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Happiness  
is nurtured  
in relational  
spaces and  
the family  
is at the heart  
of these  
connections.
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Key Insights

For most people in the world, family relationships are an important 
source of happiness. This chapter explores how the size and  
configuration of households – where most family interactions take 
place – are associated with people’s happiness.

A household size of about four members is predictive of higher  
happiness levels. People in these households enjoy abundant and 
very satisfactory relationships. 

People who live on their own often experience lower levels of  
happiness, primarily due to lower levels of relational satisfaction.  
People in very large households can also experience less happiness, 
probably linked to diminished economic satisfaction. 

Governments should consider how economic policies may have  
secondary effects on relationships, hence affecting the wellbeing in 
families. National statistical offices should prioritise the development 
of metrics that assess the quantity and quality of interpersonal  
relationships and the bonds that underpin them.

Latin American societies, characterised by larger household sizes 
and strong family bonds, offer valuable lessons for other societies 
that seek higher and sustainable wellbeing.
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 Introduction

Caring and sharing – sustained by warm, close, 

and enduring relational bonds – are crucial to 

human happiness.1 In particular, family bonds 

promote lasting relationships, and households 

provide a context where these bonds develop 

and, in many cases, thrive.2 Thus, the field of 

wellbeing science should pay more attention to 

household configurations and intra-household 

relationships.

This chapter examines the relationship between 

happiness, household size, and family configuration. 

We make extensive use of the rich data provided 

by INEGI, the National Statistical Office of Mexico, 

through its ENBIARE 2021 survey, as well as 

additional information from Colombia. Our analyses 

contrast the situation in Mexico with that of 

European countries, drawing on data from the 

European Social Survey 2020.

We hypothesise that a small number of household 

members may limit affective connections, which 

negatively impacts happiness, while a large 

number of members may impose economic 

burdens that also threaten wellbeing. Consequently, 

the chapter explores the potential existence of  

an inverted U-shaped relationship between life 

satisfaction and the number of household members. 

An in-depth analysis of satisfaction across different 

life domains suggests that the number of household 

members is associated with certain economic 

costs but also offers broad relational benefits, 

such as increased satisfaction with affective life, 

family, and personal relationships.3 

We also investigate the association between life 

satisfaction and various family configurations.  

The findings indicate that these configurations 

significantly influence happiness. For example, 

two-parent households are associated with higher 

levels of life satisfaction among adult members, 

while adults living in single-person and single- 

parent households tend to experience lower 

levels of happiness. The presence of additional 

family members in single-parent households 

appears to mitigate some of the negative effects 

of single-parenthood on happiness.

 Literature review

 The family as a central relational space

Happiness is nurtured in relational spaces and  

the family is at the heart of these connections.4 

Caring and sharing are practices that inherently 

rely on the presence of and interaction with 

others, beginning with family members. The 

family is where people first learn to care for and 

share with others, creating the foundation for 

broader social interactions and for wellbeing.5  

The family works as a reference for how people 

interact with others in their life.6 Families are  

associated with close, warm, and genuine  

relationships that last for long stretches in  

people’s journey in life.

Wellbeing researchers have recently been  

encouraged to adopt a systemic perspective,7 

which has roots in psychology since the late 

1950s, particularly in family therapy and family 

studies.8 Systemic approaches assert that the 

whole is greater than the sum of its parts and  

that emergent phenomena arise between people 

who are in relationships, rather than from out-of-

context individuals. This perspective examines 

how a family’s structure and dynamics influence 

its members, recognising that people exist within 

an emotional ecosystem where family bonds 

shape identity and wellbeing. It emphasises that 

happiness is not solely individual enjoyment but 

the shared joy and caring experienced within 

relationships.9

Research on subjective wellbeing often emphasises 

social cohesion, community involvement, and 

prosocial behaviours within broader civic spaces, 

but the family’s foundational role in shaping  

these behaviours is frequently overlooked. By 

Happiness is not solely individual 
enjoyment but the shared joy  
and caring experienced within 
relationships.
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acknowledging the influence of family dynamics 

on prosocial development, we gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of how to enhance 

wellbeing in societies. Before civic engagement 

and charitable activities appear, the family is the 

space where people start to build interpersonal 

relationships.

