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Abstract We use a unique dataset from Italy to investigate the impact of socioeconomic
characteristics and social capital on family wellbeing and satisfaction. We assess wellbeing
using four dimensions of satisfaction with family life: satisfaction with decision making
processes, with relationships with partner and children, and with time spent with children.
Social capital is measured through information about membership in organizations, trust,
and interactions with others. We find that while socioeconomic characteristics in general
do not have strong effects on family wellbeing, social capital matters for family life
satisfaction.
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1 Introduction

The relationship between social capital and material wellbeing on life satisfaction within
the family unit is largely unexplored despite the fact that it embraces the fields of
sociology, psychology and economics. Indeed Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh (2010) and
Donati (2003, 2007) argue that there is very little work done in the area even though the
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family is a core societal institution and thus worthy of research. The goal of this study is
to assess the impact of social capital and material wellbeing on life satisfaction within
the family. We use a unique dataset from Italy, designed by a multidisciplinary research
team, which allows us to directly assess family wellbeing and indirectly assess social
capital characteristics. Further, as compared to the standard measure of life satisfaction
which asks “all things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these
days?” our information about life satisfaction is delimited to the domain of relational
wellbeing within the family unit (Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh 2010; Donati 2003,
2007).

Social capital can be defined as the “...features of social life—social networks,
associated norms and trustworthiness—that enable participants to act together more
effectively to pursue shared objectives” (Putnam 1995: 664—665; see also Durlauf and
Fafchamps 2005; Franke 2005; Schookner 2002; Glaeser et al. 2002; Van Der Gaag
and Snijders 2005). While there are competing definitions of social capital, a common
thread by way of an acknowledgement of social relations through network interactions
is always present. Reimer et al. (2008), for example, describe social capital as “...the
social networks and their associated norms that may facilitate various types of col-
lective action” (page 258). Coleman (1988) describes community social capital as the
social relationships that exist among people and the relationships they have with
institutions in the community.

An important distinction within the social capital literature lies in the difference
between “bonding” (within group interaction) and “bridging” (interactions which reach
outside the group) social capital. It is this distinction that has resulted in a growing
understanding that not all social capital may be positive. In particular, if individuals’
interactions and trust in others remain within a fairly narrow range of contacts with similar
individuals (bonding), increased levels of social capital may actually serve to increase
distrust between groups, thereby exacerbating inequities, constraining actions and
increasing social exclusion (Babacan and Babacan 2007; Cheong 2006; Jaynes 2007;
Portes 1998; Wakefield and Poland 2005). For example, bonding on the part of the
majority can act to exclude minorities from membership recruitment, which results in
lower civic participation and social capital formation on the part of minority group
members (Bloemnraad and Ramakrishnan 2006). Bridging social capital is more difficult,
requiring people to go outside their comfort zone, but potentially resulting in greater
information flows across groups.

Italian sociologists envision the family as a “firm” par excellence producing primary
social relations and merit goods that benefit family members, parents, friends and insti-
tutions (Donati 2003, 2007; Prandini 2007; Tronca 2007). The extent of the benefit is
proportional to the proximity of the relational circle to the family core. These relational
goods and services are traditionally seen as positive generating bonding social capital in
the form of trust and support within the family, as well as the wider kinship network. The
family unit is also engaged in civic activities through participation in associations com-
mitted to meeting common social goals. Thus, the level of social capital held by a family
unit may differ depending on how it combines the nuclear, kinship or civic dimensions of
social capital and in the amount and quality of time invested in weaving together and
maintaining nuclear, community or civic ties.

In this study we assess the importance of social capital as a determinant of four
dimensions of subjective wellbeing within the family: satisfaction with the rules adopted in
the decision process, the marital relationship, the parental relationship with children, and
with the time spent with the children. We operationalize the different definitions of social
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capital by distinguishing three main dimensions: membership or degree of civic partici-
pation capturing the degree of social inclusion of the family, trust of people with both
family and kinship ties describing a Putnam type of network capital, interactions with
others of both the bonding and bridging type, and the degree of altruism as expressed by
participation in public petitions and charitable donations. As a proxy for the intensity of the
interactions with others we use information about the amount of time shared with family
members during breakfast, the time invested in talking with each other about personal
problems and the amount of time spent for helping family members in accomplishing their
daily tasks. Other controls include income, the location in the macro-regions of Italy, level
of education, marital status, and family composition. We find that while socioeconomic
characteristics and income in general do not have an impact on family wellbeing, social
capital matters for family life satisfaction with different facets depending on the dimension
of subjective wellbeing of interest.

We first revisit the existing literature in order to derive an informed specification of our
working model presented in Sect. 3. The subsequent section presents the data and
empirical method used in the paper. Section 5 discusses the results and derives policy
implications that are summarized in the conclusive section.

2 The Literature

Social capital is an important dimension of social inclusion. An individual who lacks
relationships and interactions within or outside the family is likely to be socially
excluded thus aggravating the disadvantage, particularly if economically deprived
(Berghman 1995; Bradshaw et al. 2004; Burchardt et al. 2002; Robila 2006; Sirovatka
and Mare$ 2006). From a policy perspective social inclusion presumes that a funda-
mental objective of society is to enable all members to participate fully as valued,
respected and contributing members (United Nations 2005). It describes a means by
which everyone, regardless of their experiences and circumstances, may gain fair access
to the key social and economic resources required to achieve their potential, including
access to health and education services and employment, available within a family or a
community (Atkinson et al. 2002; Levitas 1998, 2003; Monnickendam and Berman
2008; Siemiatycki 2005; Toye and Infanti 2004). Thus an individual who is rich in
physical capital, but poor both in the quantity and quality of social interactions may not
be satisfied with life.

