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Does the association between children and happiness vary by level of
religiosity? The evidence from Israel

J. Jona Schellekens1

Abstract

BACKGROUND
There is a widespread belief that parenthood makes people happier. However, research
has shown mixed results on the association between happiness and fertility, finding
evidence for both positive and negative consequences of having children. The
relationship appears to be highly context-specific. This article investigates whether the
relationship varies by level of religiosity. Mounting evidence suggests that there is a
positive relationship between religiosity and fertility, suggesting that the religious will
have a stronger positive relationship between number of children and happiness than
those who are not religious.

OBJECTIVE
This study investigates whether the relationship between number of children and
overall life satisfaction varies with the level of religiosity.

METHODS
Using a pooled file of the Israel Social Survey for 2002–2016, which includes more
than 100,000 respondents, I estimated a linear regression model of overall life
satisfaction as a function of the number of children and level of religiosity.

RESULTS
My results show that, contrary to expectations, religious Jews do not have a stronger
positive relationship between number of children and overall life satisfaction. Among
older respondents, Ultra-Orthodox Jews actually have a weaker relationship between
number of children and overall life satisfaction than Jews who are not religious.

CONTRIBUTION
To the best of my knowledge, this is the first study to show that the religious do not
necessarily have a stronger positive relationship between number of children and
happiness than those who are not religious.

1 Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel. Email: jona@mail.huji.ac.il.
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1. Introduction

There is a widespread belief that parenthood makes people happier (Hansen 2012;
Kohler and Mencarini 2016). However, research has shown mixed results on the
association between happiness and fertility, finding evidence for both positive and
negative consequences of having children (e.g., Margolis and Myrskylä 2011). The
association appears to vary with factors such as pre-parenthood lifestyle, the perceived
importance of marriage and parenthood in society, the level of work–family conflict,
the availability of formal childcare services, and welfare support systems (Aassve,
Mencarini, and Sironi 2015; Glass, Simon, and Andersson 2016; Matysiak, Mencarini,
and Vignoli 2016; Roeters, Mandemakers, and Voorpostel 2016; Vanassche,
Swicegood, and Matthijs 2013). This study investigates whether the association
between number of children and happiness varies by level of religiosity.

Mounting evidence suggests that there is a positive relationship between religiosity
and fertility (e.g., Adsera 2006; Baudin 2015; Hayford and Morgan 2008; Neuman and
Ziderman 1986; Okun 2017). It has been posited that when a religion supports
pronatalist norms, the religious have a stronger positive relationship between number of
children and happiness than those who are not religious (Cranney 2017). This article
tests this hypothesis in Israel. Using a pooled and integrated file of the Israel Social
Survey for 2002–2016, it shows that religious Jews do not have a stronger positive
relationship between number of children and happiness than Jews who are not religious.
Among older respondents, Ultra-Orthodox Jews actually have a weaker relationship
between number of children and happiness than Jews who are not religious.

The next section reviews the literature on children and happiness with a focus on
the moderating role of religiosity and on differences between countries. The third
section describes the survey and the variables and methods used in the analysis, and the
fourth section presents the results. The fifth and concluding section compares these
results with those of previous research and discusses the validity of the results.

2. Happiness and children

Parenthood can be both rewarding and burdensome. To start with the latter, parenthood
is associated with increased marital conflict, depression, decreased marital satisfaction,
and decreased satisfaction with one’s financial situation (e.g., Balbo and Arpino 2016;
Kravdal 2014; Nelson, Kushlev, and Lyubomirsky 2014; Pollman-Schult 2014;
Pouwels 2011: 64–66).

The extent to which parenthood is burdensome may vary by gender. Women are
more often the primary caregiver and experience greater conflict between work and
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family. However, as children grow older this conflict may lessen. Thus, it is important
to control for stage of the life cycle. When parents grow older, children may care for
parents in poor health or provide social protection in old age, as is often the case in
developing countries (Margolis and Myrskylä 2011).

