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ABSTRACT 

 

   

In this paper we examine how children affect happiness and relationships within a family 

by analyzing two unique questions in the National Longitudinal Study of Youth’s 1997 

cohort. We find that (a) presence of children is associated with a loss of spousal love; (b) 

loss of spousal love is associated with loss of overall happiness; but (c) presence of 

children is not associated with significant loss of overall happiness. If children reduce 

feelings of being loved by the spouse but do not reduce reported happiness even though 

spousal love induces happiness, then it must be the case that children contribute to 

parental happiness by providing other benefits. After ruling out some competing 

compensation mechanisms we infer that loss of spousal love is compensated with 

altruistic feelings towards children. 
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1. Introduction   

In the tradition of the Columbia School of Household Economics (i.e. the New 

Home Economics) started by Becker (1960) and Mincer (1962), economists such as 

Willis (1974) have modeled fertility as a household choice involving a comparison of 

costs and benefits. The higher the costs, the fewer children are likely to be born. Costs 

include opportunity costs that have been estimated in terms of foregone wages (Becker 

1960, Mincer 1963, Waldfogel 1998, Bryan and Sevilla-Sanz 2011, Giannelli et al. 

2012), time in home production (Gustafson and Kjulin 1994, Gutierez-Domenech 2010), 

and foregone leisure (Craig and Bittman 2008, Ekert-Jaffe and Grossbard forthcoming).  

The benefits that children provide to their parents may include self-reported 

happiness (Easterlin 2003) and material benefits. In turn, what makes parents happy 

could possibly include altruistic motivations (Becker 1974, Willis 1974, Becker and 

Barro 1988).  Francesconi (2002) found that parents derive utility from  children. 

Schwarze and Winklemann’s (2005) finding that parental happiness increases with the 

happiness of their adult children suggests that parents have altruistic feelings towards 

children. Children could also make parents happy as they provide an opportunity for 

parents to realize innate genetic programs, including altruistic genetic codes (Alger and 

Cox 2013).  

In this paper we examine how children affect self-reported parental happiness. We 

also examine how children affect the psychic  benefits of being in couple by analyzing 

answers to a unique question in the National Longitudinal Study of Youth’s 1997 cohort 

(NLSY97 hereafter):  “How much do you feel that [your current spouse/partner] cares 

about you?”.  Since the individuals were interviewed repeatedly over an 11-year 
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timeframe the data allows us to estimate determinants of perceived spousal love and 

overall happiness from intra-personal variation only.   

We find that (a) presence of children is associated with a loss of spousal love; (b) 

loss of spousal love is associated with loss of overall happiness; but (c) presence of 

children is not associated with significant loss of overall happiness. While the first two 

results are novel, the third result is consistent with findings of Clark and Oswald (2002) 

(they only found a negative effect of third or higher order children on parental well-

being). Our third result is also consistent with Kohler, Behrman, and Skytthe’s (2005) 

finding for identical Danish male twins. In contrast, an early study by McLanahan and 

Adams (1987) using cross sectional data concluded that children lower parental 

happiness.  

If children reduce feelings of being loved by the spouse but do not reduce reported 

happiness even though spousal love induces happiness, then it must be the case that 

children contribute to parental happiness by providing other benefits. These other benefits 

from children could be either material or emotional (what economists have called 

‘psychic benefits’). Possible material benefits from children include future parental care 

by adult children (Cigno 1993), tax benefits, and welfare benefits. With the increased 

importance of social security the value of children as providers of future care of parents 

has dwindled in industrialized countries. The present value of such benefits is likely to be 

especially low when children are younger than 6, as is the case with most children in our 

sample. It has been shown that tax benefits (Whittington 1992) and/or welfare benefits 

motivate parents; they may also affect the relationship between children and parental 
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happiness. However, we were able to rule out these explanations in our empirical 

analysis. 

Alternatively, overall happiness may not decrease with presence of children because 

loss of spousal love is compensated with altruistic feelings towards children. Our results 

can be interpreted as additional (but not conclusive) evidence that is consistent with the 

altruistic parent argument.  

This approach of indirect inference has limitations. Ideally one would like to 

estimate the net present value (NPV) of the children. Given that our data does not allow 

us to estimate that NPV, we use change in overall happiness before and after having 

children as an (imperfect) proxy for NPV of children. Since our empirical results show no 

change in happiness after having children, we infer that the NPV of children is non-

negative. One may want to argue that no change in happiness implies a zero NPV but we 

are reluctant to claim this stronger result. We infer about altruism only when we observe 

a decline in spousal love. If there is no significant decline then we cannot infer (one way 

or the other) whether the agents have altruistic preferences towards their children 

(because we are inferring only a non-negative, but not necessarily strictly positive, NPV 

of children).  Furthermore, this approach does not allow us to compare degree of altruism 

across groups: our inferences are qualitative rather than quantitative.  

We find that relative to men, women report more loss of spousal love when they 

have children. However, as argued above, that does not allow us to conclude that women 

are more altruistic than men. Nevertheless, this could be tied to experimental results that 

suggest women are more altruistic than men (e.g. Guth, Schmidt, and Sutter 2007, Croson 

and Gneezy 2009). We also find that arrival of a new child does not change perceived 
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spousal love, but that changes as the child grows older: presence of (even) one child 

above age one leads to reduced perceived spousal love. This can be compared to Hakim’s 

(2003) finding that marital satisfaction declines from the time children are born up to the 

teenage years, and then rises again to former levels after children grow up. 

