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ABSTRACT
Over the last few decades, increasing attention has been paid to the issue of wellbeing
among older people, and life satisfaction has been used as an indicator to evaluate
older people’s life conditions. This paper sheds some light on this topic with
reference to Italy, a country characterised by an increasing ageing population. The
aim is to examine life satisfaction among people aged  and older and its predictors.
We adopt a gender approach to examine whether – as suggested by the literature –
older men and women have different sources of satisfaction. We test this hypothesis
in Italy, a country still characterised by an unbalanced public and private gender
system. In doing this, we also control whether living arrangements – specifically living
alone – influence the determinants of life satisfaction of older men and women. The
data used are from the cross-sectional surveys ‘Aspects of Daily Life’, undertaken in
Italy by the National Statistical Institute. The results do not show clear gender
differences in the determinants of life satisfaction, with only some slight gender
differences among those living alone. This suggests that the social and cultural
environment may play a relevant role for older people’s life satisfaction.

KEY WORDS – life satisfaction, gender differences, family and living arrangements,
Italy.

Introduction

In an ageing society, the wellbeing of older people is an important area for
research and at the top of the public policy agenda (Wilhelmson et al. ).
Considering steadily increasing life expectancy, very low birth rates and the
high proportion of people over the age of  in Western societies, it is easy to
understand the growing interest of both policymakers and social researchers
in the conditions of older people, and the increasing attention paid in the
last decades to the issue of their wellbeing.
As regards subjective wellbeing, many authors have recognised the

different ways it can be measured and distinguished (Dolan and Metcalfe
; Kahneman and Deaton ). Among them, a common measure
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is life evaluation, referring to a person’s thoughts about his/her life
and usually investigated considering life satisfaction. In gerontology, life
satisfaction is a concept frequently used to assess subjective wellbeing
(Pinquart and Sörensen ; Silverman et al. ). A substantial
body of research has, indeed, considered life satisfaction as subjective
evaluation of the quality of life in general (Fagerström, Holst and
Hallberg ), an important factor in successful ageing (Berg et al. ;
Daatland ; Jan ; Tate, Lah and Cuddy ) and an indicator of
efficacy in old age (Freund and Baltes ). Thus, it is important for
policy makers to know how conditions of older people are linked with life
satisfaction.
Good health, sound finances and social integration have all been

demonstrated to influence positively the quality of life of older persons
(Gaymu and Springer ; George ; Pinquart and Sörensen );
however, the picture is still far from clear (Meléndez et al. ). One
problem, for instance, is connected with the fact that, since socio-
demographic resources are strongly interrelated, their actual effect on life
satisfaction needs to be clarified (Bourque et al. ; Fernández-Ballesteros,
Zamarrón and Ruíz ). For example, the effect of physical health
problems could be over-estimated if social integration is not controlled for,
since physical limitations may inhibit people from interacting with friends
and other individuals. Another problem which is underlined by the
literature refers to the fact that the determinants of life satisfaction may
differ by age, gender, living arrangements and cultural context (Bourque
et al. ; Pinquart and Sörensen ; Walker ). Indeed, subjective
wellbeing is influenced by the individual’s aspirations, and these in turn
depend on personal preferences and values, which are adjusted according
to objective changes in the environment. Thus, the literature has proposed
that the role of the determinants of older adults’ wellbeing may change
according to the environmental (cultural and institutional) climate and the
individual circumstances in which people find themselves (Easterlin ;
Gagliardi et al. ; Gaymu and Springer ; Oshio ; Silverman,
Hecht and McMillin ).
With respect to gender, some researchers have argued that wellbeing

models do not apply to older men and women in the same way (Bourque
et al. ; Gaymu and Springer ; Pinquart and Sörensen ),
because differences in socialisation may lead to gender differences in goals
and values and, thus, in sources of life satisfaction. Existing literature
suggests a stronger relationship between socio-economic status and life
satisfaction for men than for women, and a higher importance of social
integration and functional ability for women’s life satisfaction than for men
(Bourque et al. ).
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However, gender differences in the predictors of subjective wellbeing may
be also influenced by living arrangements. For example, Gaymu and
Springer () suggested (and partially found) that gender differences in
the determinants of life satisfaction do not hold in the same way if the older
person lives alone. This may be due to the fact that, on the one hand, men
do not or no longer have a partner to take care of the social aspects of their
life, and, on the other hand, women do not or no longer have the financial
support of a partner.
In fact, the issue of gender differences in the predictors of subjective