There are additional positive effects of having children. One of the most frequently
cited reasons for having children is the expectation of emotional reward (Pollman-
Schult 2014). Such a reward is expected to be greater for the first child, the motivation
for second births being associated with providing companionship for the first child
(Kohler, Behrman, and Skytthe 2005). A much less frequently cited reason for having
children is to enhance one’s status and gain competitive advantage over significant
others. In certain contexts, parenthood may increase social esteem (Nauck and Klaus
2007). Moreover, parents that produce many children may gain considerable prestige
from their fertility and may have higher status than their less fertile neighbors
(Hoffman, Thornton, and Manis 1978: 95). For example, high social status is attached
to large families among Ultra-Orthodox Jews (Wieselberg 1992).

Religiosity may modify the relationship between children and happiness.
According to one hypothesis (H1), when a religion supports pronatalist norms the
religious will experience a stronger positive relationship between the number of
children and happiness than those who are not religious (Cranney 2017). Only two
previous studies have tested this hypothesis. Cranney (2017) uses data from the United
States, whereas van Praag, Romanov, and Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2010) use data from
Israel. Both studies conclude that the hypothesis fits the data. However, given the high
social status attached to large families in their community, Ultra-Orthodox Jews with
small families may be under social pressure to conform (McQuillan 2004). Thus,
according to another hypothesis (H2), at lower parities the religious will have a weaker
relationship between number of children and happiness than those who are not
religious.

I tested these two hypotheses in one country, Israel. Previous research has shown
mixed results on the association between happiness and fertility, finding evidence for
both positive and negative consequences of having children, depending on the country.
Differences between welfare regimes may explain some of these mixed results (Aassve,
Goisis, and Sironi 2012). Esping-Andersen (1999) divides welfare regimes into four
categories: (1) social democratic (e.g., Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden), with
generous and universal entitlements; (2) conservative (e.g., Belgium, France, Germany
and Austria), where social policies are linked to earnings and occupation; (3) liberal or
anglophone, where services are to a great extent provided by the market, with an
emphasis on means testing; and (4) Mediterranean or Southern European (e.g., Greece,
Italy, Spain, and Portugal), with strong reliance on family relations and limited public
welfare support. Aassve, Goisis, and Sironi (2012) find that parenthood in conservative
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and liberal countries contributes less to happiness than in social-democratic countries.
They do not find a significant difference between Mediterranean and social-democratic
countries. Esping-Andersen (1999) omits Israel from his analysis. However, Gal
(2010a, 2010b) has argued that the welfare regime in Israel shows a close affinity to the
Mediterranean category.

3. Data and methods

The data for this study is from the Israel Social Survey (ISS). The ISS was designed to
provide information on the well-being of the adult population and its living conditions.
It is a repeated cross-sectional survey, with data available for the years 2002–2016. The
sampling units are individuals in the population register. The respondents were
interviewed in their homes. I used a pooled and integrated data set, which is available
from the Israel Social Science Data Center and includes 109,160 respondents.

The percentage of large families is relatively high in Israel, making it an
interesting place to investigate the association of happiness with number of children.
Figure 1 shows trends in the total fertility rate by religion (State of Israel 1990: Table
3.17; and 2018: Table 3.13). In the 1960s the total fertility rate of Muslims reached a
record high of more than nine births (Schellekens and Eisenbach 2002). Since then,
Muslims have nearly completed the fertility transition. The rate for Jews conceals large
differences by level of religiosity. Ultra-Orthodox Jews have more than six children,
followed by other religious Jews, who have around four children, and less religious
Jews, who have two to three children. With a total fertility rate of about two births,
secular Jews are at the upper range of secular groups in more developed societies (Okun
2013).

