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Abstract
In the context of recent emergence of a huge research and policy inter- est in the determinants of happiness, this paper
analyses the role of women's political empowerment on the citizen's subjective well-being from a global perspective.
After discussing some transmission channels through which this relationship can be ascertained in the light of attendant
literature, we estimate a cross-sectional model consisting of 144 countries. Overall the findings reveal that women's
political empowerment promotes subjective well-being. The established nexus withstands various robustness tests.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, women empowerment has become a central element of development

policy. From 2005, it became fundamental in the United Nations’ Millennium Develop-

ment Goals (MDGs)1 and from a contemporary standpoint, is an integral part of each

of the 17 objectives pertaining to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that the world

leaders adopted in 2015 for 2030, and which constitute a roadmap for progress towards

long term development that leaves no one behind (UN, 2018). However, efforts are still

needed to achieve these objectives, particularly at the political level. Indeed, women are

largely underrepresented in the parliaments of most countries of the world and at the

administrative and political levels of government. According to the 2019 United Nations

Women Report (UN-Women, 2019), there is in average only 5.2 % of women heads of

government (i.e. 10/193 states considered), 19.7 % women speakers of parliament (i.e.

55/279) and 28.2 % of women deputy speakers of parliament (i.e. 180/638). Furthermore,

out of 1412 portfolios in 188 countries, there are on average 109 portfolios in social affairs

held by Women Ministers against only 5 portfolios in parliamentary affairs. This low

trend in women’s participation in parliament is particularly pronounced in the Pacific,

Middle East and North Africa, and Asia sub-regions.

Yet increasing women’s participation in leadership and decision making has proven

to be good for economic and social development around the world. Studies found that

women political empowerment (WPE) reduces infant mortality (Caldwell and Caldwell,

1993; Kumar and Prakash, 2017), domestic violence (Schuler et al., 2018), early marriage

of young girls (Delprato et al., 2015; Solanke, 2015), poverty (Mayoux, 2001; Chant,

2016) and improves children’s education (Hatlebakk and Gurung, 2016), economic growth

(Duflo, 2012) and life satisfaction (Bjørnskov et al., 2007; York and Bell, 2014).

This paper, which follows this literature on the social implications of empowering

women, attempts to investigate the impact of WPE on subjective well-being. Our main

hypothesis is that, having a significant number of women in positions of power will result

in policy output that could more attuned to the interests of human social well-being

concern.

The interest of this study can be seen at least on three levels. First, this study discuss

on the basis of theoretical and empirical lessons, the channels through which this plausible

relationship could pass. In this respect, we argue that the empowerment of women glob-

ally improve the living conditions of households by increasing their income and reducing

poverty; the well-being of children through their health and education; and the well-being

of girls by limiting early marriage as well as violence against women. Second it contributes

1Achieving gender equality is a “prerequisite” to achieving the MDGs, including eliminating poverty,
reducing infant mortality, achieving universal education, and eliminating the gender gap in education
(UN, 2005).



to the existing literature on the challenges of promoting the empowerment of women in

our societies by providing empirical evidence at the macro level of the impact this could

have on the population’s well-being. To this end, results have shown that women’s rep-

resentation in parliament has a significant effect on subjective well-being. Third, on a

purely social level, addressing issues of women’s empowerment and gender inequalities is

important for the simple reason that, as international organizations recognize, everyone

has the right to the same opportunities and opportunities.

After this introduction, the article is organized as follows: section 2 discusses the

transmission channels, section 3 presents the methodology and the data, section 4 analyses

the empirical results and section 5 concludes.

2 How women’s political empowerment affects well-being

?

Without claiming to be exhaustive, we discuss three main transmission channels whose

foundations are found in the economic literature. These are children well-being (educa-

tion and health), the women/girls well-being (domestic violence and early marriage) and

overall household well-being (poverty and income per capita).

2.1 The channel of children well-being

Even if the trend seems to improve over time, the target of international organizations for

the well-being of children is far from being reached. Regarding child health conditions, an

average of 15,000 children under the age of 5 die every day (UNICEF, 2019). As for chil-

dren’s education, around 263 billion children, adolescents and young people worldwide are

out of school (UNESCO, 2018). These deplorable statistics are prompting more scientists

to take an interest in the factors that should be of interest to policy makers to reverse

this trend. Among other factors, the WPE seems to be unanimous among researchers.

Indeed, a large body of studies suggest an association between women’s empowerment

and better health, nutrition, and educational outcomes of children. It is recognised that

maternal and child health care outcomes can improve significantly when the wife is the

main decision-maker (Kumar and Prakash, 2017; Homan, 2017). Furthermore, improving

women parity with men in state legislatures would significantly reduce age of child out

of school (Beaman et al., 2012; Hatlebakk and Gurung, 2016). These arguments are to

some extent corroborated by figure 1.

In this figure, we observe a negative correlation between WPE and child mortality,

and a positive correlation between WPE and child education. This analysis, although

purely descriptive, strongly suggests that when women are politically empowered to exert



their voice and influence, they may tend to take some measures or regulations concerning

nutrition, hygiene and treatment of illnesses, which in turn may contribute to improving

children well-being. Otherwise, low child mortality allows women to have time flexibility

and thus be more productive, which improves the overall well-being of society. In addition,

well-educated children lighten the burden on parents, because early on they cease to be a

burden on their families, but rather on providers.

