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Many advanced economies are in various 
stages of the transition from a predomi-

nantly male breadwinner system to a primarily 
dual-earner system. This transition and its con-
sequences have received considerable research 
attention. However, within the domain of the 
division of labour and its relationship with men-
tal health, studies paying attention to the varia-
tion among dual-earner households are scarce 
(Ferree, 1991; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). 
Although the majority of employed women still 
works full-time, during the past two decades a 
growing proportion of the female labour force 
began to engage in part-time employment 
(Anxo, Fagan, Smith, Letablier, & Perraudin, 
2007; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). In 2011, 
43.4% of all employed Belgian women worked 
part-time, compared with an average of 32.2% 
for the whole of the European Union (Eurostat, 
2012). In Belgium, the right to request part-
time working hours is strong compared with 
other European countries, especially those in 
Southern Europe (Anxo et al., 2007). The most 
common way of working part-time in Belgium 
is half-time jobs of around 15–29 hours a week 
(Hakim, 1997), based on working full-time for 
fixed days of the week with the other days off 
(Anxo et al., 2007). Because of this large propor-
tion of part-time employment, both dual-earner 
households (with both the man and woman 

working full-time) and one-and-a-half-earner 
households (a variation of the male breadwin-
ner model, where the man remains the main 
breadwinner and the woman works part-time) 
are strongly represented in Belgium (Flanders) 
(Aboim, 2010; Franco & Winqvist, 2002).

These changing household systems have 
affected women’s financial contribution to 
the household income and the organisation of 
housework (Coltrane, 2000; Shelton & John, 
1996; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). First, an 
independent income increases women’s power 
position within the household with regard to 
bargaining about housework tasks, responsibili-
ties and decision-making. Although women are 
usually the secondary wage earner, even in dual-
earner households (Parkman, 2004), researchers 
argue that only full-time employment, com-
pared with part-time employment, contributes 
to equality (Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). Part-
time employment implies a lower income and 
inferior prospects in the labour market, and con-
sequently does not serve as a legitimate basis for 
bargaining about the division of household tasks. 
In this regard, Zelizer (1989) criticises the idea of 
strictly and objectively defined money. Instead, 
the meaning of money is a social and cultural 
construction. Historically, women’s income was 
seen as a less fundamental type of money than 
men’s, because the latter were supposed to be 
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the ‘real providers.’ The implication is that as 
long as couples see the man as the main bread-
winner – which can especially be expected in 
one-and-a-half-earner households – the wom-
an’s income will be treated as different and less 
important, which will prevent the increase of her 
marital power in direct relation to her earnings 
(Mirowsky, 1985; Vogler, 1998).

Second, as a result of time limitations due 
to women’s labour-market activities, men are 
compelled to participate more in household 
tasks (Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). Barnett and 
Shen (1997) point to the fact that housework is 
a complex construct. In contrast with the com-
mon distinction between male and female tasks 
(Coltrane, 2000; Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard, 
2010), they claim that men as well as women do 
both. Therefore, they based their distinction on 
an aspect of job control, namely ‘schedule con-
trol’ or the ability ‘to perform tasks on a schedule 
independent of another’s personal needs’ (Barnett 
& Shen, 1997, p. 406). On the one hand there 
are those tasks that have to be performed on a 
regular basis (‘low-schedule-control household 
tasks’) and on the other hand, those tasks that do 
not have to be performed so routinely (‘high-
schedule-control household tasks’) (Barnett & 
Shen, 1997). Only tasks low in schedule control 
have been shown to be related to psychological 
distress. A lack of schedule control can lead to 
disruption and has been identified as a potential 
correlate of distress. In this study, we explicitly 
acknowledge these different types of household 
tasks and consider the role of both low and high-
schedule-control housework.

