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Abstract

There is extensive literature on the relationship between having children and life
satisfaction. Although parenthood can provide meaningfulness in life, parenting
may increase obligations and decrease leisure time, reducing life satisfaction. In
the Netherlands, parental leave is a part-time work arrangement that allows parents
with young children to reconcile better work and family commitments. Using panel
data from the Dutch Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS),
we estimated with fixed-effects models the impact of the part-time parental leave
scheme in the Netherlands on the life satisfaction of parents with young children.
We find that the legal framework of Dutch parental leave offering job-protected
leave and fiscal benefits are conducive to parents’ life satisfaction. Our findings
hold using different model specifications. Additionally, we did not find evidence
for existing reverse causality and that shorter and more elaborate parental leave
schemes are more beneficial for life satisfaction.
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Introduction

Does having children increase our life satisfaction? While many parents would
not openly admit that having children does not bring happiness, the reality is more
nuanced. While some parents derive joy and a sense of meaningfulness from raising
children, the experience of parenting also includes negative emotions such as frustra-
tion, worry, and boredom (Senior, 2014). The prevailing belief that children inher-
ently bring happiness may be a focusing illusion, leading us to focus on the positive
aspects, such as cute and happy moments, while overlooking potential well-being
costs (Powdthavee, 2009).

Research by Hansen (2012) and Pollmann-Schult (2014) indicates that parent-
ing does entail some well-being costs. These costs encompass psychological effects
like increased risk of depression (Evenson & Simon, 2005), impacts on marital rela-
tionships such as declining satisfaction (Twenge et al., 2003) and increased marital
conflict (Shapiro et al., 2000), financial burdens (Stanca, 2012), and role conflicts
between work and family domains (Tausig & Fenwick, 2001). Becoming a parent can
lead to increased time constraints and family obligations, which can result in a reduc-
tion of life satisfaction. Hochschild (1997) describes this phenomenon as a growing
‘time bind,* where individuals perceive an imbalance between their work and fam-
ily responsibilities. Those experiencing a ‘time bind’ feel that both work and family
demand significant time, but they struggle to control and balance these demands,
ultimately leading to a decrease in their subjective well-being.

Perhaps not surprisingly, studies have found ambiguous evidence regarding the
relationship between having children and subjective well-being. A meta-analysis by
Luhmann et al. (2012) even indicates a slight negative association between child-
birth and parents’ life satisfaction, which seems to be primarily driven by decreased
relationship quality. In this regard, Gilbert (2006) shows that marital satisfaction
decreases immediately after childbirth and only rises again after the child leaves the
home. If children contribute to happiness, it predominantly seems to be the case in
the longer run in that grandparenthood has been positively associated with subjective
well-being (Arpino et al., 2018; Sheppard & Monden, 2019). Indeed, during grand-
parenthood people can experience the joys and pleasures of children without neces-
sarily bearing the long-term responsibilities associated with raising them.

At the same time, the association between having children and subjective well-
being is heterogeneous and can vary depending on factors such as age, marital status,
children’s educational level, and income levels. For example, Angeles (2010) finds
that marriage moderates the relationship between having children and life satisfac-
tion, where married people are better off. Cetre et al. (2016) conducted a study in
which they show that having children is positively correlated with subjective well-
being in developed countries and for people who only become parents at a later age
and have a higher income. More recently, Chen et al. (2021) obtained that the rela-
tionship between having a child and subjective well-being in China depends on the
educational achievement of the child.

Apart from individual circumstances, the institutional context and policies in place
to support young families can moderate the relationship between having children
and subjective well-being. The generosity of family policies such as childcare subsi-
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dies and (paid) parental leave can also decrease the well-being differences between
parents and non-parents (Glass et al., 2016). In this regard, there have been sev-
eral studies conducted on the link between parental leave and subjective well-being
(Avendano, 2015; Heisig, 2023 for a review of the literature). All of these studies
suggest that parental leave has a positive impact on parents’ subjective well-being.
Research conducted in England, Australia, the United States, and Switzerland con-
sistently demonstrate that parents who take parental leave report higher levels of
subjective well-being compared to those who do not. Furthermore, among mothers,
those who take longer parental leave report higher levels of subjective well-being
than those who take shorter leaves.

Along these lines, parents in countries with more generous parental leave poli-
cies experience higher levels of subjective well-being compared to parents in coun-
tries with less generous policies (Pollmann-Schult, 2018). However, as indicated by
Maeder (2014) not all parental leave policies are conducive to (long-term) subjective
well-being, especially by negatively affecting their labor market participation if they
are designed in such a way as to perpetuate gender stereotypes and gender inequali-
ties. For example, policies that do not provide for paid parental leave may discourage
women from returning to work after the birth of their child. Conversely, parental
leave policies can have positive effects on women’s participation in the labor market
if they are designed in such a way as to encourage a better reconciliation of work and
family life. Most notably, policies that offer paid and flexible parental leave can make
it easier for women to return to work after the birth of their child. Hence, Maeder’s
article highlights the importance of designing parental leave policies that encourage
a better work-life balance.

Part-Time Parental Leave in the Netherlands

In this article, we focus on the effect of (part-time) parental leave policy in the Nether-
lands. In the Netherlands, the law on maternity leave was amended in 2008 (European
Commission, 2023). Prior to this date, mothers were entitled to 16 weeks maternity
leave, of which 6 weeks were compulsory after birth. From 2008, the maternity leave
was increased to 16 compulsory weeks, plus 10 optional weeks. In 2013, the law was
amended again to allow mothers to take up to 6 weeks maternity leave before the
birth of their child’s birth. In addition, fathers are also entitled to two days’ paternity
leave which can be taken within four weeks of the child’s birth. In the Netherlands,
the law on paternity leave was amended in 2009. Prior to this date, fathers were not
entitled to paternity leave but could take unpaid parental leave.

