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Abstract: Using the 2017 and 2022 waves of the French Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions survey, this study investigates the spillover effects of partners’ disabilities on
individuals’ life satisfaction. It explores heterogeneity by disability type (motor, cognitive,
visual, hearing), disability severity, gender, and age. The results indicate that a partner’s
disability is negatively associated with life satisfaction, though less so than having a disability
oneself or being both disabled. We find no gender difference in spillover effects. Nonetheless,
the effects differ according to age, disability type, and severity, with motor impairment having
the most negative spillover effects on life satisfaction. These findings highlight that individuals’
subjective experiences of having a partner with a disability are not homogeneous.
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1. Introduction

Disability negatively affects multiple dimensions of life, including social participation (Kim et
al., 2024), labor force participation (Hogan et al., 2012), and health-related quality of life
(Keramat et al., 2022). A substantial body of research has shown that living with a disability
significantly reduces subjective well-being (SWB) (Uppal, 2006; Oswald and Powdthavee,
2008; Emerson et al.,, 2023). SWB measures encompass both cognitive assessments
(satisfaction with life or a specific life domain) and affective assessments (positive and
negative affects), thereby reflecting how individuals evaluate and experience their life
circumstances (Diener et al., 1999). They are collected in various national and international

surveys and are increasingly recognized as relevant indicators for policy design.

Although the personal impact of disability on SWB is well-documented, little attention has
been paid to how spouses’ disabilities affect SWB. At least two main mechanisms may explain
these spillover effects of disability (Bobinac et al., 2010). First, SWB can be shaped by altruistic
concerns, making it dependent on the well-being of other family members (Becker, 1981;
Laferrere and Wolff, 2006). Second, caregiving activities may represent a substantial burden
for spouses, thereby lowering their SWB (Cheng et al., 2023). For several reasons, it may be
interesting to document these spillover effects. This evidence can inform the design of
compensation payments (Braakmann, 2014), ensuring that support reflects the full burden
borne by individuals with disabilities as well as their partners. It is also essential for the
efficient allocation of resources (Brouwer, 2019). Finally, gaining deeper insight into these
disability spillover effects could help prevent declines in the SWB of people with disabilities
and their partners (Kiecolt-Glaser and Wilson, 2017), and shed light on the growing burden

borne by family members due to age-related disabilities.

SWB measures provide a broader perspective on spillover effects than specific indicators such
as partners’ labor supply, health, household income, or caregiver burden. They capture both
negative and positive aspects, as some studies suggest that individuals may derive
psychological benefits from caregiving roles (Roth et al., 2018). Moreover, SWB can be used
to detect adaptation processes, whereby individuals adjust their emotional responses over

time to their partner’s disability (Braakmann, 2014).



Some studies have found a negative association between a person’s physical or mental health
problems and the spouse’s SWB (McNamee et al., 2021; Angelini and Costa-Font, 2023;
Mervin and Frijters, 2014; Jain and Ma, 2024). Most gender-specific analyses report more
pronounced spillover effects for women than for men (Mervin and Frijters, 2014; Angelini and
Costa-Font, 2023; Jain and Ma, 2024). However, few studies have investigated the spillover
effects of disability on SWB. Strawbridge et al. (2007) examined the lagged effect of vision
impairment on the affective SWB of spouses among elderly Californian couples. Braakmann
(2014) analyzed the association between various disabilities and life satisfaction in Germany.
Both studies found negative spillover effects. While the latter study found an effect only for
women, the former found a stronger effect for women than for men. In contrast, Li and Jiang

(2021) reported no spillover effects of disability on spouses’ life satisfaction in China.

The literature on spillover effects has mostly overlooked sources of heterogeneity beyond
gender. Yet, the relative importance of altruism and caregiving burden is likely to vary with
age and the nature of the disability (Bobinac et al., 2010). Our contribution lies in providing a
systematic analysis of the influence of gender, age, and both the type and severity of disability
on life satisfaction. We draw on cross-sectional data from the French Statistics on Income and
Living Conditions surveys (“Statistiques sur les Ressources et les Conditions de Vie”, SRCV)
conducted in 2017 and 2022, covering a sample of 7,276 couples aged between 26 and 85
(hereinafter, we will refer to spouses). For both spouses in each couple, the surveys
guestionnaires include detailed information on disability type, distinguishing motor, cognitive,
visual and hearing impairments, alongside measures of life satisfaction. This allows for a

detailed investigation of potentially heterogeneous spillover effects in France.

2. Research hypotheses

A partner’s disability may negatively affect an individual’s SWB through at least two main
channels: altruistic concerns and caregiving responsibilities. Our aim is not to disentangle
these two processes, but rather to test whether their combined spillover effects reduce an

individual’s life satisfaction (hypothesis H1).



Our second hypothesis (H2) concerns how the personal and spillover effects compare and
interact. It posits that the personal effect of one’s own disability on life satisfaction is larger
than the spillover effect of a partner’s disability. This hypothesis aligns with economic models
of altruistic behavior (Laferrere and Wolff, 2006). Related to hypothesis H2, we also expect
that an individual’s life satisfaction is further reduced when both partners are disabled
(hypothesis H2c). Even if dyadic adaptation occurs, it would not be sufficient to offset the

additional detrimental effect of combined disabilities on life satisfaction.

Hypotheses H3 to H5 address potential sources of variation in spillover effects. The third
hypothesis (H3) states that these effects are stronger for wives than for husbands. Women
are especially involved in time-consuming and emotionally demanding caregiving (Skinner and
Sogstad, 2022) and may be more emotionally and physically affected by a partner’s disability
(Braakmannn, 2014; Pacheco Barzallo, 2018). In contrast, men more often provide episodic or
logistical support (such as financial management or transportation) and are overrepresented

in less intensive caregiving roles (Skinner and Sogstad, 2022).