Figure 1: Correlation between WPE and child mortality and child education

2.2 The channel of girls/women well-being

In addition to the positive effect on the education and health of children, the WPE also

reduces certain practices against the well-being of women such as early marriage and

domestic violence. Although the legal age of marriage is defined as 18 years in most

countries, the practice of child marriage remains widespread. 20 % girls worldwide is

married or in union before the age of 18. In developing countries, the statistics are

even larger: 40 % of girls are married before the age of 18 and 12 % before the age

of 15 (UNFPA, 2019). Much more, according to UN-Women (2019), up to 70 % of

women have experienced physical and/or sexual violence from an intimate partner during

their lifetime. These practices are some obstacles to the achievement of the objectives of

development and it has a negative health consequences for victims, especially with respect

to the reproductive health of women and the physical, emotional, and mental health of

their children (Solanke, 2015; Schuler et al., 2018). Since the measures to combat these

practices often require specific legislation, resolute commitments on the part of policy

makers it is undeniable that women have an important role to play. Increasing women’s

political participation and leadership are vital mechanisms that support women to realize



their human rights. We can also observe in figure 2 a negative correlation between WPE

and early marriage of the girl, as well as WPE and violence against women.

Figure 2: Correlation between WPE and early marriage and violence against

women

This can be explained by the fact that early marriage limits the possibilities for a

woman’s self-fulfillment, who works for a man or a family. In correlation with the children

who arise, this practice can only diminish the political empowerment of women, who

cannot have the time necessary to continue their studies and get involved in the political

life of their country. Furthermore, reducing violence against women is another channel

to encourage the women empowerment around the world. An abused woman experiences

poor health and has a limited ability to make decisions. She is politically excluded, which

reduces her well-being and that of society as a whole.

2.3 The channel of household well-being

The benefits of WPE go beyond improving the living conditions of children and girls. They

also have a positive impact on household economic conditions. In the literature of growth

theory (e.g. Galor and Weil (1993)) and economic history (e.g. Geddes and Lueck (2002)),

improvements in the status of women are presented as effects of the onset of sustained

growth in per capita income. Evidence shown that when women have more control over

the household budget, there is a larger impact on family’s income and resources (Duflo,

2012; Doepke et al., 2012; Langer et al., 2015). As Duflo (2012) shown, there is a positive

correlation between women’s rights and the per capita GDP in terms of a cost benefit

calculus. Economic pressure and household expenses are forcing them to break away their

traditional roles of housewives into wage earners.



Figure 3: Correlation between WPE and poverty and income per capita

This stylized fact is statistically observed in figure 3 which highlights a negative cor-

relation between WPE and poverty and a positive correlation with per capita income.

From this point of view, the integration of women into the production circuit generates

additional income which facilitates access for families to basic needs. As a result, the

political empowerment of women presents itself as a factor in reducing poverty, but also

as a factor in creating wealth.

3 Women’s political empowerment and subjective well-

being: empirical evidence

The empirical strategy used in this paper is a cross-sectional model based on global sample

of 144 countries2. Its follow previous work of Lv and Yang (2018) in the case of panel

data on the impact of women political empowerment on female labor participation rates.

The following equation is specified:

SWBi = γWPEi +Xiβ + di + εi (1)

Where εi is the residual term, di is the regional dummies, and i specifies the country.

The dependent variable SWBi is s the average level of subjective wellbeing of the

population of country i. This measure is approximated by the life ladder index, one

2The complete list of countries as well as the sources of all the variables used are presented in the
appendix.



of the most used measures in the literature of happiness (Ram, 2017; Njangang, 2019;

Mignamissi and Malah, 2020). This index come from the World Database of Happiness

(2017)3 which ranks 156 countries, measured as the level of happiness perception of their

citizens. It is obtained by inviting respondents to think of their lives as a ladder, with

the worst possible life for them as 0, and the best possible life as 10.

The independent variable of interest WPEi is the women political empowerment in-

dex, defined as a process of increasing capacity for women, leading to greater choice,

agency, and participation in societal decision-making. This index is among the most

comprehensive measures of women’s empowerment available4. The data come from the

Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset Version 10 which spanning from 1789 for 202

countries.

The vector X gathers the control variables represented by the potential determinants

of subjective well-being as suggested by the literature5. This includes GDP per capital

as proxy of the economic development, inflation rate, unemployment rate, population

growth, life expectancy at birth as proxy of health and the human capital index as a proxy

of education. According to Easterlin (2001); Frey et al. (2018), people with higher income

unambiguously consider themselves to be more satisfied with their lives than persons with

low income. Di Tella et al. (2001); Frey and Stutzer (2002) show that people appear to

be happier when inflation and unemployment are low. Chen (2012) show that education

leads to a better quality of life, which results from relatively higher income and stable job

status. Helliwell et al. (2018) found that countries with higher healthy life expectancy at

birth have also been documented to be associated with higher level of happiness.