After maternity and paternity leave, employees have the possibility to take paren-
tal leave (ouderschapsverlof in Dutch). Parental leave is a legal arrangement that is
intended to give parents the opportunity to temporarily work less to take care of their
children. Each parent is entitled to a parental leave equivalent to 26 times his or her
weekly working hours for his or her child up to the age of 8. The child must live at the
same address as the parent, and the parent must provide permanent care for the child.
Although an employee cannot be fired for taking parental leave, a parent is legally
not entitled to continued payment of wages during parental leave. Yet, fiscal incen-
tives exist to encourage parents to take a break and, in some sectors, (depending on
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collective labor agreements) employers continue to pay wages. Although employees
can decide to take a short full-time leave, most parental leaves in the Netherlands are
longer part-time leaves, where parents typically reduce their working time by 0.5 to
2 days.

Comparing the Dutch system with other welfare systems in Europe, the Nether-
lands normally falls into the category of social-democratic regimes (Esping-Ander-
son, 1990), characterized by strong social protection and wealth redistribution. By
flexible, mostly part-time, parental leave, the Netherlands aims to support families
and encourage a better work-life balance. At the same time, compared to other West-
European countries, Dutch parental leave policies are rather cumbersome (Plantenga
& Remery, 2009). In a cross-national comparison of parental leave policies, Wall and
Escubedo (2012) highlight that parental leave policies in the Netherlands resemble
more those in the United Kingdom and Ireland, two countries characterized by a
rather liberal welfare regime (Boll et al., 2014). Indeed, compared to other European
countries, Dutch parental leave is relatively short and less well-paid. For example,
in Sweden parents are entitled to 16 months of paid parental leave, while in Ger-
many parents are entitled to receive a minimum of 60% of their salary during the
initial 14 months of parental leave — see the overview by Wall and Escubedo (2012)
for an elaborate comparison. Plantenga and Remery (2009) primarily attribute the
limited Dutch parental leave scheme to the Dutch working-time regime, which is
characterized by relatively short full-time working hours and a significant number of
people working part-time.! Consequently, there has been limited public pressure for
the implementation of extended leave policies.’

In sum, parenthood involves family responsibilities and time constraints, which in
turn can result in more work-family conflict (Tausig and Fenwick, 2001), which in
turn can negatively affect the life satisfaction of parents (Amstad et al., 2011; Green-
haus et al., 2003). At the same time, greater family involvement is associated with
higher levels of well-being. One way to mitigate the adverse effects of parenting on
parents’ life satisfaction could be to offer specific working time arrangements for par-
ents. The Dutch parental leave scheme serves as an example of such an arrangement
as it allows parents with a young child to take parental leave by working part-time
instead of full-time. Although this leave is often unpaid in the private sector, there
are fiscal incentives to encourage parents to take advantage of it. Hence, the parental
leave scheme can help parents to better balance their family and work life, potentially
leading to improved life satisfaction.

In this article, we examine the relationship between parental leave and life satis-
faction in the Netherlands. Our study contributes to the literature in several ways.

! In the Netherlands, part-time working is a widespread working practice, with around 50% of employees
working part-time. This practice is encouraged by the Dutch government, which considers that part-time
work can help balance work and private life, particularly for parents who wish to spend more time with
their children.

2 In this regard, research (analyzing the relationship between part-time work and workers’ subjective well-
being (e.g., Rudolf, 2014; Shao, 2022; Golden & Wienstuers, 2006; Booth & Van Ours, 2009; Valente &
Berry, 2016), suggests that part-time workers have a higher level of subjective well-being than full-time
workers, particularly among women and workers with children. Part-time workers may benefit from a bet-
ter work-life balance, which may contribute to a higher level of subjective well-being.
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First, few studies have addressed the relationship between parental leave schemes and
subjective well-being. Second, we do not only gauge whether parents take parental
leave, but examine how different parental leave schemes (e.g., paid versus unpaid and
short-term versus long-term leave) differentially affect life satisfaction. We explore
the existence of adaptation effects by studying how the parental leave program’s
length, intensity, and how the payment scheme moderates the effect between parental
leave and life satisfaction. Third, we analyzed the relationship between parental leave
and life satisfaction in the case of the Netherlands, where we were, as we know, the
first ones to study this relationship for this country.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. We focus on the data and methodol-
ogy in Section 2. Descriptive statistics and an empirical analysis of the relationship
between parental leave and life satisfaction are provided in Section 3, while robust-
ness tests are presented in Section 4. Section 5 discusses and concludes.

Data and Methodology
Data

Our research was conducted using data from the Dutch Longitudinal Internet Studies
for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel administered by CentERdata (see for details:
www.lissdata.nl). The panel is based on a true probability sample of households
selected from the population register by Statistics Netherlands.

In the LISS survey, individuals provide information on several aspects of their
lives, including their life satisfaction, parental leave, and socio-demographic details’.
Our analysis was based on an unbalanced common sample* of 16,496 observations
and 4,890 individuals who were observed during the period from 2008 to 2019°.
Please note that to ensure data consistency, we excluded the years 2014 and 2015
from our analysis. The reason for this exclusion is that the life satisfaction question
was asked six months after the question on parental leave, potentially introducing
a temporal bias in our results®. We also chose to exclude the years 2020, 2021, and
2022 from our study as they were the years during which the COVID pandemic
occurred. This exogenous shock could have potentially biased our estimations.