We also expect the spillover effects to vary by both the type and severity of the disability (H4).
This hypothesis stems naturally from the different psychosocial and caregiving demands
associated with each type of disability. For instance, cognitive conditions like dementia often
requires intensive supervision and impose both emotional and practical burdens (Pinquart and
Sorensen, 2003), while stable physical impairments tend to pose more logistical challenges
(home adaptations or medical coordination). Greater severity further amplifies these burdens

through increased caregiving hours, sleep disruption, and social isolation.

Finally, we assume that the spillover effects of a spouse’s disability on an individual’s life
satisfaction may vary by age (H5). Older spouses may experience greater time flexibility,
particularly after retirement, and may interpret a spouse’s disability as a more normative part
of aging, thus reducing emotional strain. At the same time, they face higher risks of developing
disabilities or chronic illnesses themselves, which can compromise their caregiving capacity.
Life-stage priorities also differ. Older adults may prioritize caregiving as a central relational
commitment, often after longer partnerships, whereas younger couples frequently juggle

caregiving with childcare or career demands, creating competing pressures that exacerbate



stress. While altruistic concerns may persist across the life course, the practical demands of
caregiving are likely to evolve with age due to these mechanisms. This renders the age-related

spillover effects theoretically ambiguous.

The originality of our tests of hypotheses H1 and H2 lies in assessing their stability across
different dimensions of heterogeneity, namely gender, age, and the type and severity of

disability, thereby allowing them to be cross-referenced with H3, H4 and H5.

3. Data and descriptive statistics

3.1. The SRCV surveys

This study relies on French data from the SRCV surveys conducted by the French National
Institute of National Statistics (“Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques”,
INSEE). The SRCV survey constitutes the French component of the European Union system of
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). It is a nationally representative survey
administered annually through face-to-face interviews. The survey comprises a household
guestionnaire and an individual questionnaire, the latter being completed by each household

member aged 16 or older as of January 1% of the survey year.

The primary focus of the SRCV surveys is on household income, financial situation, and living
conditions. Each wave also includes a specific module, which varies from year to year. In our
empirical analysis, we consider the 2017 and 2022 waves, as one of the year-specific modules
include detailed questions on disability, along with information on household structure and
life satisfaction. Since 2020, respondents can only participate in four consecutive survey
waves. Thus, individuals who entered the panel in 2017 completed their participation by 2020.
As a result, there is no panel dimension in the data. Instead, we pool two cross-sectional
samples. Nevertheless, this dataset enables a detailed analysis of disability spillover effects

within French couples.

Our dependent variable is individual life satisfaction. It is assessed using the following

standard question: “On a scale from 0 (not at all satisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied), please



indicate how satisfied you are with the life you are currently leading”. This indicator thus
reflects respondents’ past experiences, current outlook, and current emotional state (Helliwell
and Barrington-Leigh, 2010): it depends on the broader and ongoing circumstances of their

lives.

In France, disability is legally defined by the law of February 11, 2005, as “any limitation of
activity or restriction of participation in social life experienced in one's environment by a
person because of a substantial, lasting or permanent impairment of one or more physical,
sensory, mental, cognitive or psychic functions, a multiple disability or a disabling health
disorder”. In the SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, disability is captured through questions on four
functional limitations related to hearing, vision, mobility and cognition: “Do you have difficulty
hearing, even with a hearing aid?”; “Do you have difficulty seeing, even with glasses or contact
lenses?”; “Do you have difficulty walking or climbing stairs without the help of someone, a
cane or any other aid?”; “Do you have difficulty remembering important things or
concentrating?”. Each question offered four possible answers: “No, none”, “Yes, a little”, “Yes,
alot”, “l cannot at all (hear, see, walk unaided, remember or concentrate)”. We combined the
last two categories to identify individuals with severe disabilities, while modalities 2 to 4 were
used to identify individuals with any form of disability, regardless of severity. By focusing on
these specific functional limitations, we prioritize accuracy in measurement. However, this

approach excludes certain types of disabilities (such as mental disabilities).

We restrict our analysis to respondents who report a spouse in the household roster and
retain two-partner households with complete information on life satisfaction, disability status,
and relevant socio-economic variables. Both married couples and those in non-marital unions
are included. For simplicity, we refer to all individuals as spouses and use the terms husband
and wife regardless of marital status. Same-sex couples are excluded because of their very
small numbers (37 in 2017, 56 in 2022), so our study focuses on heterosexual couples living in
the same household. The sample is further limited to individuals aged 26 to 85 due to poor
representation outside this age interval. After data cleaning, the sample contains 7,276
couples, with 3,038 in 2017 (41.8%) and 4,238 in 2022 (58.2%). The average age is 56.3 years

for husbands and 54.1 years for wives.



3.2. Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the distribution of disabilities among French couples. Overall, a slightly higher
proportion of husbands than wives declare at least one disability (42.0% against 38.7%).
Husbands are particularly more likely to report hearing impairments (22.7%), whereas visual
(17.7%) and motor impairments (16.6%) are more prevalent among wives. Perceptions of
disability severity are relatively similar across genders: approximately 1 in 9 individuals
consider their disability severe (11.6% of husbands, 11.0% of wives). Among those reporting a
severe disability, motor impairments are the most commonly cited (5.5% for husbands, 6.1%
for wives). By contrast, cognitive impairments are the least frequently reported as severe

(2.0% for husbands, 2.1% for wives).

Table 1. Pattern of impairments among couples

Impairment Husband Wife

Low and severe Severe Low and severe Severe
Visual 0.153 0.028 0.177 0.034
Hearing 0.227 0.045 0.116 0.023
Motor 0.158 0.055 0.166 0.061
Cognitive 0.148 0.020 0.147 0.021
Any impairment 0.420 0.116 0.387 0.110

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.

Among respondents in couple, the proportion reporting at least one disability type rises
sharply with age (Figure 1). It increases more than fourfold between the ages of 26-35 and 76-
85, rising from 16.4% to 78.80% for husbands and from 17.6% to 78.2% for wives when both
low and severe disabilities are considered. Each type of disability becomes more frequent at
older ages within couples, with motor disabilities showing the steepest increase. Between
ages 66-75, reports of motor impairments rise by 90.2% among husbands (from 23.5% to
44.7%) and by 74.7% among wives (from 28.1% to 49.1%). Severe disabilities also increase
with age, particularly after age 65, with motor impairments remaining the most frequently

reported type of severe disability in old age for both husbands and wives.