Furthermore, our results suggest that marriage may have a protective effect for 

women: the perceived loss of spousal love is smaller for married than for cohabiting 

women. This may be consistent with Nomaguchi and Milkie’s (2003) finding that the 

happiness effect of becoming a parent is a positive function of whether parents are 

married or not, and more so for women. We further find that religious women perceive a 

larger decline in spousal love compared to non-religious women, but that the opposite is 

true for men.  

The rest of the paper is as follows: section 2 describes the data and methods, section 3 

discusses the results and section 4 concludes.   

 

2. Data and Methods 

Data  

The data used in this paper is from the NLSY97 which is a nationally representative 

sample of 9022 youths aged 12-16 as of 31st December, 1996. Data on these individuals 

were first collected in 1997, and since then data has been collected annually. We use the 

first 11 waves that are currently available, for the period 1997-2008. 

NLSY97 has detailed information about the education, labor force participation and 

relationship status of the respondents, among others. There is also information on the 

characteristics of the partners, although not as detailed. In addition, respondents were also 
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asked some unique questions about their perceptions of their spouse/partner. Our research 

centers around the following question: “How much do you feel that [this spouse/partner] 

cares about you?” Respondents were asked to provide a number between zero and ten, 

with zero being “not close” and 10 meaning “very close”. We use this variable as a proxy 

of an individual’s perception about their spouse’s “love” for them.  

Another key question we used in our analysis is “How much of the time during the 

last month have you been a happy person?” Respondents were asked to provide a 

number between one and four, with one being “all of the time” and four meaning “none 

of the time”. To be symmetric with the spousal love variable we recoded the happiness 

variable as the inverse of the answers to this question, with 4 being the happy “all of the 

time” and one being happy “none of the time”. Unfortunately this question was asked 

only during 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006 interviews.  

We constructed two samples: our first sample of 3388 (2320) person-year 

observations from 1877 (1438) women (men) for whom a measure of happiness is 

available. The descriptive statistics for this sample, Sample 1, are shown in columns one 

and two in Table 1. The mean for the spousal love variable is 9.56 for women and 9.42 

for men (medians for both groups were 10). However, there was large variation in the 

data as is evident by a standard deviation of around one. Variation in the perception of 

being loved across individuals at a given point in time is similar to variation in a 

particular individual’s experiences over time. Means for the happiness variable are 2.805 

for women and 2.893 for men. 

We also estimate associations between children and spousal love for a larger sample 

described in columns three and four. The larger sample, sample 2, consists of 7357 
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(5249) person-year observations from 2281 (1875) women (men) who are either 

cohabitating or married (i.e., currently have a partner) for all years for which we have 

data. The happiness variable is not always available for this sample.  

The descriptive statistics in the two samples are similar, but the following describes 

Sample 2. In the female sample, about 49% of person-year observations (approximately 

51% of the women) have at least one child present. An overwhelming majority of 

children are less than six years old. The larger sample allows us to effectively distinguish 

the effects of birth of a child from the effects of older children. We use six different 

categories: (1) only one child and the child is an infant (i.e., less than one year old, 8.4%), 

(2) only one child and the child is more than one year old (19.0%), (3) two children with 

one infant and one child who is more than one year old (5.7%), (4) two children and both 

of them more than one year old (10.2%), (5) three children with one infant and two 

children who are more than one year old (2.0%), and finally (6) three older children or 

four or more children (3.8%). For respondents with four or more children, we do not 

distinguish between infant and older children because we have very few observations in 

that category.  

Table 1 also indicates that average years of education for women (men) were 12.8 

(12.4). We calculated the difference between partner and respondent’s education, and 

tabulated these differences separately depending on whether they were positive or 

negative. For those who had a positive difference it averaged 0.56 in the case of women 

and 0.36 in the case of men. If partners had the same education this variable was zero. 

For those who a negative difference it averaged -0.44 in the case of women and -0.55 in 

the case of men. The average age of women (men) was 22.7 (23.2) years. The differences 
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between partner’s and respondent’s age were tabulated separately depending on whether 

they were positive or negative.
1
 The average age difference, if positive, was 0.06 (0.57), 

and if negative, was -0.84 (-2.7) for the female (male) sample. About 15.0% (71.2%) of 

our female sample and 19.3% (64.9%) of our male sample are Black (White). 52.2% 

(47.2%) of all observations in the female (male) sample are married, the rest are 

cohabiting. Such a high incidence of cohabitation is not surprising given the low average 

age of the respondents. 

With respect to religion, respondents were categorized into three groups: Catholics 

(27.1% in the female sample and 26.6% in the male sample), Protestants (56.7% in the 

female sample and 54.5% in the male sample), and individuals with “no religion” (11.2% 

in the female sample and 14.0% in the male sample). We do no analyze individuals with 

other religions (like Jewish, Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist) due to small sample sizes.  

Religiosity was defined based on a unique question asked in NLSY97: “R believes 

religious teachings are to be obeyed exactly as written”. Those answering “NO” to this 

question are not necessarily non-religious in the traditional sense but may include the 

non-religious as well as those who do not take the teachings of religion literally. This 

group may not adhere to strict interpretations of religious duties (such as procreation), 

which captures an important aspect of “religiosity” in the current context. 35.2% (39.9%) 

of respondents in the female (male) sample identify themselves as religious by this 

definition.   

26.0% (15.3%) of the women (men) were working part time (PT) and about 44.0% 

(63.0%) full time (FT). The NLSY also provides information about the working status of 

                                                 
1
 If the difference between the respondent’s age and spouse’s age is less than three then the difference is 

coded as zero. 
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the respondents’ spouse/partner: 81.9% (49.0%) of women’s (men’s) partners were 

employed FT and 7.5% (18.5%) PT. These numbers reflect the fact that women have a 

higher propensity to work PT.  