In response to these evolutions, previous 
research points towards the implications of 
paid and unpaid labour for personal and part-
ner’s (mental) health. Two types of studies can 
be distinguished (Kalmijn & Monden, 2011). 
The first type focuses on the effect of paid work 
on mental health. Two aspects of paid work are 
considered: Being employed and earning money. 
Employment preserves or improves psychologi-
cal well-being for both men and women (Aube, 
Fleury, & Smetana, 2000; Boye, 2011; Kalmijn 
& Monden, 2011; Ross & Mirowsky, 1995). 
However, working part-time is associated with 

a lower sense of control in comparison with 
working full-time, because it is generally more 
routine and less autonomous (Ross & Wright, 
1998). It also appears that women’s employ-
ment is  detrimental to men’s depression scores, 
although this relationship may be mediated by, 
for instance, the ethnicity of the couple (Kessler 
& McRae, 1982; Orbuch & Custer, 1995). In 
this paper, employment status is considered at 
the marriage level and referred to as the type 
of household (infra). Increased income appears 
beneficial for both men’s and women’s psy-
chological well-being (Rogers & DeBoer, 
2001). Earning less, by contrast, is considered 
as an indicator of relative disadvantage, leading 
to depression via feelings of powerlessness or 
lack of control (Mirowsky, 1985). The fact that 
women are still likely to hold work positions 
with lower pay than men, which involves higher 
financial dependence and lower marital power, 
may have negative implications for their own 
mental health (Aube et al., 2000). For men, the 
increase in women’s relative earnings is associ-
ated with lower well-being (Rogers & DeBoer, 
2001). In this paper, earnings are referred to as 
financial contributions.

The second type of study examines the rela-
tionship between unpaid housework and mental 
health (Bird, 1999; Staland-Nyman, Alexanderson, 
& Hensing, 2008). On the one hand, fewer hours 
spent doing housework and more equity in 
the division of household labour are associated 
with improved mental health for both men and 
women (Bird, 1999; Boye, 2011; Staland-Nyman 
et al., 2008; Treas, van der Lippe, & Tai, 2011). 
In contrast, being a homemaker is related to a 
lower sense of control (Bird & Ross, 1993; Ross 
& Wright, 1998) and a lack of shared responsi-
bility for household labour increases feelings of 
inequity, which is also a source of distress in inti-
mate relationships (Bird, 1999; Mirowsky, 1985). 
On the other hand, Treas et al. (2011) find that 
homemakers are slightly happier as compared to 
full-time working wives due to absence of time 
binds, cultural expectations for  mothering, etc. 
Furthermore, complex housework chores may 
contribute to higher psychological well-being 
(Aube et al., 2000).
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Past research on financial and 
household contributions and mental 
health

Surprisingly, only a few authors have simultane-
ously investigated the impact of paid and unpaid 
labour on personal and partner’s mental health. 
First, researchers have examined the effect of 
women’s employment status on depression, 
while taking household labour into account. 
Ross, Mirowsky, and Huber (1983) found an 
effect of women’s employment status on depres-
sion, moderated by the preferences for the wife’s 
employment of both spouses. During the tran-
sitional period from male breadwinner to dual-
earner households, men’s depression scores were 
high because they had to conquer the feelings 
of embarrassment or guilt due to having a wife 
in employment. Variations in women’s or men’s 
earnings seemed to have no effect on depres-
sion. In contrast, Rosenfield (1992) states that 
the altering distribution of financial and house-
work contributions affected well-being, rather 
than women’s employment directly. Women’s 
employment was positive for men’s well-being 
if they did not share in housework and if they 
earned the greater share of the household 
income. For women, both studies concluded 
that elevated depression scores could be attrib-
uted to the fact that domestic labour was not 
shared.

Second, researchers have focused on equity 
in the division of both paid and unpaid labour. 
Both Glass and Fujimoto (1994) and Kalmijn 
and Monden (2011) argue that a more equal 
distribution of paid and unpaid labour hours 
is associated with lower levels of depression. 
However, according to the former research-
ers, this relationship is mediated by perceptions 
of equity. Perceived inequity in paid labour 
increased depressive symptoms for men, as did 
perceived inequity in performing household 
labour for women. The studies of Roxburgh 
(2004) and Boye (2010) indicated no signifi-
cant effects of equity on men’s levels of depres-
sion. Roxburgh (2004) argues that more than 
10 hours of weekly housework increased 
 women’s depression scores, although mediated 
by time pressure. In contrast, Boye (2010) found 

that being employed as well as doing housework 
was associated with higher psychological well-
being. Too much time in paid work, however, 
decreased the beneficial effects of unpaid work, 
and vice versa.

