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1 Introduction

What is the effect of being in a union (cohabitation or marriage) on job satisfaction? There

are at least three reasons why job satisfaction is an interesting variable when considering

the effects of family context on labour market outcomes. Increase in cohabitation rates and

decrease in marriage rates have raised the attention of researchers and public at large in

the last 30 years (Smock 2000). There has been interest in studying the extent to which

trends in marriage and cohabitation rates are related to changes in the economic environ-

ment, including the rise in female labour market participation and the decline in stability of

young adults’ careers (Clarkberg 1999, Oppenheimer 2003). Demographers and economists

have asked to what extent changes in economic circumstances have led to changes in family

formation patterns. In order to answer this question they have often considered economic

benefits and costs associated with each marital status, however only little attention has been

given to job satisfaction. This is regrettable because job satisfaction might well be an aspect

that individuals take into account when deciding to marry or to cohabit.

Previous evidence shows that job satisfaction predicts a range of behaviours in the labour

market, most notably quitting, absenteeism and productivity (Freeman 1978, Argyle 1989,

Clark 2001, Sousa-Poza and Sousa-Poza 2007, Bockerman and Ilmakunnas 2012). For this

reason job satisfaction can be considered a proxy for certain micro level risks that individuals

might face in the labour market, including risk of remaining unemployed, being fired or of

experiencing low wages in the future. Moreover, job satisfaction can also be considered as

a measure of work attachment as high levels of job satisfaction increase the likelihood of

remaining in employment and express the willingness to do so. My study on the association
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between family formation processes and job satisfaction can therefore help understanding

how different family states are related to uncertainty in the workplace and future labour

market behaviours.

I argue that job satisfaction is a variable measuring an aspect of working life that is not

measured by objective working conditions. This argument is supported by the evidence that

job satisfaction has only a small association with income (Judge et al. 2010) and in general

with job quality (Brown et al. 2012). This is a suggestion that variations in job satisfaction

are explained by factors other than variables that are usually employed to measure well-being

in the labour market. In particular, one useful interpretation of job satisfaction measures is

to look at them as measures of the fit of one’s job in one’s life, which is the overarching work-

ing assumption of this study. Therefore variations in job satisfaction might well be explained

by changes in private life and family context because such changes can make one’s job more

or less desirable. Indeed, from this perspective one could argue that family and private life

context should be as much important in explaining job satisfaction as working arrangements.

Nevertheless, previous research has explained job satisfaction almost entirely in terms of

working conditions, leaving the role of family context largely understudied. There is only

scarce and mixed evidence regarding the relations between job satisfaction and family status.

Older studies have shown that married workers are more satisfied than single ones (Bersoff

and Crosby 1984; Clark 1996), but more recent ones have reported the opposite (Gazioglu

and Tansel 2006). Furthermore, Clark (1997) shows that being married is positively associ-

ated to job satisfaction for women but not for men. On another note, the study by Georgellis

et al. (2012) looks at the impact of a transition into marriage on job satisfaction rather than

comparing married individuals to single: they show that marriage has only a short-term

effect on job satisfaction and the direction of this effect is specific to gender and sector of

employment. The authors report that marriage has a negative effect on job satisfaction for

women only if they are employed in the public sector and conversely a negative effect for men

only if they are private sector employees. However, their study has a series of conceptual

limitations: it does not provide a holistic picture of the associations between transitions into

marriage and job satisfaction and it does not consider the role of pre-marital cohabitation.

One limitation common to all these studies is that cohabitation is ignored as a partner-

ship status. If the goal is to understand how family context affects job satisfaction, it is

not sensible to exclude cohabitation, considering that nowadays in most Western countries

the majority of individuals expect to cohabit at some point in their lives (Beaujouan and
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Bhrolcháin 2011).