3 The panel used in our study was extracted from the LISS database and incorporates data from four panels
of the core study: “Personality Questionnaire, LISS Core Study”, “Family and Household Questionnaire,
LISS Core Study”, “Health Questionnaire, LISS Core Study”, “Work and Schooling Questionnaire, LISS

Core Study”.

4 The definitions of the relevant variables used in the main models can be found in Tables A 1. in Appdiex
A.

3 Our common sample was based on observations of the last column of our baseline estimation.

® Note: The presence of observations in 2014 and 2015 may introduce bias in our results, as individuals
who responded to the life satisfaction question may no longer be on parental leave during those years.
Additionally, it should be noted that the personality questionnaire, which includes the question on life
satisfaction, was not conducted in 2016. As a result, we are unable to include data from that specific year
in our analysis. More generally, we ensured that the question on life satisfaction was always asked a few
months before the questions of interest for our study.
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Variables
Dependent Variable: Life Satisfaction

Our main indicator for subjective well-being is based on the question, “How satis-
fied are you with the life you lead at the moment?* The respondents were asked to
use a scale from zero to ten, ranging from “not at all satisfied” (0) to “completely
satisfied. (10)” The life satisfaction question offers the advantage of prompting the
respondent to focus on an overall evaluation of their life rather than on current feel-
ings or specific psychosomatic symptoms and is a more cognitive measure of subjec-
tive well-being. Previous studies by Veenhoven (2000) and Frey and Stutzer (2002)
have demonstrated that life satisfaction is closely related to several other measures
of overall happiness.

Independent Variable: Parental Leave

To analyze the impact of parental leave on subjective well-being, we created a cat-
egorical variable reflecting four possible individual situations:

Reference category (0): The individual does not have any children younger than
eight years old. (11,614 obs)

Category (1): The individual has young children but has not reduced his or her
working hours at the moment (2,856 obs)

Category (2): The individual has young children and has reduced his or her work-
ing hours but is not making use of the parental leave scheme. (1,614 obs)

Category (3): The individual has young children and has reduced their working
hours through the parental leave scheme. (412 obs)

Please note that in our taxonomy we decided to focus on parents with a child
under the age of eight because parents could choose to take their parental leave
until their child reached the age of eight. Yet, most young parents in the Netherlands
(about 75%, SCP (2006)) take up parental leave when their child is younger than
four. Furthermore, we created an additional category that covers individuals who
chose to reduce their working hours outside the legal framework of parental leave.
This allowed us to observe whether the benefits of the legal parental leave, such as
employment protection, access to tax benefits, and advantageous savings accounts’,
played a role in explaining the life satisfaction of parents.

Control Variables

In our analysis, we incorporated various control variables that could potentially affect
the relationship between parental leave and life satisfaction. These variables include
age, living environment, health, education level of the respondent, marital status,
primary occupation, net monthly income categories in Euros, and year in which the

7 In the Netherlands the legal framework of parental leave offered job-protected leave, the legal obliga-
tion for an employer to accept rescheduling a parent’s work arrangement, the possibility to use the LCSS,
access to a fiscal benefit, and in some cases, financial support.
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survey was taken. An overview of all the variables utilized in our analyses can be
found in Appendix A.

Econometric Model

We analyze the relationship between parental leave and life satisfaction using the fol-
lowing regression specification:

LS, =py+p, YoungNoReducWT,+p,YoungWorkLess,,+ 3 YoungPL,,+ p.X,+a;+¢;

where i (i=1, 2, ..., n) refers to individuals, ¢ (t=1, 2, ..., T) stands for years, and
LS,, is the self-reported life satisfaction of an individual on a scale from zero to ten.
B, is the constant, Y YoungNoReducWT,, is individuals who has a child younger than
eight and no reduction of working time, YoungWorkLess;, denotes the individuals
having a young child and working less outside parental leave scheme, YoungPL,, des-
ignates the individuals on parental leave, and X, represents the vector of covariates
that may be correlated to both parental leave and life satisfaction such as work hours
categories (Booth and Van Ours, 2013) and having a child younger than four years
old®.). o; represents individual-specific time-invariant effects, such as personality,
and g, is the error term.

We conduct a linear fixed-effects regression to examine the variation in life satis-
faction within individuals over time. An advantage of this analysis is that it controls
for unobserved time-invariant variables, such as people’s gender, baseline happiness
and personality traits, by differencing them away. As we use “having no young child”
as the reference category in our baseline model, the estimated coefficient for parental
leave can be interpreted as the change in life satisfaction associated with transitioning
from not having a child under the age of eight to having a child under the age of eight
and being on parental leave.

Please note that the literature on subjective well-being (SWB) it has often been
discussed whether a variable like life satisfaction should be treated as cardinal or
ordinal. In this regard, Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) found that the treat-
ment of life satisfaction as ordinal or cardinal in econometric estimations does not
significantly impact conclusions, particularly when the scale has many points. As it is
easier to interpret coefficients using a general linear regression, we make use of linear
fixed effects models. In addition, we utilized ordered fixed-effects logit regressions
(Baetschmann et al., 2020) in a sensitivity analysis.

8 Booth and Van Ours (2008) control for child age categories; as our variable young child is a dummy, we
could not control for each young child age category; otherwise we would have colinearity issues. So, we
only controled for having a one year old child, because parents of a newborn child or newly adopted child
are entitled to paternity and maternity leave.
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Empirical Results
Descriptive Statistics

The life satisfaction distributions of individuals with a child under eight and those
without in the Netherlands are presented in Fig. 1. The majority of respondents report
life satisfaction levels between six and nine, which is consistent with findings in the
literature and Dutch life satisfaction averages (Veenhoven et al., 2021). Moreover,
the distribution of life satisfaction between these two groups appears to be similar
and Table 1 shows then also no differences in life satisfaction between people having
a young child and not having a young child. However, individuals who took parental
leave demonstrated higher average life satisfaction compared to those who did not.
Parents who are not on a parental leave score an average of a 7.6, while parents on a
parental leave give their life an average of a 7.8 (see also Fig. 2). The gap between
parents with young children that are on parental leave and those is slightly higher for
women than for men. At the same time, there are no differences between parents of
young children who reduced their working hours outside parental leave and those
who did not.