There is an ongoing debate about whether the Jewish population of Israel is
becoming more religious over time (e.g., Weinreb and Blass 2018; Keysar and
DellaPergola 2019). According to the ISS, the percentage of Ultra-Orthodox in the
adult Jewish population has risen since 2002, whereas that of other religious Jews has
remained more or less stable (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1: The total fertility rate by religion, Israel 1955–2014

Figure 2: The percentages of Ultra-Orthodox and other religious Jews in the
adult Jewish population of Israel, 2002–2016
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In colloquial terms, subjective well-being is sometimes labeled ‘happiness.’ Life
satisfaction (overall judgment of one’s life) is a component of subjective well-being
(Diener 2000). The ISS does not ask about subjective well-being, but only about life
satisfaction. Thus, overall life satisfaction (OLS) is the outcome variable in the
analysis. Respondents were asked: “Overall, how satisfied are you with your life?”
There are four possible answers: ‘very satisfied’ = 4; ‘satisfied’ = 3; ‘not so
satisfied’ = 2; or ‘not satisfied at all’ = 1.

The key explanatory variable is the number of children the respondent has.
Respondents (including men) were asked, “How many children have been born to
you?” In the public use file of the ISS the number of children is coded as: none, one,
two, three, four, five, six, and seven or more. The relationship between the number of
children and OLS may not be linear (e.g., Kohler, Behrman, and Skytthe 2005; Stanca
2012). In the ISS, average OLS reaches a low with one child and a high with three
children, after which it declines again (see Table 1). To cope with this lack of linearity I
created seven indicator variables, ‘none’ being the reference category.

Religion may affect OLS (Mallard, Lance, and Michalos 1997). Therefore, I
control for religion. There are four religious groups in Israel: Jews, Muslims,
Christians, and Druze. Almost all Muslims in Israel belong to the Sunni branch of Islam
and speak Palestinian dialects of Arabic. The Druze also speak Arabic, but not all
Christians, some of whom are from the former Soviet Union.

The positive association between religiosity and happiness is well documented
(e.g., Lim and Putnam 2010; Sander 2017). Levin (2013a, 2013b, 2014) and van Praag,
Romanov, and Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2010) report a positive association between
religiosity and OLS among Israeli Jews. The ISS asked Jewish respondents to define
themselves as ‘Ultra-Orthodox,’ ‘religious,’ ‘traditional but religious,’ ‘traditional but
not so religious’ or ‘nonreligious/secular.’ The difference in OLS between the latter
three categories is very small. Therefore, I have combined them into one category,
which for the sake of simplicity I refer to below as the ‘nonreligious’.

The difference in fertility by level of religiosity among Muslims is relatively small
(Okun 2013). Moreover, there are not enough Christians or Druze in the survey to
estimate their OLS by level of religiosity. Therefore, I did not model OLS among non-
Jews by level of religiosity.

I control for several variables that may explain variation in the association between
OLS and children by level of religiosity, such as age, marital status, health, income,
education, and employment status.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for categorical variables and average OLS score
for each category

Variable Percentage OLS
Overall life satisfaction
1 = Not satisfied at all 3.1 –
2 = Not so satisfied 11.0 –
3 = Satisfied 54.6 –
4 = Very satisfied 31.3 –
Number of children
0 25.6 3.19
1 10.7 3.05
2 21.3 3.08
3 20.0 3.19
4 10.2 3.16
5 4.7 3.14
6 2.7 3.10
7+ 4.8 3.14
Religion/religiosity
Secular 36.5 3.13
Traditional but not so religious 20.3 3.10
Traditional but religious 10.7 3.13
Religious Jews 8.3 3.27
Ultra-Orthodox Jews 6.5 3.58
Muslims 12.6 2.98
Christians 3.5 2.95
Druze 1.7 3.26
Age
20–24 11.6 3.36
25–29 11.2 3.26
30–34 11.0 3.22
35–39 9.9 3.17
40–44 9.2 3.14

45–49 8.4 3.11
50–54 8.1 3.08
55–59 7.5 3.06
60–64 6.3 3.07
65–74 9.0 3.01
75+ 7.9 2.88
Marital status
Single 21.2 3.18
Married 65.0 3.21
Separated/divorced 7.5 2.81
Widowed 6.3 2.76
Sex
Male 46.7 3.17
Female 53.3 3.12
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Table 1:  (Continued)
Variable Percentage OLS