Some reservations can be raised concerning 
previous findings. First, the mutual interplay 
between financial and housework contribu-
tions operates within a dyad. Therefore, it is also 
important to take possible partner effects into 
account (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). Although 
Ross et al. (1983), Rosenfield (1992), Glass and 
Fujimoto (1994), and Kalmijn and Monden 
(2011) used paired data, only the last of these 
studies included characteristics of the partner in 
their model. This limitation of the other three 
studies could have biased their results. Research 
has shown concordance in health between part-
ners, both for physical (Monden, 2007) and men-
tal health (Desai, Schimmack, Jidkova, & Bracke, 
2011; Siegel, Bradley, Gallo, & Kasl, 2004; Tower 
& Kasl, 1996). An increase in depression scores 
for one partner has been shown to be associ-
ated with elevated depression scores for the 
other partner, and vice versa (Desai et al., 2011; 
Siegel et al., 2004). These crossover effects can 
be strengthened or weakened by characteristics 
of the intimate relationship, for example marital 
closeness (Tower & Kasl, 1996). Furthermore, 
relational commitment of the partner has been 
ignored in past research. However, it can be an 
important factor at play given that it can com-
pensate for some power imbalance (Mirowsky, 
1985). A second reservation is that previous 
research has focused exclusively on routine 
household tasks (Ross et al., 1983) or has not 
made a distinction between different types of 
domestic labour (Boye, 2010; Glass & Fujimoto, 
1994; Kalmijn & Monden, 2011).

In sum, because of the continuously evolv-
ing and changing labour market, more up-to-
date research that takes these complexities into 
account is greatly needed. In general, little is 
known about the strength of the relationship 
between mental health and both financial and 
housework contributions. The aim of this study 
is to step into this void by examining whether 
depression differs by the type of household and 
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Precautions were taken to ensure the anonymity 
of the respondents (PSBH, 2004). We restricted 
our analyses to married or cohabiting hetero-
sexual couples aged 18–65 years (N = 1732) of 
which both partners completed the interview 
(85.1%, N = 1474). Only households with a 
man in full-time employment are included. 
Households with a househusband (N = 2) or 
with a man employed part-time (N = 30) are 
excluded because of their small number. In 
addition, households with one or both part-
ners at home because of sickness, retirement or 
unemployment (N = 311) are removed from 
the sample because models of (in)dependency 
can be expected to be different in these particu-
lar situations (Brines, 1994). Finally, cases with 
missing information were deleted listwise (6.8%, 
N = 77). The final subsample consists of 1054 
households.

Measures
Dependent variable
Unipolar depression is operationalised by using a 
modified version of the Health and Daily Living 
Form scale (Moos, Cronkite, Billings, & Finney, 
1985). This scale measures global depression by 
the frequency of experiencing particular feelings 
or impressions during the preceding 3 months 
(0 = never; 4 = often). The 17 symptoms relate 
to the criteria for the diagnosis of depression 
as determined by the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual DSM-III-R. For the purposes of this 
research, two items are omitted. First, the item 
‘crying easily’ is left out because this occurs 
much less frequently in men (Bracke, 1996). 
Second, the item indicating ‘physical complaints’ 
is dropped because of a lack of validity as a spe-
cific depression-related symptom (Wauterickx 
& Bracke, 2005). We average the scores on the 
remaining 15 items to obtain the final depres-
sion score. To create complete data for respon-
dents with three or fewer missing items on 
the depression scale, we use mean substitution. 
The scale has a good reliability for both men 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.91) and women (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.90). Because the frequency distribution 
of the scale indicates a significant positive skew, 
the natural log is employed to avoid violating 

to what extent these differences can be attributed 
to financial and to housework contributions. 
We use paired data concerning 1054 married 
or cohabiting couples, based on a subsample of 
the Panel Study of Belgian Households (PSBH) 
that was collected in 2001. We expand on pre-
vious research by differentiating between three 
types of household (male breadwinner, one-and-
a-half-earner and dual-earner). Several studies 
have included employment status at the indi-
vidual level (employed vs. unemployed, or full-
time vs. part-time employment), but the type of 
household at the marriage level is often ignored 
(Bird, 1999; Ross et al., 1983). Furthermore, fol-
lowing Barnett and Shen (1997), we go beyond 
the distinction between female and male tasks. 
Instead, we account for the more routine low-
schedule-control household tasks and the less 
routine high-schedule-control household tasks. 
Finally, past research is expanded by assessing 
possible partner effects of depression and rela-
tional commitment.

methods

Sample
The PSBH is a representative sample of the 
Belgian population, which provides detailed 
information about a wide range of socio- 
economic and family sociological topics (PSBH, 
2004). Longitudinal data was collected between 
1992 and 2002. In the first wave, 8741 respon-
dents aged 16 years or older (4438 different 
households) were interviewed. Attrition due 
to follow-up between wave 1 and 10 amounts 
to 37.4% (Ottoy, Verstreken, Maynissen, & 
Mortelmans, 2004). Throughout the waves, attri-
tion and representativeness were (largely) recov-
ered by the formation and separation of already 
participating households and by adding new 
households selected according to a similar sam-
pling procedure to the seventh wave.