Much of the literature on family wellbeing, inclusion and social capital is driven by
researchers in social work and sociology. These studies are often qualitative in nature
and point to differences across family types, often highlighting the place of women and
single parent households (see for example Castillo and Fenzi-Crossman 2010; Edwards
2004; Furstenberg 2005; Stone 2001; Stone and Hughes 2002). These researchers assess
the dynamics of family structure on social capital formation and wellbeing. Furstenberg
(2005), for example, looks at the prerequisites for assessing how social capital is
accumulated across family structures. In particular, he argues that children quickly
become players in the accumulation of social capital. Thus children can act as the go-
betweens in more isolated communities (i.e.: recent immigrants) creating ties with the
mainstream social worlds through school and friendship networks. Others (Castillo and
Fenzi-Crossman 2010; Donati 2010; Hogan 2001) look at the impact of family struc-
ture, interactions within the family and networks on outcomes for children. Looking at
interactions, Hogan finds that involving fathers in children’s activities has a positive
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impact on children’s schooling. Donati (2010) observes that the presence of children
generates both costs and benefits, mainly of a relational nature. Such bonding capital
stemming from the presence of children contributes significantly to the level of sub-
jective wellbeing of the household. Castillo and Fenzi-Crossman (2010) assess the
relationship of non-marital fathers’ informal social networks and social capital of
children. Similar to Hogan, they find that while informal social networks have a
positive impact for children, formal networks do not.

There is limited economic or quantitative research linking family structure to social
capital or wellbeing. Ravenera and Rajulton (2010), for example, look at social capital by
family structure, arguing that the type of family (i.e. two parents and children versus single
parent families) can affect the size of networks or interactions, which in turn can have an
imopact on total social capital and wellbeing.

Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh (2010) define subjective wellbeing as divided into three
main categories, which tap into human experience in different ways—Iife evaluations,
positive emotions and negative emotions. Bartolini et al. (2013), taking a more economistic
perspective, argue that subjective wellbeing is largely explained by four forces acting in
different directions: income growth, decreasing relational goods, decreasing confidence in
institutions, and social comparisons. These four groups of variables, they contend, allow us
to explain the whole variation in subjective wellbeing.

White (2009) ties the three types of wellbeing together, arguing that they are
essentially related within a triangle associating subjective, material and relational
wellbeing. Within this construct, material wellbeing is associated with food, shelter, and
economic items. Relational wellbeing involves social interactions, and subjective
wellbeing concerns people’s perceptions of their situation. Relational wellbeing is most
closely related to the interactions central to social capital, whereas material wellbeing is
a more traditional assessment of wellbeing within the economic literature. Subjective
wellbeing is most closely tied to the ideas espoused by Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh
(2010).

3 Data and Method

The above review suggests that subjective wellbeing is multidimensional and not solely
based on income. Rather, subjective wellbeing is a product of material wellbeing, social
capital, and personal circumstance. Our goal is to parse apart these dimensions of well-
being in order to determine the degree to which they are distinct and additive.

Our data are drawn from a survey sponsored by the Italian International Center of
Family Studies (CISF). This nationwide survey was conducted in 2009 using computer
assisted telephone interviews by Coesis Research.! The sample of 4,017 interviews is a

! Coesis Research is an Italian service research agency specialized both in qualitative and quantitative
researches located in Milan (http://www.coesisresearch.it/). The survey methodology defines families as
single person and cohabiting persons, bound by marriage, kinship, affinity, adoption, or other affective
relationships. The size of the population universe was estimated using the Multipurpose Survey on
Households: Aspects of Daily Life administered by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) in
2007. The theoretical sample size was set at 4,000 families yielding a 95 % confidence level of +1.55 %.
The random sample was proportionally stratified across five Italian macro-regions (North-East, North-West,
Centre, South and Islands) and twelve household types, such as couples without children, couples with
children of different age classes, or single parent families.
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representative sample of Italian families from the universe of households with land-based
or cellular telephone service. The survey was designed to by a multidisciplinary group of
sociologists, psychologists and economists study the material and subjective wellbeing of
Italian households and the cost of children. Survey modules cover information on a wide
range of topics including family background, disposable household income, social capital,
and satisfaction with many aspects of family life.

Satisfaction with family life is assessed using four indicators. First, a measure assesses
how satisfied a respondent is with the way decisions are made in her/his family. The second
indicator of family life satisfaction measures satisfaction with the respondent’s partner
relationship. The third indicator measures how satisfied the respondent is with the rela-
tionship with children. The fourth indicator assesses how satisfied the respondent is with
the time that s/he and children spend together.

Given the aim of our study, we include only observations in which the respondent is a
member of a family, either with or without children. Specifically, when analysing satis-
faction with the way family decisions are made we only look at households comprising
couples with and without children or an adult with children (sample size is 1,955 obser-
vations). When assessing satisfaction with the relationship with children and with the time
spent with children, we include only households with children (sample size is 1,835
observations). When assessing the level of satisfaction with the partner we include only
couples regardless of the presence of children (sample size 1,554 observations).” Table 1
shows the distributions of the four measures of life satisfaction. In the Appendix we report
a full description of the associated questions asked in the survey.