wellbeing among older people is even more complex since it may be
mediated by the environment. Many authors have indeed shown the
importance of welfare regimes and cultural norms, for various aspects
connected with wellbeing (Horstmann et al. ; Stevens and Westerhof
). Since most gender patterns in life satisfaction observed in the
literature are explained through differential socialisation between men and
women (see e.g. Oshio ), and socialisation likely depends on social
and cultural context, one should be careful in generalising findings from
one country to another.
In this paper, we consider the Italian case to shed further light on

these points. Given the availability of a large sample of older adults
with detailed individual and contextual data that overcomes the limits
often reported in previous studies, we aim to analyse the factors
associated with the life satisfaction of Italian older men and women, and
whether these factors differ among those living alone. We examine
whether the same conditions predict life satisfaction similarly (Cheng
and Chan ), in a European country with a still relatively unbalanced
gender system as Italy (Anxo et al. ; De Rose, Racioppi and Zanatta
). In addition, we aim to verify whether in such a context the
possible gender differences in determinants of life satisfaction persist or, as
reported by Gaymu and Springer (), decrease among older people
living alone.
The data are from two rounds of the survey ‘Aspects of Daily Life’,

undertaken in Italy by the National Statistical Institute (Istituto Nazionale
di Statistica (ISTAT)) in  and . They provide a nationally
representative sample of almost , individuals aged  or older living
in private households.

Background and hypotheses

Several studies that have examined the determinants of wellbeing of
older people have emphasised the importance of gender (Berg et al. ;
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Cheng and Chan ; Mroczek and Kolarz ; Pinquart and
Sörensen , ). More specifically, the empirical literature has
suggested that older women are more sensitive than men to functional
ability and to family and social relations (Bourque et al. ; Cheng and
Chan ; Oshio ; Pinquart and Sörensen ; Wilhelmson et al.
), whereas older men are more sensitive than women to economic
security (Bourque et al. ; Pinquart and Sörensen ). For example, in
a meta-analysis of studies on life satisfaction, Pinquart and Sörensen ()
found that social network integration was more closely related to life
satisfaction for women, and socio-economic status was more important
for life satisfaction and happiness for men. Other studies have found
that older women mention functional ability and social relations as
important determinants of quality of life more often than older men
(Bowling ; Gurung, Taylor and Seeman ; Wilhelmson et al. ).
Again, regarding the family, marriage is found to provide emotional
connectedness to older people, but differently for men and women: the
literature shows that men rely more on their partners for emotional support,
whereas women also report support from their children (Stevens and
Westerhof ).
Higher sensitivity to functional ability for women’s life satisfaction is part

of the common suggestion that they are more negatively affected by
impairment than men, who are, instead, more likely to develop responses to
negative moods (Nolen-Hoeksema ). Further gender differences in
wellbeing determinants have been explained by socialisation (see e.g. Cheng
and Chan ; Oshio ). Current cohorts of Italian older men tend
to have been socialised toward economic success and to developing
their occupational careers, while Italian women grew up and spent most
of their young and adult years in a context characterised by limited
work opportunities. In addition, older women invested in family care,
focusing on roles involving marriage, child-rearing, home-making and care-
giving. Thus, socio-economic status is likely to be important in the evaluation
of self and in the determination of subjective wellbeing for men, whereas
family and social relations are likely to be important for the subjective
wellbeing of women.
However, it is also worth asking whether these differences are confirmed

for older adults living alone, since their proportion has become non-
negligible (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/
Population Division ) and is expected to further increase in the next
few years (Keilman and Christiansen ). Gaymu and Springer ()
suggest that the answer is probably negative. Women living alone do not or
no longer have the economic support of a partner, and men do not or no
longer have a partner to take care of the social and practical aspects of their
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life. These considerations have led the same authors to suggest that living
arrangements may interact with determinants of the wellbeing of older men
and women: social resources (traditionally considered important mostly by
women) may increasingly influence the wellbeing of older men living alone
and financial factors become an important source of wellbeing for older
women living alone. Thus, gender differences in the factors influencing
the life satisfaction of older people are expected to decrease among older
people living alone.
However, Gaymu and Springer () found only partial support for this