For respondents who were working we use actual hourly wages. All hourly wages are 

in 1984 dollars. For those who are not working we calculate predicted wages based on the 

Heckman two-step regression method.
2
 The details of this estimation are available on 

request. The wage variable reported here is the actual wage for working periods and 

predicted wage for non-working periods. The average hourly wage was $6.85 ($8.40) for 

women (men). 

The data also have partners’ yearly earnings. If that information is not available, we 

use a method similar to the one described above to estimate earnings. The spousal 

earnings reported here are actual earnings, if available, and predicted if the actual 

earnings are not available. Partners’ average annual earnings were just under $15,000 

($9,300) for the female (male) sample. Again, these are in 1984 dollars. Wages and 

earnings are not adjusted for geographical variation (that information that is not available 

in the public version of the data) in cost of living (which adds to the reasons why fixed 

effect regressions are our preferred method of estimation). 

Methods.  

In our empirical analysis we use individual fixed effects (FE) regressions to account for 

unobserved time-constant heterogeneity. The use of fixed effect regressions has been 

advocated by Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) who showed that controlling for the 

individual level fixed effects is important in happiness studies. They also showed that 

                                                 
2
 We use marital status, number, and age of children as identifying variables in the participation equation.  
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results obtained from FE Logit and FE regressions are “virtually the same”. In a fixed 

effects regression identification comes from only within-person variation and therefore 

any time-constant unobserved heterogeneity is differenced out. Even then, we recognize 

that this framework does not allow us to conclusively establish a causal relationship.  

We estimate the following equation:  

                        , 

where the independent variable     may be either overall happiness or perception of being 

loved by a spouse (spousal love) reported by respondent i at time t. “Childit” is a vector 

that represents the number of children.     represents a vector of controls that include 

both the respondent’s and partner’s characteristics and    represents individual fixed 

effects.  

 Since we are interested in comparing how children affect perception of happiness 

and spousal love in different demographic groups we estimate a seemingly unrelated 

regression (SUR). To incorporate individual fixed effects in a SUR model we estimate 

our regressions using de-meaned
3
 data. De-meaning or within transformation of this 

equation gives us 

                                               

where     ∑    
 
    and other means are similarly defined. Since    is constant across time    is 

same as    and is therefore differenced in a within transformation. Therefore one can estimate the 

following equation by OLS. 

   ̂      ̂          
̂     ̂ 

                                                 
3
 We use the “center” command written by Ben Jann to de-mean the data. 
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where    ̂         and other terns are defined in a similar way. However, the resulting 

regression provides incorrect standard errors since it does not account for loss of degrees 

of freedom from estimating the person-fixed effects. To get the correct standard errors we 

restrict the degrees of freedom (N-K-L), where N is the number of person-year 

observations, K is the number of persons and L is the number of regression parameters in 

the demeaned regression. The estimates and standard errors from this regression are 

exactly same as a fixed effect regression.  

We also estimate ordered logit regressions of spousal love defined as a discrete 

variable taking values between zero and ten.  

3. Results 

We first report results for female and male respondents (married or cohabiting with a 

partner) for both the independent variables--spousal love and overall happiness--based on 

the first sample. Then, using the larger samples, we further explore how existence of 

children affects perceived spousal love for various combinations of number and age of 

children and for groups differing in race, marital status, and religion. We could not do the 

first part of the analysis using the larger sample because the happiness variable is not 

available for all years.     

Table 2 presents regression results for all women and men who live in couple, 

regardless of whether they are married or not. The first two columns show how the 

presence of children affects perceived spousal love and the next four columns show how 

the existence of children affects overall happiness. Columns one, three, and five present 

results for women and columns two, four, and six present results for men. 

Column 1 shows that women perceive a decline in spousal love when children are 

present: women with one child perceive a reduction of 0.19 units; with two children a 
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reduction of 0.37 units; and with three or more children a reduction of 0.44 units (or 

about one half of one standard deviation). The loss of perceived spousal love thus 

increases as the number of children grows, but less than proportionately. For men 

(column 2) only the first child is associated with a statistically significant reduction in 

perceived spousal love. 

Focusing on columns three and four we find that the presence of children is not 

associated with any change in overall happiness. All the coefficients of children (for both 

men and women) are statistically insignificant. Next, in columns five and six, we add 

spousal love as an additional explanatory variable in the happiness regressions. We find 

that for both men and women spousal love and overall happiness are positively 

correlated. 

We thus find that children reduce feelings of being loved by a spouse but do not 

reduce reported happiness, even though spousal love affects happiness. It must therefore 

be the case that children contribute to parental happiness by providing other benefits to 

parents. These other benefits from children could be either material or emotional and can 

be viewed as compensation for foregone perceived spousal love. Altruism towards 

children is a plausible explanation for our combined findings on spousal love and 

happiness, but it is not the only possible way by which a decrease in happiness associated 

with lower spousal love could possibly be compensated. Alternatively, parents may have 

higher disposable income when children are present than before they have children, 

possibly because after having a child they qualify for welfare payments or in-kind 

government transfers or pay fewer taxes.  
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Since these welfare and tax benefits are observable we ascertain the plausibility of 

such explanation by further analysis, focusing on two of the most important programs: 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) and Earned Income Tax Credit. We 

restrict our attention to women only since less than 0.25% of men receive any TANF 

benefit. Although the EITC take up rate among men is higher (compared to TANF 

participation) the results for men are similar regardless of whether EITC recipients are 

included or not. To ascertain whether welfare benefits are driving our results we restrict 

our sample to individuals who did not participate in welfare program. All respondents 

who had been on TANF for even one month in a year were dropped. Imposing this 

restriction reduces our sample size from 3388 to 3280, as TANF participation is less than 

3% in our female sample. We present the results in columns one, three, and five of Table 

3. From Table 3 onwards we only present the coefficients associated with the “children” 

variable. As in Table 2, the results show that women perceive a reduction in spousal love 

after children are born but no change in overall happiness. We take this as evidence that 

welfare benefits are not compensating for loss of spousal love. 