Table 2 presents the pattern of life satisfaction by disability status within couples. On average,
both husbands and wives report a life satisfaction score of 7.4. As expected, life satisfaction is
strongly and negatively associated with both own and spouse’s disability. Non-disabled

husbands whose partners have no disability report an average life satisfaction of 7.8 (7.7 for
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wives) compared to 7.5 (7.4 for wives) when their spouses have any disability. Average life

satisfaction is consistently lower when individuals themselves report a disability, and even

lower when both partners are disabled. Severity further accentuates this negative gradient.

The lowest life satisfaction is observed when both spouses are severely disabled, with

husbands reporting slightly lower levels than wives (6.3 against 6.5).

Figure 1. Pattern of impairments by age among couples
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Wife (low and severe disabilities)
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Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.
Note: Disability frequencies are reported by 10-year age groups.
Table 2. Pattern of life satisfaction among couples
Disability status Husband Wife
Low and severe Severe Low and severe Severe
No disability — No spousal disability 7.8 7.6 7.7 7.6
Disability — No spousal disability 7.2 6.7 7.2 6.6
No disability — Spousal disability 7.5 7.0 7.4 6.9
Disability — Spousal disability 6.9 6.3 6.9 6.5
7.4 7.4 7.4 7.4

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.



Figure 2 explores how age shapes the association between life satisfaction and disability status
within couples, distinguishing four scenarios depending on whether each partner is disabled
or not. For both husbands and wives, the highest levels of satisfaction are observed when
neither partner reports a disability (between 7.5 and 8). Among husbands, life satisfaction
declines almost linearly with age up to 66-75, then rises slightly at older ages. For wives, the
lowest average satisfaction score is found in the 46-55 age group, after which it increases
steadily. When restricting the analysis to severe forms of disability, these age profiles become

flatter.

Figure 2. Life satisfaction by health impairments and age
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The light and dark blue curves illustrate the decline in life satisfaction with having a disability,

whether severe (bottom panel) or not necessarily so (top panel). The gap tends to widen at



older ages when low and severe forms are pooled. Furthermore, individuals are less satisfied
with their lives when their spouse is disabled. The size of the gap varies considerably by age,
gender, and severity of disability. Overall, it narrows with age, but remains most pronounced
before age 55 in the case of severe disabilities. When the respondent is disabled (light and
dark blue versus sand curves), differences appear between husbands and wives. Disabled
husbands report lower life satisfaction when their partners are also disabled, particularly from
age 46-55 onward. Conversely, disabled wives in old age have relatively similar life satisfaction
scores regardless of their spouses’ disability status. Finally, the yellow curve lies almost always
above the dark blue curve (except for husbands under 35-45), indicating that both husbands
and wives experience a greater drop in life satisfaction when they themselves are disabled

rather than when their spouse disabled. This gap generally increases with ages.
4. Econometric strategy

We conduct an econometric analysis to examine the impact of own and/or spouse’s disability
on SWB, measured by life satisfaction. For an individual i of type k, with k = H for husbands
and k = W for wives, we express the score SWBik as a function of individual disability IDL-",
spousal disability SD¥ and a set of control variables Xﬁ‘. Both ID¥ and SDJ are dummy
variables, taking the value 1 to indicate disability and 0 otherwise. We construct two disability
indicators. The first distinguishes between low and severe disability, while the second
captures only severe disability. Previous empirical studies suggest that treating life satisfaction
as an ordinal or cardinal measure does not qualitatively change regression results (Ferrer-i-
Carbonell and Frijters, 2004; Tessier and Wolff, 2024). Accordingly, we treat SWBik as a

cardinal outcome and estimate the following linear regression:

SWBY = 6« ID¥ + y* « SD¥ + X¥p* 1 ¢, (1)
where 8%, y¥, and B* are parameters to be estimated, and ¢; is an error term such that
E(g;) = 0. In equation (1), the parameters of interest are 6% and y*: §* captures the effect

of personal disability on average life satisfaction, while y* measures the effect of a spouse’s

disability. Negative values for y* would be consistent with the existence of detrimental
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spillover effects within couples (hypothesis H1), and are expected to be lower in absolute
value than the negative values of 6% (hypothesis H2). We test whether spillover effects differ
between husbands and wives by examining the null assumption Hy: ¥ = y". According to
hypothesis H3, we expect a smaller effect for wives, i.e. y > y". Spillover effects may also
vary according to the type and severity of disability (hypothesis H4). Letd € {1, 2,3,4} denote
the type of disability: visual impairment, hearing impairment, motor impairment and cognitive

impairment, respectively. The extended specification is:
SWBY = %484 * IDg; + Xavd * SDi; + X{B + & (2)

In equation (2), the two sets of coefficients 65 and y’é capture the type-specific effects of
personal and spousal disability on life satisfaction. We include all disability types
simultaneously, as it is unclear whether individuals are primarily affected by one particular
form of impairment or whether life satisfaction decreases progressively as multiple disabilities
accumulate (given that both the respondent and their spouse may experience several forms
of disability at the same time). As before, the regressions are estimated separately for

husbands and wives.