From a sociological perspective, a family may  

be conceived as a social unit or group of people  

who are related by blood, marriage, adoption,  

or other long-term commitments who typically 

live together and share economic, emotional,  

and social activities.10 From a psychological 

perspective, families are understood in terms of 

caring, sharing gratifying activities, and nurturing 

and supporting their members which foster a 

sense of belonging and identity that significantly 

contributes to people’s wellbeing.11 This perspective 

emphasises emotional bonds, interpersonal 

dynamics within the family, and the shared joys 

and challenges in life.12

 Families and households

Families and households are different both 

conceptually and empirically. On the one hand, 

the concept of family tends to emphasise kinship 

ties, socialisation, social roles, nurturing, and  

the transmission of culture and values across 

generations. On the other hand, a household 

commonly refers to a group of people, regardless 

of their type of relationship, who live together in 

the same dwelling and share living arrangements. 

A household may consist of one person who lives 

alone, persons who are not related, or several 

people with family bonds. In most cases,  

households are constituted based on family ties.

Household size and configuration are commonly 

determined by the number of children and the 

type of coresident family group.13 Household size 

and its possible configurations are important for 

the family dynamics that may emerge from them, 

including those relating to caring and sharing 

practices and their relationship with happiness.
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 Household size, family configurations,  

and happiness

Mexican data shows the existence of an inverted 

U-shaped relationship between life satisfaction 

and the number of people in a household.14 In 

Colombia, the heads of households, spouses in 

two-parent households, and especially those  

who are married, work, and have medium-sized 

families (four persons), report the highest levels 

of happiness.15 Convergent results have been 

found in Mexico where university students from 

two-parent households show greater levels of 

self-esteem and life satisfaction than those living 

in single-parent households.16 The impact of 

family configuration on wellbeing points to  

the importance of the quality of interpersonal 

relationships that are established and developed 

in families. In particular, relationships based on 

affection, close communication, repeated  

contact, and mutual support are a source of 

family satisfaction and, in turn, life satisfaction  

as a whole.17

Research on the relationship between family 

configuration, household size, and wellbeing 

offers insights that are relevant to the analyses  

in this chapter. First, the size and configuration  

of families and the dynamics within them are not 

innocuous, they affect the happiness of their 

members. This is particularly true for marriage 

bonds,18 parenthood bonds,19 and the number of 

family members.20 Second, there are family 

characteristics, such as the presence of one or 

two parents, that have a particularly significant 

effect on the wellbeing of family members. Third, 

life satisfaction is related to the contextual 

circumstances of the family – such as the material 

living conditions and the family’s life cycle – and 

to specific characteristics of the parents or heads 

of household (age, education, etc.). All these 

factors are interrelated and it is not always  

easy to disentangle their links and their effects  

on wellbeing.

While family relationships have historically been 

viewed as traditional sources of support,21 it is 

also important to highlight the emotional depth 

and sense of value in family relationships. They 

are rooted in mutual affection and companionship 

that transcend mere supportive roles and imply 

person-based relationships, where people know 

each other well and where the purpose of the 

relationship is the relationship itself. This kind of 

relationship is central to the joint enjoyment of 

life.22 The intrinsic value of such relationships lies 

in the warmth, closeness, and genuine affection 

that family members share with each other over 

long periods of time. Hence, family relationships 

are valued not only for what they provide but, 

fundamentally, for the quality of the emotional 

and meaningful bonds involved. The abundance 

and quality of family relationships contribute to 

people’s happiness and we expect household size 

and configuration to contribute to both the 

quantity and quality of family relationships.23

 Household characteristics in  
Latin America and Europe

We now turn to the specific and contrasting 

characteristics of households in Latin America 

and Europe. Figure 4.1 presents the average 

household size for many Latin American and 

European countries taken from the CORESIDENCE 

Database.24 Substantial differences are observed 

between the two regions. Except for Cuba, 

Uruguay, and Puerto Rico, the average household 

size in Latin America exceeds three people per 

household, a size only reached in two European 

countries: Montenegro and Slovakia. The average 

household size exceeds five in Nicaragua and it is 

fewer than two in Finland and Denmark.