Table 2 presents the socio-demographic characteristics for (1) parents with young
children on parental leave, (2) parents with young children that reduced their working
hours outside the parental leave scheme and (3) parents with young children not on
parental leave. The first column describes the characteristics of individuals who are
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0 2 4 6 8 10

Life satisfaction

II:I Not having young child [ Having young child

Fig. 1 Well-being and Having a Young Child
Descriptive statistics are based on our common sample from LISS panel data (2008-2019)
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Table 1 Life Satisfaction having a Young Child, Taking Parental Leave and Working Less in the Nether-
lands; Averages and Number of Observations

Men Women Average
a. Young child
No Young child 7.6 (5451) 7.6 (6,163) 7.6 (11,614)
Young child 7.6 (2,435) 7.7 (2,447) 7.6 (4,882)
b. Young Child and Reduction of Working Time
No reduction of working time 7.5 (2,036) 7.6 (820) 7.6 (2,856)
Reduction of working time outside parental leave 7.6 (243) 7.7 (1,371) 7.7 (l1,614)
Parental leave 7.7 (156) 7.8 (256) 7.8 (412)

The average life satisfaction of sample a is based on our common sample from LISS panel data, which
includes observations from 2008 to 2019. This sample consists of 16,496 observations and represents
4,890 unique individuals. The average life satisfaction of sample b is based on a sub-sample of
individuals who have children under eight years old. This sub-sample includes 4,882 observations and
represents 2,032 unique individuals. Number of observations in each subsample in parentheses.

20 30 40

Share (%)

10
1

o T T T Ir_‘_1‘:-'7'|:.'7
< 6

0 2 8 10

Life satisfaction

||:I Not on parental leave [l On parental leave

Fig.2 Well-being of Parents and Parental Leave
Descriptive statistics are based on our common sample from LISS panel data (2008-2019)

on parental leave. Individuals on parental leave are predominantly women around the
age of 36, with a partner, a high level of education, and children younger than four
years old. In total, 270 individuals are observed to take parental leave. Moreover, it
can be noted that the average net monthly income of individuals on parental leave is
higher than that of individuals with young children who do not take parental leave.
In the second column of Table 2, the characteristics of individuals who have young
children and choose to reduce their working hours outside the parental leave scheme
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Table 2 Descriptive Statistics of Parental Work less No

People Having Young Children Leave outside reduction

and (1) Not Reducing Their PL

Working Time or (2) Takin

Parenta;gLeave or((3)) Work}igng Gender (%)

Less Outside Parental Leave Men 38 15 71

Scheme Women 62 85 29
Average Age 36 36 38
Partner (%)
Single 4 8 10
(Un)married co-habitation 96 92 90
Education level (%)
Primary school 0 1 1
Secondary education 9 16 20
Vocational education 68 65 64
University 23 15 12
Other 0 3 3
Age of the youngest child (%)
Less than four years old 74 45 42
More than three years old 26 55 58
Average net monthly income 1,926 1,326 1,971
(euro)
Average contractual working 33 24 35

L. o hours

Descriptive statistics are based -\, yor of observations 412 1614 2856

on our common sample from

LISS panel data (2008-2019) Number of individuals 270 851 1,365

is presented. These parents exhibit slightly different characteristics compared to those
who take parental leave. Specifically, they tend to have a lower level of education,
take care of a child older than three years old, and work fewer hours on average. The
third column of Table 2 illustrates the distribution of parents who do not reduce their
working time. A higher proportion of these parents are single compared to individuals
who take parental leave.

Table 3 provides the characteristics those who have taken parental leave within our
sample. The majority of individuals in our sample take parental leave for less than
two years and continue to work at least two days per week. Only a small proportion
of our sample (6%) completely stops working during their parental leave. A majority
of individuals are not paid during parental leave, and it is observed that parental leave
is more often paid for individuals working in the public sector than for those working
in the private sector.

Baseline Estimates

The results of our linear fixed effects estimations are presented in Table 4°. We used
cluster-robust standard errors at the individual level in our models. Turning to the
main results, we found that individuals who transitioned from not having young chil-
dren to having one and being on parental leave experienced an average increase of

% Full estimates can be found in the Appendix Table B1.
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Table 3 Characteristics of % of Number
Parental Leave Parental ~ Observa-
Leaves tions
Parental leave duration
1 month — 12 months 11 43
13 months — 18 months 38 154
19 months —24 months 21 85
25 months —36 months 12 47
More than three years 18 72
Number of working days per week
during leave
Full time Leave 6 23
Descriptive statistics are based One day work 4 15
on our common sample from Two days work 13 54
i‘lf}? pgnel data (210031_2019)' Three days work 24 97
n the given sample, there are
412 observations of individuals Ff)ur days work 44 181
on parental leave. However, Five days work 9 38
not all participants provided Public VS Private Sector
information regarding the Public 54 220
starting date and end of their Private 46 189
parental leave, the number of Paid Leave
hours of leave per week, for K
parental leave is limited to Paid le':ave 40 69
the period from 2017 to 2019. No paid leave 60 103
Therefore, for each variable Paid Leave and Sector
mentioned, we have slightly Public sector and paid leave 32 55
few.er than 412 observatlons Public sector and no paid leave 21 36
available due to incomplete . .
. Private sector and paid leave 8 14
data provided by some . )
individuals. Private sector and no paid leave 39 67

0.2 points in life satisfaction. We observed that this coefficient remained relatively
stable even with the addition of various control variables. At the same time, those
who transitioned from not having a young child to (1) having one but did not reduce
their working hours and to (2) having one and reducing their working hours outside
the legal framework of parental leave did not experience a significant change in life
satisfaction.