hypothesis and there is no comprehensive evidence of gender differences in
the correlates of older people’s wellbeing. Previous studies have mostly
concerned non-European countries (Bourque et al. ; Cheng and Chan
; Oshio ). In addition, some analyses suffer from data limitations:
some researchers have considered only a limited number of factors as life
satisfaction determinants (Berg et al. ; Wilhelmson et al. ), while
other studies have focused on selected groups of older people (see e.g.
Stevens and Westerhof ).
In addition, several studies have suggested the importance of

factors associated with wellbeing in later life across institutional and
cultural boundaries. According to this perspective, determinants are
contextually bound and related to the political framework of a country
(Horstmann et al. ; Silverman, Hecht and McMillin ), and
the values and social norms prevailing in different sets of societies
(Gagliardi et al. ; Westerhof and Barrett ). Many authors
have confirmed the importance of welfare regimes, cultural norms and
gender-based expectations for various aspects connected with wellbeing
(Horstmann et al. ; Stevens and Westerhof ). The importance of
socio-cultural contexts is particularly strong in the current study, due to our
hypothesis of gender differences in the determinants of life satisfaction
among Italian older people. Most gender patterns observed by the literature
described above are, indeed, explained through differential socialisation
between men and women which depends on context. As a consequence,
wellbeing in old age is not only an individual matter, but it also relates to
the various constraints and opportunities available in different societies
(Walker ).
In this paper, we analyse gender differences in the correlates of wellbeing

among older people in the Italian context, which retains important gender
differences in many public and private aspects of the life course (Anxo et al.
; De Rose, Racioppi and Zanatta ; Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) ) such as employment rates
and wages, and allocation of household labour. Since these differences were
more marked among older cohorts, we hypothesise that Italy is a suitable
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country to test gender differences in life satisfaction in old age. Our
hypotheses follow two perspectives. We, first, predict that life satisfaction
among older men is influenced by a good economic status (measured by
education and economic security) more than among women, whereas the
family network (represented by household composition and marital status)
and social relations (friends, leisure and consumer activities), as well as
physical functionality, are more important for women. Then, we investigate
whether these differences disappear among older adults living alone, as a
result of the life satisfaction of men becoming more sensitive to physical
autonomy, family and social relationships, and that of women to economic
status.
In fact, it could be that in Italy, even considering all elderly (and not only

those living alone), gender differences as regards family resources are less
marked than those found in previous literature. Italy belongs to those
familialistic societies typical of southern (and eastern) Europe, where in
contrast to more individualistic societies (de Jong Gierveld, Dykstra and
Schenk ; Glaser and Tomassini ; Walker ), intergenerational
support is the norm and parents have strong expectations to receive support
from adult children. In this context, family relationships are the most
important source of life satisfaction among older people (Polverini and
Lamura ), and physical closeness (in the form of co-residence or
frequent contact) with adult children may have a beneficial effect on a
parent’s wellbeing. Thus, it is possible that men could be as sensitive to
physical closeness with children as women and no gender differencesmay be
found of its effect on life satisfaction.

Data and methods

We use data from two rounds ( and ) of the cross-sectional survey
‘Aspects of Daily Life’, undertaken in Italy by ISTAT. Each round was based
on nationally representative samples of approximately , households,
with a total of more than , individuals. In our study, we focused on
, individuals aged  and above, obtained pooling together older
people of both rounds of the survey.Thus, the study comprises older people
living in private households, and excludes those living in nursing homes,
hospitals or residential care.
The survey collected information on several dimensions of life. Besides

basic demographic characteristics (age, sex), several items on health,
lifestyle, religious practices and social integration for each household
member were recorded. In addition, information on the socio-economic
status of the family and on the family structure was gathered.

 Silvia Meggiolaro and Fausta Ongaro

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X14000646 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X14000646


Life satisfaction, the focus of our study, was assessed with the question:
‘How satisfied are you with your life on the whole at present?’ Answers range
from  (not satisfied at all) to  (very satisfied). This is our dependent
variable in the regressionmodels. Since this variable, as others considered in
the analyses, are subjective measures, a potential limitation is that some
results might reflect differences in reporting styles rather than true
differences (see e.g. Angelini et al. , ). Methods suggested by
literature to overcome this problem cannot be applied in this context due to
data unavailability. In fact, it is also true that some literature (see e.g. Berg et al.
) suggests that subjective wellbeing might be particularly important
among older people, since it combines the effects of psycho-social and
health-related variables.
The explanatory variables of interest for the study are grouped into