Based on a cross-sectional perspective6, the results are obtained with the ordinary

least square (OLS) estimator with heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors and with

a full set of regional dummies. We also introduce into the regression control variables in

order to limit the bias of omitted variables.

Table 1 reports the main characteristics of the variables. The study of the first two

moments show that the subjective wellbeing and women’s political empowerment index are

relatively less dispersed with regard to their proportionality between standard deviation

and mean value. Which means in average that these index are relatively grouped around

their average (5.33 and 0.60 respectively). Regarding the control variables, GDP per

capita, health conditions (life expectancy at birth) are relatively stable, while inflation

3The primary source for this database comes from Gallup World Poll surveys which ask the respondents
in each country to rate their happiness (subjective well-being) on a 0–10 scale.

4See Sundström et al. (2017); Coppedge et al. (2019) for the methodology of construction of this index.
5See Mignamissi and Malah (2020) for a selective review of the literature on the determinants of

happiness.
6Noted that since the data on the index of subjective well-being is available in cross section, all the

variables have also been transcribed into cross-sectional data, this by calculating for each variable the
average over the entire available period.



rate is relatively volatile. Concerning the collinearity diagnostic, it appears that regressors

in the model are free from collinearity, as the variance inflation factor is less than 10

and/or the tolerance value is greater than 0.1. Similarly, the correlation matrix indicates

a positive link between women’s political empowerment index and wellbeing as well as

health and GDP per capita. But unemployment and inflation are negatively correlated

with SWB in the sample.

Table 1: Summary statistics

4 Results and discussions

4.1 Preliminary evidence

Table 2 presents the results of the estimation of the effect of WPE on subjective wellbeing.

For all the different specifications, we find a positive and statistically significant effect of

the WPE index on life ladder index. This result validates our basic hypothesis and confirm

previous works of Bjørnskov et al. (2007); York and Bell (2014) who show a positive

correlation between WPE and levels of life satisfaction. The measurement of subjective

well-being being global (i.e. including that of men and that of women), activating that

of the sociological component that is the worst-off in terms of well-being with regard to

the discriminations that enduring women in society seems to be a fundamental concern.

Furthermore, the definition of well-being would be sensitive to the laws that shape a

republic, legislation being a question of representativeness. More women in politics could

influence existing laws and direct new measures for the levelling of gender in terms of

wages, education, access to land, etc. Thus, the political empowerment of women cannot

exclusively benefit women, given their involvement in the social conditions of the family,

especially in developing countries.



Table 2: Effect of women’s political empowerment on subjective wellbeing

Overal, the control variables highlight expected signs. Health condition has a positive

effect on subjective wellbeing. According to Helliwell et al. (2018), countries with higher

healthy life expectancy at birth are documented to be associated with higher level of hap-

piness. This means that subjective nature of happiness is also a matter of apprehension.

Far from financial concerns, being in good health guarantees good physical condition,

which allows individuals to deploy vigorously in their social activities. Health is thus

understood as an essential dimension of human capital which enables man to achieve his

aspirations and achieve his goals. In addition and as Di Tella et al. (2001); Frey and

Stutzer (2002), we find that unemployment is negatively associated with subjective well-

being. Unemployment is economically associated with a lack of economic activity, which

in the long term prevents human development. Furthermore, due to stigma and other

discrimination, the unemployment rate for women is generally higher than that for men.

In this context which inflates the overall unemployment rate, possibilities for remuner-

ation and capital accumulation are reduced, which could negatively impact subjective

well-being. Although not significant, inflation could decrease subjective well-being by

eroding the purchasing power of households, which has a significant impact on the con-

sumption basket. From a time perspective, it could decrease the profitability of financial

investments within the meaning of the Fisher relationship.

4.2 Robustness check: alternative measures of WPE

We explore whether our main finding is conditional to the choice of WPE measures.

For this purpose, we use for sensitivity checks, the women’s political participation, the civil

liberty and the civil society indexes as alternative measure (Coppedge et al., 2019). These



measures take into account legislative presence of women in the political sphere and also

their freedoms from discussion, participation in civil society organizations, forced labor,

property rights, and access to justice. The results obtained are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3: Robustness checks: other measures of WPE

For all of these three index, we find a positive effect on subjective well-being. However,

results are slightly overestimated compared to the initial measurement and the index of

civil liberties of women has the highest relative significance. The other control variables

keeping the same relation with WPE. Overall, these results are in line with those of

previous studies which show that the average wellbeing of people is generally higher in

nations where democracy and democratic participation, personal freedom, individualism

and low economic inequality are strong (Veenhoven, 2005; Winkelmann and Winkelmann,

2010).

5 Conclusion

It is concluded from the above discussions that women political empowerment improves

population’s subjective wellbeing. We arrive at this result after discussing a few trans-

mission channels through which this relationship could pass. Notably the improvement

of the living conditions of households by increasing their income and reducing poverty,

the wellbeing of children through their health and education, and the wellbeing of girls

by limiting early marriage as well as violence against women.
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Appendix

Table 4: Definitions and data sources



Table 5: List of countries selected for the study