Social capital attributes are measured at the household level® and include membership
in civic organizations, as well as trust and interactions with others. The set membership in
civic organizations taps inclusion or degree of family isolation and comprises information
about (1) whether an individual within the family is a member of one or more associations,
(2) whether they participate in voluntary activities, (3) whether individuals participate in
social activities, and (4) whether they participate in neighbourhood meetings. The variables
capturing trust are (1) trust in family members, (2) trust in friends, and (3) generalized
trust. The set interactions with others taps relational well-being within both bonding and
bridging realms and comprises (1) mutual help from friends, (2) help from family mem-
bers, (3) breakfast time spent with family, (4) time spent with family members to talk
through problems, (5) time spent for helping family members in their daily tasks, (6)
participation to public petition, and (7) donation of money (altruism).*

As pointed out by Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) psychologists and sociologists
describe responses to self-reported happiness or life satisfaction or subjective wellbeing
surveys as cardinal and comparable, thus allowing the estimation of OLS regressions on
levels of happiness. Cardinality implies that the relative difference between satisfaction
responses is clearly perceived by all individuals and is linked to the relative difference in
welfare (W; — W)) = 8(LS; — LS)) by a positive function 8 known up to a multiplicative
constant, where W is the welfare function and LS is life satisfaction of individuals i and
Jj- On the other hand, economists maintain that individuals have a common opinion of what
subjective wellbeing is recognizing that if LS; > LS;, then W; > W,. Therefore, they only

2 We assume that among divorced or separated families satisfaction with the former partner is low.

* We assume that respondents are fully informed about the family situation. Social capital and related
dimensions are not individual but family characteristics. This could be a source of potential bias that
deserves to be study in a dedicated research.

4 The Appendix reports a detailed description of the social capital variables.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics of satisfaction with family life, socioeconomic characteristics and social
capital

Satisfaction with Likert scale

Unsatisfied (0-5) % Rather satisfied (6-7) % Fully satisfied (8-10) %

Decision taking rules 1.73 11.41 86.85
Partner relationship 1.87 6.89 91.24
Children relationship 1.25 7.08 91.67
Time with children 4.20 20.22 75.58

assume interpersonal ordinal comparability and adopt ordered latent response models. In
the case of single cross-sections, the authors report that the two econometric methods
should not matter for the results.

We study the relationship between family life satisfaction (subjective wellbeing),
socioeconomic status and social capital characteristics by estimating the following reduced
equation model using ordinary least squares

LS,:CI—FBX,-F'\{SC,—'—E, (1)

where LS; is the level of an individual’s satisfaction i in the four different dimensions of
family life, and o, P, y are parameters to be estimated. The vector X; refers to a set of
socioeconomic characteristics that may affect the dependent variable LS;. The vector X;
comprises variables at the individual and household level, such as age, gender, marital
status, education, presence of children by age groups, and quintiles of household equivalent
income. The vector SC; comprises variables related to the social capital of the household,
and ¢; is the latent error term capturing unobservable heterogeneity.

We estimate two types of regression models differing for the variables used as controls.
We first estimate a baseline model controlling only for socioeconomic variables and then a
model adding social capital characteristics of the family. In doing so, we can test the
explanatory power of social capital in explaining the four measures of satisfaction with
family life.’

The four dependent variables are coded as 0, when the individual is not satisfied, and 10,
when the individual is fully satisfied. Table 1 provides descriptive information on the
distributions of the life satisfaction indicators. The majority of respondents report being
fully satisfied with all four aspects of family life: 87 % of the respondents are fully satisfied
with the way family decisions are made, 91 % of the respondents are fully satisfied both
with the relationship with their partner and their children, while 75 % of the respondents
are fully satisfied with the time spent with their children. These figures are in line with
expectations because the sample is comprised of randomly selected households where the
proportion of families deprived under both material and relational dimensions is likely to
be negligible.

3 1t could be argued that given the ordinal nature of relational wellbeing responses, an ordered latent model
is more appropriate than an OLS regression. We tried both methods and have chosen to provide OLS results
because the findings are similar in spirit, magnitude and significance across both methods. For those
interested, generalized ordered logit regression results are available on the authors’ websites.

@ Springer



Social Capital and Material Wellbeing 895

Table 2 provides definitions and descriptive statistics of the socioeconomic variables
used in the empirical analysis.® We aggregate Italy in five macro-regions (North West,
North East, Centre, South and Islands) and whether the respondent lives in an urban area or
non-urban. We control for a wide number of respondent characteristics and household
attributes including age, gender, education, marital status, presence of children and number
of income earners. The average respondent is 49 years old and about 74 % of respondents
are female. In our sample 70 % of households are single-earner families where the
breadwinner is likelihood to be the husband. This may explain the overrepresentation of
female respondents. Marital status is grouped in married, unmarried, separated/divorced
and widowed. Because of the selection criteria, almost 4 fifths of respondents are married
and only a small percentage are unmarried or divorced, 8 and 6 % respectively.

We control for the presence of children using three dichotomous indicator variables
equal to one if there is at least one child aged 0-5 (child 0-5), if there is at least one child
aged 6-14 (child 6-14), and if there is at least one child 15-17 (child 15-17). The set of
socioeconomic variables also includes education of both the respondent and her/his partner
when present. Looking at Table 2, we note that there is not much variation between the
educational attainment pattern of the respondent and her/his partner. For instance, for many
respondents and their partners the highest level of schooling attended is high school, 42 and
32 % respectively. Whereas 14 % of respondents have completed university, the corre-
sponding proportion for partners is 10 %. In the empirical analysis, we control for
household equivalent income aggregated into quintiles.” Equivalent income is thus mod-
elled by five dichotomous indicator variables. The first quintile corresponds to an equiv-
alent monthly income between €185 and €649, the second quintile between €650 and €810,
the third quintile between €811 and €1,017, the fourth quintile between €1,018 and €1,287,
and the last quintile if the equivalent income is above €1,287. The reference category is
individuals who belong to the first (poorest) quintile of household equivalent income.

As discussed earlier, social capital characteristics are assessed using fourteen indicators
grouped into three classes: membership, trust and interactions with others. In our sample,
17 % of respondents are members of one or more associations, 3 % participate in voluntary
family activities, 20 % in social activities and 16 % have participated in neighbourhood
meetings over the last year (Table 3). Looking at the table, we see that on average
respondents have high levels of trust for her/his family members, but trust decreases both
for friends and for people in general.