In order to answer my research question I use data from the British Household Panel Sur-

vey (BHPS) covering years 1991-2008. My study addresses two methodological challenges:

selection into partnership and selection into employment. Selection into partnerships relates

to the fact that individuals who remain single, cohabit to get married might be all have

different unobservable traits that also affect their job satisfaction. Selection into employ-

ment instead relates to the fact that job satisfaction is only observed for individuals who

are in employment, therefore we do not know if the estimated results are due to being in

a given marital status or are driven by some characteristics which are also correlated with

the decision of remaining in employment. I will explain how I address these methodological

challenges in sections 3 and 4.

In sum, my study makes at least four important contributions. First, I suggest a new

interpretation of job satisfaction measures and a way to operationalise it. Second, I provide

evidence on the associations between marital states and a dimension of well-being previously

largely ignored, job satisfaction. Third, I clearly distinguish marriage from cohabitation and

disentangle the meaning of being in each of these partnerships in terms of job satisfaction.

Fourth, I provide a methodological improvement with respect to most literature on union

formation effects by showing the role of selection into employment and marital status in

driving the results.

The next section presents the theoretical background. In section 3 I will provide a

description of the data, the main variables used and the methods adopted. Section 4 shows

the analysis. Section 5 includes a critical discussion of the results and section 6 concludes.

2 Data and Methods

In this study I use all 18 waves of the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) running from

1991 to 2008. The BHPS is a survey of private households in which at each wave all mem-

bers of the household are interviewed. In this analysis I will only use the original sample of

respondents which started out in 1991 with 5,500 households comprising about 10,300 indi-

viduals from Great Britain and has been increased overtime through the addition of members

of households turning 16 and new members joining existing households (e.g spouses). The

estimation sample is made up of all working age individuals who are observed working for
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at least two consecutive waves 1. Individuals working under any type of contracts (full-time,

part-time, self-employed, etc.) are retained in order to guarantee an adequate sample size.

At every wave, the BHPS questionnaire contains a question about job satisfaction. It

requires respondents to state how satisfied they are with their jobs on a scale from 1 (not

satisfied at all) to 7 (extremely satisfied). This question is asked to all respondents who did

paid work the week before the interview, employee or self-employed, and also to those who

did not do paid work the week preceding the interview, but did have a job from which they

were away from.

In order to address the problem of selection into partnership explained in section 1 I

adopt fixed-effect estimators. The difficulty of establishing causal effects of marriage has

been noted by previous authors (Ribar 2004, Price 2011). The use of panel data allows

controlling for time invariant unobservable characteristics that determine both the decision

of changing partnership status and variations in job satisfaction: in other words fixed-effect

estimators provide an estimation of the treatment effect by exploiting within-individuals vari-

ations of marital status. However, the identification of the effect fails if there are time variant

unobservable characteristics determining job satisfaction and family status (e.g. change in

personality traits). While the use of large survey panel data is a rather established proce-

dure in the literature of marital status effects, it has scarcely been used in studies on the

association between marital states on job satisfaction (the only exception being Georgellis

et al. 2012).

Moreover, in order to take into account the fact that individuals who have a spell of

premarital cohabitation might be different from those who marry directly, I introduce an in-

teraction term that allows to test whether the marriage effect on job satisfaction is different

whether individuals cohabited before marriage or not.

Previous studies using subjective well-being measures as outcome variables have treated

these ordinal constructs as cardinal variables and adopted models for continuous outcome

variables. However, I argue that it is theoretically preferable to utilize a method that re-

spects the ordinal nature of the data. For this purpose I adopt the estimator proposed by

Baetschmann et al. (2011) which allows to estimate ordinal fixed effect (FE) logistic models

(BUC estimator) 2. Following Baetschmann et al. (2011) the BUC estimator is better than

1This is to guarantee the identification of the effect via fixed effect estimators
2BUC is an acronym that stands for ”Blow Up and Cluster”.
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other ordinal FE logistic estimators because there are small sample sizes associated with

some cutoff variables (there are only a few individuals with very low values of job satisfac-

tion). In this case it is possible to show that the BUC estimator outperforms all existing

ordinal FE logistic estimators.