three main domains: socio-economic conditions, health status, family
and social relations. Two variables were used to describe the socio-economic
background of individuals. Education has four categories: low (no
schooling), middle-low (primary school), middle (junior high school) and
high (secondary school or above). Economic situation is determined
through a subjective evaluation of the family’s economic resources: a
dichotomous variable was built distinguishing whether the family had poor
or insufficient resources (as opposed to very good or good).
Health was described by three covariates. The first refers to a

subjective perception of health. Individuals were asked how their health
is, in general. We grouped the five available categories into three
categories: good health (excellent or good), fair and poor health (poor
and very poor). A second variable referring to the self-reported presence of
limitations in usual activities distinguishes three categories: severe limita-
tions, only mild limitations, no limitations. Lastly, the presence of at least one
chronic illness (from a list of  common chronic diseases) was taken into
account.
Family resources were investigated considering a combination of living

arrangements and marital status. Living arrangements were separated into
four groups: (a) living alone, (b) living only with partners, (c) living with a
partner and with other persons, (d) living without a partner but with other
persons (henceforth identified as ‘alone with others’). In fact, most of these
‘other persons’ living in groups (c) and (d) are adult children; % of older
people of group (c) live with at least one child, and % among group (d).
Unfortunately, the survey does not provide data on the presence of non co-
resident children, or on the frequency of contact between parents and these
children. Thus, there is no information about the family network of
older people living in a one-person household. In order to attenuate this
problem, the marital status of older people living alone (never married,
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separated or divorced, and widowed) was specified. This categorisation may
be considered a still imprecise proxy of family network since a strong
association between marital status and intergenerational support and
contact has been found using other empirical data.

Two other domains were examined to describe social relations: social
network integration and active lifestyles. Social integration was measured as
participation in the year prior to the interview in different social activities;
those who participated in at least one activity were distinguished from
those with no participation. In addition, how often individuals met their
friends was taken into account (every day, at least once a week, less often than
once a week, never or without friends). Active lifestyles were measured
considering physical activity, going on holiday and attendance at cultural
activities. Physical activity distinguished individuals who played sports
regularly or occasionally or engaged in physical activity at least once a
week, those who were rarely physically active and those without any physical
activity. Holiday and cultural activities considered whether individuals had
gone on holiday and to some cultural or entertainment venues, respectively,
in the last year before the interview.
Several other characteristics representing possible individual

differences were included in the analyses as controls. First, age (five-year
age classes) and religiosity (attendance at religious services: at least once
a week, sometimes in a month, sometimes in a year, never) were
included. Furthermore, we considered the characteristics of the place of
residence. Besides the geographical area of residence (northern versus
central-southern Italy), this aspect was measured by the type of municipality
(metropolitan area, suburbs, town with more than , inhabitants
and small town with less than , inhabitants), and by two other
covariates describing the characteristics of the neighbourhood (presence of
problems and availability of services). Finally, the year of the interview was
considered.
Multivariate analyses were applied to study the association between older

people’s life satisfaction and their living circumstances; since our dependent
variable is continuous, linear regression models were used. In using linear
regression analyses, we tested for violations of assumptions, and none were
found. Normal P-P plots of regression standardised residuals showed no
deviation or minor deviation from the expected cumulative probability.
Separate analyses were developed for both men and women as a whole and
for men and women living in one-person households. From a statistical
viewpoint, the most efficient strategy to compare the effects between men
and women consists of pooling the data and including all interactions
between gender and covariates. This procedure has the disadvantage that
the presentation and the interpretation of the results can be burdensome.
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As a consequence, the alternative method used here, consisting of the
estimation of separate models, is preferred. In this perspective, we can
formally test whether the differences between covariates are statistically
significant, following the approach used by Liefbroer and Corjin () and
by Hango and Le Bourdais (). They considered the formula:

z ¼ bm � bfffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
s2ðbmÞ þ s2ðbf Þ

p

where bm is the estimate for men and bf for women, s(bm) is the variance of
bm and s(bf) of bf. In this way, we use a conservative approximation of the
standard error of the difference between the parameter estimates for men
and women, since in this formula the covariance is lacking (due to missing
data). However, the approximation will usually be quite good, since the
covariance between the estimates of men and women will be relatively small
in most instances (Liefbroer and Corjin ).