Interactions with others are assessed using seven variables. We use variables tapping the
propensity to offer or receive help by family members or friends, and how much time the
respondent and her/his family spend together during breakfast and dealing with family
challenges. On average, respondents are moderately satisfied with their interactions with
others.® These interactions are characterised as bonding activities—they are largely within
group. Bridging activity crosses traditional groups and allows for interactions with people
outside the immediate circle of friends and relatives. We assess bridging activity through
questions on networks and by assessing ‘softer’ bridging activity such as information about

® We compute a variance inflation factor test for multicollinearity. There are no cases where the variance
inflation factor is larger than the conventional threshold of 4.

7 To calculate equivalent income, we adopt the OECD modified equivalence scale (Hagenaars et al. 1994).
This scale assigns a value of one to the household head, of 0.5 to each additional adult member and of 0.3 to
each child.

8 The set of variables grouped in trust and interactions with others are recorded using a Likert scale rating
from O (not satisfied) to 10 (fully satisfied).
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Table 2 Summary statistics of socioeconomic characteristics

Variable Definition Mean Std. dev.
North west = 1 if living in North west 0.256 0.436
North east = 1 if living in North east 0.184 0.387
Centre = 1 if living in Centre 0.195 0.397
South = 1 if living in South 0.246 0.431
Islands = 1 if living in Islands 0.119 0.324
Urban = 1 if living in urban area 0.423 0.494
Age Respondent’s age in years 49.113 12.036
Age squared Respondent’s age squared 2,556.881 1,266.485
Female = 1 if respondent is female 0.743 0.437
Married = 1 if respondent is married 0.783 0.412
Unmarried = 1 if respondent is not married 0.079 0.269
Divorced = 1 if respondent is separated or divorced 0.062 0.242
Widowed = 1 if respondent is widowed 0.076 0.265
Child 0-5 = 1 if there is at least one child aged 0-5 0.161 0.367
Child 6-14 = 1 if there is at least one child aged 6-14 0.350 0.477
Child 15-17 = 1 if there is at least one child aged 15-17 0.174 0.380
Respondent education
Elementary = 1 if elementary school certificate 0.115 0.319
Middle school = 1 if middle school certificate 0.333 0.471
High school = 1 if high school certificate 0.418 0.493
University 1 if university certificate 0.135 0.341
Partner education
Elementary = 1 if elementary school certificate 0.075 0.263
Middle school = 1 if middle school certificate 0.294 0.456
High school = 1 if high school certificate 0.323 0.468
University = 1 if university certificate 0.103 0.304
Missing = 1 if no partner 0.205 0.404
Double-earner family 1 if double earner family 0.305 0.461
Quintile of equivalent income
Ist = 1 first quintile 0.203 0.402
2nd = 1 if second quintile 0.216 0.412
3rd = 1 if third quintile 0.197 0.398
4th = 1 if fourth quintile 0.199 0.400
Sth = 1 if fifth quintile 0.185 0.388

Number of observations 1,955

participation to public petitions and charitable giving. Over the last year, 75 % of

respondents donated money and 18 % signed a public petition.

4 Results

We begin by estimating a baseline version of Eq. (1) without social capital and then turn to
models that include also social capital. Table 4 presents results from regressions assessing
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Table 3 Summary statistics of social capital variables

Variable Definition Mean  Std.
dev.
Membership
Membership = 1 if member of one or more associations 0.172  0.378
Family = 1 if participate to voluntary activities among families 0.029 0.167
voluntariness
Social activities = 1 if participate to social activities 0.196 0.397
Meetings = 1 if participate to neighbourhood meetings over the last year 0.163 0.370
Trust
Trust family Trust in family members—Likert scale 9.138 1.441
Trust friends Trust in friends—Likert scale 6.796 2.209
Generalized trust ~ People are trustworthy—Likert scale 5.842 1.856
Interactions with others
Mutual help Mutual help from friends—Likert scale 6.246  2.503
Family help Help from family members—Likert scale 7.086 3.442
Breakfast time Time spent with family members during breakfast—Likert scale 5.691 3.491
Talk time Time spent with family members to talk through problems Likert 6.988 2.247
scale
Daily task help Time spent for helping family members in their tasks—Likert 6.841 2.482
scale
Public petition = 1 if sign a public petition over the past year 0.185 0.389
Charity = 1 if donate some money over the last year 0.747 0.435

Likert scale indicates that the variable is measured using a scale ranging from 0, when respondents are not
satisfied, to 10, when respondents are fully satisfied

Number of observations 1,955

four aspects of satisfaction with family life—satisfaction with the way family decisions are
made, satisfaction with partner, satisfaction with children and satisfaction with time spent
with children—without controlling for social capital.’

 When estimated ‘satisfaction with partner relationship’ it could be argued that the variable ‘trust in family
members’ may be endogenous. We thus perform a control function analysis (Blundell and Robin 1999,
Wooldridge 2002) to test whether trust in family members is correlated with the error term. The selected
instrument for trust in family member is the variable “welfare” defined as “On a 0-10 scale, how do you
evaluate the support and subsidies that the State gives to the family?”.

For “welfare” to be a valid instrument it must be correlated with trust in family members and uncorrelated
with life satisfaction with partner relationship. This means that “welfare” predicts trust in family members
but does not affect satisfaction with the partner relationship other than through the trust in family members.
The perceived effectiveness of family welfare policies does not exert a significant effect on life satisfaction
with partner relationship. On the other hand, it is reasonable that in meeting daily needs there exists a trade-
off between the help of family members (and thus trusting them for these jobs) and services provided by the
private or public sector.