We use data from the 10th wave, collected 
in 2001. The original sample of this wave con-
tained 3067 households and the response rate 
equals 85.5%. Each partner completed an indi-
vidual questionnaire. Information about the 
household characteristics was provided by one 
of the partners, based on random selection. 
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(Models 1 and 2, Table 3). Next, we compute 
separate internal moderators (Mirowsky, 1999) 
to look more closely at the differences between 
one-and-a-half-earner and dual-earner (Model 
3, Table 3). We use internal interaction effects 
because measuring financial dependence is not 
relevant for male breadwinner households. To 
estimate these interaction terms, the dummies 
of type of household (1 = dual-earner) and 
type of household (1 = one-and-a-half-earner) 
are multiplied by the centred variable financial 
dependence. Equations (1)–(4) in the Appendix 
illustrate the algorithm. Equations (3) and (4) 
estimate the mental health effects of being part 
of a dual-earner or one-and-a-half-earner cou-
ple. Male breadwinner households are set as the 
reference group (Eq. (2)).

With regard to housework dependence, both part-
ners were asked how frequently they performed 
the following nine housework tasks: Cleaning, 
shopping, cooking, doing the laundry, garden-
ing, doing paperwork, administration of daily 
expenses, and administration of bank and savings 
accounts (never = 1; always = 4). Following the 
algorithm of financial dependence (Housework 
task

man
/(Housework task

man
 + Housework 

 task
woman

) − Housework task
woman

/(Housework 
 task

man
 + Housework task

woman
)), the dependence 

on the other partner for each of the house-
hold chores is measured. A distinction is made 
between the more routine low-schedule-control 
housework chores – in this case cooking, doing 
the laundry, administration of daily expenses and 
cleaning – and the high-schedule-control house-
work tasks – in this case shopping, gardening, 
doing paperwork, and administration of bank 
and savings accounts (Barnett & Shen, 1997). 
For both low and high-schedule-control house-
work chores, we calculate a mean housework 
dependence. Scores range from −1 (the wife 
alone does all the chores) to 1 (the man alone 
does all the chores). Similarly to financial depen-
dence, we estimate the effects of household type 
and housework dependence simultaneously by 
employing interaction effects.

The number of children in the household aged 
younger than 12 and the number of children aged 
older than 12 are included, including biological 

the normality assumption. The log-transformed 
mean depression score is 0.63 (SD = 0.30) for 
men and 0.75 (SD = 0.28) for women, a gender 
difference that is highly significant (t = −11.907, 
p ≤ 0.001). For a better interpretation of the log-
transformed depression scores, coefficients are 
multiplied by 100 giving a mean score of 42.00 
for men (0.63/1.50 [= max score 4 × 15 items]) 
and 50.00 for women (0.75/1.50).

Independent variables: Household characteristics
The main independent variable type of house-
hold is based on the employment status of both 
partners in the household. It refers to the dis-
tinction between male breadwinner households 
(N = 173; reference category), dual-earner 
households (N = 579) and one-and-a-half-
earner households (N = 302). All three include 
a man in full-time employment. With regard to 
women, male breadwinner households contain 
a housewife, dual-earner households a woman 
employed full-time (who works at least 30 hours 
a week) and one-and-a-half-earner households 
a woman employed part-time (who works 
<30 hours a week).

