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Whereas parents typically believe that their children increase their happiness (e.g., Eibach & Mock 
2011), decades of research have found little support for this contention (Dolan et al. 2008).  In a 
recent paper, Nelson et al. (2013) address the issue with analyses of the World Values Survey 
(WVS; 2006) and an experience-sampling dataset (Carstensten et al. 2010).  Though the authors 
carefully avoid making causal claims, they nevertheless conclude that the results provide (page 8) 
“…strong evidence challenging the widely held perception that children are a source of reduced 
well-being.”   
 
In this note we report a reanalysis of the data which suggests that it is premature to abandon the idea 
that children reduce happiness.  A reassessment of Studies 1 and 2, prompted by econometric and 
conceptual concerns, fails to support the conclusions of the authors.i  Parents do report higher levels 
of well-being than do non-parents, but the difference appears to be entirely driven by omitted 
factors—such as marital status and parental age—that are highly correlated with both the presence of 
children and well-being.  Controlling for such factors, which are available in these data, erases the 
positive relationship between well-being and parenthood.  A reanalysis seems especially critical in 
light of the importance attributed to these findings by the authors for “those planning a family” and 
for “emerging evolutionary perspectives” of parenting (page 9).  
 
 
DO CHLDREN IMPROVE PARENT WELL-BEING? 
 
Using the WVS sample of US respondents (n=6906), we first examine the relationship between 
parenthood and three measures of well-being (happiness, life satisfaction, and meaning) analyzed in 
Nelson et al. (Table 1, Panel A).ii  We estimate the following additive linear model: 
 

 
where WellBeingj

i denotes one of the three aforementioned measures, Parenti is a binary indicator 
of parenthood, and X is a vector of available covariates.  With covariates excluded (Table 1, Panel 
A, Row 2), we replicate the positive and statistically significant associations between parenthood 
and happiness (β=0.05, p=.004), satisfaction (β=0.22, p< .001), and meaning (β=0.08, p< .001) 
reported in Study 1.   
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An assumption for causal interpretation of these estimates is the absence of confounding factors that 
covary with both well-being and parenthood (Wooldridge 2010). This assumption is not met. 
Including a control for marital status in the model yields negative coefficient estimates for the effect 
of parenthood on both happiness (β=-0.05, p=0.02) and satisfaction (β= -0.05, p=0.36).  The 
observed positive correlation between happiness and parenthood thus appears to be attributable to 
the large positive relationship between marriage and well-being (happiness: β =0.21, p <0.001; 
satisfaction: β =0.65, p <0.001) and a positive correlation between marriage and parenthood 
(r=0.38, p < 0.001).  In other words, though parents report greater happiness than non-parents, 
parents are also much more likely to be married, and married adults report higher well-being than 
their unmarried counterparts.  Statistically controlling for marriage eliminates the positive 
association between parenthood and both happiness and satisfaction.  The inclusion of additional 
controls for age, gender, and income, produces near-zero and statistically insignificant estimates of 
the effect of parenthood. iii  We note, however, that the positive association between meaning and 
parenthood, survives (β = 0.07, p = 0.02) suggesting that parenthood may have a beneficial impact 
on self-assessments of meaning, even if does not enhance happiness per se. Panel A also 
summarizes our reevaluation of the data from Study 2 (N=339). Again, we replicate the effects 
reported by Nelson et al. (2013), but find that the inclusion of a basic set of covariates attenuates the 
original point estimates and reduces them to statistical insignificance. 

 
 
WHAT FACTORS MODERATE THE PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING LINK? 
 
 
In addition to examining the main effect between parenthood and well-being, Nelson et al. (2013) 
find significant moderation by parental gender, marital status and parental age.  Motivated by 
analogous concerns regarding the potential for bias due to omitted factors, we estimate a single 
model that jointly includes each of the interactions of interest and the aforementioned covariates 
(Table 1, Panel B).  The results of this exercise using data from Study 1 provide no evidence for 
moderation by gender, and mixed evidence for moderation by age (only for satisfaction) and marital 
status (only for happiness).  With respect to marriage and happiness, the hedonic return of 
parenthood is near-zero for married couples (happiness: β = -0.06, p=0.65) and is negative and 
imprecisely measured for unmarried couples (happiness: β=-0.17, p=0.16).   That is, marital status 
is a moderator only insofar as parental status negatively predicts happiness for unmarried adults.  
The corresponding reanalysis of Study 2 data suggests that married parents are more likely than 
unmarried parents to exhibit depressive symptoms reflecting an effect in the opposite direction of 
the moderation observed in Study 1.  The analysis otherwise yields no significant moderators for 
gender or age (all ps>=.10).   
 
 
 
 



WHAT CAN WE CONCLUDE? 
 
We share the sentiments of Nelson et al. with regards to the theoretical and practical value of 
illuminating the hedonic returns to parenthood as well as frustration over an inconclusive literature.  
However, readers of Nelson et al. will invariably draw conclusions not supported by the paper’s 
data.  Parents in these samples do report higher well-being than non-parents, but the association is 
driven by a set of known confounds for which anyone interested in isolating the effect of 
parenthood must account.  These data fail to indicate a statistically meaningful link between 
parenthood on assessments of satisfaction and happiness, nor significant moderation by parental 
gender.  The paper offers, at best, inconsistent, evidence for claims regarding parenthood and 
assessments of meaning, as well as moderation of effects by marital status and age.  
 
One cannot reasonably conclude from the data in Study 1 or 2 that parenthood improves well-being.  
Study 3 of Nelson et al. (2013), which investigates the relative well-being of parents in the presence 
of their children, is not diagnostic of the overall hedonic impact of parenthood. While one must 
exercise caution in making causal inferences from cross-sectional comparisons of these sort, even 
after carefully controlling for observable factors, these data leave us with a characterization of 
parenthood that is more consistent with the existing literature, (e.g., Dolan 2008), than the one 
offered by Nelson et al. 
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i Study 3 (n = 186) uses the day reconstruction method (DRM) to compare parental well-being during times spent with and 
without children.  These results are not dispositive of whether parenthood is associated with positive overall hedonic returns (e.g., 
Kahneman et al. 2004).  
ii Datasets and data descriptions can be found at www.worldvaluessurvey.org. 
iii Additional robustness checks of international WVS data (n = 267,870), and flexible controls for other potentially important 
covariates such as race, education, and employment status, likewise result in near-zero and insignificant estimates (unreported 
here).  
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