First-stage estimations are shown in Table Al and second-stage estimations in Table A2. Looking at
Table Al, we find that welfare is a strong determinant of trust in family member. As it is reasonable to
expect, as satisfaction with family welfare policies increases, trust in family members to meet daily needs
decreases. Looking at Table A2, 1;, the coefficient for the residuals obtained by the first-stage estimations, is
not statistically significant and so there is no evidence of endogeneity. This implies that OLS is the preferred
estimation method because is more efficient than instrumental variable regression.
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Table 4 Satisfaction with life and socioeconomic variables in italy

Life satisfaction with

Decision Partner Children Time with
taking rules relationship relationship children
Northeast—Ref. group “NW” —0.030 0.100 —0.148* —0.018
0.091 0.105 0.084 0.109
Centre —0.087 0.010 —0.109 —0.032
0.091 0.105 0.084 0.108
South —0.150* —0.136 —0.104 —0.062
0.087 0.101 0.076 0.103
Islands —0.071 0.189* 0.011 0.079
0.100 0.103 0.089 0.121
Urban 0.069 0.049 0.046 —0.056
0.060 0.067 0.058 0.074
Age —0.022 —0.041 —0.0430%* —0.0883***
0.018 0.025 0.019 0.025
Age squared 0.000 0.000 0.000313* 0.000786%**
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Female —0.030 —0.097 0.104 0.296%**
0.066 0.075 0.066 0.089
Unmarried —0.364* —0.206 —0.293
0.187 0.187 0.221
Divorced —0.058 —0.544%* —0.650*
0.216 0.252 0.340
Widowed —0.053 —0.320 —0.748**
0.253 0.272 0.346
Child 0-5 0.205%* 0.190%** 0.195%* 0.208*
0.093 0.095 0.085 0.122
Child 6-14 0.022 0.078 0.046 0.052
0.073 0.076 0.063 0.086
Child 15-17 0.061 0.037 0.039 0.212%*
0.078 0.082 0.068 0.090
Respondent education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary —0.124 —0.082 0.112 —0.131
0.172 0.213 0.137 0.183
Middle school —0.050 —0.006 —0.017 —0.143
0.119 0.147 0.110 0.143
High school —0.095 —0.017 0.020 —0.134
0.109 0.118 0.098 0.128
Partner education—Ref. group “Missing”
Elementary 0.008 —0.155 —0.273 —-0.511
0.239 0.206 0.266 0.344
Middle school 0.197 —0.017 —0.063 —0.455
0.204 0.142 0.249 0.320
High school 0.185 —-0.019 —0.102 —0.469
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Table 4 continued

Life satisfaction with

Decision Partner Children Time with
taking rules relationship relationship children
0.204 0.124 0.246 0.321
University 0.225 —0.100 —0.425
0.223 0.257 0.334
Double-earner family —0.153* —0.110 —0.112 —0.324%**
0.082 0.081 0.069 0.095
Quintile of equivalent income—Ref. group “Ist quintile”
2nd 0.095 —0.188* -0.117 —0.125
0.090 0.105 0.085 0.110
3rd 0.085 —0.116 —0.013 0.186
0.094 0.107 0.088 0.114
4th 0.043 —0.151 0.034 0.013
0.112 0.119 0.094 0.127
Sth —0.033 —0.332%%%* —0.170 —0.148
0.110 0.125 0.106 0.136
Number of observations 1,955 1,554 1,835 1,835
Adjusted R? 0.014 0.020 0.036 0.032

All regressions include a constant term. Robust standard errors in italics

* Denotes significance at p < 0.10, ** at p < 0.05, *** at p < 0.01

Overall the explanatory power of these models is not high with adjusted R* values of
between 0.014 and 0.036. However, the models do point to some interesting findings. As
can be seen, macro-region has no significant impact on any of the measures of satisfaction.
In line with previous research on the economics of happiness (see for example, Bartolini
et al. 2013) our estimates show the existence of a U-shaped relationship between age and
satisfaction with family life. This relationship has a significant impact for satisfaction with
relationship and time with children. As compared to males, female respondents display
greater satisfaction with time spent with children but gender does not play a role in our
other models. Marital status does impact satisfaction in a number of models. As compared
to being married, being unmarried is negatively correlated with satisfaction with family
decisions, though statistically significant at only 10 %. People who are divorced are less
satisfied with both the relations with children and time spent with them (coefficients of —
0.54 and —0.65 respectively). Those who are widowed are also less satisfied with time
spent with children (coefficient of —0.75).

As compared to having no young children in the home, having young children increases
satisfaction in all the models by about 0.20 points. However, having older children does not
have a significant impact on satisfaction in any of the models.

Socioeconomic indicators, usually relevant determinants of life satisfaction (Clark et al.
2008; Layard et al. 2012), do not have a strong impact on satisfaction with the family.
Level of schooling has no significant impact on satisfaction in any of our models. How-
ever, having two income earners (as compared to one or no earners) in the household
results in significantly lower levels of satisfaction with time spent with children (coefficient
of —0.32). In the same way, income does not appear to be a driver of satisfaction. The one
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Table 5 Satisfaction with life, socioeconomic variables and social capital in italy