Financial dependence is measured follow-
ing the formula of Sørensen and McLanahan 
(1987): Incomeman

/(Income
man

 + Income
woman

) 
− Income

woman
/(Income

man
 + Income

woman
). This 

 indicator measures the dependence of both 
partners on each other’s income (−1 = the 
man is 100% dependent; 0 = both partners are 
equally dependent; 1 = the woman is 100% 
dependent). Missing values on the income vari-
ables (19.5% for men and 13.9% for women) 
are replaced by gender- specific mean scores. 
A dummy variable is added to control for the 
effects of this item nonresponse management 
strategy (mean income score substituted = 1). 
Because the majority of housekeeping women 
actually have no or only a small income, the 
financial dependence score is only relevant for 
dual-earner and one-and-a-half-earner house-
holds. To estimate the effects of household type 
and financial dependence simultaneously, the 
dummy variable of household type (1 = dual-
earner/one-and-a-half-earner) is multiplied 
by the centred variable, financial dependence 
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missing values on the income variable to control 
for the strategy of mean substitution.

results

Depression by household type
Table 1 indicates that men in a dual-earner or 
a one-and-a-half-earner household, compared 
with men in a male breadwinner household, are 
significantly more depressed. No significant dif-
ferences between dual-earner and one-and-a-
half-earner households are found. On average, 
men’s log-transformed depression score is 0.08 
less in male breadwinner households than in 
both dual-earner (p ≤ 0.01) households, and 0.09 
less than in one-and-a-half-earner households 
(p ≤ 0.05). For a better interpretation of the dif-
ferences in log-transformed depression scores, 
the coefficients are multiplied by 100 (0.08/1.50 
[=max score 4 × 15 items]; 0.09/1.50). The scores 
of dual-earner and one-and-a-half earner house-
holds on the depression scale with a maximum 
score of 100 are respectively 5.0 and 5.7% higher 
than the scores in male breadwinner households.

Equity by household type
Financial dependence is significantly differ-
ent between dual-earner and one-and-a-half-
earner households, and low-schedule-control 
housework dependence differs between all three 
household types (Table 2). For high-schedule-
control housework dependence, no significant 
differences are found.

In dual-earner households, on average 
women depend on their partner for an 11% 
contribution towards their share of the couple’s 
combined income, while this is 28% in one-and-
a-half-earner households. More specifically, in 
the case of dual-earner households, this means 
that women’s contribution to the household 
income is 39% (50 − 11%) and men’s contribu-
tion 61% (50 + 11%), and for one-and-a-half-
earner households, women’s contribution is 22% 
(50 − 28%) and men’s 78% (50 + 28%). Therefore, 
women in dual-earner households still seem to 
be financially dependent on their partner.

With regard to low-schedule-control house-
work dependence, it is important to note that in 
all three household types, women do the larger 

children, stepchildren, adopted children and fos-
ter children.

Independent variables: Individual and partner 
characteristics
In addition to the age of the respondent, the level 
of education is also taken into account using four 
categories: No/primary education, lower and 
higher secondary education, and college or uni-
versity (reference category).

Relational commitment of the partner is mea-
sured using a four-item scale measuring the 
partners’ commitment to their relationship. 
Respondents were asked for the degree to 
which the following statements described 
their relationship: ‘We do not hide anything 
from each other,’ ‘We spend most of our free 
time together,’ ‘We usually agree, especially on 
essential things’ and ‘We always solve our dis-
agreements very quickly.’ Scores on each item 
range from very bad (=1) to very good (=4). 
Partner-specific mean scale scores are calcu-
lated. The reliability of the scale is 0.76 for 
women and 0.74 for men.

Analysis methods
First, we examine the differences by type of 
household. For the continuous independent 
variables, the significant differences in mean 
scores are identified using the one-way ANOVA 
procedure. For the categorical variables, we 
look at the percentages and perform a Chi 
square test to indicate the differences between 
the household types. Next, since the depression 
scores of partners are non-independent (Kenny 
et al., 2006), separate linear regressions are per-
formed for men and women to estimate the 
log- transformed depression scores by household 
type. In Model 1, the type of household and 
the equity measures (financial and housework 
dependence) are introduced. Model 2 adds the 
depression scores and the relational commitment 
of the partner. Finally, Model 3 shows the inter-
nal interaction effect of financial dependence. 
Only significant interaction terms were included 
in the final model. All the models include age, 
education level, number of children under and 
above the age of 12, and a dummy variable for 
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The bivariate results 
of our data confirm that 
men in dual-earner and 
one-and-a-hal f-ear ner 
households are more 
depressed than those in 
male breadwinner house-
holds, although only to a 
small extent. Furthermore, 
our findings suggest that 
the increase in women’s 
financial independence 
is accompanied by more 
sharing of low-schedule-
control housework chores. 
We now turn to our main 
research question and 
investigate if the differ-
ences in depression score 
by household type could 

be attributed to women’s financial independence, 
or to men’s share in the low-schedule-control 
housework chores. In addition, we will investi-
gate if crossover effects of depression between 
 partners mediate these associations and if there 
is an  interaction effect of  relational commitment.

proportion of the household chores. In male 
breadwinner households, men depend on their 
partner for an additional 38% of the household 
labour (therefore 88% in total), in one-and-a-
half-earner households an additional 30% and in 
dual-earner households an additional 24%.