OLS is a function of age. Age is coded as: 20–24, 25–29, 30–34, 35–39, 40–44,
45–49, 50–54, 55–59, 60–64, 65–74, and 75 and above, 20–24 being the reference
category. Considerable support has been found for the thesis that marriage is associated
with higher levels of personal well-being (e.g., Aassve, Goisis, and Sironi 2012; Soons,
Liefbroer, and Kalmijn 2009; Stack and Eshleman 1998; Zimmermann and Easterlin
2006). Marital status is coded as single, married, separated or divorced, and widowed.

Educational attainment
Did not finish high school or unknown 19.7 2.94
Finished high school without diploma 17.1 3.14
High school diploma 19.0 3.24
Non-university diploma 17.8 3.14
First academic degree 16.0 3.26
Second or third academic degree 10.4 3.17
Labor force characteristics
Employed 62.8 3.22
Unemployed 4.9 2.93
Does not belong to the work force 32.3 3.03
Gross household income
2,000 NIS or less 29.7 3.01
2,001–4,000 NIS 26.4 3.11
More than 4,000 NIS 29.2 3.26
Unknown / irrelevant 14.7 3.22
Health
Very good 47.3 3.38
Good 33.0 3.07
Not so good 14.1 2.78
Not good 5.6 2.45
Survey year
2002 3.4 3.06
2003 6.8 3.06
2004 7.3 3.07
2005 7.1 3.05
2006 6.9 3.07
2007 7.0 3.12
2008 6.9 3.13
2009 7.0 3.16
2010 7.1 3.23
2011 6.7 3.25
2012 6.7 3.17
2013 7.0 3.13
2014 6.7 3.17
2015 6.7 3.24
2016 6.6 3.20
Number of respondents 102,726
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There is a strong association between health and happiness (e.g., Ngamaba,
Panagioti, and Armitage 2017). In the ISS, respondents were asked, “How is your
health, overall?” There are four possible answers: ‘very good,’ ‘good,’ ‘not so good,’
and ‘not good at all’, ‘very good’ being the reference category. Only a very small
number of respondents failed to answer this question. I omitted these from the analysis.

Several previous studies have shown income and happiness to be correlated (e.g.,
Diener et al. 1993; Frijters, Haisken-DeNew, and Shields 2004). Therefore, I control for
gross average household income. Respondents were asked “What was the total gross
income of all members of the household from all sources: work, pensions, support
payments, rents, etc.?” The answers are in the local currency of New Israeli Shekels
(NIS). (In 2002 one US dollar could be exchanged for 4.89 NIS and in 2016 for 3.84
NIS.) The result has been coded as ‘2,000 NIS or less,’ ‘2,001–4,000 NIS,’ ‘More than
4,000 NIS,’ or ‘Unknown/Irrelevant.’ Quite a few respondents did not answer the
question about gross household income (see Table 1). Therefore, the analysis includes a
variable indicating whether the answer is unknown or irrelevant.

Education is positively related to happiness (e.g., Witter et al. 1984). Respondents
were asked “What is the highest certificate or degree that <name of respondent> has
received?” I have recoded the answers as follows: ‘Did not finish high school or
unknown,’ ‘Finished high school without diploma,’ ‘Finished high school with
diploma,’ ‘Non-university diploma,’ ‘First academic degree,’ and ‘Second or third
academic degree.’

Past research has shown that unemployment has a large negative effect on
happiness (e.g., Clark and Oswald 1994). The ISS includes a variable indicating
whether the respondent is ‘Employed,’ ‘Not employed,’ or ‘Does not belong to the
labor force.’ Eleven percent of those who did not belong to the labor force were
students and 26% were married women below the age of 65. I omitted the small number
of respondents who did not answer the question.