Linear thinking may suggest that living alone may 

be better than living with others, even if it’s more 

expensive. However, this view leaves aside the 

value of interpersonal relationships, which are an 

important source of wellbeing and are fostered 

by sharing the same house with other people that 

we care about.25 

Relationships based on affection, 
close communication, repeated 
contact, and mutual support are a 
source of family satisfaction and, 
in turn, life satisfaction as a whole.
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Figure 4.2 shows the proportion of single-person 

households in Latin American and European 

countries. The proportion ranges from 4% in 

Nicaragua to 38% in Denmark.

In Figure 4.3, we compare the distribution of 

household size between Mexico and European 

countries. We observe that single-person house-

holds make up 23% of European households,  

but that figure is only 11% in Mexico. In addition, 

households with two members comprise 34%  

of European households and less than 20% in 

Mexico. Thus, 55% of households in Europe have 

two members or fewer, but this figure is about 

30% in Mexico. Furthermore, almost half of 

Mexican households include four people or more, 

while this figure is about 24% for Europe. Mexico 

is economically poorer than the average European 

country. However, larger households imply a 

potential advantage to build positive social 

interactions within the household, which could 

partially counterbalance the differences in income 

with Europe. This is one of several plausible 

explanations for why most Latin American  

countries report higher wellbeing than predicted 

by their GDP per capita.
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Box 4.1: Trends in family configurations

Over the past 50 years, the composition  

of families and households worldwide has 

undergone significant change.26 The emerging 

trends raise significant concerns from a  

wellbeing perspective as they suggest increasing 

threats to both the quantity and quality of 

person-based relationships and the role that 

households play in contributing to happiness. 

It is unclear if economic growth can adequately 

compensate for these detrimental effects.

Some of the most relevant trends are:

•  Decrease in family size: Between 1970  

and 2020, the majority of households have 

decreased by approximately 0.5 persons 

per decade on average.27 This global trend 

is largely explained by the reduction in the 

number of children. Fertility rates across 

the globe have halved, from 4.84 in 1950 to 

2.23 in 2021.28

•  Rise in single-person households: They  

are becoming widespread in Europe  

and are growing rapidly in Latin America,  

but they are still rare in Africa and  

most Asian countries.29 Single-person 

households range from 2.6% in Cambodia 

to 38% in Switzerland.

•  Rise in single-parent families: Since the 

1990s, single-mother households have 

been on the rise in all developing regions, 

while single-father households have  

remained stable.30

•  In many parts of the world, population 

aging has led to more multigenerational 

households, in which elderly parents live 

with their adult children and grandchildren. 

This change is particularly prevalent in 

regions and social sectors where economic 

restrictions and cultural norms favour 

family care for the young and old.31

•  More people are choosing to live without 

children. Couples without children are 

prevalent in OECD countries, ranging from 

15% in Poland and Slovenia to 26% in 

Canada. In the United States, couples 

without children (25%) are slightly more 

prevalent than couples with children 

(24%).32

 The relationship between  
household size and happiness

 Descriptive statistics of household size

What is the relationship between household size 

and happiness? This is the first empirical question 

we tackle in this chapter. We use surveys from 

Mexico, Colombia, and several European countries 

to address this question, taking advantage of the 

data available in Mexico to deepen our under-

standing of the relationship between life satisfaction 

and household size. Figure 4.4 presents average 

life satisfaction by the number of members in the 

household for both Mexico and Europe (note that 

these figures differ from the rankings in Chapter 2 

as they come from different data sources).33 Our 

objective is to analyse how life satisfaction varies 

with the number of household members in each 

region, rather than comparing the regions directly.

In both Mexico and Europe, the highest average 

life satisfaction is reported by people who live in 

households with four to five members. We also 

observe an inverted U-shaped relationship. 

