve yield statistically 

significant trends of greater well-being for women. 

While we fail to find a clear pattern of negative coefficients in these data sources, the 

confidence interval around these country-specific estimates are extremely wideɂtypically 5-10 times 

those from either the GSS or Eurobarometer estimates.  Indeed, our key estimates for the U.S. and 

Europe (shown in Table 1and Table 4) suggest a trend in the gender well-being gap of about 

0.3/100  per year, and this lies in the 95% confidence interval of 125 of the 147 estimates shown in 

Figure 7. 

In an effort to exploit the strength of these data, which is in exploring the evolution of well-

being across many countries, we pool the data ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÆÏÒ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌȱ ÔÒÅÎÄ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ well-

being.  The results in Table 6 are mixed, and somewhat imprecise.  The ISSP data yield statistically 

significant evidence of a large decline in the relative well-being of women; if anything, these results are 

somewhat larger than those obtained for alternative samples; the World Values Survey yields a small 

positive trend, although these results do not falsify a null that there is a small negative trend. 

IV. Satisfaction in Various Life Domains  

/Î ÁÇÇÒÅÇÁÔÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ell-being has declined relative to that of men, but with 

which aspects of their lives are they now less satisfied?  In this section we explore a number of survey 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÄÏÍÁÉÎÓȡ ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒËȟ Ôheir 

financial lives, their family, and their health.  To preview our findings, we fail to pinpoint any specific 

domain of life that has driven the overall decline in the relative happiness and life satisfaction of 

women.  Indeed, while women report declining satisfaction across a number of domains, men also 

report similar, and in some cases larger, declines. 

We begin by analyzing job satisfaction, motivated by the observation that many laud the 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ having improved their employment options.  Indeed, in an open-ended 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÁÓËÉÎÇ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȱȟ ÍÏÒÅ 



14 

women nominated improved employment opportunities than any other category (and interestingly, 

the top-ÒÁÎËÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÍÅÎ ×ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÖÏÔÅȱɊȢ
8
 

Research ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÂÏÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÈÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÁÒÁÄÏØ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÅÄ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒȱ (Crosby 1982).  The paradox is simply that despite women being over-

represented in jobs that are worse by most objective standardsɂthey face lower wages, occupational 

segregation into jobs with lower pay and worse conditions, and fewer opportunities for 

advancementɂthey have historically reported higher levels of job satisfaction than men. 

One possible explanation is that women who would get the least satisfaction from market work 

have been more likely to select home production.  A particular advantage of job satisfaction data from 

the General Social Survey is that they ask both homemakers and the employed: Ȱ/Î ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅȟ ÈÏ× 

satisfied are you with the work you do?  Would you say you are very satisfied, moderately satisfied, a 

ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÄÉÓÓÁÔÉÓÆÉÅÄȟ ÏÒ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÓÓÁÔÉÓÆÉÅÄȩȱ  The levels and trends in the gender job satisfaction gap are 

shown in the top left panel of Figure 8.  These data show no discernable difference in job satisfaction 

between men and women, and no discernable trend for either men or women over the period.  Panel A 

of Table 7 formalizes this analysis, and these regressions yield similarly positive but imprecise 

estimates on the trend for both men and women. 

Subsequent regressions disaggregate these data so as to disentangle job satisfaction among 

those engaged in market versus non-market work; of course these comparisons reflect both the 

changing hedonic experience of work for men and women, and dramatic changes in those selecting 

into market-based employment through this period. 

Average job satisfaction among women engaged in market work has been declining, while job 

satisfaction among employed men has remained roughly constant.  In unreported regressions we find 

that this decline in job satisfaction is concentrated among prime age women, while there is little 

change for either younger or older women.  It should also be noted that the pre-existing positive 

gender gap in (market-based) job satisfaction only existed for these prime age women, and hence this 

                                                             

8 4ÈÅÓÅ ÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ρωωω 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁ 3ÌÉÍÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ /ÐÉÎÉÏÎ 0ÏÌÌȢ  /ÖÅÒÁÌÌ ρχϷ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎ 

ÎÏÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ȰÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȾÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÊÏÂÓ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÍÅÎȱȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÍÅÎÔ-related 

ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÅÖÅÎ ÈÉÇÈÅÒȟ ÁÓ χϷ ÎÏÔÅÄ Ȱ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ× accepted in the work-ÆÏÒÃÅȱȠ φϷ ÎÏÔÅÄ ȰÅÑÕÁÌ ÐÁÙÉÎÇ 

ÊÏÂÓȱȠ φϷ ÎÏÔÅÄ ȰÅÑÕÁÌ ÊÏÂÓȱȠ υϷ ÎÏÔÅÄ ȰÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÊÏÂÓȱȠ ςϷ ÎÏÔÅÄ ȰÌÅÓÓ ÄÉÓÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱȠ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ 

ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓȟ ρτϷ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ȰÅÑÕÁÌ ÒÉÇÈÔÓȾÅÑÕÁÌ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȱȠ ÁÎÄ ρπϷ ÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÍÏÒÅ ÆÒÅÅÄÏÍȾÆÒÅÅÄÏÍ ÔÏ 

ÍÁËÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓȱȢ  "Ù ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÖÏÔÅȱ ×ÁÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÎÌÙ ρσϷ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎ ɉÁÎÄ ρφϷ ÏÆ ÍÅÎɊȢ 
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decline largely erases the paradox of the contented female worker.  The point estimate on the job 

ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎ ȰËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÈÏÕÓÅȱ ÈÁÓ ÒÉÓÅÎ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ, however the estimate is only statistically 

significant when controls are added.  While the job satisfaction of men keeping house has risen 

substantially, this difference is not worth emphasizing as only around 1% of men are homemakers 

(compared with 30% of women), and the composition of this group has changed since the 1970s (as its 

size has tripled from about ½% to 1½% of men). 

All told, job satisfaction can do little to explain the overall happiness patterns observed as 

women, unconditional on their choice of market versus home production, remain similarly satisfied 

with their work both when compared with the past and when compared with men.  What has changed 

ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÁÓ ÔÏ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Íarket, and the marginal 

woman entering the labor market has had lower job satisfaction than those who had previously 

entered. 

As women have entered the labor force they have also increased their role in managing 

household finances, leading us to explore GSS data on satisfaction with family finances.  Specifically, 

ÔÈÅ '33 ÁÓËÓȡ ȰWe are interested in how people are getting along financially these days. So far as you 

and your family are concerned, would you say that you are pretty well satisfied with your present 

financial situation, more or less satisfied, or not satiÓÆÉÅÄ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȩȱ  Women begin the sample with 

reported financial satisfaction that is similar to, or perhaps even higher, than that seen for men and 

ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÎÏ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÔÒÅÎÄȢ   In contrast, wÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅÓ 

significantly through the sample and, by the end of the sample, they are substantially less satisfied with 

their household financial situation than are men.  Interestingly, these results are similar in the baseline 

specification and when controlling for life outcomes including family income (interacted with gender). 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÁÓËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÅÓÓ 

whether these trends reflect the different subjective responses of men and women to their combined 

family circumstances, or different satisfaction of female- and male-headed households.  Thus, we 

disaggregate by marital status, finding that the relative decline in financial satisfaction is common to 

both the married and unmarried. 

Turning to marital satisfaction, Figure 8 ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÒÅÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ȰTaking 

things all together, how would you describe your marriage? Would you say that your marriage is very 

happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?ȱ  .ÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÓËÅÄ ÏÆ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȟ ÓÏ ÉÔ 

is worth re-ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÅÒÁÌÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ was 
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common across both the married and unmarried populations.  On average, women are less happy with 

their marriage than men and women have become less happy with their marriage over time.  However, 

men have also become less happy with their marriage over time and thus, the gender gap in marital 

happiness has been largely stable over time. 

It is interesting to juxtapose these trends in satisfaction with work and family life with time use 

data describing the commitment of men and women to the domestic and market spheres.  Robinson 

and Godbey (1999) show that women decreased the time they spent each week doing housework and 

childcare by more hours between 1965 and 1985 than they increased their hours in the labor force.  

During the same period, ÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÏÕÒÓ ÄÏing housework and childcare rose by 4 hours.   Between 1985 

and 2000, fathers continued to increase their time doing housework and childcare, while mothers' 

time doing housework continued to decrease. Women still do more household labor than men, but 

they have been doing less every decade.  In addition, men are much more likely than in the past to tell 

pollsters that they desire fewer hours in the labor force and more time for their family.  Krueger 

(2007) analyzes changes in time use from 1965-2005, while he documents important changes across 

ÔÉÍÅ ÕÓÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÈÅ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÓÈÉÆÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÉÍÅ ÁÌÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÒ 

less unpleasant activities over the last 40 years for men and women as a whole, although for men there 

has been a gÒÁÄÕÁÌ ÄÏ×Î×ÁÒÄ ÔÒÅÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ ÓÐÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÕÎÐÌÅÁÓÁÎÔ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȢȱ 

&ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇȢ  7ÈÅÎ ÁÓËÅÄ ÔÏ 

rate their health on a four point scale from poor to excellent, women are reporting greater health 

satisfaction over the period both absolutely and relative to men.  Even though adding controls for life 

outcomes reverses this relationship, the relative subjective assessment of the health of women is not 

declining. 