To assess whether the estimated coefficients in the group of individuals on paren-
tal leave were significantly different from those of individuals with young children
who were not on parental leave, we conducted Wald tests. The Wald tests revealed
a significant difference in estimated coefficients between the two groups. This result
confirms the parental leave fraemwokr, which includes job-protected leave, the legal
obligation for an employer to accept rescheduling a parent’s work arrangement,
access to a fiscal benefit, and, in some cases, financial support, enhances parents’ nnn.
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Table 4 Summary Baseline (1) (2) (3)
Model - Parameter Estimates - .
. Young child and no reduction of 0.04 -0.00 -0.01
Effects of Parental leave on Life working hours (5,) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
satisfaction in the Netherlands i . i . ) ) )
Young child and reduction of 0.13%*%*  0.08 0.07
working hours outside PL (5,) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Young child and on PL (;) 0.26%%*  0.21%%*  (.20%**
(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Robust standard errors in No young child Ref Ref. Ref.
parentheses; *** p<0.01, Wald tests
** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Ref. = p-value (f,=45) 0.00%**  0.00***  0.00%**
reference category. Column p-value (8,=4;) 0.02%*  0.02**  0.02%%*
(1) includes only a control for Control variables
the years. Column (2) includes Individual fixed effects v v v
controls for age and place of )
residence of the individual. Year dummies v v v
Column (3) encompasses the Age and location of residence v v
full set of control variables, controls
including health, education Other socio-demographic control 4
level, partnership status, variables
working hourfs,hpr}rr;aryd | R-squared within 0.01 0.01 0.02
occupation of the individual, Observations 16,496 16,496 16,496
having a child under the age of o
Individuals 4,890 4,890 4,890

three, and income.

Robustness Tests

In the first part, we perform various sensitivity analyses to confirm the robustness of
our results. First, we use an alternative indicator for subjective well-being. Next, we
re-estimate our specification using an ordered logit fixed effects model and re-run our
baseline specification excluding and including specific panel waves. Moreover, we
conduct a separate analysis on the sub-sample of individuals having children under
four years old. In the second part, we examine the issue of reverse causality and
estimate the impact of lagged life satisfaction on the actual decision to take parental
leave.

Sensitivity Analyses

First, we replaced the dependent variable, life satisfaction, with a happiness variable,
which can be considered an alternative measure of subjective well-being (Veenhoven,
2000). Specifically, respondents were asked: “On the whole, how happy would you
say you are? 0 means totally unhappy, while 10 means totally happy”. Estimation
results are presented in Table 5 and show that when replacing life satisfaction with
the happiness variable, our main conclusion remain unchanged in that we observe a
positive and significant association between parental leave and happiness.

Second, we examined whether using an alternative estimator changes our find-
ings. The results using an ordered logit fixed effects model are displayed in Table 6.
The first two specifications yield similar results to those found using the linear fixed
effects model, where the third specification — including all covariates — the parental
leave coefficient becomes insignificant. Further analyses reveal that income plays a
mediating role in the relationship between parental leave and subjective well-being,
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Table 5 Sensitivity analysis - 1) Q) 3)
Parameter Estimates Effects of

Parental leave on Happiness Young child and no reduction of 0.07 0.01 0.01
v PP working hours () (0.04)  (0.04)  (0.04)

Young child and reduction of 0.17**%*  0.09* 0.09%*
working hours outside PL (5,) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Young child and on PL (j;) 0.31%%%  (.23%%* (. 23%%*

Robust standard _ (0.06)  (0.06)  (0.06)

obust standard errors in .

parentheses; *** p<0.01, No young child Ref Ref. Ref.

** < 0.05, * p<0.1; Ref. Wald tests

= reference category. p-value (f,=45) 0.00%**  0.00%**  (.00%**

PL=Parental Leave. Column p-value (8,=4;) 0.03*%*  (0.03**  (0.03%*

(1) includes only a control for
the years. Column (2) includes

Control variables

Individual fixed effects v v v
controls for age and place of )
residence of the individual. Year dummies v v v
Column (3) encompasses the Age and location of residence v v
full set of control variables, controls
including health, education Other socio-demographic control v
level, partnership status, variables
working hourfs,hpr}rr;aryd | R-squared within 0.01 0.01 0.02
oceupation of the Individual, 0 ations 16388 16388 16,388
having a child under the age of

Individuals 4,882 4,882 4,882

three, and income.

explaining part of the link between parental leave and subjective well-being. Given
that this was the only insignificant effect we encountered, we stand with the conclu-
sion that parental leave is conducive to life satisfaction.

Next, we examined whether our results are sensitive to the exclusion and/or inclu-
sion of specific panel waves. In the first column of Table 7, we excluded the year
2008 from our study because the legislation on parental leave has been modified in
2009. Specifically, the legal duration of parental leave was extended. This modifica-
tion does not change our main result. In the estimation presented in the second col-
umn, we included the years 2014 and 2015 to increase the sample size. Initially, we
had excluded these years because the questions about parental leave were asked six
months before the question about life satisfaction. As a result, there was a significant
level of uncertainty regarding whether the respondents were on parental leave or not
at the time they answered the life satisfaction question. Finally, in the third column,
we add the COVID years to our model to extend our sample size. Once again, we
observe that our main result remains unchanged in both cases.