Average life satisfaction is lower for people in 

single-person households as well as households 

with six or seven members. In Europe, there is a 

high wellbeing cost for people in single-person 

households. While the average life satisfaction 

reaches 7.5 for people in households with five 

members, it is only 6.6 for people in single-person 

households. We should not forget that almost 
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24% of households in Europe are single-person. 

The wellbeing cost for people in single-person 

households is also observed in Mexico, but to a 

lesser degree than in Europe. It seems that living 

in single-person households has a wellbeing cost, 

but it depends on the context so this cost varies 

across regions. For example, it may not be the 

same to live in a single-person household when 

you have close relatives in the neighbourhood or 

good friendship ties.34 

 Statistical analysis of household size

We ran regression analyses to delve deeper into 

the relationship between household size and life 

satisfaction in Mexico, taking socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics into account. The 

regression specification is flexible enough to test 

the existence of an inverted U-shaped relationship. 

The statistical findings are presented in Table 4.1 

in the online appendix.35 It is worth noting that 

the coefficients for the number of household 

members are statistically significant, although the 

goodness of fit of the entire model is low, sug-

gesting that it would be very risky to predict the 

life satisfaction of a particular person from their 

information on assets, education, gender, age, 

and number of members in the household.36

Figure 4.5 presents the predicted life satisfaction 

for different household sizes based on the estimated 

coefficients presented in Table 4.1. The predicted 

value is computed for a woman with average age, 

education, and assets, and an inverted U-shaped 
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relationship is confirmed. We estimate that the 

highest life satisfaction is reached in households 

of 4 to 5 members, keeping socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics constant.37 This 

figure is higher than the average household size 

in Mexico, which is 3.5. Therefore, from a wellbeing 

perspective, the current average household size 

in Mexico is suboptimal. 

We conducted similar regression analyses for the 

European region using data from the European 

Social Survey. Table 4.2 in the online appendix 

presents the estimated coefficients for two 

models.38 Figure 4.6 presents the predicted life 

satisfaction for different household sizes based 

on a woman with average age, education, income, 

and living in Belgium. 

Figure 4.6 uses the estimated coefficients for  

the model that incorporates more countries and 

observations. Again, we observe an inverted 

U-shaped relationship, regardless of the estimated 

model. The highest life satisfaction is achieved 

with a household size of four members, well above 

the current average for European households which 

is 2.5. Therefore, from a wellbeing perspective, 

the current average household size in European 

countries seems to be suboptimal too.

This analysis shows two important results for 

both Mexico and Europe. First, the current  

average size of households is below the size 

associated with the highest predicted level of life 

satisfaction for adults within the region. Second, 

people who live in single-person or very large 

households tend to report lower wellbeing. The 

reasons for suboptimal household size are not 

addressed in this chapter. A deeper understanding 

of the inverted U-shaped relationship is obtained 

by studying how satisfaction in different life 

domains relates to household size. 
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 Domains-of-life explanation for the  

inverted U-shaped relationship

The domains-of-life approach understands life 

satisfaction as emerging from satisfaction in 

specific realms of life.39 The Mexican ENBIARE 

survey asks people about their satisfaction in 

several domains of life. Here, we consider seven 

domains: personal relationships, social life, affective 

life, family, economic situation, health, and  

occupational situation. The first four domains are 

clearly relational. Figure 4.7 shows average 

satisfaction by domain of life. We observe that 

satisfaction with family life is quite high in Mexico, 

with an average satisfaction above 9, on a scale 

ranging from 0 (totally unsatisfied) to 10  

(totally satisfied). Satisfaction with the economic 

situation is relatively low.

  

How is household size related to satisfaction in 

these different domains of life?40 Figure 4.8 

presents the predicted satisfaction in each domain 

for different household sizes, based on the 

estimated coefficients presented in Table 4.3 in 

the online appendix. The predicted satisfaction is 

computed for a woman with sample average age, 

education, and assets.