The starting point is a latent variable model

Y ∗it = β1Mit + β2MitZi + β3Cit +X ′itγ + νi + εit, i = 1, ..., N t = 1, ..., T (1)

where Y ∗it is a latent measure of job satisfaction of individual i in period t, Mit a dummy

indicator for being married in a given year, Zi a time-invariant dummy tagging the group of

premarital cohabitants, Cit a dummy indicator for being in cohabitation in a given year, X ′it

a set of covariates and controls, νi a time-invariant unobserved component and εit is a er-

ror term. Equation (1) can be rearranged in a way that makes clear the role of the interaction:

Y ∗it = (β1 + β2Zi)Mit + β3Cit +X ′itγ + νi + εit, i = 1, ..., N t = 1, ..., T (2)

The rationale for including the interaction term between the dummy for being married (Mit)

and the dummy for being a premarital cohabitant (Zit) rather than estimating two separate

marriage effects (for premarital cohabitants and for those marrying directly) is that the inter-

action allows testing directly the hypothesis whether the marriage effect on job satisfaction

is different depending on whether individuals cohabited before marriage or not. Therefore,

the effect of a direct marriage on job satisfaction is identified by β1, whereas the effect of

marriage preceded by cohabitation by β1+β2 and the effect of unmarried cohabitation by β3.

However, Y ∗it is not observed and we only observe values of job satisfaction Yit which are

related to Y ∗it as follows

Yit = k if µk < Y ∗it ≤ µk+1, k = 1, ..., 6 (3)

where k is the number of cutoffs and the thresholds µit are assumed to be strictly increasing

(µk < µk+1, ∀k) and µ1 = −∞ and µk+1 =∞. In simple terms we only observe individuals

expressing their levels of job satisfaction at the cut offs 1 through 7 and we make the reason-

able assumption that someone expressing job satisfaction level 1 is less satisfied with their

job than someone expressing level 2 and so on. Define Γit the vector (Mit, Zi, Cit, X
′
it). Under

the assumption that εit is IID logistic the probability of observing outcome k for individual

i at time t is
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Pr(Yit = k|Γit, νi) = Λ(µk+1 − Γit − νi)− Λ(µk − Γit − νi) (4)

where Λ(·) denotes the logistic cumulative function. Coefficients β1, β2 , β3 and γ cannot be

estimated consistently from a direct estimation of (4). However, the BUC estimator involves

a procedure that finds a way around this problem. Given a number K–1 of cutoffs in the

dependent variable, the procedure implied by the BUC estimator involves creating a K–1

copies of each individual in the dataset, so that for each copy it is possible to dichotomize

the dependent variable at each different cutoff. The model is then estimated on the ex-

panded sample using the standard Chamberlain (1980) approach and under the constraint

that β1 = β2 = ... = βk, ∀k. Standard errors are clustered at the level of the respondent

because some individuals contribute to several terms in the likelihood function.

Iin order to interpret job satisfaction measures as fit of one’s job in one’s life I would

like to control for a set of job characteristics that are likely to contribute to job satisfaction.

In this way the coefficients for the effect of marriage and cohabitation can be interpreted

conditional on working arrangements: they therefore capture the variation in job satisfaction

that is due to family processes after controlling for what happens at the workplace.

Second, I should only control for covariates that are pre-determined and not affected by

the family process that is under study (Rosenbaum 1984). The idea is that since my aim is

to study the overall link between family formation and job satisfaction, I should not control

for those things that changed in individuals’ lives because of the formation of a family, and

which would not have changed otherwise. If a full-time working woman decides to switch

to part-time employment because she is getting married, but she would have remained a

full-time employee if she had not got married, then I should not control for type of contract

because the switch to part time employment cannot be distinguished from what it is the

meaning of getting married. In this particular example getting married means among other

things changing type of contract to accommodate childcare needs. The coefficients for the

effect of getting married will therefore only be meaningful if I do not control for variables

that are likely to be affected by the change in marital status.