 Next we analyze whether tax benefits in the form of EITC are driving our results. To 

do so we exclude any woman who participated either in TANF or applied for an EITC in 

any given year. This restriction further reduces our sample size to 2378 person-year 

observations from 1536 women. Results for this sample are shown in columns two, four, 

and six of Table 3. Again it can be seen that women perceive a reduction in spousal love 

after children are born but they don’t experience a change in overall happiness. Therefore 

we conclude that neither tax nor welfare benefits compensate for the loss of spousal love. 

Having excluded material benefits from children as possible compensation for loss of 
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spousal love we interpret the combined results reported in Tables 2 and 3: parents’ 

altruistic feelings lead them to experience increased happiness after they have children 

whereas feelings of being loved by their spouses decrease, entailing lower happiness. 

Next, using the larger sample, we investigate (1) whether child’s age (whether the 

child is an infant or not) matters, as opposed to simply the number of children, and (2) 

whether the cost of children in terms of foregone spousal love varies across subgroups. 

With these goals in mind we rerun the spousal love regressions on the bigger sample, but 

we can’t re-estimate happiness regressions as that information is missing for many of the 

years we observe.   

Age of children. Columns 1 and 4 in Table 4 present regression results for all 

individuals who live in couple, regardless of whether they are married or not. This time a 

distinction is made between infants and older children defined as children older than one. 

The first (fourth) column presents results for women (men). Again, we find that the 

presence of children reduces women’s perception of being loved compared to that of 

women without any children. The only exception being women with only one infant: they 

don’t experience a loss in perceived spouse’s love. Women with one older child perceive 

a reduction in spouse’s love of 0.32 units (about one third of one standard deviation).  

With the arrival of a second infant (in addition to one older child) perceived reduction 

in spouse’s love changes from -0.32 to -0.29. We cannot reject the hypothesis that the 

coefficients are the same, which indicates that the arrival of a second infant has no 

additional adverse effect on a woman’s perception of being loved by her partner. As the 

second infant becomes older i.e., there are two older children, perceived spouse’s love 

decreases by – 0.51 units (about one half of one standard deviation), which differs 



14 

 

significantly from the effect of one older child. Presence of even more children in the 

household does not add significantly to the cost of children in terms of foregone spousal 

love, but this finding should be treated carefully because less than 5% of women in our 

sample have three or more children. In contrast to what we found for women, in the case 

of men most of the children dummies are statistically insignificant (column 4). By 

comparing tables 2 and 4 we learn that for both men and women it is the presence of one 

older child that is associated with less perceived spousal love, not the presence of an 

infant.  

The result that during the year after a child’s birth people don’t feel less loved by 

their partner could reflect that when children are young, both parents are more likely to 

be emotionally invested in the child, especially if the child was planned. Therefore, any 

action by one parent that improves the quality of life of the child is likely to generate 

utility for the other parent. In this case utility from children and spousal love are 

produced jointly. It may also reflect Warm Glow altruism associated with the act of 

giving (Becker 1974, Andreoni 1989, 1990).  As infants turn into toddlers, parents may 

perceive more of a decline in spousal love as their partners invest more time into 

childcare (and the warm glow fades away) and spend less time taking care of their own 

needs and love for spouse and love for child are less likely to be produced jointly. Next, 

we turn to some comparisons across groups.  

Parental gender.  An association between decline in perceived spousal love and 

number of children is observed for a wider range of family constellations in the case of 

women than in the case of men. Men only report a lower level of spousal love in the case 

of one older child. As described above we estimated a SUR model to allow for 
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comparison across groups. Based on the estimated coefficients we test the hypothesis that 

the decline in perceived spousal love is higher for women than for men. We reject the 

null hypothesis for respondents with one child, and for respondents with three or more 

children. However, for respondents with two children we cannot reject the null 

hypothesis (p-value=0.065). 

These findings could be explained in terms of women incurring more of the time 

costs of children than men (Sevilla-Sanz and Gimenez 2012). In couples with a 

traditional division of labor men may increase their time in the labor force after a first 

child’s birth, whereas women increase their time in household production. Both effects 

may reduce the time they have to demonstrate love to each other, resulting in less 

perceived spousal love. The presence of a second child may not affect men’s labor supply 

as much as it affects women’s time in household production. The more women devote 

time to childcare and away from taking care of their spouse’s needs the more they may 

experience a reduction in perceived spousal love.  The loss for women with two children 

thus exceeds that for men with two children.  

We find that women's spousal love losses increase with number of children, but that 

the increases are less than proportional to number of children. This may reflect 

economies of scale in caring for children: the extra work generated by two children may 

not be double that of one child. Alternatively, this lack of proportionality may be the 

result of a selection process: respondents in couples characterized with more enduring 

love or stronger preferences for children (possibly due to more altruism towards children) 

may choose to have more children than other respondents. 
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 The gender differences that we find could possibly reflect higher altruistic 

inclinations in women, as hypothesized by sociobiologists (e.g. Wilson 1985), and could 

be related to findings that women are more altruistic than men in an experimental setting 

(Andreoni and Vesterlund (2001) and Innocenti and Pazienza (2006)). However we 

should note that our method of indirect inference does not allow us to compare degree of 

altruism across groups. 

Black/white differences. We estimated a SUR model to test whether the perceived 

decline in spousal love varies across racial groups. Even though the point estimates are 

somewhat different, they don’t reach statistically significance.  