While age influences both life satisfaction patterns and the prevalence of impairments,

k

. . . . aSWB
equation (1) assumes that the effect of disability on SWB is constant since oDk = &% and
dSWBk k . . . . k B .
Sspk — ¥ are fixed coefficients. Letting Age™ denote the respondent’s age, a simple way to

allow the effect of disability on SWB to vary with age is to introduce interaction terms between

Age* and both ID¥ and SD*:

SWB = 8% « ID{f +y* « SD + 0% ,01p * (Agef » ID{) +

folcgeSD * (Ageik * SDik) + Xlkﬁ + & (3)

With the two interaction terms, Agef xID¥ and Agef x SDF, included as additional
explanatory variables, the marginal effect of disability (either personal or spousal) now

depends on age. However, this specification imposes linear interaction effects: the first-order
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aswBk .
= 6K + 0% g gerp * Age® and ——— = y* + 0%, .1p * Age® are linear

I aswBk
derivatives -
asD

oIDk

functions of Age". However, as shown by Hainmueller et al. (2019), linear interaction effects
are often not supported empirically. To address this limitation, they propose a more flexible
estimation strategy based on a kernel smoothing estimator of the marginal effects. This
approach can be viewed as an application of semi-parametric smooth varying coefficient

models (Li and Racine, 2010; Rios-Avila, 2020). The model is expressed as:

SWB{ = hi(Age() + hi(Age;) « ID{ + h5(Age[’) » SDf + hi(Agef)X[ +& (4)

where the functions h¥(.), h¥(.), h%(.) and h¥(.) are smooth functions of age. The age-
varying marginal effects of individual or spousal disability on SWB are given by the smooth
functions h¥(.) and h%(.), respectively. These functions can be estimated by maximizing a
kernel-weighted least squares objective function that depends on a bandwidth parameter
(Haimueller et al., 2019), with bootstrapped standard errors. Specification (4) allows us to test

whether the spillover effects vary with age (H5).

5. Results

Table 3 reports the estimates of equation (1), focusing on the coefficients associated with
personal and spousal disability. The full set of estimates is provided in Table Al in Appendix.
We introduce a set of control variables to account for the socio-demographic characteristics
of spouses: age (five-year groups), foreign origin, education (4 levels), number of children,
household income per consumption unit, home ownership, city size (9 categories) and

regional dummies (9 categories).

Consistent with the literature (Uppal, 2006; Oswald and Powdthavee, 2008), Panel A shows
that having a disability significantly reduces life satisfaction. Without controls, the average
score is about 0.64-0.63 lower for both husbands and wives reporting a disability (columns 1A
and 2A). Our estimates also support hypothesis H1, confirming the existence of negative
spillover effects of spousal disability on life satisfaction, in line with previous studies

(Strawbridge et al., 2007; Braakmann, 2014; Mervin and Frijters, 2014; McNamee et al., 2021;
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Powdthavee and Wooden, 2021). Without controls (columns 1B and 2B), the average score is
0.26-0.28 lower when the spouse is disabled. Thus, the marginal effect of personal disability
is approximately twice as large as that of spousal disability. Wald tests reported in Table A2 in
Appendix indicate a statistically significant difference between §* and vk, consistent with
hypothesis H2. When spouses’ socio-demographic characteristics are included as controls
(columns 1C and 2C), the coefficients for personal and spousal disability become slightly

smaller in absolute value.

Table 3. Estimates of disability on life satisfaction

Variables Husband Wife
(1A) (1B) (1C) (2A) (2B) (2C)
Panel A. Low and severe disabilities
Self: any impairment -0.641%** -0.559*** -0.503*** -0.630*** -0.538*** -0.499***
(0.038) (0.041) (0.042) (0.040) (0.042) (0.043)
Spouse: any impairment -0.257%*** -0.196*** -0.278*** -0.253***
(0.041) (0.043) (0.041) (0.043)
Controls NO NO YES NO NO YES
Observations 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276
R? 0.039 0.045 0.088 0.036 0.042 0.075
Panel B. Severe disabilities
Self: any severe impairment -0.906*** -0.819*** -0.694*** -0.962*** -0.875*** -0.796***
(0.072) (0.073) (0.073) (0.077) (0.078) (0.079)
Spouse: any impairment -0.494*** -0.379*** -0.464*** -0.396***
(0.068) (0.070) (0.069) (0.070)
Controls NO NO YES NO NO YES
Observations 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276
R? 0.033 0.042 0.086 0.034 0.042 0.076

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.
Note: estimates from linear regressions with robust standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: *p<0.1;
*%p<0.05; ***p<0.01. N = 7,276 couples.

Table 3 suggests that spillover effects are slightly larger for wives (-0.253) than for husbands
(-0.196). However, a Wald test does not reject the null assumption Hy: y = yW (p-value =
0.361), which is inconsistent with hypothesis H3. In Panel B, we re-estimate the same
regressions but restrict the analysis to severe disabilities. First, the disability coefficients are
larger in absolute value compared to panel A. In the case of severe disability, the average life
satisfaction score is reduced by -0.7 for husbands (column 1C) and -0.8 for wives (column 2C).
Second, spillover effects are higher, with magnitude around -0.40. Once again, the spousal
disability coefficient is very similar for husbands and wives. The substantial increase in the
spillover effects provides support for hypothesis H4, which posits that spillover effects depend

on the severity and type of disability.
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Table 4 reports separate estimates of disability type effects (personal and spillover) on life
satisfaction. Considering both low and severe disabilities (Panel A), all four types of self-
reported disability are associated with significant reductions in life satisfaction for both
genders. The largest penalties of personal disability are observed for motor impairment. Visual
and cognitive impairments also entail strong and significant negative effects, whereas the
effect of hearing impairment is insignificant for husbands, but substantial and negative for
wives. This gender difference in the impact of hearing impairment is noteworthy, suggesting
that wives may be more affected by communication-related limitations than husbands. Similar
patterns are obtained when the analysis is restricted to severe disabilities (Panel B). For
husbands, severe motor impairments reduce life satisfaction the most, while for wives the

largest effect is associated with cognitive impairment.

Regarding spousal disability, spillover effects are heterogeneous across disability types,
consistent with hypothesis H4. The strongest effects are found for motor disabilities. This
corroborates the findings in the literature, as Jain and Ma (2024) showed that men's mental
health is particularly affected by their partner's mobility limitations. Visual impairments of the
spouse also reduce life satisfaction, although the effect weakens with controls and even
becomes insignificant for husbands. Cognitive impairments of the spouse reduce life
satisfaction for wives but not for husbands, while hearing impairments of the spouse display
weak effect for husbands and insignificant ones for wives. When the analysis is restricted to
severe disabilities (Panel B), the largest spillover effects concern hearing impairments among
husbands and motor impairments for wives. In contrast, severe spousal cognitive impairments

for husbands and spousal hearing impairments for wives are not statistically significant.