Describing the sample characteristics in a gender perspective

At first glance (Table ), women  or over are, on average, significantly
(p<.) less satisfied with life than men of the same age. This is in line with
the literature (Easterlin ; Inglehart ; Pinquart and Sörensen
). However, men’s and women’s living circumstances differ in several
respects. First, women are on average older than men, and this clearly
influences other conditions, such as living arrangements: women are found
to be more likely to live alone as widows (.% versus %) or with others
(.% versus .%), and less likely to live with a partner (.% versus
.%). In addition, as found in other studies (Eurostat ; and studies
cited by Ross, Masters and Hummer ), women are generally more
disadvantaged than men, having poor or insufficient household economic
resources in higher proportions (.% versus .%), lower educational
levels (.% of women have low education, in comparison with .% of
men), higher proportions with disabilities (.% versus .%) and poorer
perceived health (.% versus .%). Men present higher social
integration than their female counterparts, since they have more contact
with friends, and participate more in physical, social and cultural activities
(.% of men meet friends every day, compared to .% of women). As
regards background characteristics, women are more involved in religious
practices than men (.% attend church at least once a week, for men, this
decreases to .%). However, no differences are found between men and
women with respect to the context of residence, in that there are no
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T A B L E . Percentage distribution of variables for all men and women of the sample and for those living alone

All individuals Living alone

Men Women Men Women

Mean (SD) life satisfaction . (.) . (.) . (.) . (.)
Mean (SD) age . (.) . (.) . (.) . (.)

Education:
High . [., .] .[., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Middle . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Middle-low . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Low . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Poor or insufficient household economic resources . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Self-perception of health:
Good . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Fair . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Poor . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Presence of limitations in usual activities:
Severe limitations . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Some not severe limitations . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Without limitations . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Presence of at least one chronic illness . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Living arrangement:
Never married living alone . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Divorced living alone . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Widowed living alone . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Couple alone . [., .] . [., .] – –
Couple with others . [., .] . [., .] – –
Alone with others . [., .] . [., .] – –
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Participate in at least one social activity . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Meet friends:
Every day . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Often . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Only sometimes . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Never or without friends . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Physical activity:
More than once a week . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Rarely . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Sedentary . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Have at least one holiday in the last year . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Attended at least one cultural activity in the last year . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Church attendance:
At least once a week . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Sometimes a month . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Sometimes a year . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Never . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Area of residence:
North . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Central-South . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Type of municipality:
City centre . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Suburbs . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Town >, inhabitants . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
Town <, inhabitants . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

Mean (SD) of problems in the area of residence . (.) . (.) . (.) . (.)
Mean (SD) of services in the area of residence . (.) . (.) . (.) . (.)

Year of survey:
 . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]
 . [., .] . [., .] . [., .] . [., .]

N , , , ,

Notes : Values in square brackets are confidence intervals at the  per cent level. SD: standard deviation.
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distinctions in the quality and services within the neighbourhoods or the
type of municipality.
Similar remarks hold for older people living alone (differences in the life

satisfaction of men and women are significant at . level). As Table 

illustrates, they may be a selected group of individuals since, although on
average are older than those living with other individuals, they have, for
example, similar self-perceived health and social integration.

Results

Tables  and  present the coefficients of the linear regression models
used to estimate the determinants of life satisfaction for respondents
aged  and over as a whole and living alone. Model  considers the effect of
family resources and the socio-economic background of individuals together
with the controls of age and religiosity; model  adds the health conditions
variables; model  takes into account also social relations and the final model
 considers also the residential environment and geographical area of
residence. For both the final models (for respondents aged  and over as a
whole and for those living alone), the statistical significance of the difference
of parameters for men and women is tested following the approach
described in the Data and Methods section.
Results of separate analyses for men and women considering the

whole sample suggest only slight gender differences in the determinants
of life satisfaction (Table ). We found that economic conditions are
relevant in the same ways for life satisfaction for both men and women.
The subjective evaluation of household economic resources has, indeed,
a significant effect in both populations; education does not show any
significant effects in the final models (the eighth and ninth columns of
Table ), their initial effect (the second and third columns of Table )
being absorbed mainly by health conditions for women, and also by lifestyles
for men. The greater importance of functional ability on life satisfaction
for women than for men found by some previous studies was not confirmed.
For both men and women, either subjective perception of health or
limitations in usual activities are associated with life satisfaction with no
statistically significant differences. With respect to social and family
relationships, the results show a rather complex picture. On the one hand,
men’s satisfaction seems to be slightly more sensitive to family resources than
that of women. For both men and women without significant gender
differences (z=., p>.), living as a couple has a significant and positive
impact on their life satisfaction. Living only with a partner increases the
score of satisfaction of . points for men and of . points for women
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T A B L E . Determinants of life satisfaction of men and women aged  and over

Model  Model  Model  Model 

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Coefficient estimates
Education (Ref. low):
Middle-low .*** .*** .** . .* . . �.
Middle .*** .*** .** . . �. . �.
High .*** .*** .* .* . �. . �.