The key insight portrayed by Figure 4.8 is in  

the relational domains. An inverted U-shaped 

relationship is observed in family satisfaction, 

where maximum family satisfaction would be 

reached with a household size of about six 

members. This suggests that there are substantial 

benefits from living in large households in terms 

of family satisfaction. The same situation is 

observed for satisfaction with affective life, where 

maximum satisfaction is reached for about five to 
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six household members. Similarly, for the domain 

of personal relationships, maximum satisfaction is 

reached with household members close to five. 

These results suggest there are relational benefits 

associated with living in households between four 

and six members, which is well above the average 

household size for Mexico of 3.5 members. Recent 

research41 shows that, to a certain degree, the size 

of the household contributes to generating quality 

relationships which may be associated with 

greater satisfaction with personal relationships, 

affective life, and family. There is also evidence 

that the main variable explaining family satisfaction 

is its relational foundation and, in particular, its 

affective component, more so than economic 

factors.42 Thus, the life satisfaction gains from 

living in large households seem to be associated 

with the important relational benefits associated 

with large households.

Our empirical analysis also shows that economic 

satisfaction is inversely associated with the 

number of household members. This finding 

suggests that the number of members in the 

household implies an economic burden that 

reduces economic satisfaction, possibly signalling 

that the benefits from material resources have  

to be distributed among a greater number of 

household members as household size increases.

The findings presented in Figure 4.8 (and in  

Table 4.3) pose a dilemma: small households – 

and even single-person households – tend to 

report higher levels of economic satisfaction. 

However, small households report lower  

satisfaction with their interpersonal relationships. 

If economic satisfaction is prioritised, then a  

small household size offers advantages. However, 

people are much more than mere consumers  

and their human relationships play a central role 

in their lives and their wellbeing.
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 Household configuration  
and life satisfaction

Households are relational spaces and the different 

types of family bonds within the household may 

influence the nature of relationships and, in 

consequence, the life satisfaction of household 

members. This section focuses on the nature of 

family bonds within households and how they  

are associated with life satisfaction.43 

We consider six basic household configurations  

in the following analyses (see right).

 

Single-person households

Couples without children

Couples with at least one child

Single-parent households

Single-parent households  

and other relatives

Couples with at least one child  

and other relatives
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The number of households inhabited by two or 

more people with no family ties at all is negligible 

so they are not considered in this analysis. All six 

configurations involve some type of family bond 

and we examine the life satisfaction reported  

by adults who live in one of these household 

configurations and were selected to respond to 

the ENBIARE or European Social Survey.

Descriptive statistics of household configuration 

(Mexico)

In Figure 4.9, we present the distribution of the 

Mexican population by household configuration 

and the average life satisfaction associated with 

each configuration. Couples with at least one child 

are the most frequent household configuration in 

Mexico, representing almost 38% of households in 

the country. People in this type of household 

report the highest life satisfaction with an average 

of 8.6. Life satisfaction is also relatively high for 

those who live in households of couples without 

children and for those who live in households with 

a couple, children, and other relatives. In these 

cases, the average life satisfaction is around 8.4. 

Life satisfaction is relatively low for people who 

live in single-person households, in single-parent 

households with children, and in single-parent 

households with children and other relatives. The 

presence of extended family has a favourable 

effect for single parents with children but seems 

to be detrimental for couples with children.

These results suggest that households based 

around couples report the highest levels of life 

satisfaction. This high level of life satisfaction, 

combined with a high percentage of these  

household configurations, clearly contributes to 
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increased life satisfaction in Mexico. This is a 

wellbeing driver that is not frequently considered 

in the happiness literature.

 Statistical analysis of household configuration 

(Mexico)

We ran regression analyses to study the association 

between life satisfaction and family configurations 

further. The analysis controls by age, age squared, 

gender, and educational level of the interviewee, 

as well as by assets in the household (as a proxy 

for the household’s economic situation). Table 4.4 

in the online appendix presents the estimated 

coefficients. The category of reference  

corresponds to a couple with at least one child. 