Overall, the results in Table 4 highlight the importance of distinguishing between disability
types. Using these estimates, we further examine the relevance of hypotheses H2 and H3 for
each impairment category (see Table A2 in Appendix). On the one hand, the spousal disability
coefficient is almost always lower in absolute value than that of personal disability, regardless
of disability type (except for hearing impairment among husbands). The corresponding p-
values (four statistical tests for husbands and four for wives) are always significant at the 10

percent level when both low and severe disabilities are considered. The only exceptions arise
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for visual and cognitive impairments among husbands (p-value=0.516 and p-value=0.183)

when considering only severe cases. These results provide strong empirical support for

hypothesis H2. On the other hand, we find little evidence supporting hypothesis H3. Across

the eight tests performed (four for low and severe disabilities, four for severe disabilities),

gender differences in spillover effects emerge only for hearing impairment (p-value=0.059 for

low and severe disabilities, p-value=0.011 for severe disabilities).

Table 4. Estimates of disability type on life satisfaction

Variables Husband Wife
(1A) (1B) (1C) (2A) (2B) (2C)
Panel A. Low and severe disabilities
Self: visual -0.372%** -0.328*** -0.293*** -0.394*** -0.347*** -0.310***
(0.057) (0.058) (0.057) (0.056) (0.056) (0.056)
Self: hearing -0.017 0.021 -0.017 -0.208*** -0.170*** -0.213***
(0.048) (0.049) (0.049) (0.064) (0.064) (0.064)
Self: motor -0.798*** -0.743*** -0.702%** -0.580*** -0.510%*** -0.508***
(0.061) (0.062) (0.062) (0.059) (0.060) (0.061)
Self: cognitive -0.464*** -0.403*** -0.395*** -0.458*** -0.387*** -0.395%**
(0.062) (0.063) (0.063) (0.065) (0.066) (0.066)
Spouse: visual -0.116** -0.071 -0.193*** -0.163***
(0.051) (0.051) (0.059) (0.058)
Spouse: hearing -0.104* -0.153** 0.053 -0.004
(0.061) (0.061) (0.049) (0.050)
Spouse: motor -0.242*** -0.213*** -0.272*** -0.267***
(0.056) (0.058) (0.060) (0.060)
Spouse: cognitive -0.079 -0.070 -0.179*** -0.181***
(0.061) (0.061) (0.062) (0.061)
Controls NO NO YES NO NO YES
Observations 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276
R? 0.070 0.076 0.114 0.057 0.065 0.097
Panel B. Severe disabilities
Self: visual -0.564*** -0.487*** -0.418%*** -0.741%** -0.713%*** -0.641***
(0.147) (0.149) (0.147) (0.130) (0.132) (0.130)
Self: hearing -0.236** -0.164 -0.118 -0.657*** -0.592*** -0.546***
(0.108) (0.108) (0.107) (0.169) (0.170) (0.167)
Self: motor -1.140%*** -1.071%** -0.956*** -0.822%** -0.738%*** -0.683***
(0.108) (0.109) (0.109) (0.107) (0.109) (0.110)
Self: cognitive -0.716*** -0.631*** -0.519%*** -1.001*** -0.923*** -0.889***
(0.184) (0.185) (0.181) (0.187) (0.188) (0.189)
Spouse: visual -0.392*** -0.297*** -0.281** -0.254*
(0.111) (0.110) (0.138) (0.138)
Spouse: hearing -0.559*** -0.503*** -0.043 -0.038
(0.153) (0.151) (0.107) (0.106)
Spouse: motor -0.420*** -0.322*** -0.497*** -0.422***
(0.094) (0.094) (0.101) (0.100)
Spouse: cognitive -0.217 -0.176 -0.461** -0.390**
(0.174) (0.176) (0.181) (0.177)
Controls NO NO YES NO NO YES
Observations 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276 7,276
R? 0.043 0.054 0.096 0.042 0.051 0.084

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.
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Note: estimates from linear regressions with standard errors in parentheses. Significance levelS: *p<0.1;
**p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Figure 3. Cumulative effects of personal and spouse impairment on life satisfaction

Husband (low and severe disabilities) Wife (low and severe disabilities)
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Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.

Note: estimates from linear regressions, with confidence intervals at the 95% level.

In our sample, 25.8% of non-disabled husbands have a disabled partner, while this proportion
rises to 57.8% among disabled husbands. Among wives, 29.6% of those without a disability
report having a disabled partner, compared to 62.4% among disabled wives. To assess the
possibility of cumulative effects of disability (hypothesis H2c), we distinguish four situations:
neither spouse has a disability (reference category), only the husband is disabled, only the
wife is disabled, and both spouses are disabled. We estimate four regressions according to
gender and disability severity. Results are presented in Figure 3. For both husbands and wives,
life satisfaction declines more sharply when both partners are disabled. Moreover, Figure 3

clearly illustrates the presence of spillover effects: for a given respondent impairment status,
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life satisfaction is always lower when the spouse is also disabled compared to when he or she
is not. These findings confirm hypothesis H2c, which posits that individuals’ life satisfaction

decreases further when both partners experience a disability.

In a final step, we examine the relevance of hypothesis H5, which posits that the spillover
effects of disability may vary with age. For both husbands and wives, we estimate semi-
parametric smooth varying coefficient models following equation (4). The results, displayed in
Figure 4, depict the age-varying marginal effects of personal and spousal disabilities on life
satisfaction. We begin by examining the effect of personal disability. When considering both
low and severe forms, we observe contrasting patterns across genders. For husbands, the age
profile is non-monotonic. The effect of disability on life satisfaction is close to 0 at younger
ages, decreases sharply to -0.7 around ages 40-45, then gradually increases to -0.5 by ages 70-
75, before falling again to a minimum of -0.75 at age 85. In contrast, for wives, the effect
decreases steadily, from -0.25 at age 25 to -0.6 at age 75, followed by a more pronounced
decline at older ages. Gender differences are again evident. For husbands, the negative effect
of having a disabled partner varies little with age. For wives, the effect of having a disabled
spouse starts close to zero at age 25, decreases sharply to a minimum around age 40, and then

gradually attenuates, becoming almost negligible by ages 80-85.