Reverse Causality

Using the linear fixed effects model, we removed omitted fixed variable bias due
to individual-specific unobserved heterogeneity related to both parental leave and
life satisfaction. This phenomenon means that fixed individual characteristics, such
as personality, may influence the choice to take parental leave and life satisfaction
simultaneously. However, the linear fixed effects model does not consider possible
reverse causality. In other words, it does not address the situation where an indi-
vidual’s life satisfaction may have influenced the decision to take parental leave.
For instance, an individual whose life satisfaction is high may be more open to new
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Table 6 Sensitivity analysis -
Parameter Estimates Effects of
Parental leave on Life Satisfac-
tion - Ordered Logit Fixed
Effects

Robust standard errors in
parentheses; *** p<0.01,
**p<0.05, * p<0.1; Ref.
=reference category.
PL=Parental Leave. Column
(1) includes only a control for
the years. Column (2) includes
controls for age and place of
residence of the individual.
Column (3) encompasses the
full set of control variables,
including health, education
level, partnership status,
working hours, primary
occupation of the individual,
having a child under the age of
three, and income.

Table 7 Sensitivity analysis
— Addition and Exclusion of
Certain Years

Robust standard errors in
parentheses; *** p<0.01,

** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Ref.
=reference category.
PL=Parental Leave. Compared
to the baseline, Column

(1) excludes the year 2008,
Column (2) also includes
the years 2014 and 2015, and
Column (3) also includes the
years 2020-2022.
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Young child and no reduction of
working hours (4)

Young child and reduction of work-

ing hours outside PL (5,)
Young child and on PL (45)

No young child

Wald tests

p-value (8,=f;)
p-value (8,=f;)
Control variables
Individual fixed effects
Year dummies

Age and location of residence
controls

Other socio-demographic control
variables

Observations
Individuals

-0.06 -0.06 -
(0.06) (0.07) 0.17**
(0.07)
0.13* 0.10 -0.02
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
0.28** 0.25%* 0.06
(0.11) (0.12) (0.13)
Ref Ref. Ref.
0.00***  0.01***  0.06*

0.19 0.17 0.54

4 v v
v v v
v v
v
16,496 16,496 16,496
4,890 4,890 4,890

@M @ (€)

Young child and no reduction of
working hours (4;)

Young child and reduction of work-

ing hours outside PL (4,)
Young child and on PL (4;)

No young child

Wald tests

p-value (8,=f)
p-value (8,=5;)
Control variables
Individual fixed effects
Year dummies

Age and location of residence
controls

Other socio-demographic control
variables

R-squared within
Observations
Individuals

0.00 -0.04 -0.05
(0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
0.05 0.05 0.01
(0.06) (0.05) (0.04)
0.20** 0.13** 0.12%*
(0.07) (0.06) (0.06)
Ref Ref. Ref.
0.00***  0.01***  (0.06*
0.19 0.17 0.54
v v v

v v v

v v v

v v v

0.02 0.02 0.02
13,925 20,019 24,748
4,318 5,144 5,987
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experiences (Fredrickson, 2001) and take parental leave to enjoy quality time with
his or her firstborn. Conversely, a person going through a depressive episode after the
birth of a child may be more disposed to spend more time at work.

To examine whether or not reverse causality is an issue, we examined changes
in life satisfaction over time and whether they are associated the decision to take
parental leave. Specifically, we estimated a linear fixed effects model in which the
dependent variable was the decision to take a parental leave or not, with independent
variables life satisfaction in earlier periods and the same covariates as before. If a
change life satisfaction predicts the probability of going on parental leave later, we
could (potentially) have a reverse causality issue.

In our estimations, we used three different lags for life satisfaction to allow for
effects that take shape quickly or more slowly. The relevant parameter estimates of
lagged life satisfaction are presented in Table 8. Estimations a, b and ¢ indicated that
a positive shock to the life satisfaction of an individual does not increase his or her
probability of taking parental leave one, two, or three years later. Rows d to f show
that after controlling for covariates, past life satisfaction does not influence the choice
to take parental leave. Hence, we concluded that reverse causality from life satisfac-
tion to future choice to take parental leave was not an issue (see also Chen and Van
Ours, 2018; Schepen & Burger, 2022).

Table 8 Effects of Subjective Estimation Coef-  Observations R- Individu-
Well-being on the Choice to ficient squared als
Take Parental Leave; Fixed Ef- (SE) within

fects Estimation Full sample, excluding control variables

a. Life 0.00* 10,765 0.01 3,701

satisfaction,_;  (0.00)

b. Life -0.00 8,199 0.01 3,032
satisfaction,_,  (0.00)

c. Life -0.00 6,410 0.01 2,523
satisfaction,_;  (0.00)

Full sample, including control variables

d. Life 0.00 9,544 0.02 3,303
satisfaction,_;  (0.00)

e. Life -0.00%* 7,284 0.02 2,723
satisfaction,_,  (0.00)

f. Life -0.00 5,698 0.02 2,270
satisfaction,_;  (0.00)

Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, *

p<0.1.

Fixed-effects models; based on our common sample from LISS
panel data (2008-2019) Estimates of sample a, b, ¢ include dummy
variables for year of survey and constant term.

Estimates of sample d, e, f additionally include a set of covariates

described in the statistical method section.
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Heterogeneity Analysis

In this section, we analyze how the life satisfaction of different parental sub-groups is
associated with parental leave in the Netherlands. First, we examine how differences
in leave schemes may shape the relationship. Second, we explore the influence of
socio-demographic characteristics on the estimated impact of parental leave on life
satisfaction.