Marital Status. In the regressions presented so far married and cohabitating couples 

were pooled together. To determine whether married and unmarried respondents differ in 

association between spousal love and number of children we estimated separate 

regression equations for married and cohabiting couples. Table 5 presents results for 

women (first two columns) and men (last two columns).  

The finding that infants are not associated with any reduction in perceived spouse’s 

love applies to both married and cohabiting couples. So does the finding that once 

children reach their first birthday they entail a cost in terms of foregone perceived 

spouse’s love. However, there appear to be some contrasts between cohabitants and 

married couples. First, focusing on women, a comparison of columns 1 and 2 in Table 5 

indicates that the perceived loss of spousal love reported by cohabiting women exceeds 

that reported by married women: (1) the presence of one child over the age of one is 

associated with a 0.21 unit drop in perceived spouse’s love among married women in 

contrast with a 0.49 unit drop among cohabiting women, and (2) when two children over 
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the age of one are present, married women perceive a decline in spouse’s love of 0.40 

units whereas cohabiting women perceive a decline of 0.64 units. Based on the estimated 

coefficients we test the hypothesis that the decline in perceived spousal love is higher for 

cohabiting women than for married women. We cannot reject the null hypothesis (p 

value=0.082). If we include only women with less than three children the p-value goes 

down to 0.054. 

Second, for men only the coefficient of one older child is significant but it varies little 

by marital status. These results are consistent with Nomaguchi and Milkie’s (2003) 

findings that having children reduces parental happiness less when parents are married, 

and that this is more so for women.  

That the costs of children in terms of foregone spousal love are larger for cohabiting 

women than for married women suggests that marriage has a protective effect for women. 

This may happen if, relative to live-in boyfriends, husbands are more likely to appreciate 

children. In turn, this could be the case if marriage encourages men to be more altruistic 

towards their children and their children’s mothers or if married couples are more likely 

to share the same children than is the case with unmarried couples.  

If marriage protects spousal love for mothers but not for fathers it follows that women 

will be motivated to marry in order to reduce their expected costs of having children, but 

men not. This finding helps explain why, on average, women seem to be more interested 

in getting a ring on their finger than men (Grossbard-Shechtman 1993, Mukhopadhyay 

2008) and fits well with other protective effects of marriage documented in the literature 

(e.g. by Waite and Gallagher 2000).  
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Religion and Religiosity.  Religion measures religious affiliation. We combined the 

different denominations of Protestants into one group and then estimated the regressions 

for three different groups: Catholics, Protestants, and No Religion.
4
 Table 6 presents the 

results by religion. Table 7 reports results separately for religious and non-religious 

individuals, where religiosity was defined in terms of adherence to strict interpretations 

of religious duties (such as procreation). The non-religious include those who are more 

liberal in their views on religion as well as those who define themselves as non-religious. 

It appears from Table 6 that in terms of the association between spousal love and 

number and age of children there are few differences between the three religious groups. 

Catholics and Protestants appear to react similarly to the presence of children, and so do 

those with ‘no religion’ group, but due to the small sample size results for this group are 

not statistically significant.  

From Table 7 it appears that child-associated losses of spousal love are larger for 

religious women than for non-religious women, but that the opposite is the case for men. 

Based on the estimated coefficients we test the hypothesis that the decline in perceived 

spousal love is higher for religious women than for women who are not religious. We 

cannot reject the null hypothesis (p value=0.095). If we include only women with three or 

more children the p-value goes down to 0.025. 

In contrast, in the male sample we find the opposite religiosity differential: a 

statistically insignificant loss for religious men but a love loss of 0.39 units for non-

religious men. We also test the hypothesis that the decline in perceived spousal love is 

higher for religious men than for men who are not religious. For men, we reject the null 

                                                 
4
 Respondents from other religions were excluded because of small sample sizes. 
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hypothesis (p value=0.21). However, if we include only men with three or more children 

then we fail to reject the null hypothesis (p-value 0.045). 

In the case of women, religiosity may mean less of a willingness to have abortions. 

Consequently, religious people are more likely to have unplanned children and religious 

women are expected to bear more of the costs of a religious prohibition on abortions.  

This explains why religious women perceive a larger decline in spousal love.  

To check if non-linear models would produce substantially different results we also 

estimated an ordered logit model where spouse’s love is treated as a discrete variable 

which can take any value between zero and ten. The results from the ordered logit 

regressions are presented in Table A1 in the appendix (for both the female and male 

sample). These regressions include a full set of controls but no individual fixed effects. 

Therefore the logit regression results are not strictly comparable to results presented 

above.  

The results show the predicted probability (based on the ordered logit model) of 

respondents feeling maximum perceived love from spouse (i.e. spousal love = 10). We 

report only for this value because in all cases this category has the highest mass (more 

than 60% in all cases) in the data. For example, the second row in the first two columns 

shows that presence of one older child reduces probability that a woman will perceive 

maximum love from her spouse by 9.8 percentage points, the corresponding reduction for 

men being 6.0 percentage points.  Overall results for women are qualitatively similar to 

the results for the continuous spousal love variable and fixed effects. For men, however, 

we find that using ordered logit without fixed effects the impact of children on perceived 

spousal love is significant and negative not only if there is one child older than 1 but also 
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when there are two or more children. These results are more similar to linear regression 

results without fixed effects (not presented here). In any event, it is preferable to include 

fixed effects and our earlier results are the ones we prefer to emphasize.  