In order to try to assess whether these measures of domain-specific satisfaction can account 

for the overall decline in the relative happiness of women, we included these subjective assessments of 

job, marital, financial and health satisfaction as controls in our earlier regressions.  Specifically, we re-

ran equation [1] , but included as further controls a saturated set of dummy variables describing each 

of these four satisfaction measures, interacting each with gender, to allow for different effects by 

gender.  Because of the way these variables were collected, this required us to analyze a sample of 

married men and women who were either working or keeping house.  Missing values in various 

domain-specific data also meant dropping four years from the sample.  While these estimates are not 

intended to reflect a causal model of happiness, they provide a useful accounting device.  These control 

variables all had the expected signs, with greater satisfaction in any domain yielding greater overall 
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happiness.  But overall, the residual (or unexplained) trend in the relative happiness of women is even 

more negative. 

From 1976-1994 the General Social Survey also included a battery of questions asking how 

much satisfaction respondents get from a range of areas.  Trends in these data are shown in Figure 9.  

Across the five sources of satisfaction probed, we find no statistically significant evidence of trends in 

women getting satisfaction from any particular areaɂeither in either absolute terms or relative to 

men.  We find suggestive evidence that family and friendships are increasingly an important source of 

satisfaction for women relative to men.  However, the nature of the question makes this finding 

difficult to interpret , as the increase in satisfaction that women derive from family may imply greater 

satisfaction with that domain (a finding at odds with the finding of declining marital satisfaction), or 

differences in how men and women have come to see family life as Á ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎȢ 

We now turn to the Monitoring the Future survey, which probes subjective well-being in far 

greater detail than any other study run during our sample period.  The obvious limitation with these 

data is that the important dimensions of well-being for 12th graders may be very different from that of 

adults.  Nonetheless, it is worth recalling that the relative decline in the subjective well-being of 12th 

grade girls appeared as strongly as in our adult samples.  A battery of questions explores the 

satisfaction of youth with various aspects of their lives.  As before, we use ordered probit regressions 

to estimate trends in these variables, and Figure 10 shows these trends by gender, and in the leftmost 

panel, the trend in female relative to male well-being. 

Two of these questions are rather global in nature, asking about satisfactiÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆȱȟ ÏÒ 

×ÉÔÈ ȰÙÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÁÙÓȱȢ  4ÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ 

question analyzed in the previous section, with the subjective well-being of girls falling and the well-

being of boys rising.  Turning to the more specific questions, the common thread appears to be that 

12th grade girls increasingly find themselves to be under time pressure, with both absolute and relative 

ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ  ×ÉÔÈ ȰÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔȱȟ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÙÏÕ ÓÐÅÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ 

ÌÅÉÓÕÒÅ ÔÉÍÅȱȟ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÆÕÎ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÈÁÖÉÎÇȱȢ  )ÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ 

in the proportion of these ÙÏÕÎÇ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÙÏÕ ÓÐÅÎÄ 

ÔÉÍÅ ×ÉÔÈȱȢ  4ÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÄÏÍÁÉÎ in which girls experienced an absolute increase in well-being is in 

satisfaction with their personal safety.  The trends for 12th grade boys are typically smaller, and often 

insignificant. 
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While it seems difficult to explain changes in the overall satisfaction of men and women by 

reference to well-being in specific domains, it may be that what is changing are the weights given to 

each of these domains in determining global well-being.  As such, in Figure 11 we show the trends for 

young women and men in self-reports of the importance attached to various life domains.  The most 

striking  point is that young women are increasingly attaching greater importance to thirteen of the 

ÆÏÕÒÔÅÅÎ ÄÏÍÁÉÎÓ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄȟ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅȱ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȢ  4ÈÉÓ 

intensification of preferences largely holds true for young men, although the ability to find steady work 

is decreasingly important for them.  In terms of the relative differences in these trends, the common 

thread appears to be an increasing ambition of young women beyond the domestic sphere, with 

ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÁÔÔÁÃÈÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÒËȱȟ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÓÔÅÁÄÙ ×ÏÒËȱȟ 

ȰÍÁËÉÎÇ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȱȟ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÌÅÁÄÅÒ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȱȢ 

While the analysis in this section is necessarily limited by available data, a few rough 

conclusions suggest themselves.  Female subjective well-being is decreasing in many domains, 

however these decreases are in many cases similar to those experienced by men and there are few 

occurrences of a large or significant decrease in female subjective well-being relative to male well-

being among the domains.  Thus, it is difficult to pinpoint onÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ 

contributing to their overall decrease in happiness relative to men.  These data suggest an alternative 

framing of our research question: perhaps the puzzle ÉÓ ×ÈÙ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ 

×ÉÔÈ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐiness given their observed decrease in well-being across a multitude of domains. 