Household economic resources
(Ref. poor or insufficient): Sufficient

.*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***

Self-perception of health (Ref. poor):
Fair .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***
Good .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***

Presence of limitations in usual
activities (Ref. severe limitations):
Some not severe limitations .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***
No .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***

Presence of at least one chronic illness
(Ref. yes): No

. �. . . . �.

Living arrangement (Ref. never
married living alone):
Divorced living alone �.* �. �. �. �.* �. �. �.
Widowed living alone . �. . �. . �. . �.
Couple alone .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***
Couple with others . �. . �. . �. .* �.
Alone with others �. �. �. �. �. �. �. �.
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T A B L E . (Cont.)

Model  Model  Model  Model 

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Participation in social activities
(Ref. no):
Yes, one .* �. . �.
Yes, two or more . .* . .

Meet friends (Ref. never or without
friends):
Less often than once a week .*** .** .*** .**
At least once a week .*** .*** .*** .***
Every day .*** .*** .*** .***

Physical activity (Ref. sedentary):
Rarely .* .** . .
More than once a week .*** .*** .*** .***

Holiday in the last year (Ref. no): Yes .*** .*** .*** .***
Cultural activities (Ref. no): Yes . .** . .**

Notes : Model  controls also for age and religiosity; besides age and religiosity, model  takes into account health conditions; model  controls also for social
relations; model  adds area of residence, type of municipality, problems and services in the area of residence, and survey year. Ref.: reference category.
Significance levels : * p<., ** p<., *** p<..





Silvia

M
eggiolaro

and
Fausta

O
ngaro

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X14000646 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X14000646


T A B L E . Determinants of life satisfaction of men and women aged  and over living alone

Model  Model  Model  Model 

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Coefficient estimates
Education (Ref. low)
Middle-low .** .** . . . . . �.
Middle .** .*** . . . �. . �.
High .*** .*** .** .* .** . .** .

Household economic resources
(Ref. poor or insufficient): Sufficient

.*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .** .***

Self-perception of health (Ref. poor):
Fair .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***
Good .*** .*** .*** .*** .*** .***

Presence of limitations in usual
activities (Ref. severe limitations):
Some not severe limitations .** .*** .** .*** .** .***
No .** .*** .* .*** .* .***

Presence of at least one chronic illness
(Ref. yes): No

. �. . �. . �.

Living arrangement (Ref. never
married living alone):
Divorced living alone �.* �. �.* �. �.* �. �. �.
Widowed living alone �. �. . �. . �. . �. 
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T A B L E . (Cont.)

Model  Model  Model  Model 

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Participation in social activities
(Ref. no):
Yes, one . �. . �.
Yes, two or more . . . .

Meet friends (Ref. never or without
friends):
Less often than once a week . .*** . .***
At least once a week . .*** . .***
Every day .** .*** .** .***

Physical activity (Ref. sedentary):
Rarely . . . .
More than once a week .* .** . .*

Holiday in the last year (Ref. no): Yes . .*** . .***
Cultural activities (Ref. no): Yes . .* . .*

Notes : Model  controls also for age and religiosity; besides age and religiosity, model  takes into account health conditions; model  controls also for social
relations; model  adds area of residence, type of municipality, problems and services in the area of residence, and survey year. Ref.: reference category.
Significance levels: * p<., ** p<., *** p<..
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with respect to the condition of living alone; however, only among men,
living with a partner and other persons is a source of life satisfaction, even if
the effect and the gender difference is weakly significant (z=., p<.).
On the other hand, women’s satisfaction seems to be only slightly more
sensitive than men to benefits of social integration. Having contacts
outside the family (meeting friends often and being physically active) has
a significant and positive effect on life satisfaction of older people,
independent of gender. For example, meeting friends every day increases
the score of life satisfaction of . points for oldermen and of . points
for older women compared to respondents who never meet friends.
However, there are some hints suggesting that life satisfaction for women
is more sensitive to cultural activities than that of men, even if gender
differences are not significant (z=�., p>.).
The results of our multivariate analyses are not consistent with our