This consideration suggests some caution in the choice of covariates to include. Ideally I

would like to include for each research question only the covariates that individuals have little

power in modifying; but in practice most workplace variables are affected by family processes.

In conclusion the approach that I will follow is to start from a baseline model containing
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only pre-determined controls (age and time dummies) and move on to include covariates that

are unlikely to change because individuals have generally little power or interest in modifying

them (occupation, industry), then covariates that might change but normally only if someone

changes job (distance to workplace, workplace size), and lastly covaraties that might change

even in case someone remains in the same job (earnings, hours worked, part-time). The full

model is the one that allows an interpretation of job satisfaction measures as fit of one’s job

in one’s life, however it is also the one for which there might be problems of post-treatment

bias.

3 Analysis

3.1 Descriptive Analysis

Given the lack of previous empirical evidence regarding the association of job satisfaction

with marital states and the uncertain theoretical predictions on the direction of this associ-

ation it is useful to begin the analysis by considering the observed relationship among the

variables of interest. In figure 1 and 2 I report the trend of mean estimates of job satisfaction

conditional on marital status and wave for each gender respectively with 95% confidence in-

terval. It is clear that married women are consistently more satisfied at work than their single

and cohabiting counterparts. However the marriage job satisfaction advantage for women

has declined overtime. There does not seem to be a relationship between job satisfaction

and marital states for men. It is worth noting that the observed associations are likely to

be confounded by factors that affect job satisfaction and partnership status. The rest of

the analysis aims to establish a robust association between job satisfaction and partnership

status by taking into account selection into marital status.
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Figure 1: Mean job satisfaction score (with pointwise 95% confidence interval) by marital
status
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Figure 2: Mean job satisfaction score (with pointwise 95% confidence interval) by marital
status
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3.2 Results

In figure 3 I report the estimated factor changes for women.
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Figure 3: Women
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(log), hours worked, part-time, self-employed, time and individual fixed effects.
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Figure 4: Men
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(log), hours worked, part-time, self-employed, time and individual fixed effects.

3.3 Selection into employment

In section 1 I explained that selection into employment is the problem that individuals in

employment might be different from those not working in a way that also affects levels of

job satisfaction. This is especially a concern for women, who traditionally have lower work

attachment. The literature on motherhood penalty has dealt with issues of selection into

labour force predominantly adopting selection corrections based on observable characteris-

tics (Korenman and Neumark 1992, Amuedo-Dorantes and Kimmel 2005, Glauber 2007).

Surprisingly there has not been much concern about selection into employment on studies

regarding marriage effects on labour market outcomes. Killewald and Gough (2010a) claim

to be the first to take into account potential bias introduced by selective entry into the labour

market in the estimation of women marriage premium. They also employ a selection model

based on the assumption of selection on observables. I argue that for my particular research
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question the assumption of selection on observables is unlikely to hold, this is because it

is likely that unobserved characteristics as personality traits and career orientation are the

most influential drivers of job satisfaction and decisions of remaining in employment. Al-

though there is no obvious methodological solution, in order to take into account this issue

of selection into employment and avoid making the assumption of selection on observables I

will run my analysis stratified by a measure of career continuity. This is because if we be-

lieve that the hypothesis of selection into employment is true then we would expect marital

states to have different effects on job satisfaction according to the degree of career continuity.

In order to test whether the estimated effects are driven by selection into employment

I run the models in the groups of individuals who have high education and those with

lower levels of education. While this is an imprecise measure of employment attachment,

the probabilities in figures 5 and 6 show that at each age individuals with high levels of

completed education are more likely to be employed. If selection into employment has no

role in driving the results then I expect marital status effects to be similar in the two groups.