Figure 4.10 shows the relevant estimated  

coefficients. The lowest levels of life satisfaction 

are associated with single-person and single- 

parent households. We also observe significantly 

lower life satisfaction among single-parent 

households, even after adjusting for the economic 

situation of the household. However, this obser-

vation is for single-parent households where there 

are no other family members, which suggests  

that the presence of other relatives can mitigate 

the wellbeing cost for people who live in single- 

parent households. Couples without children 

report levels of life satisfaction that are statistically 

similar to people who live in couples with children.44
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Domains-of-life explanation (Mexico)

The domains-of-life approach allows us to delve 

into the origin of the wellbeing costs associated 

with single-person and single-parent households. 

We ran regression analyses to study the  

association of satisfaction in each domain of life 

with family configurations, controlling by age,  

age squared, gender, education level, and assets 

in the household. Table 4.5 in the online appendix 

shows the estimated coefficients from the  

quantitative analyses.

The relevant estimates are presented in Figure 4.11. 

In comparison to people living in a couple with at 

least one child, people living in single-person 

households report lower satisfaction in their 

personal relationships, affective life, and family 

life. They also report higher economic satisfaction 

but this is not enough to compensate for lower 

satisfaction in relational domains. This explains 

the lower life satisfaction reported by people in 

single-person households seen in Figure 4.10.

Compared to couples with children, people who 

live in couples without children have greater 

economic and affective satisfaction, but lower 

satisfaction with health and family. Overall, their 

life satisfaction is no different than people who 

live in couples with children.

People living in couples with children and other 

relatives report lower life satisfaction than people 

living in couples with children. This lower life 

satisfaction is explained by lower satisfaction in 

almost all the domains of life that were studied.

People who live in single-parent households  

(with or without other relatives) report lower life 

satisfaction than couples with children and they 

have lower satisfaction in all the domains of life 

under consideration. It is important to note that 

people in single-parent households with other 

relatives report greater life satisfaction than people 

in single-parent households with no relatives. This 

is mostly explained by their greater satisfaction 

with affective life and personal relationships.
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 Descriptive statistics of household configuration 

(Europe)

The distribution of household configurations in 

European countries (Figure 4.12) differs from 

Mexico (Figure 4.9). The percentage of single- 

person households in Europe (24%) is more than 

double the number in Mexico (11%). The situation 

is similar for couples without children, 28% for 

Europe and 11% for Mexico. Couples with children 

represent 25% of households in Europe, while in 

Mexico it reaches almost 38%. Couples with 

children and other relatives are less than 4% of 

households in Europe, while this figure is almost 

15% in Mexico. The percentage of single-parent 

households is relatively small in Europe (5%) 

compared to Mexico (12%), while the percentage 

of single-parent households with other relatives is 

slightly higher in Europe (15%) than in Mexico (12%).

As we saw in Mexico, there is a life satisfaction 

cost for single-person households. A similar 

situation is observed for single-parent households 

with no other relatives. Couples, with or  

without children, enjoy the highest level of life 

satisfaction.

The difference in life satisfaction between people 

who live in couples with children and people 

living alone is much smaller in Mexico than in 

Europe (a decline of 0.37 in Mexico vs. a decline 

of 0.84 in Europe). In addition, there is a higher 

percentage of people living alone in Europe.  

This combination of factors – the high cost of 

living in single-person households and the large 

percentage of households in this category –  

is clearly detrimental to the life satisfaction  

of Europeans.45
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 Statistical analysis of household configuration 

(Europe)

We ran regression analyses for European countries 

using data from the European Social Survey.  

The analysis studies the relationship between life 

satisfaction and household configurations and 

controls by age, age squared, gender, education 

level, and country fixed effects. Table 4.6 in the 

online appendix presents the estimated coefficients. 

Figure 4.13 shows the relevant coefficients for 

household configurations in Europe. Similarly to 

Mexico, people living in single-person and single- 

parent households have lower life satisfaction 

than people who live in couples with children. 

