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“We may have come a long way baby, but are we happy about it?” asked Today Show host Kathie Lee Gifford in the opening presentation of the 10 a.m. segment of the Today Show, as the song “Shiny Happy People” by the alternative band R.E.M. played in the background. Gifford then introduced two University of Pennsylvania economists, Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers, who had reached a startling conclusion in their research paper: women are more unhappy today than they were 35 years ago. “It’s the 64 million dollar question,” explained Stevenson, when asked why.


After the researchers had briefly described their findings, Gifford declared, “It’s global female unhappiness!” with a nervous laugh.
 She may be right, as Stevenson and Wolfers have shown. But is this short segment on the Today Show just another incidence in which media members are propagating a myth? What is the hard data behind the vaguery of a “happiness gap”? And what reasons can we discover, if any, as to why this happiness gap may exist?

I. Background
The 2009 episode of the Today Show was not the first, and almost certainly not the last, to report on and react to the controversial study released in early 2007 by the two economists, entitled “The Paradox of Declining Female Happiness.” The pair, who is also a couple, purported in their study that since the 1970s, women’s happiness, in America and in “other industrialized countries,” has been steadily declining when compared to men’s.
 
The researchers drew their data from information collected over the past 35 years from the General Social Survey (GSS), a nationwide study conducted by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago. The GSS interviewed 1,500 respondents each year from 1972 through 1993, excluding 1979, 1981, and 1992. Three thousand respondents were interviewed every second year from 1994 through 2004, and 4,500 were interviewed in 2006. Notably, only half of the 2002 and 2004 group and two-thirds of the 2006 group were asked about their happiness, presumably to keep the number of interviewees consistent over all the years that make up the data set.
 

Interviewees were asked the question: “Taken all together, how would you say things are these days, would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” in order to measure their subjective well-being. They were also asked questions about their satisfaction with different areas of their life, such as marriage, health, financial situation, and job.
 Ultimately, Stevenson and Wolfers determined that women are reporting themselves as less happy than men are, beginning in the 1980s and becoming an increasing trend into the 1990s and 2000s. 
  Specifically, women begin the sample in the 1970s as four percentage points more likely to report themselves very happy as opposed to men, and end in the sample in the 2000s as one percentage point less likely. In addition, women were one percent less likely to say they were “not too happy” in the earliest data sets, compared to one percent more likely in 2006. Using standard distribution models and a statistical technique called ordered probit estimates, the researchers found that “the median woman in 2006 is as happy as a man at the 48.8th percentile in 1972 [...], while the median man in 2006 is as happy as the man at the 50.7th percentile in 1972.” Ultimately, Stevenson and Wolfers discover that from 1972 to 2006, women’s happiness relative to men’s fell by 0.13 percentage points.

This controversial study sparked almost immediate media attention, and was picked up by the economics section of The New York Times just a short while after its release. The coverage was also consistent and oft-repeated, with a LexisNexis search producing nearly 300 news or magazine articles in the past two years on the subject. Everyone from The New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd to Freakonomics co-author Steven Levitt to women-centered Internet outpost Jezebel to liberal-leaning magazine The Nation had an opinion or story about the “happiness gap”: The Nation columnist and poet Katha Pollitt even called the resulting debate a “national blatherfest.”

II. Methodology


The idea of the “happiness gap” seems to have spread in waves, one of which was occurring when the idea for this paper was proposed. Two linguists, Mark Liberman at the University of Pennsylvania and Geoffrey Pullum at the University of Edinburgh, have covered the happiness gap and the research study no fewer than five times over the past two years on their blog on language in popular culture and the media, called Language Log. Their links to news articles and online sites in each “wave” forms the basis of the media coverage mentioned in this paper, and the crux of the initial research on the prevalence of the reportage on the happiness gap. Ultimately, a combination of links via the Language Log and Stevenson and Wolfer’s own website, as well as a LexisNexis search for happiness gap results over the past two years, culminated in this paper’s findings. 

This type of research proves its importance when striving for accuracy in the media. When dubious data or media myths are reported, as we have seen, these ideas can spread and in due course propagate an untruth when reporters do not question the reports they are given. The necessity of researching media myths lies in the need to look critically at what the media present to us as factual information.
III. Findings
“The Sad Shocking Truth About How Women are Feeling”: Arguments For the Happiness Gap

The idea of the happiness gap was released to the general public via The New York Times in September 2007. David Leonhardt, in a section called “Economics Scene,” included Stevenson’s and Wolfer’s study in an article that referenced multiple studies about the happiness divide between men and women today. Leonhardt called the study findings an “unsettling” part of a “larger story” (that women are unhappy compared to men): thereby setting the stage for a media storm to occur. “It…shows[s] just how incomplete the gender revolution has been,” Leonhardt concluded, “Although women have flooded into the work force, American society hasn’t fully come to grips with the change.”
 Jezebel, a popular blog with the tagline of “celebrity, sex, fashion for women,” published an irreverent post on the topic on the same day as The New York Times article. The Jezebel author wrote, with some degree of sarcasm, that: “Essentially [women] find pretty much every activity we engage in more unpleasant than men, mainly because we are expected to engage in so many goddamn activities.”