Table 1: IndIvIdual characTerIsTIcs of belgIan men and women by household Type – means and percenTages, 
anova and χ2-TesT (N = 2108)

Men Women

Male-
breadwinner 
(N = 173)

One-and-a-
half earner 
(N = 302)

Dual- 
earner 
(N = 579)

F/χ2 Male-
breadwinner 
(N = 173)

One-and-a-
half earner 
(N = 302)

Dual- 
earner 
(N = 579)

F/χ2

Individual characteristics

Demographic characteristics

 Age (mean [SD]) 46.97  
(8.80)

41.76  
(7.15)

40.05 
(8.64)

*** 45.02  
(8.67)

39.95  
(7.53)

37.90 
(8.43)

***

 Education (%) ** ***

  No/primary education 1.8 1.9 1.8 2.0 1.1 1.5

   Lower secondary 
education

3.3 5.0 10.1 4.6 4.6 4.3

   Higher secondary 
education

5.3 9.9 16.6 6.5 10.1 17.5

  College/university 6.0 11.9 26.4 3.3 12.8 31.7

 Depression (mean [SD]) 0.56 (0.30) 0.65 (0.31) 0.64 (0.30) ** 0.71 (0.32) 0.76 (0.27) 0.76 (0.27)

  Relational commitment 
(mean [SD])

3.25 (0.50) 3.26 (0.49) 3.23 (0.49) 3.27 (0.52) 3.27 (0.49) 3.21 (0.52)

*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.

Table 2: characTerIsTIcs of belgIan households by household Type – means 
and anova (N = 1054)

Household

Male-breadwinner 
(N = 173)

One-and-a-half-
earner (N = 302)

Dual-earner 
(N = 579)

 F

Household characteristics

Demographic characteristics  
(mean [SD])

 Children <12 0.69 (0.104) 0.93 (0.97) 0.74 (0.94)  **

 Children ≥12 0.98 (1.04) 0.85 (1.00) 0.62 (0.92)  ***

Equity (mean [SD])

  Financial 
dependence

0.28 (0.20) 0.11 (0.15)  ***

  Low-schedule-
control dependence

−0.38 (0.16) −0.30 (0.16) −0.24 (0.17)  ***

  High-schedule-
control dependence

−0.02 (0.27) 0.01 (0.23) 0.01 (0.23)

*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.
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Depression and equity 
within the household
Table 3 presents the linear 
regression models for men 
and women. For men, Model 
1 indicates that being part of a 
one-and-a-half-earner house-
hold is associated with higher 
depression scores than being 
part of a male breadwinner 
household (b = 0.082; p ≤ 0.01). 
Furthermore, the model shows 
that doing more low- schedule-
control housework tasks 
(b = 0.190; p ≤ 0.01) and having 
a more financially independent 
partner (b = −0.176; p ≤ 0.01) 
are related to a higher depres-
sion level.

Although the mediating 
factors – i.e., the depression 
level and relational commit-
ment of the partner – add 
much to the explained vari-
ation in depression levels 
(Model 2), the independent 
associations of living in a one-
and-a-half-earner household 
(b = 0.071; p ≤ 0.01), hav-
ing a financially (in)depen-
dent partner (b = −0.156, 
p ≤ 0.01) and doing more 
low-schedule- control tasks 
(b = 0.143; p ≤ 0.05) stay 
significant and their magni-
tude only diminishes slightly 
(13.41, 11.36 and 24.74% 
respectively). As expected, 
higher depression scores of 
men are related to elevated 
depression scores of their part-
ner (b = 0.298; p ≤ 0.001) and 
lower relational commitment 
of the partner (b = −0.091; 
p ≤ 0.001).