However, this cost is larger in Europe than in  

Mexico. Contextual factors such as the role of 

extended family and friendships may explain this 

difference. People who live in couples with 

children and other relatives also have lower life 

satisfaction than couples with children and no 

other relatives. People who live in single-parent 

households with other relatives have greater life 

satisfaction than single parents who live with no 

other relatives. In general, the life satisfaction 

pattern across household configurations is very 

similar in Mexico and Europe.
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 Final considerations

The size and configuration of households are 

highly relevant for people’s wellbeing. The  

household is not only a dwelling. It is a space  

for coexistence that favours the emergence of 

high-quality relationships which may significantly 

contribute to life satisfaction. The study of  

households often emphasises economies of scale 

in the use of resources as well as specialisation in 

the division of labour. However, the wellbeing 

benefits of living together in households are not 

limited to economic aspects. 

Households are relational spaces – a community 

of caring and sharing – where members create 

strong interpersonal relationships that contribute 

to their life satisfaction. Households of two or 

more people frequently foster close, genuine, and 

long-lasting relationships, with subsequent 

benefits for life satisfaction. 

In this chapter, we show that household size and 

configuration are statistically associated with life 

satisfaction in Mexico and Europe. We find that 

people who live on their own report lower levels 

of life satisfaction, and this is not associated with 

economic reasons. On the contrary, single-person 

households report greater economic satisfaction 

but lower life satisfaction due to relational  

deprivation. Controlling for economic resources, 

this effect is smaller in Mexico than in Europe, 

which suggests that the wellbeing cost experienced 

In this chapter, we show that 
household size and configuration 
are statistically associated with 
life satisfaction in Mexico and 
Europe. We find that people  
who live on their own report  
lower levels of life satisfaction, 
and this is not associated with 
economic reasons.
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by those who live on their own may be context 

dependent. Presumably, higher average levels of 

income may help to hide the relatively larger cost 

of loneliness to people’s wellbeing. 

We present evidence of an inverted U-shaped 

relationship between household size and life 

satisfaction. A household of around four people 

has the highest life satisfaction in both Mexico 

and Europe. Information from Latin American 

countries indicate that the quantity (i.e., time 

spent with family members) and quality  

(i.e., sharing emotions, manifesting affection, 

communicating, and giving support when facing 

challenges) of family relationships is positively 

associated with household size. We also find  
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that people who live in single-parent households 

report lower life satisfaction. This is mostly 

explained by their lower satisfaction in relational 

domains of life, as well as their lower economic 

satisfaction.

Further analyses indicate that the relationship 

between household size and life satisfaction is 

influenced by the extent to which family members 

engage in caring and sharing activities.46 Thus, the 

time spent together as a family, along with positive 

emotional exchanges, affective bonds, genuine 

interest, communication, and mutual support 

largely accounts for the positive link between 

household size and life satisfaction. Additional 

analyses also indicate that household size is 

positively associated with access to support.47 

This allows us to conclude that, at least in part, 

the association between household size and life 

satisfaction is mediated by the relevance of 

household size on caring and sharing activities.

Household configurations differ across regions, 

countries, and decades. Due to these differences, 

and because household configurations matter for 

people’s wellbeing, researchers should take these 

differences into account when contrasting life 

satisfaction between countries and across time.  

It is also important to consider these differences 

even when contrasting the wellbeing of people 

living in the same country, as their household 

configuration may vary. 

Some prevailing social trends are detrimental  

to the kinds of household configurations that 

promote life satisfaction. Indeed, these trends  

are often linked to the erosion of relational 

spaces. Such trends are intricately tied to  

economic policies and development strategies 

that have, in recent decades, prioritised economic 

growth while neglecting the vital role of family 

relationships and broader social connections.

These policies aim at economic targets such as 

investment, exports, and infrastructure develop-

ment, yet their consequences extend well beyond 

the economic sphere, often being inadequately 

acknowledged. For instance, globalisation and the 

geographical relocation of production impose 

considerable strain on the social fabric, destabilising 

families and weakening familial and social bonds. 

The reallocation of resources is frequently linked 

to heightened job insecurity which, in turn, can 

undermine the quality of family relationships. 

Moreover, the deregulation of labour markets and 

capital movements, while attracting foreign 

investment, can also exacerbate job vulnerability 

and disrupt work-life balance. Similarly, an  

educational focus on enhancing human capital, 

while crucial for productivity, may overlook the 

development of socio-emotional skills that are 

essential for fostering positive social interaction.

