The Modern Women’s Movement
Today’s women live vastly different lives than the woman of fifty years ago. Thanks to the international feminist movement, women, once limited to the domestic sphere, now go to college and graduate school, and pursue the same careers that men do. Advances in science and medicine have increased life expectancy for both men and women.  Infant and child mortality has dropped significantly.  Even technology, in the form of inventions like dishwashers and vacuum cleaners, has conspired to liberate women.
In general, the hard statistics reflect this progress—female labor force participation, income, and educational attainment have increased rapidly. In 1970, only 8% of American women 25-and-older had completed four years of college or more; in 2008, 29% of women had done so.  In fact, in many developed countries women obtain more education than men.  Fifty-six percent of college applicants in the U.K. were female in 2007.  When today’s policymakers talk about correcting the “attainment gap” in higher education, they’re concerned with encouraging men to go to university!
Women today also face a much friendlier workplace than previous generations did. Most developed countries forbid gender-based hiring and pay discrimination, and the male-female wage gap continues to narrow.  Governments have caught up with the women’s movement - all European Union countries offer guaranteed, paid maternity leave.  In a number of developed countries, mothers who return to work early can now transfer unused parental leave to fathers, allowing couples to more equally share parenting duties.
On the home front, the birth control pill has given women discreet control over their bodies and their futures, and fertility rates in much of the world reflect this.  The total fertility rate (defined as the average number of births per women) in the U.K. decreased from 2.69 in 1960 to 1.9 in 2007.
Women in Brazil, which plays host to a particularly well-organized women’s movement, have experienced similar trends.  In 1960, the fertility rate in Brazil was 6.15; it was 1.9 in 2007.  Although Brazil has few female politicians and women struggle to reach the top levels of corporations, Brazilian women have made enormous strides with respect to income and education.  In the late 1980’s, Brazilian men made 300% more per hour than Brazilian women – today that gap is closer to 30%. At 87%, female literacy (only 73% in 1980) is actually higher than male literacy.  As in Europe, Brazilian women now outnumber Brazilian men in many levels of school enrollment.
Are Women Happier Today?
These statistics, however, mask a troubling fact: While women’s status relative to men has certainly improved in much of the world, their self-reported well-being has not. In the United States, for example, women have become both less happy in absolute terms and relative to men.  American women in 1970 were more likely than men to describe themselves as “very happy,” but that gap began to disappear in the 1980’s. The same is true for reported unhappiness.  In the 1970’s, men and women were equally as likely to describe themselves as “not too happy” --  women are now more likely to do so.   
There’s even evidence that the happiness gap in America begins before adulthood.   American twelfth-grade girls self-report as slightly less happy than they did in 1976, while today’s male twelfth graders report they are more happy than their forebears.
We found a similar trend in Europe.  In most European countries, both men and women are happier today than they were in the 1970’s.  However, women’s well-being relative to men has declined.  In the 1970’s, European women reported higher life satisfaction than men; today they report slightly lower life satisfaction than men.
The happiness data for Brazil echo the data in Europe.  Both women and men have become happier in Brazil in recent years, however Brazilian women are less happy today than Brazilian men.  
It seems that, across the developed world, from a self-reported well-being perspective, the primary beneficiaries of the women’s movement have been men!
What Explains the Happiness Gap?
What is driving this emerging gender happiness gap?  We turned to the United States, which has the most extensive data on subjective well-being, to address that question.  
The second half of the 20th century brought changes beyond those inspired by the women’s movement, like changes in family structure, and rising inequality.  It’s certainly possible that one (or many) of these other trends may explain the decline in relative female well-being.  All of these trends affect different demographic groups in different ways, so examining reported well-being in different groups may shed some light on the puzzle.

For example, if changes in marriage are driving the happiness gap, married and unmarried women should exhibit different well-being trends.  In fact, they don’t.  Both married and unmarried women have experienced similar declines in reported well-being.
Is the women’s movement somehow responsible for the declines in relative female well-being?  Perhaps going to work or university every day is actually making women miserable?  If that were the case, we would expect different trends in well-being for women who work in the home, rather than the market.  But the trends are similar for these two groups.  We also observe similar trends across education groups.
Another commonly offered explanation for the decline in women’s relative well-being is the “second shift” hypothesis, coined by Arlie Hochschild in 1989: While women have increasingly taken on jobs outside the home, they also continue to be primarily responsible for childcare and domestic duties.  The International Labour Organization writes that “It is still women who do a disproportionate share of the work around the home. Women are working harder than ever, and many are now working a ‘second shift.’”
But our data run contrary to this seemingly plausible hypothesis.  Both women with children and those without (who are presumably less vulnerable to the “second shift” problem) exhibited similar declines in relative well-being.  The same is true for single parents compared to married parents, and for both employed and non-employed parents.
The most striking, and disturbing, fact about declining relative female well-being in the United States is that it cuts ruthlessly across varied demographic groups.  Women of different ages, income levels, education levels and marital status have all simply become less happy relative to equivalent men.
Since the happiness gap can’t be explained by demographic factors, perhaps it’s due to the declining satisfaction of women with certain life domains (job, finances, and marriage).  For example, if marital happiness has decreased more for women than men since the 1970’s, the differential may explain part of the happiness gap.

Despite significant changes in women’s labor force participation, changing job satisfaction does not explain the decline in relative female well-being.  Regardless of whether women work outside the home, they express similar job satisfaction compared to both historical job satisfaction and male job satisfaction.
Marital satisfaction also does little to explain the gap.  Women are generally less happy than men with their marriages, but both men and women have become less happy on the marriage front since the 1970’s.
There is one domain where women have had a different experience than men.  Relative to men, women have become less satisfied with their family’s financial situation.  In the early 1970’s, women were as happy as men with their family’s financial situation.  Today, women are substantially less satisfied with their household financial situation.  If women are more risk-averse than men, financial anxiety may affect women’s well-being particularly negatively.
Surveys of twelfth-graders offer some unique insights into the changing nature of female happiness.  Twelfth grade girls are attaching importance to a higher number of life domains.  Reflecting the advancements of the women’s movement, factors like “being successful in my line of work,” “being able to find steady work,” “making a contribution to society,” and “being a leader in my community” have become important to more twelfth-grade girls.  Importantly, other factors haven’t become less important.  Young women have simply added more demands to their lives, a change that has resulted in a familiar refrain: twelfth grade girls report increasing time pressures as they attempt to juggle their many commitments.

The experience of twelfth-grade girls offers another possible explanation for the decline in relative female well-being.  If women today are assessing their happiness across many different factors (work, marriage, home, children), as compared to only a few in the 1970’s, it’s more likely that they will feel they are failing in at least some domains.

The feminist movement may have also changed reported well-being in ways that are ultimately good for women.  Perhaps what’s changed isn’t well-being, but rather reported well-being.  Women may be more comfortable admitting unhappiness today than they were in the 1970s.  According to this narrative, the problem isn’t what has happened to women’s actual experienced happiness, but rather the problem is that the data don’t reflect the actual improvements that have occurred in women’s lives.  

Women today may also expect more for themselves, and may require more to be satisfied.  In the 1970’s, women evaluating their well-being likely compared themselves only to other women, whereas today’s women have a different reference group – one that includes men.  If that’s the case, then the women’s movement has succeeded in one of its most important goals – enabling women to believe they’re capable of the same things men are.

Perhaps, more than anything, our research has showed that women’s well-being is simply complicated.  Women today consider a variety of factors when determining their overall life satisfaction.  Achieving and aggregating happiness across all those different domains may be more difficult than it was when women focused their efforts more narrowly.