Life satisfaction with

Decision Partner Children Time with
taking rules relationship relationship children
Northeast—Ref. group “NW” —0.022 0.109 —0.124 0.003
0.082 0.094 0.078 0.103
Centre —0.091 0.017 —0.092 0.005
0.083 0.097 0.082 0.104
South —0.104 —0.055 —0.058 —0.014
0.079 0.094 0.071 0.098
Islands —0.017 0.203%#* 0.048 0.109
0.091 0.094 0.084 0.113
Urban 0.063 0.030 0.038 —0.058
0.055 0.062 0.055 0.069
Age —0.011 —0.0572%* —0.0438** —0.0875%**
0.016 0.023 0.018 0.024
Age squared 0.000 0.000490%** 0.000335%** 0.000786%***
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Female —0.006 —0.069 0.1247%%* 0.320%#*
0.060 0.068 0.060 0.082
Unmarried —0.030 —0.019 —0.021
0.192 0.190 0.242
Divorced 0.267 —-0.279 —0.412
0.252 0.283 0.368
Widowed 0.150 —0.221 —0.569
0.251 0.291 0.365
Child 0-5 0.236%** 0.165%* 0.214%* 0.201%*
0.085 0.089 0.084 0.118
Child 6-14 0.009 0.027 0.051 0.032
0.068 0.073 0.063 0.085
Child 15-17 0.033 0.048 0.033 0.180%*
0.071 0.076 0.065 0.084
Respondent education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary —0.002 —0.053 0.166 —0.064
0.151 0.190 0.139 0.182
Middle school 0.008 —0.008 —0.003 —0.132
0.110 0.136 0.109 0.141
High school —0.095 —0.034 0.001 —0.147
0.099 0.109 0.096 0.126
Partner education—Ref. group “Missing”
Elementary 0.133 0.023 —0.175 —0.329
0.249 0.191 0.288 0.364
Middle school 0.273 0.091 —0.009 —0.342
0.225 0.127 0.278 0.341
High school 0.206 0.017 —0.092 —0.419
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Table 5 continued
Life satisfaction with
Decision Partner Children Time with
taking rules relationship relationship children
0.220 0.113 0.270 0.342
University 0.167 —0.156 —-0.414
0.233 0.279 0.343
Double-earner family —0.065 —0.030 —0.064 —0.246%**
0.072 0.075 0.066 0.090
Quintile of equivalent income—Ref. group “Ist quintile”
2nd 0.058 —0.223%%* —0.151* —0.151
0.081 0.097 0.078 0.103
3rd 0.029 —0.092 —0.049 0.156
0.085 0.100 0.083 0.110
4th 0.032 —0.152 0.022 0.013
0.097 0.110 0.090 0.120
Sth —0.077 —0.295%%* —0.196* —0.161
0.101 0.120 0.101 0.133
Membership —0.224%* —0.369%** —0.181%* —0.280%**
0.094 0.125 0.091 0.109
Family voluntariness 0.014 0.072 —0.011 0.314
0.176 0.211 0.155 0.210
Social activities 0.098 0.106 0.124 0.079
0.085 0.111 0.076 0.099
Meetings 0.069 0.141 —0.132 0.059
0.079 0.090 0.082 0.103
Trust family 0.307%#%%* 0.3897%#%* 0.246%** 0.219%#*
0.041 0.048 0.034 0.039
Trust friends 0.0724%%* 0.017 0.0290* 0.031
0.021 0.024 0.017 0.024
Generalized trust —0.005 0.033 0.0283* 0.027
0.017 0.021 0.016 0.021
Mutual help 0.0388%** 0.028 0.010 0.06917%#*
0.019 0.022 0.015 0.022
Family help —0.0306%** —0.012 —0.005 —0.005
0.009 0.010 0.008 0.012
Breakfast time 0.002 —0.0222* —0.015 0.008
0.011 0.012 0.010 0.013
Talk time 0.111%%* 0.0841%%* 0.05297%** 0.101 %
0.023 0.029 0.020 0.030
Daily task help —0.0535%** 0.003 —0.029 —0.028
0.020 0.024 0.018 0.028
Public petition —0.069 —0.064 0.052 —0.095
0.073 0.085 0.069 0.096
Charity 0.054 —0.033 0.112%* 0.047
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Table 5 continued

Life satisfaction with

Decision Partner Children Time with

taking rules relationship relationship children

0.065 0.073 0.061 0.081
Number of observations 1,955 1,554 1,835 1,835
Adjusted R? 0.204 0.192 0.152 0.137

All regressions include a constant term. Robust standard errors in italics
* Denotes significance at p < 0.10, ** at p < 0.05, *** at p < 0.01

exception is with satisfaction with spouse. As compared to being in the bottom income
quintile, being in the second or top income quintile results in a significantly lower level of
satisfaction with spouse (coefficients of —0.19 and —0.33 respectively).

There is an important distinction to keep in mind when comparing our outcomes with
the results of other happiness studies. Our life satisfaction questions are not overall
measures of the type “In general, how happy would you say you are? Or how satisfied are
you with your life as a whole?” Rather, they ask about the level of satisfaction specific to
the relational dimension of subjective wellbeing associated with intra-family interactions
within the couple and between parents and children. Because our indicators of subjective
wellbeing are confined to non-material aspects, it is not surprising to find that the wellbeing
derived from intra-family relationships does not depend on absolute incomes. Based on our
evidence, we may answer Easterlin’s question (1974) asking whether, at a point in time
within a society, the wealthy are on average happier than the poor by asserting that, for
Italian society, wealthy households are not happier than poor households in terms of
relational wellbeing.

Focusing on satisfaction with relationships between partners reveals that being very
poor, (that is in the lowest quintile of the income distribution), or being very rich does
significantly affect the partnership. Having too little or too much money is a relevant
determinant of the fragility of a couple. The policy implications of this fact are of course
different. While for households in poverty it may be a society’s responsibility to remove
such circumstances, this is not the case for rich households.

What we take from this initial model is that the standard human capital characteristics
such as education and income are not drivers of satisfaction with family. Indeed, with few
exceptions, human capital does not impact subjective wellbeing.

In order to test this further, models in Table 5 add characteristics associated with social
capital—membership in organizations, trust, and interactions with others. The first thing of
note is that adding these social capital characteristics greatly increases the explanatory
power of the models, which now range from an adjusted R* value of 0.137-0.204. In
particular, the explanatory power of the model concerning satisfaction with how decisions
are made increases almost eight fold (from 0.014 to 0.204).