V. Discussion  

By most objective measures the lives of women in the United States have improved 

dramatically over the past 35 years.  Moreover, women believe that their lives are better; in recent 

polls asking about changes in the status of women over the past 25 or 50 years, around four in five 

adults state that the overall status of women in the U.S. has gotten better (and the remaining 

respondents break two-for-ÏÎÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ȰÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȱ ÏÖÅÒ Ȱ×ÏÒÓÅȱɊȢ9  Additionally, the 1999 

Virginia Slims Poll ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ χςϷ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ×ÏÍÅÎ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ 

ÔÏÄÁÙ ÇÉÖÅÓ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÁÐÐÙȱ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÏÎÌÙ σωϷ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ that having more choices 

                                                             

9 Survey by CBS News, April 28-April 30, 2006; Survey by CBS News, May 20-May 24, 2005.  Retrieved September 10, 

2007 from the iPOLL Databank, The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. 
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ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ×ÏÍÅÎȢȱ  &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ×ÏÍÅÎ today are more likely than men to believe 

that their opportunities to succeed exceed those of their parents. 

Yet trends in self-reported subjective well-being indicate that women are less happy today 

ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωχπÓȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ Á ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ×ÅÌÌ-being, both absolutely and 

relatively to that of men, raises questions about whether modern social constructs have made women 

worse off, or alternatively about the interpretability of subjective well-being data analyzed over long-

time periods.  In 1974, Richard Easterlin pointed to a related puzzleɂas countries got wealthier there 

was little evidence that their populations got happier, despite the existence of a robust relationship 

between income and well-being in both individual data and across countries.  Similarly, despite 

findings of higher well-being among women in countries with less gender discrimination(Bjørnskov, 

Dreher and Fischer 2007), the decrease in gender discrimination since the 1970s has not improved the 

(subjectively perceived) lot of women.  Rather than immediately inferring ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ 

failed to improve the lot of women, we conclude with a simple taxonomy for organizing alternative 

explanations of this paradox. 

First, there may be other important socio-economic forces that have made women worse off.  A 

number of important macro trends have been documentedɂdecreased social cohesion (Putnam 

2000), increased anxiety and neuroticism (Twenge 2000), and increased household risk (Hacker 

2006).  While each of these trends have impacted both men and women, it is possible for even 

apparently gender-neutral trends to have gender-biased impacts if men and women respond 

differently to these forces.  For example, if women get more disutility from risk than do men, then an 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ÒÉÓË ÍÁÙ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ of men. 

The second possibility is that broad social shifts such as those brought on by the changing role 

of women in society fundamentally alter what measures of subjective well-being are capturing.  

Subjective well-being data have come to be used in the psychology and economics literatures because 

they have been shown to be correlated with physical evidence of affect such as smiling, laughing, heart 

rate measures, and electrical activity in the brain and have relatively high testɀretest correlations 

(Diener 1984).  Yet these measures do not necessarily indicate that subjective well-being measures are 

able to capture the positive or negative consequences of large-scale social changes over time.  It has 

ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉr well -being may reflect the social desirability 

of responses and Kahneman (1999) argues that people in good circumstances may be hedonically 

better off than people in worse circumstances, yet they may require more to declare themselves 

happy.  In the context of the findings presented in this paper, women may now feel more comfortable 
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being honest about their true happiness and have thus deflated their previously inflated responses.  

Or, as in KahnemanȭÓ example, the increased opportunities available to women may have increased 

what women require to declare themselves happy. 

 &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓȢ  4ÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÃÅÅÄ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎ 

increasÅÄ ÌÉËÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÉÎÇ ÕÐȢ  3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÍÁÙ ÎÏ× 

compare their lives to a broader group, including men, and find their lives more likely to come up short 

in this assessment.  Or women may simply find the complexity and increased pressure in their modern 

lives to have come at the cost of happiness. 

Diener (2000) notes that one of the hallmarks of subjective well-being is that it is subjective, 

ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȟ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔȟ ÖÉÒÔÕÅȟ ÏÒ ×ÅÁÌÔÈȱ ÁÒÅ ȰÎÏÔÁÂÌÙ ÁÂÓÅÎÔȱ ÁÎÄȟ 

while influencing subjective well-ÂÅÉÎÇȟ ȰÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔȱȢ  4ÈÉÓ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ×ÅÌÌ-

being makes understanding what is behind declining female happiness a challenging task, yet decoding 

the paradox identified in this paper may indeed be the key to a better understanding of subjective 

well-being. 
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Figuresɂ1 

Figure 1: Happiness in the United States, 1972 -2006  

 

Source: General Social Survey, 1972-2006. 
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Figuresɂ2 

Figure 2: Implied Distribution of Happiness  

 
Source: Authors calculations based on regressions in first column of Table 1. 
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