Variation in Parental Leave Scheme

In the Netherlands, people can choose whether they want to use all parental leave
days in a short period of time by taking a full-time leave or spread parental leave days
over a longer period. Table 9 shows that that in particular shorter leaves and leaves
that involve less than three days work seem to be most conducive to life satisfaction.
One possible explanation for this finding is that individuals that still work three or
four days find it more difficult to combine work and household tasks. This finding is
interesting in the light that most parental leave is part-time leave. In addition, Adema
et al. (2015) find that across European countries, negative wages and slower career
opportunity progression largely follow longer periods of leave from work, e.g. one
or two years or more. Consequently, when the parental leave arrangement us spread
over an extended period, it may have generate adverse work outcomes for career pro-
gression and wages that offset the work-life balance benefits of taking parental leave.
However, these interpretations remained speculative, and further research would be
needed to better understand the reasons behind these findings.

In our study, we were also able to include information about the remuneration of
parental leave from the “work and schooling” survey of the LISS panel data, starting
from 2017. Our analysis shows that both paid parental leave (b=0.24, p<0.05) and
unpaid parental leave (b=0.14, p<0.10) reported significantly higher life satisfaction
compared to those who chose not to reduce their working hours when they had a child
under the age of eight. The Wald test did, however, not show a statistically signifi-
cant difference between the coefficients for paid and unpaid parental leave. Likewise,
we did not find any difference between parents on part-time leave in the public and
private sector, despite the former offers more continued payment of wages. We con-
ducted some additional robustness checks using socio-demographic variables such
as gender and income. We found that parental leave seems to be more conducive to
women and people with higher incomes. At the same time, there were very limited
men in our sample and future research is necessary to further examine the gender gap.

Concluding Remarks

In this article, we investigated the relationship between parental leave and life satis-
faction. We showed that although having a young child has no significant effect on
life satisfaction, life satisfaction is significantly higher among parents with a young
child who are on a parental leave scheme. Our findings suggest that a parental leave
scheme reduces parents’ perceived ‘time bind’ and increases their subjective well-
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Table9 Heterogeneity Panel a. Length of Parental Leave (Ref: No young
Analysis — Effect of Differential child)
if;:‘g:tllstZi;Z:ihgﬁzz o e Young child and not on PL (;) 0.02 (0.04)
Estimation Less than one year leave () 0.20 (0.14)
Between one and one and a half year leave (;) 0.24
(0.09)***
Between one and a half and two years leave (4,) 0.29
(011
Between two and three years leave (;5) 0.03 (0.14)
More than 3 years leave () 0.07 (0.10)
Wald tests 0.67
p-value (85=5,)
p-value (f,=/;) 0.00%**
p-value (f,=p,) 0.01%**
Control variables v
Year dummies v
Fixed effect v
Socio-demographic variables 0.02
R-squared within
Observations 16,485
Individuals 4,890
Panel b. Working Days per Week During Paren-
tal Leave (Ref: No young child)
Young child and not on PL (7) 0.02 (0.04)
Full-time leave (45) 0.53
(0.15)**
Between one and two days work () 0.28
(0.13)**
Three days work (4,,) 0.11 (0.11)
Four days work or more (4/,) 0.14 (0.08)*
Wald tests 0.20
p-value (B3=F,)
p-value (fs=p,)) 0.02%*
p-value (f9=p,,) 0.20
p-value (f,=p;) 0.00%**
p-value (f,=0,) 0.03%*
Robust standard errors in p-value (8,=p,) 0.33
parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p-value (8,=5,,) 0.08*
p<0.05, * p<0.1. PL=Parental .
Leave. The estimates presented Control varllables v
in each panel are based on our Y'ear dummies v
common sample (2008-2019). lee.d effect . . v
L Socio-demographic variables 0.01
Each estimation includes all R- d withi
control variables of the final squared within
Observations 16,485

baseline estimation.

being. At the same time, a reduction of working time to take care of children outside
the Dutch parental leave scheme does not affect life satisfaction, indicating that the
legal framework of parental leave offering job-protected leave, the legal obligation
for an employer to accept rescheduling a parents’ work arrangement, the possibility
to use support services, access to a fiscal benefit, and in some case, financial sup-
port is crucial to enhance parents life satisfaction when taking a temporary leave of
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absence in the form of parental leave to take care of their children. We performed sev-
eral sensitivity analyses and showed that our findings hold using different estimation
strategies and alternative definitions of the dependent variable. Additionally, we did
not find evidence of existing reverse causality. The heterogeneity analysis revealed
that short, full-time parental leave schemes are significantly more conducive to life
satisfaction than extended ones.

Our results may have some implications for public policy. The use of parental
leave should be promoted and encouraged by governments. The recent European
directive on work-life balance for parents’ careers can, in this regard, help to promote
paid parental leave supported by national laws. More generally, Additionally, policy-
makers should consider implementing family-friendly policies that provide financial
safeguards to address work-life imbalances that may arise from being a young parent.