The second finding of note is the fact that effects of the previously included variables
are remarkably stable. With few exceptions, the impact of demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics on our measures of satisfaction is the same in both magnitude and level of
significance. This combined with the increase in explanatory power of the models suggests
that social capital characteristics (trust, interaction and participation) have strong impacts
on subjective family wellbeing.
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Turning to the social capital variables, we see trust in family members has a strong
positive impact across all models (ranging from a coefficient of 0.22-0.39). As is to be
expected, trust in family members has the strongest impact on satisfaction with spouse.
Trust in friends and the ability to get help from friends have a small but significant effect
on satisfaction with the family (coefficient of 0.072 and 0.029 respectively) but do not
really impact satisfaction with spouse or how decisions are made. The ability to get help
from friends does have a positive impact on satisfaction with time spent with children
(coefficient of 0.069) suggesting that family members may be able to draw on support from
friends thereby increasing satisfaction with time spent with family.

The ability to get help from family members and time spent eating breakfast with family
members does not appear to have a substantive impact on subjective family wellbeing.
However ability to get help from within the family has a small (but significant) impact on
overall satisfaction. The ability to talk through problems does however have a significant
impact on all the measures of subject family wellbeing (ranging from 0.053 to 0.111) sug-
gesting that open communication is a pathway to familial wellbeing. Somewhat surprisingly,
help from family members outside the household is not a strong predictor of family wellbeing.

The preceding variables are often viewed as bonding characteristics—these character-
istics bring within group members closer together. We also tested five measures of social
capital related to membership and participation that are often seen as bridging (making
connections outside the group). With the exception of membership in an organization,
which is strongly negative across all variables, other bridging activity has no impact on
subjective family wellbeing. The impact of membership is however quite powerful
reducing for example overall satisfaction with the family by —0.22 points for every
increase in the scale. This suggests that membership in organizations, rather than adding a
dimension to family relations, is seen as taking time away from the family.

5 Conclusions

In this study we have assessed the impact of social capital and two forms of wellbeing
(material and relational) on subjective wellbeing within the family. A distinctive feature of
our study is the ability to separate out the impact of relational dimension from subjective
wellbeing associated with intra-family interactions.

Using this approach allows us to assess the impact of the material and non-material aspects
of wellbeing on subjective wellbeing and ask if within the family, at least, “Does money buy
happiness?” Based on our evidence, we may qualify the answer to Easterlin’s question (1974)
asking whether the wealthy are, in general, happier than the poor by asserting that, for the
Italian society, wealthier households are not happier than poor households as far as intra-
family relations are concerned. In the same way, higher levels of schooling do not buy
happiness—subjective wellbeing for more educated families are no higher than for families
with lower levels of schooling. This evidence may be partly explained by the fact that Italian
households are endowed with comparable stocks of human capital.

Income, on the other hand, is a relevant determinant of the fragility of the Italian couple.
But the effect is bimodal. Satisfaction with relationships between partners is significantly
worse for very poor or very rich households. The policy implications of this fact are of
course different. While for households in poverty it may be a society’s responsibility to
remove such circumstances, this may not be the case for rich households. The causes
behind the fragility of the very poor and very rich are likely different and should be
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analysed in a dedicated study if it is of social interest to undertake effective prevention
policies.

Finally, it appears that family wellbeing is all about bonding as compared to bridging
social capital. Interactions within the family (both nuclear and extended) are important for
wellbeing, but interactions outside the family do not appear to have an impact.

Our results are especially relevant if read through the lenses of the recent recession.
Economic crises not only contract the material dimension of wellbeing, but also may
critically weaken both the quality of relations and the strength of bridging and bonding
ties. In periods of economic recession, the private and public investment on social
capital may be a successful copying strategy because of the low economic costs
associated with the investment on proximity relations and reciprocity activities. On the
other hand, families that are more endowed with social capital may have higher
resiliency.

Acknowledgments We are especially thankful to Judith A. Moe. All errors and omissions are the sole
responsibility of the authors.

Appendix: Variable Description
Life Satisfaction Questions

Decision Taking Rules

How satisfied are you with the way decisions are taken in your family?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you are not satisfied and 10
that you are fully satisfied (Table Al). Amount of agreement: |__|__|

Partner Relationship

How satisfied are you with the relationship with your partner?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you are not satisfied and 10
that you are fully satisfied (Table A2). Amount of agreement: |__|_|

Children Relationship

How satisfied are you with the relationship with your children?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you are not satisfied and 10
that you are fully satisfied. Amount of agreement: |__|__|

Time with Children

How satisfied are you with the time that you and your children spend together?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you are not satisfied and 10
that you are fully satisfied. Amount of agreement: |__|__|
Social Capital Questions

Membership
Altogether, how many associations have you subscribed or are you an active member?
(To understand associations: social cooperatives, voluntary organisations, associa-

tions—social, family, sports—non-governmental organizations, trade unions, social
movements—religious or cultural—and political parties). Number of associations: |__|__|

@ Springer



Social Capital and Material Wellbeing 905

Volunteering
Do you participate in voluntary activities among families?”” (Yes/No)
Social Activities

Do you participate in:

Religious activities (Yes/No)

Volunteer activities in favour of needy people (Yes/No)
Political activities (Yes/No)

Artistic-cultural activities (Yes/No)

Sport activities (Yes/No)

Meetings

Have you participated in meetings to discuss about problems of your community over the
last year? (Yes/No)

Trust Family
How much do you trust the members of your family to meet daily needs?

To answer use a scale from O to 10, where O indicates that you never trust the members
of your family and 10 you always trust. Amount of agreement: |__|__|
Trust Friends
Generally, do you trust friends of your family?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where O indicates that you never trust friends of
your family and 10 that you always trust them. Amount of agreement: |__|__|
Generalized Trust
How much do you agree with the following statement? Most people are trustworthy.”

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you do not agree and 10 you
totally agree. Amount of agreement: |__|__|
Mutual Help
In case of need, how much do you rely on mutual help from friends of your family?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where O indicates that you never rely on help from
family friends and 10 you always rely on them. Amount of agreement: |__|__|
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Family Help

Recently, in case of serious need, how often have you been helped by the members of your
family?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicates that you have never been helped
and 10 you have always been helped. Amount of agreement: |__|__|

Breakfast Time

In the working week, how much time do you spend with your family during
breakfast?