The intuition behind this is that if individuals do not select themselves into employment it

is equivalent to say that they drop out randomly from my sample. On the other hand, if

only certain types of individuals remain employed then I expect partnership status effects to

be different according to the level of education, used as a proxy of employment attachment.
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Figure 5: Women
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Figure 6: Men
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Figure 7: Women: high education

17.12%

11.63%

3.15%

6.82%

38.54%**

54.96%**

70.57%**

66.36%**

16.18%

11.96%

35.39%
32.71%

model 1 model 2 model 3 model 4

married married after cohabitation cohabitation

Note: odds of expressing a higher levels of job satisfaction rather than a lower one. Model 1: age, time and
individuals fixed effects. model 2: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, time and individual fixed effects. Model
3: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, length of travel to workplace, workplace size, time and individual fixed
effects. Model 4: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, length of travel to workplace, workplace size, earnings
(log), hours worked, part-time, self-employed, time and individual fixed effects.
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Figure 8: Women: low education

24.48%**
23.24%**

32.71%**

30.34%**

5.55%

9.75%
11.40%

8.11%

-4.02% -4.69%

-10.24%

-6.11%

model 1 model 2 model 3 model 4

married married after cohabitation cohabitation

Note: odds of expressing a higher levels of job satisfaction rather than a lower one. Model 1: age, time and
individuals fixed effects. model 2: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, time and individual fixed effects. Model
3: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, length of travel to workplace, workplace size, time and individual fixed
effects. Model 4: age, occupation (1-digit), industry, length of travel to workplace, workplace size, earnings
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Figure 9: Men: high education
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Figure 10: Men: low education
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3.3.1 Results for women

Marriage increases job satisfaction significantly for women, regardless whether they cohabited

before marriage or not. Cohabitation is associated to lower levels of job satisfaction, although

not statistically significantly different from zero. There seems to be some indications that

the findings are partly explained by selection into partnership status, as women who have

strong employment attachement have much lower levels of job satisfaction after marriage.

3.3.2 Results for men

For men there is no association between job satisfaction and marriage, but cohabitation

decreases job satisfaction in models 3 and 4. This result does not seem to be explained by

selection into partnership.
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4 Discussion and Conclusions

Married women are more satisfied at work than single and cohabiting ones, regardless of

whether they cohabited before marriage or not. Married women are observed to be more

satisfied at work than single and cohabiting ones both in cross-sectional comparisons and

when individual fixed effects are controlled for, suggesting the observed estimates are not

entirely the result of selection into marriage. However, the result can be partially explained

with selection into employment, in the sense that women with strong work attachment are

less likely to experience an increase in job satisfaction after marriage than women with less

strong attachment. Therefore, there is some evidence that the factors that make women

decide to discontinue their employment are also the factors that make employment decisions

fit better with married life.

On average, it seems that being a wife and a worker fit quite well together for women.

It is possible that working women particularly benefit from having a husband as a source of

material and moral support, so that they feel more satisfied with their jobs when married

than when single or cohabiting, so that the mechanism of reciprocal support seems to be the

one at work here. Moreover, married women who cohabited before marriage are significantly

more satisfied at work than when they were cohabiting, suggesting that it is the fact of be-

ing married per se rather than merely living together that matters in terms of job satisfaction.

The effect of being in a cohabitation on job satisfaction for women depends strongly on

the degree of work attachment.

For men the most intersting results are that marriage does not matter much in terms of

job satisfaction, but cohabitation seems to create a bad fit in men’s life, regardless of their

work attachment.

The biggest limitation of this analysis is the limited external generalisability, which comes

from the nature itself of the problem under study. That is, the fact that observations on

job satisfaction are truncated leads to a restriction of the marital status effect that can

be estimated without bias. Nevertheless, the discussions about self-selection into employ-

ment are a first step in describing different types of counterfactual scenarios and constitute

a methodological improvement with respect to previous literature on the effects of marital

status effects as explained in the introduction (Ribar 2004; Killewald and Gough 2010a).
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The second and a third limitations concern the internal validity of my study. The internal

validity of the results is strictly dependent on the plausibility of the identification assumption

that there are no time-varying unobservable characteristics that affect job satisfaction and

family formation. The important point is that this assumption cannot be directly tested so

that we should always take it into account when interpreting the effects in a causal fashion.