Figure 4 yields several noteworthy conclusions in relation to our previous hypotheses. When
both low and severe disabilities are considered, incorporating age reveals that the validity of
some of our hypotheses does not hold uniformly across the life course. First, negative spillover
effects of spousal disability on life satisfaction are observed at nearly all ages, except at very
young and very old ages for wives, thus providing broad support for hypothesis H1. Second,
the relative magnitude of the spillover and personal effects varies substantially with age. For
husbands, the blue curve (personal impairment) lies above the sand-colored curve (spousal
impairment) until age 31, and their confidence intervals cease to overlap from age 35
onwards. For wives, the sand-colored curve exceeds the blue curve between ages 40 and 45,
with confidence intervals diverging from age 52. Hence, hypothesis H2 which posits that the
negative individual effect of one’s own disability exceeds that of a partner’s disability is not

consistently supported across all ages, particularly among wives.
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Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.

Note: estimates from multiplicative interaction regressions, with marginal effects based on a kernel smoothing
estimator. The bandwidth is set to 6.

Third, a comparison of the two upper sand-colored curves (for husbands and wives,
respectively) suggests minimal gender differences in the magnitude of spillover effects,
contrary to hypothesis H3. To examine this issue more formally, we compute the difference
A(Age) = h¥ (Age) — hf (Age), where h¥ (.) and h¥(.) are obtained from the estimation
of equation (4) for wives and husbands, respectively. A confidence interval for A(Age) is
constructed using a bootstrap procedure with 250 replications and the resulting curve is
displayed in Figure 5. For low and severe disabilities, the spillover effects experienced by wives
exceed that of husbands up to age 32 and again after age 69 (positive difference). However,
at no age can we reject the null assumption that gender differences in spillover effects equal

zero. The pattern differs somewhat when focusing exclusively on severe disabilities, yet the
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confidence interval remains wide and include zero for the gender difference in spillover

effects. This provides further and robust evidence against hypothesis H3.

Figure 5. Gender difference in spillover effects of impairment on life satisfaction, by age
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Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.

Note: the difference between wives and husbands is calculated using estimates from multiplicative interaction
regressions, with marginal effects based on a kernel smoothing estimator. The bandwidth is set to 6. The
confidence interval is obtained using a bootstrap procedure, with 250 replications.

Figure Al in the Appendix depicts the age profiles of the personal and spillover effects of
disability on life satisfaction for each disability type. Interestingly, personal disability is not
consistently more detrimental than spousal disability across all life stages and impairment
types, which contradicts hypothesis H2. Among wives, the absolute value of the spillover
effects exceeds that of personal disability up to age 60 for visual impairments and at younger
ages for cognitive impairments (though confidence intervals overlap), as well as for motor
impairments before age 40. Among husbands, the opposite pattern is found for hearing
impairments, where a partner’s disability almost always reduces their life satisfaction more

than their own.
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Moreover, the effect of personal and spousal disability on life satisfaction varies greatly
depending on age, except for wives’ visual disability and those of their spouses before age 60,
and for husbands’ own hearing and motor disabilities after around 60 (the blue and sand
curves are fairly flat). Otherwise, the curves are non-monotonic and may also rise with age,
reducing the penalty on life satisfaction associated with own and spouse’s disability. For wives,
this occurs with their spouse’s visual impairment after 60 (while it declines with their own
disability) and their spouse’s cognitive impairment after age 65, but also with their personal
hearing (after age 35) and cognitive (after age 65) disabilities. Among husbands, it appears
with their own cognitive disability from age 50 and their spouses after 65. Finally, we observe
a U-shaped relationship between age and the effect of own disability on life satisfaction for

personal cognitive disability among wives, and for husbands under age 60.

Surprisingly, we observe a null or positive spillover effect of disability on life satisfaction for
some life courses. In particular, this is observed for husbands when their spouses have a visual
disability (at ages 50-70) or a cognitive one (after age 75), and for wives when their spouses
have a hearing impairment (before and after ages 50-70) or a cognitive one in old age. Life
satisfaction even increases before age 40 when husbands have a hearing impairment and
before age 35 when wives have a motor impairment (although the confidence intervals remain

wide). These age-varying profiles provide evidence supporting H5.

6. Discussion and concluding comments

Using pooled data from the 2017 and 2022 French Statistics on Income and Living Conditions
Surveys, we examined the spillover effects of disability on life satisfaction among couples. We
investigated the heterogeneity of these effects according to gender, age, severity and type of

disability (motor, cognitive, hearing, visual).

Overall, this study shows that spousal disability exerts substantial negative spillover effects on
individuals’ life satisfaction, consistent with our hypothesis H1, with a decline of 0.2 point for

husbands and 0.25 point for wives. These estimates appear less pronounced than personal
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disability (with a 0.5 point drop in life satisfaction for both genders) and even less so than a
double disability within the couple (around -0.7 point for husbands and -0.76 point for wives),
consistent with hypotheses H2 and H2c. This conclusion is in line with previous evidence
showing spillover effects (Strawbridge et al., 2007; Braakmann, 2014; Powdthavee and
Wooden, 2021). Individuals could derive utility from the health of their spouse which, when

impaired, imposes a substantial burden on their well-being.

These spillover effects may occur through various channels that we cannot fully analyze here
due to data limitations, including caregiving, supervision, loss of income, stress transmission,
and changes in social role within a couple, among others. However, the introduction of
heterogeneity factors qualifies the conclusion regarding hypotheses H1 and H2, which cannot
be generalized across all contexts. Although our estimates do not provide evidence of
systematically stronger spillover effects for wives than for husbands (rejection of hypothesis
H3), they confirm that its magnitude varies considerably depending on the type and severity

of the disability (H4 supported), as well as by age (H5 supported).