 

4. Conclusions 

 

Analyses of fertility and child-related decisions invariably look at the costs of 

children, but so far these have not included the cost of foregone spousal love. We have 

shown that children can also be costly in the sense that they are associated with loss of 

spousal love. We find that compared to when they did not have any children, the 

individuals in our sample reported feeling significantly less loved by their partners when 

they had at least one child.  In the case of men loss of reported spousal love is limited to 

fathers of one child older than one. Women’s loss of spousal love grows with number of 

children.  

We also find that spousal love contributes to overall happiness, but happiness does 

not vary with presence of children. Combined, these two results and the finding of a 

negative association between spousal love and presence of children suggest that parents 

must be getting compensated for the loss of perceived spousal love so that their overall 

happiness is not changing. This compensation could include benefits from children that 

are of a material nature, such as future parental care by adult children, but in 

industrialized countries such care has become increasingly less relevant as a force 

motivating fertility. Alternatively, one may argue that tax or welfare benefits may 

compensate for the loss of spousal love. However, when we restrict our sample to women 

who have not received any welfare (TANF) or tax (EITC) benefits, we still get the same 
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results as described above, suggesting that welfare or tax benefits are not the 

compensating mechanisms. The explanation we favor is that the compensating benefits 

from children are altruistic in nature.  

We also find that relative to men women report more loss of spousal love when they 

have children, married women experience less of a loss of spousal love than cohabiting 

women, and religious men experience less of a love loss than non-religious men. The last 

two findings could be related. Married women obtain more loving commitment from the 

men with whom they have children, thus experiencing less loss of spousal love. 

Similarly, religious men may be more committed to the mothers of their children. One 

may be inclined to infer that what marriage is to women, religion is to men. In contrast, 

marriage does not have parallel effects on men’s association between children and 

spousal love, and religious women don’t report less loss of spousal love after becoming 

mothers. Could it be that institutions such as marriage and religion have more impact on 

men’s expressions of commitment and love than on women’s? The male/female 

differences that we find could be related to differences discussed in sociobiological 

theories and reported by experimental economists.  

Unfortunately, our approach of indirect inference does not permit to clearly determine 

group differences in degree of altruism: if group B perceives a smaller (or no) decline 

than group A then we cannot conclude that group B is less altruistic or not altruistic at all. 

However, we are comfortable inferring that if a group perceives a large decline in spousal 

love following a childbirth then that group may have altruistic preferences (since they are 

willing to accept this cost for a greater good). Altruism towards children is not the only 

mechanism that can explain our results, but is a plausible one. Some alternative 
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explanations, such as children’s contributions to parents’ higher income via welfare or 

tax benefits, were eliminated.  

In that sense, we contribute an additional piece of evidence to the literature on 

altruism in the family. To the extent that altruistic motives drive fertility the current trend 

towards lower fertility in industrialized nations is likely to reach a bottom. Increased 

costs of children and reduced material benefits may lead people to have fewer kids than 

they had in the past, but if innate altruistic tendencies continue to play the same role 

citizens of rich nations may continue to reproduce more than would be expected based on 

materialistic cost/benefit analyses.  

Furthermore, our research on the determinants of spousal love is interesting in its own 

right as social scientists increasingly study the determinants of emotions such as love.   
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
 

 Sample 1 Sample 2 

 Women Men Women Men 

Spousal love (1 to 10, 10 is maximum) 9.555 9.424 9.557 9.454 

 (1.065) (1.261) (1.074) (1.193) 

Happiness (1 to 4, 4 is maximum) 2.805 2.893   

 (0.637) (0.639)   

One child (<1) %    0.0841 0.0981 

   (0.278) (0.297) 

One child (>1) %   0.190 0.199 

   (0.392) (0.399) 

Two children (<1, >1) %   0.0571 0.0528 

   (0.232) (0.224) 

Two children ( >1) %   0.102 0.0754 

   (0.303) (0.264) 

Two children (<1, >1, >1) %   0.0201 0.0130 

   (0.140) (0.113) 

Three older (>1) children or more %   0.0375 0.0290 

   (0.190) (0.168) 

One child % 0.273 0.302 0.274 0.296 

 (0.445) (0.459) (0.445) (0.456) 

Two children % 0.151 0.114 0.159 0.128 

 (0.358) (0.318) (0.366) (0.334) 

Three or more children % 0.0502 0.0397 0.057 0.042 

 (0.218) (0.195) (0.233) (0.200) 

Education (years of) 12.73 12.40 12.82 12.43 

 (2.168) (3.207) (2.243) (3.348) 

Positive difference partner – own educ 0.516 0.347 0.560 0.356 

 (1.148) (0.873) (1.197) (0.880) 

Negative difference partner – own educ -0.401 -0.475 -0.435 -0.547 

 (0.982) (1.073) (1.024) (1.154) 

Age (years) 22.38 22.87 22.74 23.19 

 (2.118) (1.976) (2.221) (2.079) 

Positive Age difference (>3, partner – own) 0.0555 0.529 0.0613 0.557 

 (0.461) (1.326) (0.482) (1.373) 

Negative Age difference (>3, partner - own) -2.706 -0.841 -2.700 -0.837 

 (3.701) (2.393) (3.730) (2.394) 

Black % 0.150 0.192 0.150 0.193 

 (0.357) (0.394) (0.357) (0.394) 

White % 0.712 0.645 0.712 0.649 

 (0.456) (0.478) (0.453) (0.477) 

Married % (otherwise cohabit) 0.508 0.467 0.522 0.472 

 (0.500) (0.499) (0.499) (0.499) 

Catholic % 0.272 0.268 0.271 0.266 

 (0.445) (0.443) (0.444) (0.442) 

Protestant % 0.566 0.538 0.567 0.545 

 (0.495) (0.498) (0.495) (0.498) 

No religion % 0.114 0.143 0.112 0.140 

 (0.318) (0.350) (0.316) (0.347) 

