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Gender Differences in the Effect of One Spouse Starting a Business

on Happiness: Based on Empirical Analysis of Social Norms

WANG Sheng-guo,DU Su-zhen
(School of Economics of Xiamen University , Xiamen , Fujian,361005 , China )
Abstract : Since the financial crisis, in order to stimulate the economy and promote employment, the government has put
forward the slogan of mass entrepreneurship and innovation. Obviously, the government’s encouragement has led to a wave
of entrepreneurship in the society, and the number of start-ups has increased significantly. According to the types,
entrepreneurship can be divided into opportunity entrepreneurship and self-employed entrepreneurship. As a special way to
participate in the labor market, self-employed entrepreneurship is an important channel for individuals to achieve
employment and career development, and has an important impact on individuals, families and social welfare.

Considering that happiness is one of the best measures of personal well-being, based on Chinese General Social Survey
data (CGSS) ,this paper empirically investigated the influence of self-employed entrepreneurship on the happiness. Unlike
the existing literature which only considers the interviewees, the innovation of this paper lies in taking the family as the
object of analysis, and investigating the happiness of husbands or wives and their influence on their spouses. In particular,
the study found that the husband’s self-employed entrepreneurship reduced his own happiness, but significantly increased
his wife’s happiness. On the contrary, the wife’s self-employed entrepreneurship helped to increase her happiness, but
significantly reduced her husband’s happiness. The findings reveal a confusing situation in which a business started by one
member of the family is either bad for him or for his spouse, and does not seem to lead to a win-win outcome.

In order to explain these phenomena, a series of tests were conducted in this study. Further analysis shows that the
traditional social norms of “male breadwinner, female breadwinner” and “wife should not earn more than husband” are the
main reasons for the differences in spousal happiness, and the social norms are more likely to be violated by the wife
starting her own business. When a woman starts a business, her chances of earning more than her husband increase
dramatically, which can easily challenge this social norm and lead to a decrease in her husband’s happiness. On the
contrary, a husband’s entrepreneurship reduces the possibility of his wife violating this social norm. Obviously, this kind of
gender norm has seriously undermined women’s enthusiasm for work and entrepreneurship. Generally speaking, social
norms are complementary to formal systems. When the formal system is relatively perfect, the influence of social norms is
relatively small, and the restriction on people’s behavior is relatively weak. So, this paper also found that in areas with high
marketization degree and good institutional environment, people are less affected by gender identity norms, and the negative
impact of the wife’s entrepreneurship on her husband’s happiness no longer exists.

In conclusion, from the perspective of entrepreneurial happiness, the research of this paper shows that it is of vital
importance to eliminate the influence of non-institutional traditional feudal concepts if people, especially women, want to
stimulate their entrepreneurial vitality and cultivate entrepreneurship. On this basis, this paper further puts forward some
policy recommendations to promote employment and happiness. First, the government should vigorously promote modern
social norms of equality, introduce policies to promote gender equality, and reduce the impact of feudal traditional ideas on
people. Second, to further create a good business environment, reduce the cost and uncertainty of entrepreneurship, and
enhance people’s expectations for the future. Thirdly, with the liberalization of the two-child policy, the government should
further strengthen the social security construction in the areas of pension and childcare, and alleviate the worries of women’s
entrepreneurship.
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