Finally, I used year-fixed effects to absorb variation between survey years.
Following Margolis and Myrskylä (2011), I employed standard ordinary least

squares regression for ease of interpretability. Following van Praag, Romanov, and
Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2010), I added interactions between the number of children and
level of religiosity to test the hypothesis that the effect of fertility on OLS varies with
the level of religiosity.

The results of the analysis are based on 102,726 questionnaires, due to non-
response to several questions. In large samples, tiny effects can become statistically
significant. Therefore, I will focus on effect size, using graphical methods.
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4. Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the variables used in the analysis. Table 2
presents regression coefficients of the effect of the number of children and interactions
of the number of children with level of religiosity on OLS in models that control for
several variables (see first model in Table 2).

Table 2: Linear regression models of overall satisfaction with life
Variable Coefficients

All ages 20–39 40+
Number of children
0  0.000  0.000  0.000
1 –0.021 –0.031*  0.038*
2  0.034** –0.007  0.106***
3  0.114***  0.069***  0.183***
4  0.134***  0.105**  0.202***
5  0.161***  0.189**  0.228***
6  0.123***  0.215  0.191***
7+  0.110*** –0.016  0.187***
Religion/religiosity
Nonreligious Jews  0.000  0.000  0.000
Religious Jews  0.141***  0.133***  0.137**
Ultra-Orthodox Jews  0.364***  0.344***  0.457***
Muslims –0.164*** –0.216***  0.154***
Christians –0.121*** –0.162***  0.058
Druze  0.094**  0.041  0.452***
Interactions with religious Jews
1  0.025  0.018  0.021
2 –0.038  0.008 –0.073
3 –0.097*** –0.083* –0.092
4 –0.054* –0.051 –0.051
5 –0.053 –0.061 –0.056
6 –0.043 –0.055 –0.047
7+ –0.028  0.246 –0.035
Interactions with Ultra-Orthodox
1 –0.027 –0.021 –0.189
2 –0.065* –0.009 –0.291**
3 –0.077* –0.026 –0.243**
4 –0.106** –0.083 –0.224**
5 –0.111** –0.102 –0.262**
6 –0.076 –0.149 –0.195*
7+  0.035  0.167 –0.062
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Table 2: (Continued)
Variable Coefficients

All ages 20–39 40+
Interactions with Muslims
1  0.019  0.033 –0.191**
2  0.025  0.054* –0.184**
3  0.033  0.066* –0.338***
4  0.029  0.028 –0.249***
5  0.048 –0.067 –0.210***
6  0.131*** –0.027 –0.153**
7+  0.240*** –0.120 –0.037
Interactions with Christians
1  0.073*  0.039 –0.048
2 –0.013 –0.036 –0.158**
3  0.029  0.110 –0.156*
4  0.073  0.381** –0.127*
5  0.079 –0.079 –0.081
6  0.140 –0.418 –0.012
7+  0.393***  0.160  0.222*
Interactions with Druze
1  0.059  0.108 –0.405*
2  0.122*  0.245*** –0.426**
3  0.048 –0.002 –0.203
4  0.121*  0.072 –0.196
5  0.026 –0.280 –0.263*
6  0.076  0.450 –0.292**
7+  0.307***  0.028 –0.041
Age
20–24  0.000  0.000
25–29 –0.154*** –0.147***
30–34 –0.237*** –0.220***
35–39 –0.285*** –0.260***
40–44 –0.302***  0.000

45–49 –0.286***  0.015
50–54 –0.274***  0.028**
55–59 –0.268***  0.034**
60–64 –0.229***  0.075***
65–74 –0.190***  0.121***
75+ –0.146***  0.173***
Marital status
Single –0.176*** –0.192*** –0.171***
Married  0.000  0.000  0.000
Separated/divorced –0.268*** –0.295*** –0.259***
Widowed –0.223*** –0.207* –0.226***
Sex
Male  0.000  0.000  0.000
Female  0.008 –0.010  0.023***

http://www.demographic-research.org/


Schellekens: Does the association between children and happiness vary by level of religiosity?