Although coverage in support of the research study would continue over the next year, as The New York Times columnists and others continued to weigh in, popular blogger Arianna Huffington would spark a new firestorm of attention directed at the study in September 2009. Huffington, who is an author, columnist, and founder of liberal-leaning website The Huffington Post, was recently named to Forbes’ list of Most Influential Women in Media and receives around 7 million viewers per month on her popular website.
 “Women around the world are in a funk,” Huffington declared, going on to remark that “study after study” (although she cites no particulars besides the Stevenson and Wolfers study) has shown this dip in happiness across social, economic, marital, ethnic, and national lines.


The story also gained traction when it was again featured in The New York Times, this time in a place where it was likely to get more readers: in a column by Maureen Dowd, a longtime Times columnist who has been called “a smart, ambitious, alluring woman in a crazy, often infuriating man's world.”
 Dowd wrote: “But the more women have achieved, the more they seem aggrieved. Did the feminist revolution end up benefiting men more than women?” Dowd goes on to posit that the “second shift” (unpaid household duties, still largely done by women), modern demands on the career and family-driven woman, and even hormones, biology, and attachment and romance theories amount to the decrease in women’s happiness.
 Dowd cited author and former Gallup researcher Marcus Buckingham, who had just released a book on the happiness gap to support many of her own arguments. “Women have lives that become increasingly empty,” Buckingham said. “They’re doing more and feeling less.”


Finally, Elle, a women’s fashion magazine, devoted a lengthy speculative article to the happiness gap less than two weeks ago. The author, peppered with quotes from a couple of psychology professors and occasionally Stevenson herself, churns out few theories on just why women are “kinda bummed out”: the failure of the women’s movement, the “second shift” once more, the many roles of modern women, the increase in “moaning and groaning” by today’s women, and finally, the idea that women “need to get off [their] couch and make someone else happy” to be happy themselves.

Are Women Getting Unhappier? Don’t Make Me Laugh”: Arguments Against


Although they amounted to less media coverage overall, some journalists took a critical viewpoint of the study, particularly with the encouragement of University of Pennsylvania linguists, Mark Liberman and Geoffrey Pullum, who peeled away the layers of data presented in the dense, academic, and statistic-heavy media study in their language blog, Language Log.( Leftist weekly The Nation, citing the Language Log blog, jumped on the Stevenson and Wolfers study first in September 2009, declaring the question of happiness a “stupid” one. Calling the entire debate an attack on feminism, The Nation columnist Katha Pollitt concluded that the happiness gap is in fact, miniscule. “The percentage of "not too happy" men has declined by 1.1 percent, and the percentage of such women has increased by a great big 0.3 percent,” she wrote, citing the Language Log data extractions. “Three additional women in a thousand: that's what the fuss over ‘women's unhappiness’ is all about.” Pollitt does admit that Americans in general could be more unhappy today than in the 1970s, due to her theories such as the worsened economy, shrinking leisure time, booming consumerism, increased honesty with how happy we really are, or simply because people are “more lonely.”


Barbara Ehrenreich, author of The New York Times bestseller exposé Nickel and Dimed, also chimed in on the idea that the Stevenson and Wolfers study attacks feminism; the most popular takeaway from their study, she explained, was that “feminism made women miserable.” She also cited happiness as a “slippery thing to measure or define” and attacked the raw data that Stevenson and Wolfers presented in her Los Angeles Times article. In particular, she calls their use of ordered probit estimates an “occult statistical manipulation” by which they authors can only manage to “tease out” a tiny percentage difference. Unlike author journalists, Ehrenreich also concluded that unhappiness is “supremely indifferent to the actual conditions” of women’s lives, leading her to believe that ideas like the second shift or too many life choices cannot be the root cause of this unhappiness in any case.

“We Have Upset the Linguists”: Reactions from the Study Authors

The media firestorm did not happen in isolation. In several cases, the authors themselves responded, taking to blogs to present their side of the story, particular after the Language Log posts on the subject came to their attention. Justin Wolfers first responded to the media excitement in October 2007 in two subsequent posts on the blog Marginal Revolution, an economics blog run by two George Mason University economists. “We have upset the linguists,” he wrote of the Language Log bloggers in his first post, before going on to remark that their criticism is based in a misunderstanding, “statistical mischief,” and an inability to fully comprehend multiple data studies showing the trend.
 In his second post, Wolfers wrote that the degree of the decline in female happiness depends on one’s perception of how happiness should change in general over time. “If you think there is a lot of variation in happiness in the population, [the dip in women’s happiness] is big; if not, it is small,” Wolfers explained.
 (