In this context, social policy has often been 

conceived as a palliative measure, designed to 

address the social problems generated or, at best, 

not sufficiently addressed by pro-growth policies. 

It is within the realm of social policy to introduce 

pro-family initiatives, albeit as a reactive measure 

rather than as part of a proactive strategy. Specific 

pro-family policies, such as initiatives to improve 

work-life balance, promote gender equity, and 

provide maternity or childcare benefits, attempt 

to mitigate some of the familial challenges that 

negatively impact wellbeing. However, these 

policies are far less effective when implemented 

within a broader and hostile socio-economic 

context. Consequently, there is a pressing need 

for a more comprehensive reassessment of 

economic policies – one that recognises the 

critical importance of family relationships for 

overall wellbeing. 

Ultimately, societal progress should not be 

measured by income levels, but rather by the 

wellbeing experienced by its members. A more 

holistic approach to policy-making, which  

acknowledges the relevance of relations and family 

bonds as a core element of prosperity, is essential 

for fostering sustainable, long-term wellbeing.

Globalisation and the  
geographical relocation of  
production impose considerable 
strain on the social fabric,  
destabilising families and  
weakening familial and  
social bonds. 
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Box 4.2: Family, the social fabric, and the crisis of violence in Ciudad Juárez

At the beginning of the 21st century, Ciudad 

Juárez, a Mexican city on the border with the 

United States, suffered from an acute crisis of 

violence to the point that, with 229 homicides 

per 100,000 inhabitants in 2008, it was  

considered “the most violent city in the 

world”.48 With only 1% of the country’s  

population, Ciudad Juárez concentrated 28% 

of the total homicides committed in Mexico.  

At the same time, it’s youth were victims and 

participants in an enormous escalation of 

violence that included organised crime,  

robberies, kidnappings, ‘rent’ collection, 

homicides, femicides, and serious problems  

of domestic violence and child abuse.

This crisis resulted from the confluence of 

multiple factors, one of which was the  

deterioration of family relationships and 

community life. This was a city that based its 

growth on the export maquiladora industry, 

whose viability demanded that large volumes 

of the working population migrate from other 

parts of the country. Those who came to work 

in Ciudad Juárez were mostly poorly educated 

and did not have the traditional family support 

networks that they left in their places of  

origin. They lacked various social services  

(e.g., institutional support for care activities) 

which encouraged their children to grow up 

without adequate guardianship and with 

emotional deficiencies that made them more 

vulnerable to being co-opted by criminal gangs.

This situation coincided with several demo-

graphic characteristics of Ciudad Juárez, in 

relative terms, such as high frequency of 

working women, single mothers, absent 

fathers, both parents working, smaller  

households, and more homes made up of 

people without family ties. The growth model 

followed in Ciudad Juárez focused on the 

conditioning of the town for the proper  

functioning of businesses without considering 

the many aspects involved in a more humane 

model of development. Hence, there was not 

an effective policy for promoting healthy 

family relationships nor proper institutional 

and community development programs that 

could counterbalance the tendencies towards 

the deterioration of the social fabric.49

Perhaps because of the deeply socio-relational 

origin of the problem, police actions to  

address it were ineffective. It was not until the 

authorities adopted an holistic approach to 

rebuild the social fabric through community 

work and social participation that the crisis 

was contained and reversed.50 This approach 

focused on education, culture and sports, the 

construction or rehabilitation of public spaces, 

physical and mental health services, social 

security protection, support for local businesses, 

and attention to addictions among many other 

initiatives. 

All this highlights the importance of maintaining 

healthy social ties so that economic and 

community progress can be sustained in the 

long run. Likewise, it shows there are links 

between family, community, public safety and 

economic spheres, that leaders must be very 

attentive to. In turn, this implies that statistical 

monitoring should not be limited to material 

progress. It should also monitor indicators of 

subjective wellbeing, with a focus on the 

quality of family and social ties. Specifically,  

it is a reminder to national statistical offices 

around the world of the importance of system-

atically tracking these types of variables and 

communicating them in a timely and relevant 

way to citizens and policy makers.
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