For both genders, personal and spousal motor disabilities remain the most penalizing type of
disability. However, when the analysis is restricted to severe forms of disability, among
husbands, the spouse's hearing impairment ranks first among the most significant spillover
effects, while among wives the most limiting personal disability is cognitive impairment.
Conversely, some types of (severe) disability do not appear to be associated with significant
spillover effects. This is quite in line with the nearby literature. Jain and Ma (2024) showed
heterogeneity in spillover effects according to health problems in England (see also Prosser et
al.,, 2015, in the US). The relationship between age and spillover effects of disability is
nonlinear and in take the form of the well-documented U-shaped age-life satisfaction curve
(Blanchflower, 2021) but only for husbands in the event of a severe spouse’s disability. At first
glance, this may seem at odds with studies suggesting that altruistic motivations increase with

age (Sparrow et al., 2021).

In the context of an aging population and the increasing prevalence of disabilities and chronic
diseases, the stakes are high. The results highlight the need for support, not only for people

with disabilities, but also for their families due to significant spillover effects on spouses’ well-
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being. Existing prevention and support or compensation programs, whether human,
psychological, technical, or financial, need to be strengthened (respite rights, caregiver leave,
psychological support programs, financial aid adjustments for paid family caregivers,
awareness-raising activities) to promote the well-being of both disabled individuals and their
partners. In doing so, it is essential to consider the heterogeneity of individuals’ and spouses’
characteristics, such as age, gender, and the type of disability and severity of disability, in the
implementation and improvement of these programs. This heterogeneity, particularly with
regard to the types of disability, should be given greater consideration in disability research

and when collecting data on disability in surveys.

This article has some limitations. The variables used to characterize personal and spousal
disability are self-reported and may therefore be subject to bias. Also, they are not exhaustive,
as certain types of disability, such as mental disabilities, are not accounted for. Moreover, our
analysis is restricted to couples residing in the same household. As such, couples who do not
cohabit (whether by choice or due to circumstances such as one partner living in an institution)
are excluded from the scope of our study. We also do not know how long people have been
in a relationship. Since we control for household income, the estimated spillover effects do
not capture income-related mechanisms and may absorb part of an individual’s reaction to
the spouse’s disability (Braakmann, 2014). Thus, the estimated effects are more precisely the
non-income-related spillover effects of disability, although they may still reflect a combination

of altruistic concerns and the consequences of caregiving on life satisfaction.

Finally, it is possible that our estimates of spillover effects may be partly shaped by hedonic
adaptation. Some respondents may have learned to live with their own and/or spouse’s
disability, which could have attenuated or even nullified the negative effect over time,
depending on the severity of the condition (Oswald and Powdthavee, 2008). Uppal (2006)
showed that people disabled from birth are more likely to be happy than those whose
disability occurred later in life, probably due to such an adaptation effect. Unfortunately, the
lack of information on the timing of disability onset, combined with the cross-sectional nature
of the data, does not allow us to study the potential influence on hedonic adaptation on our
findings. A longitudinal survey with detailed information on disability, for both respondents

and their spouses, would be highly valuable in France.
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For future work, it would be interesting to further investigate how the onset of disabilities,
and potential deterioration in health prior to disability, within the couple across life course
affect spousal SWB, considering an extended set of happiness outcomes. The role of age in
the disability-life satisfaction relationship should be further analyzed in the context of aging
populations such as France, where the baby-boom cohorts born after World War Il are
progressively reaching old age, and also from a comparative perspective across neighboring

European countries.
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External appendix

Table Al. Detailed estimates of life satisfaction

Variables

(1) Husband
Same as 1C
panel A Table 3

(2) Husband
Same as 1C
panel B Table 3

(2) wife
Same as 2C
panel A Table 3

(2) wife
Same as 2C
panel B Table 3

Self: any impairment

Spouse: any impairment
Self: Age 25-30

31-35
36-40
41-45
46-50
51-55
56-60
61-65
66-70
71-75
76-80
81-85

Self: Foreign origin

Self: Diploma None

Less than

Baccalaureate

Baccalaureate
Undergraduate
Graduate, postgr.

Spouse: Age 25-30

31-35
36-40
41-45
46-50
51-55
56-60
61-65
66-70
71-75
76-80
81-85

Spouse: Foreign origin

Spouse: Diploma None

Less than

Baccalaureate

Baccalaureate

Undergraduate
Graduate,

postgraduate

Number of children 0-3 years

Household income per consumption unit

(log)

4-6 years
7-14 years
15 years and more

Homeowner

Region and urban size

Number of observations

RZ

coef
-0.503***

-0.196***
Ref
-0.153
-0.358**
-0.159
-0.292*
-0.239
-0.176
-0.174
-0.166
-0.097
-0.104
-0.186
-0.102

Ref
0.005

0.040
0.099
0.154%**
Ref
0.065
-0.005
-0.072
-0.074
-0.072
-0.125
-0.009
0.023
-0.053
0.007
-0.026
-0.120

Ref
0.044

0.097
0.110*
0.063

0.115*
0.078
0.021
0.031

0.456***

0.331%**
YES
7,276
0.088

s.e.
(0.042)
(0.043)

(0.128)
(0.150)
(0.157)
(0.165)
(0.177)
(0.184)
(0.191)
(0.198)
(0.204)
(0.217)
(0.243)
(0.081)

(0.054)

(0.065)
(0.069)
(0.068)

(0.118)
(0.138)
(0.154)
(0.163)
(0.175)
(0.183)
(0.187)
(0.194)
(0.202)
(0.223)
(0.264)
(0.084)

(0.056)

(0.061)
(0.066)
(0.073)

(0.064)
(0.071)
(0.041)
(0.037)
(0.055)

(0.057)

coef
-0.694***

-0.379***
Ref
-0.147
-0.380**
-0.195
-0.337**
-0.301*
-0.233
-0.257
-0.262
-0.218
-0.246
-0.305
-0.096