hypotheses, even with respect to men and women living in one-person
households (Table ). In particular, the hypothesis of a convergence in the
determinants of life satisfaction for men and women is not completely
confirmed. Instead, some differences between men and women in aspects
connected with life satisfaction are found. Whereas for both men and
women economic conditions and self-rated health are important for life
satisfaction, some other characteristics seem to be gender-specific. In
particular, a high educational level is positively associated with life
satisfaction only for men, even if the gender differences are only slightly
significant (z=., p<.). Physical limitations decrease life satisfaction
mainly for women: the effects of this variable are relevant also formen, but to
a lesser extent (z=�., p<.). In addition, women seem to be more
sensitive than men to active lifestyles (cultural activities, holidays and
physical activity), even if gender differences are not significant. Finally,
after controlling for environmental characteristics, marital status does not
seem to be relevant for the life satisfaction of both men and women
(z=�., p>. for divorced living alone; z=., p>. for widowed
living alone).
Unexpected results are found even with respect to the effect of family

resources on life satisfaction. Living as a couple without other persons in the
household is positively associated with wellbeing for both men and women
without significant gender differences (as seen above), but living with
persons other than the partner is not always predictive of greater satisfaction
in comparison with respondents living alone. Only in the case of men, living
with a partner and others has a significant (even if weak) positive effect on
life satisfaction; in fact, as seen above, the gender difference is only slightly
significant (z=., p<.). Women living with others (mainly adult
children), with or without a partner, and men living only with other persons
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(mainly adult children) are not significantly more satisfied than their
counterparts living alone. Moreover, potential frequent contact with
children defined by marital status has no significant positive effect, even
on older people living alone.

Discussion and future research

This paper analyses the determinants of life satisfaction of older people
living in private households in order to verify whether some hypotheses
suggested by the literature (e.g. Cheng and Chan ; Gaymu and Springer
; Oshio ) hold for Italian older people at the end of the first
decade of the twenty-first century. The availability of both a large sample
of individuals representative at the national level and detailed data on
individual and contextual characteristics of older people allowed us to
examine whether: (a) women’s satisfaction is more sensitive to health
conditions and to family and social relations, and that of men is more
sensitive to socio-economic situations; (b) older people living in one-person
households present determinants of life satisfaction which are less gender
differentiated.
The findings are not consistent with these assumptions. In a country with a

still unbalanced public and private gender system, we did not find clear
gender differences in the determinants of life satisfaction among the older
adults considered as a whole. With few exceptions, economic security,
functional ability and social integration are all conditions that, in the same
way, significantly contribute to the life satisfaction of older men and women.
Thus, we find neither evident and significant gender differences in the
determinants of life satisfaction of older adults as a whole, nor differences
which clearly move in the direction suggested by the literature: that older
women’s life satisfaction is shaped much more by social and health aspects
thanmen, and thatmen aremore sensitive than women to economic factors.
Instead, only some slight gender differences are found among older people
living alone in the direction suggested by the literature for the older adults as
a whole.
How can we explain these results? We cannot exclude the fact that, even in

a Mediterranean context such as Italy (not considered by previous studies),
the differences in socialisation of the men and the women of these cohorts
are not strong enough to clearly influence the determinants of their life
satisfaction when they reach older ages. Alternatively, it could be that, at this
age, health, social and family relations, and financial status become relevant
for life satisfaction, independently of the gender preferences at previous
ages. Another (more likely) explanation could be that life satisfaction is
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influenced by the behaviours and by the preferences of co-resident
individuals and, thus, the differences may be less clear if we consider the
population as a whole. Instead, since this contamination effect does not
operate among those living alone, some (weak) differences are found in the
determinants of life satisfaction.
This study is also the opportunity to explore how family resources

influence the life satisfaction of older adults in a southern European country
characterised by strong family ties (Dalla Zuanna and Micheli ). The
results are rather unexpected. While living in a couple is beneficial for the
life satisfaction of older adults (e.g. as found by Lowenstein, Katz and Gur-
Yaish ), we do not find evidence to support the hypothesis that in a
familialistic country, such as Italy, physical closeness with adult children is
beneficial for the life satisfaction of older adults. Moreover, among those
living alone, life satisfaction is not differentiated by marital status even if we
can demonstrate that marital status is highly associated with the frequency of
contact with adult children.
The results for older people living alone could depend on the fact that