Religious % 0.354 0.403 0.352 0.399 

 (0.478) (0.490) (0.477) (0.489) 

Working part time % 0.251 0.151 0.260 0.153 

 (0.434) (0.358) (0.438) (0.360) 

Working full time % 0.438 0.618 0.440 0.630 
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 (0.496) (0.486) (0.496) (0.483) 

Spouse working part time % 0.0756 0.186 0.0754 0.185 

 (0.264) (0.389) (0.264) (0.389) 

Spouse working full time % 0.816 0.478 0.819 0.490 

 (0.388) (0.500) (0.385) (0.500) 

Hourly wage ($, actual or predicted) 6.600 8.148 6.852 8.400 

 (6.785) (10.76) (7.417) (11.04) 

Spouse’s annual income ($, actual or predicted) 14,798 9,173 14,999 9,296 

 (12,028) (6,614) (10,328) (5,570) 

Observations 3,388 2,320 7,357 5,249 

Number of id 1,877 1,438 2,281 1,875 
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Table2: Within-regressions of spousal love and happiness  
 

 Spousal love Happiness 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men 

Spousal love     0.065 0.090 
     (4.44)** (6.00)** 
One child -0.191 -0.356 0.049 -0.039 0.061 -0.007 
 (2.28)* (2.55)* (1.03) (0.61) (1.29) (0.11) 
Two children -0.371 -0.296 -0.057 -0.067 -0.033 -0.041 
 (3.16)** (1.41) (0.85) (0.71) (0.49) (0.44) 
Three or more children -0.439 -0.565 -0.063 0.037 -0.034 0.088 
 (2.50)* (1.82) (0.63) (0.27) (0.34) (0.64) 
Education 0.034 -0.006 0.032 -0.010 0.030 -0.010 
 (1.02) (0.30) (1.69) (1.20) (1.58) (1.16) 
Positive Education  -0.024 -0.012 -0.024 0.021 -0.022 0.022 
difference (0.84) (0.17) (1.48) (0.71) (1.39) (0.76) 
Negative Education  -0.022 0.024 -0.005 0.030 -0.004 0.028 
difference (0.64) (0.49) (0.28) (1.38) (0.20) (1.31) 
Age -0.007 -0.017 -0.003 -0.011 -0.003 -0.009 
 (0.43) (0.60) (0.37) (0.80) (0.33) (0.69) 
Positive Age  0.110 0.145 0.035 0.061 0.028 0.048 
difference (>3) (1.12) (2.05)* (0.64) (1.91) (0.51) (1.53) 
Negative Age  -0.005 0.016 0.005 0.002 0.006 0.001 
difference (>3) (0.28) (0.27) (0.50) (0.09) (0.54) (0.04) 
Part time work 0.044 -0.392 0.037 -0.050 0.034 -0.015 
 (0.62) (2.44)* (0.93) (0.69) (0.86) (0.21) 
Full time work -0.055 -0.152 -0.035 -0.038 -0.031 -0.024 
 (0.76) (1.03) (0.84) (0.57) (0.76) (0.37) 
spouse -0.268 0.054 0.170 -0.119 0.187 -0.124 
part time work (2.17)* (0.42) (2.42)* (2.04)* (2.68)** (2.16)* 
spouse 0.044 -0.026 0.176 0.015 0.173 0.017 
full time work (0.52) (0.23) (3.64)** (0.28) (3.60)** (0.33) 
Log of hourly wage -0.056 0.016 -0.085 -0.021 -0.081 -0.022 
 (0.81) (0.14) (2.14)* (0.40) (2.06)* (0.43) 
Log of spouse’s 0.028 0.004 0.023 0.112 0.021 0.112 
Annual income (1.27) (0.04) (1.86) (2.00)* (1.73) (2.03)* 
Observations 3388 2320 3388 2320 3388 2320 
 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
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Table 3: Children, spousal love, and happiness: role of tax and/or welfare benefits; 

women’s sample  

 
 Spousal love Happiness 

 No 

welfare 

No welfare 

& 

No EITC 

No 

welfare 

No welfare 

& 

No EITC 

No 

welfare 

No welfare 

& 

No EITC 

Spousal love     0.063 0.079 
     (4.18)** (4.00)** 
One child -0.179 -0.231 0.047 0.004 0.058 0.022 
 (2.14)* (2.04)* (0.91) (0.06) (1.14) (0.33) 
Two children -0.352 -0.558 -0.065 -0.096 -0.042 -0.052 
 (2.68)** (2.73)** (0.94) (0.99) (0.61) (0.52) 
Three or more 
children 

-0.444 -0.566 -0.100 -0.174 -0.072 -0.129 

 (1.99)* (1.97)* (0.93) (1.12) (0.68) (0.82) 
Controls Y Y Y Y Y Y 
Observations 3280 2378 3280 2378 3280 2378 

 

Notes:  

Within Regressions 

Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, positive age 

difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  spouse working 

part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual income. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
 

  



30 

 

Table 4: Children and spousal love: number and age of children  
 

 Women Men 
 All White Black All White Black 
One child (<1) -0.081 -0.017 -0.167 -0.102 -0.055 -0.237 
 (1.43) (0.26) (0.97) (1.39) (0.66) (1.08) 
One child (>1) -0.325 -0.289 -0.447 -0.320 -0.354 -0.194 
 (5.45)** (4.39)** (2.28)* (3.91)** (3.76)** (0.80) 
Two children (<1, >1) -0.295 -0.231 -0.303 -0.141 -0.257 0.025 
 (3.73)** (2.62)** (1.17) (1.28) (2.01)* (0.08) 
Two children ( >1) -0.511 -0.434 -0.757 -0.228 -0.297 0.096 
 (6.05)** (4.64)** (2.73)** (1.83) (2.03)* (0.27) 
Three children (<1, >1, >1) -0.404 -0.446 -0.618 -0.269 -0.426 -0.137 
 (3.39)** (3.19)** (1.77) (1.42) (1.86) (0.27) 
Three older (>1) children or more -0.545 -0.404 -0.603 -0.408 -0.399 -0.457 
 (4.34)** (2.72)** (1.56) (2.19)* (1.75) (0.96) 
Controls Y Y Y Y Y Y 
Observations 7357 5237 1105 5249 3410 1011 
 

Notes:  

Within regressions. 

Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, positive age 

difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  spouse working 

part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual income. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
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Table 5: Children and spousal love, by marital status  
 

 

 Women Men 

 Married  Cohabiting Married  Cohabiting 

One child (<1) -0.073 -0.098 -0.064 -0.140 
 (1.03) (0.97) (0.72) (1.05) 
One child (>1) -0.211 -0.485 -0.285 -0.344 
 (2.82)** (4.54)** (2.83)** (2.38)* 
Two children (<1, >1) -0.208 -0.396 -0.127 -0.122 
 (2.13)* (2.71)** (0.94) (0.62) 
Two children ( >1) -0.403 -0.643 -0.193 -0.195 
 (3.83)** (4.13)** (1.27) (0.88) 
Three children (<1, >1, >1)  -0.215 -0.693 -0.257 -0.235 
 (1.45) (3.13)** (1.13) (0.69) 
Three older (>1) children or more -0.454 -0.626 -0.328 -0.472 
 (2.83)** (2.83)** (1.46) (1.38) 
Controls Y Y Y Y 
Observations 3841 3516 2478 2771 

Number of id 1168 1537 857 1295 

 

Note:  

Within regressions. 

Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, positive age 

difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  spouse working 

part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual income. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
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Table 6: Children and spousal love, by religion 
 

 Women Men 

 Catholic Protestant No religion Catholic Protestant No religion 

One child (<1) -0.168 -0.050 0.029 -0.147 -0.121 0.093 

 (1.65) (0.64) (0.16) (1.16) (1.21) (0.34) 

One child (>1) -0.250 -0.358 -0.319 -0.381 -0.298 -0.455 

 (2.36)* (4.37)** (1.61) (2.83)** (2.60)** (1.66) 

Two children (<1, >1) -0.284 -0.269 -0.321 -0.073 -0.010 -0.953 

 (2.02)* (2.43)* (1.35) (0.40) (0.07) (2.60)** 

Two children ( >1) -0.434 -0.502 -0.726 -0.321 -0.131 -0.520 

 (2.83)** (4.28)** (2.97)** (1.53) (0.76) (1.28) 

Three children  -0.030 -0.439 -0.927 -0.194 -0.226 -0.615 

(<1, >1, >1) (0.14) (2.64)** (2.82)** (0.54) (0.91) (0.94) 

Three older (>1) 
children  

-0.581 -0.531 -0.228 -0.295 -0.315 -1.094 

or more (2.63)** (2.90)** (0.70) (0.83) (1.29) (1.68) 

Controls Y Y Y Y Y Y 
Observations 1998 4171 828 1398 2861 734 

 

Note:  

Within regressions. 

Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, positive age 

difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  spouse working 

part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual income. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
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Table 7: Children and spousal love, by religiosity 
 

 Women Men 

 Religious Not Religious Religious Not Religious 

One child (<1) -0.048 -0.076 -0.060 -0.135 
 (0.48) (1.08) (0.48) (1.38) 
One child (>1) -0.375 -0.270 -0.205 -0.390 
 (3.54)** (3.60)** (1.42) (3.69)** 
Two children  -0.432 -0.194 0.078 -0.327 
(<1, >1) (3.12)** (1.92) (0.43) (2.16)* 
Two children  -0.568 -0.431 0.034 -0.376 
( >1) (3.81)** (4.02)** (0.16) (2.27)* 
Three children  -0.741 -0.117 -0.085 -0.566 
(<1, >1, >1) (3.63)** (0.74) (0.30) (1.97)* 
Three older (>1)  -0.783 -0.340 0.023 -0.887 
children or more (3.52)** (2.13)* (0.08) (3.28)** 
Controls Y Y Y Y 
Observations 2443 4494 1938 2914 

Number of id 743 1365 675 1034 

 

Note:  

Within regressions. 

Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, positive age 

difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  spouse working 

part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual income. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
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Appendix A1: Predicted probability that respondents feel they receive maximum 

love from spouse (i.e. spousal love = 10). 
 

 Women Men 
Children Yes No kid Diff Yes No kid Diff 
One child (<1) 0.815 0.812 -0.003* 0.759 0.748 0.010** 
One child (>1) 0.714 0.812 -0.098** 0.687 0.748 -0.060** 
Two children (<1, >1) 0.773 0.812 -0.038** 0.743 0.748 -0.005 
Two children ( >1) 0.666 0.812 -0.144** 0.645 0.748 -0.102** 
Three children (<1, >1, >1)  0.780 0.812 -0.031** 0.675 0.748 -0.072** 
Three older (>1) children or 
more 

0.731 0.812 -0.080** 0.684 0.748 -0.063** 

 

Note: Controls include Education, positive education difference, negative education difference, age, 

positive age difference (>3), negative age  difference (>3), part time work status,  full time work status,  

spouse working part time work, spouse working full time work, log of hourly wage, log of spouse’s annual 

income and a constant. This regression does not include individual fixed effects. 

*: significant at 5%, **: significant at 1% 
 

 
 


