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On marriage, happiness, and gender specialization of work
Le mariage, le bonheur et la spécialisation genrée du
travail
Małgorzata Mikucka
The married are happier and more satisﬁed with their lives than the unmarried
(Verbakel, 2012; Gove et al., 1990). Yet, as divorce and cohabitation increase, we
may be facing a “retreat from marriage” (Cherlin, 2004). Besides, the life
satisfaction advantage of being married (i.e., the diﬀerence between the average
life satisfaction of married and unmarried people) has decreased over time in the
US (Glenn & Weaver, 1988). Does this mean that marriage in contemporary
societies has become less advantageous than in the past?
Over the past decades, another societal change has taken place: men and women
have started to allocate their time more similarly than in the past (Bianchi et al.,
2000), and the employment of women, even those with small children, has become
widely accepted in most developed countries (Brewster & Rindfuss, 2000).
Specialization, deﬁned as the gendered division of tasks within married couples
between the labor market (typically assigned to men) and household work
(typically performed by women) has declined overall. And there are reasons to
believe that the declining gender specialization within marriage reduces the
comparative advantage of being married. First, it may directly lower the well-being
of married couples (Becker, 1981). Second, the technological progress in
household appliances and the greater availability of goods and services which
replace household production may have improved the living conditions (especially)
of the unmarried. Third, where gender specialization is strong, other social
institutions (e.g., welfare provision) may be targeted to the advantage of
specializing couples. Finally, the values change that accompanied the Second
Demographic Transition (Lesthaeghe, 2010) might have decreased the life
satisfaction advantage of being married.
In a recent study (Mikucka, 2016) I tested two things. First, whether the life
satisfaction advantage of being married has declined all over the world, as it has in
the US. And, second, whether the change in the life satisfaction advantage of being
married is related to the declining gender specialization at societal level. The data

come from the integrated data set of World Values Survey and European Values
Study for 87 countries for the period 1981-2009.

Does marriage still make people happy?
Over the years 1981-2009, the life
satisfaction advantage of being married
declined for men but not for women. More
precisely, the life satisfaction gap between
married and unmarried men declined on
average from 0.54 to 0.28 (on a scale from
0 to 10). This decline resulted from the
increasing life satisfaction of unmarried
men, and the constant life satisfaction of married men. The average life
satisfaction of both married and unmarried women remained unchanged, and so
did the average gap between the two groups: 0.38 in 1981 and 0.36 in 2009 (Table
1).

The role of gender specialization
The decreasing life satisfaction advantage of being married among men was not
correlated with (and, therefore, cannot be explained by) the changes in gender
specialization that took place at the same time in those 87 countries.
However, if we restrict the analysis to the developed countries, we note that the
correlation is absent for the married (i.e., the declining gender specialization does
not aﬀect their life satisfaction), but it is present, and negative, for the unmarried,
i.e., their well-being tended to increase when contextual specialization declined.
This suggests that the declining contextual gender specialization did not erode the
life satisfaction of married couples, but created better conditions for single people
and unmarried couples.

Marriage, happiness, and the social context
The study also looked at macro-factors related to the life satisfaction advantage of
being married. Among various factors considered, two played a major role. First,
economic growth correlates with the life satisfaction advantage of being married.
This suggests that in terms of life satisfaction, married people beneﬁt from

improving economic conditions more than unmarried people. This is consistent
with research showing that economic hardship aﬀects the well-being of married
people (Rogers and DeBoer, 2001) in particular. Additionally, growing GDP per
capita plausibly frees people from the need to marry or to tolerate bad marriages.
The divorce rate also proved to be a statistically signiﬁcant predictor: an increasing
divorce rate positively correlates with the life satisfaction of both married and
unmarried people. This result is consistent with previous studies suggesting that
easier divorce allows people to dissolve unhappy and abusive marriages
(Stevenson & Wolfers, 2006).

Concluding remarks
In short, gender specialization does not seem to lead to increased well-being of
married people. And policies which attempt to strengthen the institution of
marriage by creating incentives for gender-specialized division of work (e.g. tax
systems that penalize dual-earner couples, or longer childcare leave for women)
may not be eﬀective tools for increasing the well-being of marriages.
Second, this analysis suggests that being married oﬀers a source of life satisfaction
advantage other than gender specialization. The specialization theory presents
marriage as an arrangement that allows individuals to beneﬁt from an exchange of
productive skills that raises total household production above the sum of what
each spouse could obtain independently: in other words, marriage is good for
economic reasons. This study suggests, instead, that the well-being advantages of
marriage are greater not under the conditions of economic necessity, but in
conditions of free choice. This interpretation is consistent with the literature
addressing the transformation of contemporary marriage from an arrangement
that satisﬁes basic practical needs to an institution that helps to achieve personal
accomplishment and self-fulﬁllment.
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