In particular, I argue that the assumption is most unlikely to hold for young individuals,

as it is likely that changes in personality traits would be more important for younger age

groups.Moreover, the internal validity of the analysis is also challenged by arguments regard-

ing the measurement of the variables included in the study. Pudney and Conti (2008) show

that in the context of the BHPS women’s self reported job satisfaction is more affected than

men’s by the mode and context of interview, suggesting considerations of measurement error

might be more serious for this group.

The fourth limitation regards the inability of my model to take into account mechanisms

that might manifest and impact job satisfaction at different years after the onset of a specific

union. To be sure, the timing at which various mechanisms might manifest is not clear: it

is possible that the mechanism of reciprocal support arises just after marriage, but also that

it develops with time. Also, conflicts between being good workers and good spouses arising

by changes in work dedication and time allocation might take longer to develop, so that

my estimates are confounded by the different lengths of the relationships. An analysis of

transitions into marital statuses might be able to clarify these issues.

The fifth limitation concerns the effect of attrition. All the estimates reported are un-

weighted so that there is the risk the results might be biased due to selective attrition. In

particular we should be concerned with two types of missing respondents: those who are

unavailable for one or more waves and those who decide to leave the sample. Lynn (2006)

has conducted a quality profile of the BHPS and shows that individuals that in wave 1

were aged 16-24 or never married or unemployed or those in the bottom 40% of the income

distribution are under represented because they are more likely to fail to respond at one or

more instances. Also those who were in single person households and those in poor health

are more likely to drop out of the sample. The existence of attrition is problematic if those

remaining in the sample have also systematically different levels of job satisfaction than those

under represented, which is not a straightforward observation in this case. Nevertheless, the

indications of Lynn (2006)’s study suggest some caution in generalising results to individuals

from a disadvantaged background.
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Lastly, the findings are relative to a single European country, the United Kingdom. It

is possible that some structures of the society as for instance the degree of flexibility of

the labour market, generosity and scope of the social protection system and gender norms,

contribute to drive the results. It would be interesting for future research to evaluate whether

similar findings can be confirmed in other countries as well.
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5 Appendix

5.1 Appendix A: covariates

The covariates included in the fixed effects models have been chosen with the rationale of

obtaining marital status effects net of the effect of some confounding events that are likely

to happen at the time of a marital status transition. All the covariates presented but age

are not predetermined and are very much likely to be affected by the treatment. As already

mentioned, in terms of obtaining a causal interpretation of the effects it is not an ideal

strategy to present adjusted effects, as they are likely to be biased. Nevertheless, although

not causal these partial associations remain of substantive interest. Table 6 reports the list

of the covariates included and their description.
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Table 1: Fixed effect models: description of covariates

Covariate Description
Age Age at year of interview.

Children Number of children living in the household of the respondent.

Health Self-reported physical health status. It is coded in 5 categories and
the reference category is excellent health.

GHQ General Health Questionnaire. This is a composite index assessing
the mental health of respondents. It is a summary measure of
12 items related to concentration, sleeping problems, perception of
role, capability in decision making, whether constantly under strain,
perception of problems in overcoming difficulties, enjoyment of day
to day activities, ability to face problems, loss of confidence, self-
worth, general happiness, depression. Higher values of the index
indicates worse mental health status.

Work hours Normal hours of paid employment per week.

Job tenure Number of years the respondent has spent working for the same
employer (for employees) or doing the same job for self employed.
It is constructed as: year of interview minus year the respondent
started their current job.

Income Natural logarithm of gross monthly labour income at January 2008
prices.

Region Categorical variables with 10 categories representing the follow-
ing macro areas: London, Southeast England, Southwest Eng-
land, Midlands, Northwest, Yorkshire, North, Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland.
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