114 http://www.demographic-research.org

Table 2: (Continued)
Variable Coefficients

All ages 20–39 40+
Educational attainment
Did not finish high school or unknown  0.000  0.000  0.000
Finished high school (no diploma)  0.068***  0.070***  0.080***
High school diploma  0.103***  0.132***  0.078***
Non-university diploma  0.069***  0.087***  0.064***
First degree  0.104***  0.124***  0.103***
Second or third degree  0.088***  0.153***  0.069***
Labor force characteristics
Employed  0.000  0.000  0.000
Unemployed –0.164*** –0.147*** –0.185***
Does not belong to the work force  0.036***  0.057***  0.014
Gross household income
2,000 NIS or less  0.000  0.000  0.000
2,001–4,000 NIS  0.084***  0.061***  0.099***
More than 4,000 NIS  0.179***  0.131***  0.208***
Unknown / irrelevant  0.123***  0.108***  0.131***
Health
Very good  0.000  0.000  0.000
Good –0.287*** –0.297*** –0.275***
Not so good –0.542*** –0.567*** –0.527***
Not good –0.865*** –0.827*** –0.854***
Survey year
2002  0.000  0.000  0.000
2003 –0.023 –0.044* –0.008
2004 –0.013 –0.028 –0.004
2005 –0.026 –0.046* –0.014
2006 –0.012 –0.015 –0.013
2007  0.027*  0.026  0.021
2008  0.036**  0.027  0.038*
2009  0.045**  0.045*  0.038*
2010  0.092***  0.089***  0.087***
2011  0.106***  0.090***  0.112***
2012  0.017  0.023  0.003
2013  0.007 –0.016  0.016
2014  0.016 –0.005  0.023
2015  0.061***  0.024  0.082***
2016  0.029* –0.013  0.049**
Constant  3.373***  3.416***  2.973***
Number of respondents 102,726 44,932 57,794
R2 0.214 0.177 0.220

Note: * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001.

Besides the variables that are the focus of the analysis, the models include controls
for age, marital status, education, labor force characteristics, income, health, and survey
year. More than any other control variable, adding age to the model modifies the
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coefficients of the variables indicating the number of children, followed by adding
marital status and socioeconomic variables (education, labor-force characteristics, and
income). Adding health and survey year to the model only modifies the coefficients to a
small extent (nested models not shown).

A preliminary analysis included two variables indicating whether a Jewish
respondent was ‘traditional but religious’ or ‘traditional but not so religious.’ However,
none of the interactions of these variables with the number of children had a significant
effect (result not shown). Therefore, I combined these two categories with that of
secular Jews.

The relationship between OLS and number of children may change with stage of
the life cycle, because the demands of parenthood change as children mature (Margolis
and Myrskylä 2011: 16–17). Therefore, I estimated separate models for two broad age
groups: 20–39 and above 40 (see second and third models in Table 2). Note that in all
the models the main effect represents the effect of the number of children on OLS
among the omitted category, i.e., Jews who are not religious. To obtain the effect of the
number of children on OLS among other religious groups, the interaction effect needs
to be added. I will only discuss the results for the second and third models.

OLS among nonreligious Jews aged 20–39 decreases after the first child, but
increases afterwards with number of children. Margolis and Myrskylä (2011: Figure 7a)
observe a similar decline after the first child in other countries. However, the
relationship among younger nonreligious Jews after the second child does not resemble
that observed in other countries (see second model in Table 2).

To facilitate the comparison between religious groups, Figure 3 plots the effect of
the number of children on OLS by level of religiosity among younger respondents
using the coefficients reported in the second model in Table 2. I have omitted
respondents with seven or more children, because neither the main effect nor any of the
interactions is significant. Contrary to H1, Figure 3 shows that Ultra-Orthodox and
other religious Jews do not have a stronger positive relationship between the number of
children and OLS than nonreligious Jews. The relationship is actually weaker for three
children or more. However, only one interaction effect is significant. Figure 3 also
includes Muslims. Two or three children contribute significantly more to the OLS of
Muslims.

http://www.demographic-research.org/


Schellekens: Does the association between children and happiness vary by level of religiosity?