Wolfers would later respond in a more public forum—the blog of Freakonomics authors Stephen Dubner and Steven Levitt, which is featured on The New York Times website and ranked as one of the web’s 25 best blogs by Time magazine’s online outpost.
 Wolfer’s response was trigged this time by Barbara Ehrenreich’s Los Angeles Times piece. “It can be a real kick in the guts when you learn that someone you thought you admired turns out to be simply dishonest,” Wolfers wrote of Ehrenreich, before responding to the criticisms Ehrenreich had presented in her article. Believing that Ehrenreich simply “cherry-picked” her evidence from the study, Wolfers defended the use of ordered probit estimates, which he calls “an appropriate statistical technique for dealing with ordered responses” such as the “very happy” to “not too happy scale” he and his partner used in the study. He again mentioned that the happiness gap has emerged in other similar studies, and even turned Ehrenreich’s own argument that happiness is a “slippery thing to measure or define” against her, explaining that the happiness decline in female respondents may seem small to the lay economist, but is in fact “a very large shift, relative to other things that affect average happiness.”
(
IV. Conclusion


Ultimately, happiness itself is difficult to measure. The study authors themselves, as well as journalists who both support and criticize the study’s conclusions, have acknowledged that happiness is subjective and therefore tricky to document using statistical models. Stevenson and Wolfers do admit this in the pages of their research study, and even use it as argument when defending their research in later responses. However, this acknowledgement seems to only harm the conclusions they draw, considering the “slipperiness” of defining happiness would require them to admit that their entire set of data could be flawed, misleading, or simply wrong and necessitating further study. 
As the blog Jezebel has argued, one should not have to pull out a graphing calculator if there truly is a clear, significant difference between female and male happiness over the past 35 years. In other words, if the data appear statistically significant, we should not have to run the results through a complicated statistical model in order to show real results. However, Stevenson and Wolfers are economists and are thus trusted to be well-versed in statistics. Although others, such as the Language Log bloggers, appear to be comfortable and familiar with using statistical models, most would assume that linguists are not the foremost experts on statistical research, as economists would be. 
Perhaps there is a difference in men’s and women’s happiness today versus the 1970s, but it appears to be minimal to the reader untrained in economics or statistics. It is up to the journalist to decide if that gap appears to be significant, and the complicated statistics the study authors use make it less likely that journalists will dig into the study and criticize its findings. As a rule, journalists are not well-versed in statistical models, so it is unlikely they would denounce complicated data from two economists at the University of Pennsylvania, a well-respected Ivy League university. 

 In the end, the media reported on this study over and over again because it fits the “something for everyone” theory: journalists can either blame feminism, or the lack of feminism, for the statistical results. Indeed, in the media firestorm that resulted from the study, many journalists drew their own conclusions on why they thought the happiness gap was occurring, whether it be the failure of feminism in the modern world or the way modern women now compare themselves to men and women, among other theories. Although many referenced the other studies and experts that the study authors themselves mention, most journalists injected some of their own speculation into their articles, no matter if they believed the data were accurate or not. 
Even Betsey Stevenson abandoned her role as a supposed objective researcher when she told David Leonhardt of The New York Times that one possible explanation was the “hottie theory”: something she experienced first-hand in high school, when girls were expected to be “effortlessly hot.” Stevenson explained that today the same trend is occurring, but with added pressures such as getting good grades and excelling at athletics that are also weighing down on young women.
 Although it is impossible for researchers, or journalists for that matter, to remove their own background, influences, or biases from their work, Stevenson’s willingness to link her own experiences and the idea that women today are more pressured then she was in her youth to the happiness gap suggests a strong bias toward finding a drop in women’s happiness over the years. 

Is the happiness gap a media-driven myth? It appears that women’s happiness has dropped in recent years, but because happiness measurements are subjective, it is difficult to know whether women are actually becoming more unhappy or simply becoming more comfortable with assessing their own happiness truthfully. Whether the shift is a large one or not is also up for debate. The media, for the most part, supported the research paper’s findings without delving into the complicated statistics. However, in doing so, they failed to properly understand and critically assess the study, which allowed the study’s specific data to go unnoticed (most journalists simply mentioned the gap’s appearance, with no numbers attached). 
Media members also attached their own conjecture on the reasons behind the happiness gap to their reportage. These inferences emerged as the ultimate media myth, considering they were not based on any data, and were instead grounded in the angle that reporters wished to take on the happiness gap, and any biases they might have toward the data. Most concluded that feminism’s failure to achieve all its early activists said it would was the cause of this gap. Ultimately, we are left with the assumptions of two economists and a number of reporters, which spread as dubious reasons behind the appearance of the happiness gap for nearly two years in the nation’s media cycle. 
Appendix

Language Log Data Analysis

In the responses for 1972, 1973, and 1974 (the earliest dates available), the overall proportions were:

	
	Very happy
	Pretty happy
	Not too happy

	Male
	31.9%
	53.0%
	15.1%

	Female
	37.0%
	49.4%
	13.6%


In the responses for 2004, 2006, and 2008 (the most recent dates available), the proportions were:

	
	Very happy
	Pretty happy
	Not too happy

	Male
	29.8%
	56.1%
	14.0%

	Female
	31.2%
	54.9%
	13.9%
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