Our study has some limitations that should be addressed in future research. First,
we our analysis is restricted to the Netherlands, which may question external validity.
The results we have found may not be generalized to other countries. In this regard,
cultural specificities and legislation on birth-related leave and childcare systems may
moderate the effect of parental leave on life satisfaction. At the same time, paternal
leave policies in the Netherlands are rather cumbersome, suggesting that in other
European countries with a more elaborate parental scheme the effects on life satisfac-
tion might even be stronger. Second, we dealt with reverse causality by estimating the
impact of parental leave on past life satisfaction However, we can only really resolve
this issue with a good instrumental variable or natural experiment. An experimental
analysis needs to be undertaken to identify the causal impact of parental leave on life
satisfaction. Third, a more detailed heterogeneity analysis is needed to find out what
works for whom under which circumstances. Preferably, it should be examined how
different lifestyles shape the relationship between parental leave and life satisfaction.
For instance, family and career-oriented individuals may experience parental leave
differently. Such a study would require a larger subsample for people on parental
leave. Finally, we assumed that parental leave reduces work-life imbalances and so
induces higher life satisfaction, however, we lacked the information needed to under-
take a mediation analysis. These relationships should be further examined in future
research.
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Appendix A: Definitions and Description of Variables

Table A1 Variables Definitions

Variable

Definition

Life satisfaction

Happiness

Young child

No reduction of
working hours
Reduction of work-
ing hours

Parental leave

Parental leave
Duration

Working days per

week during paren-
tal leave

Paid parental leave
Public

Gender

Education

Age

Living environment

Health

Maritial status

Log personal net
income
Working hours

Primary occupation

Income

Year

Score on question “How satisfied are you
with the life you lead at the moment?* (zero
to ten).

Score on question “On the whole, how happy
would you say you are?* (zero - totally
unhappy - to ten - totally happy).

Dummy variable if children younger than
eight.

Dummy variable if reduction of contractual
working hours.

Dummy variable if reduction of working
hours outside parental leave scheme.
Dummy variable if currently on parental
leave.

Categorical variable representing the time
since the person started their parental leave at
the time of responding to the questionnaire.
Categorical variable based on the difference
between contractual working hours and the
number of parental leave hours per week.
Dummy variable if parental leave is paid.

0 “Work in public sector” 1 “Work in private
sector”

0 “Male” 1 “Female”

Categorical variable representing the highest
level of education achieved. Based on LISS
classification.

Age of the respondent.

Urban character of place of residence (one to
five). Based on LISS classification.

Dummy variable if suffer from any kind of
chronic disease.

0 “Co-habitation without children 1 “Co-
habitation with children” 2 “Single with
children” 3 “Other”.

Log of net monthly individual income in
euros.

Categorical variable representing the number
of contractual working hours.

Categorical variable describing the current
primary occupation of the individual.
Categorical variable representing net month-
ly income in euros per income categories.
Based on LISS classification.

Year dummies for years from 2008 to 2019,
excluding year 2014, 2015 and 2016.
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Appendix B: Parameter Estimates Baseline model

Table B1 Parameter Estimates Effects of Parental Leave on Life Satisfaction in the Netherlands
(1) Life satisfaction (2) Life satisfaction (3) Life

satisfaction
Individual situation (Ref: No young child) 0.044 -0.004 -0.008
Young child and no reduction of working (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
hours
Young child and reduction of working 0.134*** (0.05) 0.076 0.071
hours outside PL (0.05) (0.05)
Young child and on PL 0.264*** 0.208*** 0.202%%*
(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Age -0.123%*** -0.113%**
(0.03) (0.03)
Age squared 0.001#** 0.001%**
(0.00) (0.00)
Urban 0.011 0.011
(0.02) (0.02)
Suffer from a chronic disease -0.083** (0.04)
No information on medical condition -0.053* (0.03)
Education (Ref: Primary school) 0.348
Intermediate secondary education (0.38)
Higher secondary education 0.482
(0.41)
Intermediate vocational education 0.465
(0.37)
Higher vocational education 0.392
(0.37)
University 0.272
(0.41)
Other 0.308
(0.34)
Not yet completed any education 0.440
(0.37)
Not yet started any education 0.322
(0.38)
Marital status (Ref: Single) 0.125
Co-habitation without children (0.14)
Co-habitation with children 0.108
(0.13)
Single with children -0.062 (0.12)
Other -0.169 (0.34)
Working hours (Ref: 36-40 h) 0—12 h 0.002
(0.08)
12-35h -0.002 (0.05)
More than 40 h -0.118 (0.09)
Missing (Work hours) 0.130
(0.08)
Primary Occupation (Ref: Paid -0.193 (0.21)
employment)

Work in family business
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Table B1 Parameter Estimates Effects of Parental Leave on Life Satisfaction in the Netherlands
(1) Life satisfaction (2) Life satisfaction (3) Life

satisfaction
Autonomous professional 0.041

(0.11)
Job seeker -0.084

(0.15)
First time job seeker -0.507

(0.36)
Exempted from job seeking 1.184%*** (0.15)
Studying -0.035

(0.38)
House keeping 0.096

(0.10)
Early retirement 0.223*

(0.12)
Work disability -1.033*** (0.37)
Unpaid work 0.834*** (0.06)
Voluntary work 0.411**

(0.18)
Other -0.022

0.24)
Child under four 0.005

(0.04)
Income (Ref: No income) 500€ or less 0.359%*

(0.14)
501-1000€ 0.307**

(0.15)
1001-1500€ 0.349%*

(0.15)
1501-2000€ 0.436*** (0.15)
2001-2500€ 0.469*** (0.16)
2501-3000€ 0.510*** (0.16)
3001-3500€ 0.592%** (0.17)
3501-4000€ 0.622*** (0.17)
4001-4500€ 0.528%** (0.20)
4501-5000€ 0.598%** (0.22)
5001-7500€ 0.727*%* (0.20)
More than 7500€ 0.680%*

(0.31)
I really don’t know 0.398*

(0.20)
I prefer not to say 0.680*** (0.23)
Year Dummies YES YES YES
Number of Observations 16,496 16,496 16,496
Number of Individuals 4,890 4,890 4,890
R-squared within 0.01 0.01 0.02

Robust standard errors in parentheses - *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Estimation based on our common sample from LISS panel data (2008—2013 and 2017-2019)
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