116 http://www.demographic-research.org

Figure 3: The net effect of number of children on overall life satisfaction by
religion and level of religiosity among respondents at age 20–39,
Israel 2002–2016

At older ages (40 and above) the association between number of children and OLS
is positive among nonreligious Jews (see third model in Table 2). Nonreligious Jews
with one child are slightly more satisfied than those without a child. Each child adds to
their OLS, reaching a peak with five children. The relationship among nonreligious
Jews above age 40 more closely resembles that observed by Margolis and Myrskylä
(2011: Figure 7b) in Mediterranean (and former socialist) countries than in social
democratic, liberal, or conservative countries.

Figure 4 plots the effect of the number of children on OLS by level of religiosity
among older respondents using the coefficients reported in the third model in Table 2.
The differences are much more pronounced than among younger respondents. Contrary
to H1, it shows that Ultra-Orthodox and other religious Jews do not have a stronger
positive relationship between the number of children and OLS than nonreligious Jews.
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None of the interactions for religious Jews are significant, suggesting that there are no
major differences between religious and nonreligious Jews. However, the relationship
among Ultra-Orthodox Jews is weaker than that among nonreligious Jews. The
difference with nonreligious Jews is significant for two to six children. The hypothesis
that there is more social pressure to continue childbearing among Ultra-Orthodox Jews
(H2) is consistent with this finding. As with Ultra-Orthodox Jews, children also
contribute less to the OLS of older Muslims. The interaction effect is significant up to
the sixth child. After the first child, each child adds to their OLS, perhaps because
children care for parents in poor health or provide social protection in old age (Margolis
and Myrskylä 2011).

Figure 4: The net effect of number of children on overall life satisfaction by
religion and level of religiosity among respondents aged 40+, Israel
2002–2016
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5. Conclusion

Theory predicts that when a religion supports pronatalist norms, then the religious will
experience a stronger positive relationship between number of children and happiness
than those who are not religious (Cranney 2017). Using the General Social Survey for
1972–2012, Cranney (2017) finds that in the United States the negative association
between children and happiness is lessened for the religious. The religious population
in his study consists mostly of Christians. Using the 2006 Israel Social Survey, van
Praag, Romanov, and Ferrer-i-Carbonell (2010) investigate variation in the relationship
between happiness and number of children by level of religiosity among Jews. They
conclude that “secular families are less happy than orthodox families with an equal
number of children” (van Praag, Romanov, and Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2010: 1017). Using a
much larger pooled and integrated file of the Israel Social Survey for 2002–2016, this
article shows that children do not contribute more to the overall life satisfaction of
religious Jews.

Religious differences in the contribution of children to overall life satisfaction are
largest among older respondents. In particular, small families contribute less to the
overall life satisfaction of older Ultra-Orthodox Jews than they do to that of older
nonreligious Jews. The high social status attached to large families among Ultra-
Orthodox Jews may explain this. This could also explain why religious differences are
largest among older respondents. At this stage of the life cycle it is too late to close the
gap between ideal and actual family size.

However, there are also caveats. Like most previous research, I used a cross-
sectional approach. Thus, my results may suffer from potential bias caused by
endogeneity of childbearing behavior (e.g., Baetschmann, Staub, and Studer 2016;
Cetre, Clark, and Senik 2016; Kravdal 2014; Le Moglie, Mencarini, and Rapallini
2015; Parr 2010). To overcome this drawback, Kohler, Behrman, and Skytthe (2005)
conducted a twin study, finding that becoming a parent contributes positively to
parents’ OLS. Other coefficients may also be biased because of reverse causality; for
example, between marital status and OLS (e.g., Stutzer and Frey 2006) and between
health and OLS (e.g., Diener et al. 2017).
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