To answer use a scale from 0 to 10, where O indicates that you do not have breakfast
with your family and 10 that you always have breakfast with them. Amount of agreement:

Talk Time

On average, how much time do members of your family spend to talk with the other
members about their personal problems?

To answer use a scale from O to 10, where O indicates that no time is allocated
to the activity and 10 that a lot of time is allocated to the activity. Amount of
agreement: |__|_|

Daily Task Help
On average, how much time do members of your family dedicate to the other members to
help them in carrying out their daily tasks?

To answer use a scale from O to 10, where O indicates that no time is dedicated
to the activity and 10 that a lot of time is allocated to the activity. Amount of
agreement: |__|_|
Public Petition
Have you signed a public petition over the last year? (Yes/No)

Charity

Have you given cash contribution for purposes of social solidarity or charities over the last
year? (Yes/No)
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Table A1 Control function ana-
lysis. First-stage estimation. Coef. Std. err. ¢ p>t
.]Zfﬁ;ldem variable: frust in Northeast—Ref. group “NW* —0.016 0.095  —0.170 0.865
Centre —0.036  0.092 —0.400 0.692
South —0.173  0.089 —1.940 0.053
Islands —0.100 0.094 —1.070 0.285
Urban 0.019 0.064 0.290 0.769
Age 0.042  0.028 1.500 0.133
Age squared 0.000  0.000 —1.720 0.086
Female —0.049 0.068 —0.720  0.469
Child 0-5 0.086 0.104 0.830 0.408
Child 6-14 0.130  0.079 1.650 0.098
Child 15-17 —0.087 0.086 —1.010 0.311
Respondent education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary 0.049 0.207 0.240 0.812
Middle school 0.035 0.117 0.300 0.767
High school 0.058 0.104 0.560 0.574
Partner education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary —0.255 0.164 —1.550 0.121
Middle school —0.231 0.118 —1.960 0.050
High school —0.103 0.104 —1.000 0.320
Double-earner family —0.121 0.081 —1.500 0.134
Quintile of equivalent income—Ref. group “Ist quintile”
2nd 0.044  0.096 0.460 0.649
3rd —0.105 0.112 —0.940 0.349
4th —0.102 0.126 —0.810 0.416
Sth —-0.179 0.130 —1.370  0.170
Membership —0.027 0.108 —0.250 0.803
Family voluntariness 0.066 0.169 0.390 0.697
Social activities 0.026 0.105 0.250 0.804
Meetings —0.083 0.095 —0.870 0.383
Trust friends 0.151 0.030 4.960 0.000
Generalized trust 0.008 0.022 0.350 0.727
Mutual help 0.008 0.023 0.360 0.723
Family help 0.058 0.011 5.400 0.000
Breakfast time —-0.017 0.012 —1.420 0.156
Number of observations 1,554. Talk time —0.016 0.032 —0.500 0.617
The regression includes a Daily task help —0.003 0.028 —0.110 0916
constant term. Welfare is the i .
instrumental variable for trust in  Fublic petition —0.058 0.082 —0.710 0.476
family. Standard errors are Charity 0.130 0.080 1.610 0.107
corrected for heteroskedasticity. Welfare —0.036 0.014 —2.640 0.008
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Table A2 Second-stage estima-

tion. Dependent variable: satis- Coeff.  Std.err. p>t
Jaction with partner relationship (oS Ref. group “NW”  0.102 0094 1.080 0279
Centre 0.003 0.097 0.030 0.979
South —0.142 0.111 —1.280 0.199
Islands 0.154  0.098 1.570  0.117
Urban 0.037 0.063 0.590 0.552
Age —0.033 0.028 —1.190 0.234
Age squared 0.000 0.000 0.840 0.401
Female —0.096 0.072 —1.330 0.184
Child 0-5 0.215 0.097 2.210 0.028
Child 6-14 0.095 0.083 1.140 0.254
Child 15-17 —0.001 0.082 —0.010 0.990
Respondent education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary —0.022 0.190 —0.110 0.910
Middle school 0.010 0.137 0.070  0.941
High school —0.001 0.111 —0.010 0.992
Partner education—Ref. group “University”
Elementary —0.110 0.228 —0.480 0.628
Middle school —0.025 0.158 —0.160 0.873
High school —0.035 0.123 —0.280 0.777
Double-earner family —0.090 0.084 —1.070 0.287
Quintile of equivalent income—Ref. group “Ist quintile”
2nd —0.203  0.097 —2.100 0.036
3rd —0.153 0.112 —1.360 0.173
4th —0.208 0.120 —1.740  0.083
Sth —0.390 0.140 —2.780 0.005
Membership —0.380 0.127 —3.000 0.003
Family voluntariness 0.103 0.212 0.490 0.627
Social activities 0.114 0.112 1.020 0.309
Meetings 0.102  0.094 1.080 0.281
Trust friends 0.093  0.057 1.620 0.105
Generalized trust 0.034 0.021 1.590 0.112
Mutual help 0.031 0.022 1.390 0.165
Family help 0.020 0.024 0.810 0.421
Breakfast time —-0.032 0.013 —2.420 0.016
Number of observations 1’554. Talk time 0.076  0.030 2.560 0.011
The regression includes a Daily task help 0.001 0.024 0.020 0.983
constant term. u; are the Public petition —0.095 0088  —1.080 0.281
predicted residuals obtained in .
the first-stage estimations of Charity 0.030 0.082 0.370  0.709
Table 6. Standard errors are Trust family —0.125 0.360 —0.350 0.728
corrected for heteroskedasticity. i; 0516 0.365 1.410 0.158

Adjusted-R? 0.193
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