Ref
-0.009

0.037
0.098
0.146**
Ref
0.082
0.031
-0.072
-0.080
-0.065
-0.123
-0.015
0.020
-0.062
0.011
0.057
-0.125

Ref
0.024

0.092
0.109
0.054

0.121*
0.072
0.023
0.030

0.470%**

0.331%**
YES
7,276
0.086

s.e.
(0.073)
(0.070)

(0.128)
(0.151)
(0.158)
(0.167)
(0.178)
(0.185)
(0.191)
(0.198)
(0.203)
(0.217)
(0.241)
(0.081)

(0.053)

(0.065)
(0.069)
(0.069)

(0.119)
(0.141)
(0.157)
(0.165)
(0.177)
(0.185)
(0.189)
(0.195)
(0.202)
(0.223)
(0.263)
(0.085)

(0.056)

(0.062)
(0.067)
(0.073)

(0.065)
(0.072)
(0.041)
(0.037)
(0.055)

(0.057)

coef
-0.499***

-0.253***
Ref
0.094
-0.085
0.026
0.062
0.056
0.251
0.229
0.245
0.271
0.437*
0.524%*
-0.138*

Ref
0.041

0.049
0.112
0.222%**
Ref
-0.125
-0.139
-0.232
-0.278*
-0.369**
-0.364**
-0.354*
-0.304
-0.438**
-0.364
-0.637**
-0.145

Ref
-0.069

-0.046
-0.063
-0.108

0.175***
0.043
0.082*
-0.015
0.373%**

0.279%**
YES
7,276
0.075

s.e.
(0.043)
(0.043)

(0.139)
(0.160)
(0.170)
(0.177)
(0.184)
(0.193)
(0.201)
(0.209)
(0.217)
(0.231)
(0.253)
(0.083)

(0.055)

(0.066)
(0.073)
(0.070)

(0.125)
(0.140)
(0.152)
(0.166)
(0.175)
(0.185)
(0.192)
(0.199)
(0.210)
(0.230)
(0.270)
(0.088)

(0.056)

(0.062)
(0.069)
(0.076)

(0.065)
(0.069)
(0.042)
(0.037)
(0.055)

(0.058)

coef
-0.796***

-0.396***
Ref
0.093
-0.112
-0.006
0.038
0.013
0.201
0.161
0.177
0.189
0.330
0.463*
-0.116

Ref
0.030

0.042
0.100
0.197***
Ref
-0.108
-0.098
-0.222
-0.282*
-0.358%*
-0.357*
-0.364*
-0.311
-0.464**
-0.387*
-0.595%*
-0.169*

Ref
-0.081

-0.038
-0.045
-0.092

0.195%**
0.053
0.079*
-0.022
0.383***

0.279***
YES
7,276
0.076

s.e.
(0.079)
(0.070)

(0.139)
(0.160)
(0.171)
(0.178)
(0.184)
(0.194)
(0.201)
(0.209)
(0.217)
(0.231)
(0.252)
(0.083)

(0.055)

(0.066)
(0.073)
(0.070)

(0.125)
(0.141)
(0.154)
(0.167)
(0.177)
(0.186)
(0.193)
(0.200)
(0.210)
(0.229)
(0.271)
(0.088)

(0.056)

(0.062)
(0.068)
(0.075)

(0.065)
(0.068)
(0.042)
(0.037)
(0.055)

(0.058)

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.

Note: estimates from linear regressions with robust standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: *p<0.1;

*%p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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Table A2. Tests of equal coefficients for personal and spousal disability

Variables Ho: [6%] = |[y"] Ho: 8% = [y"|
For husbands, the negative  For wives, the negative
effect of their own effect of their own wife’s disability on her
disability is equal in disability is equal in husband’s life satisfaction
magnitude to the spillover  magnitude to the spillover is equal to the spillover
effect of their wife’s effect of their husband’s effect of the husband’s

disability disability disability on his wife’s life

Ho: | y?| = [y"]

The spillover effect of the

satisfaction

Panel A. Low and severe disability
Any impairment

Visual

Hearing

Mobility

Cognitive

Panel B. Severe disability
Any impairment

Visual

Hearing

Mobility

Cognitive

H, rejected
Chi?=21.80, p=0.000
H, rejected
Chi?=7.39, p=0.007
Hy rejected
Chi*>=3.01, p=0.083
H, rejected
Chi?=30.58, p=0.000
H, rejected
Chi?=12.23, p=0.001

H, rejected
Chi?=8.91, p=0.003
H accepted
Chi*>=0.42, p=0.516
H, rejected
Chi*=4.17, p=0.041
H, rejected
Chi?=18.27, p=0.000
H accepted
Chi?=1.78, p=0.183

Hy rejected
Chi?=13.75, p=0.000
H, rejected
Chi?=2.91, p=0.088
Hy rejected
Chi®=6.46, p=0.011
H, rejected
Chi?=7.12, p=0.008
H, rejected
Chi?=4.99, p=0.026

H, rejected
Chi?=12.82, p=0.000
H, rejected
Chi?=4.09, p=0.043
H, rejected
Chi*>=6.61, p=0.010
H, rejected
Chi?=2.89, p=0.089
H, rejected
Chi?=3.50, p=0.061

Hy accepted
Chi?=0.83, p=0.361
H, accepted
Chi?=1.34, p=0.246
H, rejected
Chi?=3.58, p=0.059
H accepted
Chi?=0.41, p=0.520
H accepted
Chi?>=1.56, p=0.212

H accepted
Chi?=0.03, p=0.866
H accepted
Chi?=0.06, p=0.803
H, rejected
Chi?=6.48, p=0.011
H, accepted
Chi?=0.52, p=0.470
H accepted
Chi?=0.71, p=0.399

Source: INSEE SRCV 2017 and 2022 surveys, authors’ calculations.
Note: the statistical tests are based on estimates reported in Tables 3 and 4 with controls (columns C).
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Figure Al. Personal and spillover effects of impairments on life satisfaction, by age and disability type
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Note: estimates from multiplicative interaction regressions, with marginal effects based on a kernel smoothing

estimator. The bandwidth is set to 6.
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