physical closeness with adult children is not measured in a completely
precise way. Thus, further information is needed to better control for the
possible heterogeneity of this group. In particular, information is needed on
the relative network (especially, adult children and grandchildren), which
literature has shown to be important for life satisfaction among older people
(Gabriel and Bowling ; Gaymu and Springer ), and on the health
of close relatives.
However, the data deficiency cannot explain why co-residence with adult

children does not significantly increase the life satisfaction of older people.
This result could be the effect of a process of individualisation of older adults
who in more recent cohorts are increasingly engaged in active lifestyles
(ISTAT , ). In this perspective, co-residence with adult children
might no longer be considered a choice, but rather a constraint (and a
possible source of intergenerational conflict). An in-depth analysis on
households (whose results cannot be accommodated into the models) does
not exclude this hypothesis. When older people live with their adult
children, indeed, these are mainly never married (% of older individuals
with co-resident children live with at least one never married child); thus, in
this case, intergenerational co-residence is principally a matter of the child’s
late transition to adulthood, and this can be negatively associated with life
satisfaction (as found, for example, by Oshio ). Moreover, a relevant
portion of children co-residing with older people (%) are not employed;
in these cases, co-residence is likely to be a financial necessity, particularly in
the years of the surveys when the financial crisis hit Italian households quite
severely (OECD ; European Commission ). In this context, we
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could speculate that living with their partner and other persons is less
satisfying for women than for men due to the additional unpaid domestic
work.
In summary, this study suggests that the effect of family resources on the

life satisfaction of older adults should be examined taking into account also
the quality of their relations. More generally, some caution should be used
on either (a) generalising differences in the gender system on the
determinants of life satisfaction among older people, or (b) considering
all southern European countries as an undifferentiated familialistic
environment.

NOTES

 In fact, the original sample consists of , men and women aged  or
over: among them,  respondents did not answer the question on life
satisfaction and, thus, were not considered in the following analyses. Similarly,
another , observations were excluded from the multivariate analyses due
to having one or more missing values in the covariates. At the end, the final
sample size used in the multivariate analyses consists of , individuals
(,male respondents and , female respondents). Preliminary analyses
showed that the final sample considered is not selected in comparison with
the original sample as regards some basic variables, such as gender, age and
education.

 The fact that this is a subjective measure is not a limitation since the literature
has shown that subjective economic measures of wealth reflect one’s economic
status, particularly among older people (Hsieh ; Litwin and Sapir ).

 In the survey, one question asked whether (taking into account the needs of
each member of the family) economic resources in the months prior to the
interview were very good, good, poor or insufficient.

 Other analyses on data from the nationally representative survey ‘Family and
Social Subjects’, conducted in Italy in , show that the marital status of the
older people living alone is strongly associated with the presence of children,
with their place of residence, and with the frequency of contact between the old
parents and their children. The proportion of childless men among never
married individuals living alone is % (% among women); the correspond-
ing percentage among separated or divorced men is % (% for women),
and % among widowed men (% for women). In the same direction, %
of fathers (and % of mothers) living alone who are separated or divorced
have at least one child living within one kilometre, and % (% for women)
have contact with their children daily or more than once a week. Among
widowed individuals, these percentages are higher, indicating more inter-
generational support: % of fathers (and % of mothers) have at least one
child living within one kilometre, and % (% for women) have contact with
their children daily or more than once a week.

 Participation in the following social activities is considered: meetings of
political parties, associations or voluntary groups, ecological associations, civil
rights or peace activities, cultural associations, trade associations, union
meetings, electoral meetings, demonstrations, free activities for voluntary or
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non-voluntary groups or associations, free activities for a political party or for a
trade union.

 Theatres, cinemas, museums, concerts, discos, monuments and archaeological
sites.

 Problems in the area of residence are investigated considering the answers to
ten items on the questionnaire asking whether some problems (filth in the
streets, difficulty in parking, difficulty in links with public transports, traffic, air
pollution, noises, criminality risks, bad smells, poor illumination of streets, bad
conditions of road surfacing) are present, with answers ranging from  to ,
meaning, respectively, ‘very much present’ to ‘not present at all’. The scores of
the five items are added and then divided by the number of given answers to
create a composite measure, with higher scores indicating areas with fewer
problems. Similarly, availability of some services (chemist, first aid station, post
office, grocery, supermarket) is investigated considering the difficulty in
reaching them, with values ranging from  (‘no difficulties’) to  (‘many
difficulties’). A composite indicator with higher scores indicating more
difficulty in reaching services is obtained.
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