In the third model, the inter-
action effects between financial 
dependence and household T
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one-and-a-half-earner households are consid-
ered as a modern variant of male breadwinner 
households (Aboim, 2010), men’s preferences 
for women’s employment in both households 
may be alike (Ross et al., 1983). In one-and-
a-half-earner households, the traditional pattern 
of the male provider and the female homemaker 
is eroded. Therefore, it is possible that the men’s 
traditional preferences are not met (Coltrane, 
2000), which may lead to higher depression 
scores. Dual-earner households, on the contrary, 
are characterised by more egalitarian gender 
attitudes and more equal sharing of both paid 
and unpaid labour (Coltrane, 2000). In these 
households, the idea of one main breadwin-
ner dissolves and women’s income cannot lon-
ger easily be seen as merely additional (Zelizer, 
1989). However, in line with previous research 
(Rosenfield, 1992), women’s employment is 
positive for men’s well-being only if the men 
still earn the greater share of the household 
income. Because men in both male breadwin-
ner and one-and-a-half-earner households earn 
the greater share in household income anyhow, 
it is not surprising that no effects of financial 
dependence on depression are found.

Next, our results show a crossover effect of 
the partner’s depression scores for both men and 
women. This resemblance in mental health is 
consistent with previous research (Desai et al., 
2011; Siegel et al., 2004; Tower & Kasl, 1996). In 
addition, our findings suggest that the association 
between low-schedule-control dependence and 
women’s higher depression scores can be attrib-
uted to the crossover effects of the depression 
level of the partner. Men’s greater participation 
in household chores is associated with higher 
depression scores, both for a man and his part-
ner. This finding contradicts the many previous 
results pointing towards the benefits of equally 
shared housework (Bird, 1999; Boye, 2011; 
Staland-Nyman et al., 2008; Treas et al., 2011). 
However, it is in line with the theory of mater-
nal gatekeeping which focuses on the domestic 
domain as a female sphere of influence in which 
women prefer to remain in charge (Allen & 
Hawkins, 1999). ‘Gatekeeping’ is often seen as a 
counterbalance for women’s lower pay or status 

types are examined. With regard to low and 
high-schedule-control dependence, there is no 
significant variation by household type so these 
interaction terms are excluded from the model. 
We find that men who have a more financially 
independent partner are more likely to report 
higher depression scores. However, this associa-
tion is only significant for men who are part of 
a dual-earner household (b = −0.198; p ≤ 0.05).

We now turn to the results for women. 
Surprisingly, Model 1 shows that doing a smaller 
proportion of low-schedule-control household 
chores affects their depression score negatively 
(b = 0.137; p ≤ 0.05).

With regard to the included mediating fac-
tors, Model 2 indicates similar results for women. 
Depression in the partner is associated with a 
higher depression level for women (b = 0.275; 
p ≤ 0.001), while a higher relational commit-
ment of the partner is related to a decreas-
ing depression level (b = −0.057; p ≤ 0.001). 
Interestingly and in contrast to men, the associa-
tion of low-schedule-control dependence with 
women’s depression scores is fully accounted for 
by these mediated factors. Additional analyses 
(results not reported) show that it is the higher 
depression score of the partner that explains the 
effect of low-schedule-control dependence.

discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to examine the dif-
ferences in depression scores by various types 
of household in Belgium. Our main focus is 
the impact of equity in the division of labour 
between partners. Previous research is expanded 
on by estimating the effects of both financial 
and housework contributions on depression, 
using paired data from the 10th wave of the 
PSBH (2004). Several important results are 
worth noting.

First, our findings show that men who are 
part of a one-and-a-half-earner household are 
more likely to report higher depression scores 
compared with their counterparts in a male 
breadwinner household. However, in dual-
earner households men also report higher 
depression scores, but this association depends 
upon the level of financial dependence. Since 
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scale (Moos et al., 1985). This scale is not widely 
used so some caution is needed when compar-
ing our results with findings based on other 
surveys (Bracke, 2000). Further, we limit mental 
health to depression. The fact that mental disor-
ders in general are gender related indicates that 
it can be useful to also take multiple indicators 
of mental health into account. However, depres-
sion is still the leading cause of mental disability 
(World Health Organisation, 2012). Next, the 
cross-sectional design hinders causal interpre-
tations. We limited possible selection effects by 
removing households with one or both part-
ners at home because of sickness, retirement or 
unemployment from the sample. Households 
consisting of a partner who was temporary 
absent from work due to, for instance, mater-
nity leave are included in the analysis, because 
although these temporary arrangements may 
influence the division of financial and house-
work contributions, changes are unlikely to 
affect longstanding patterns (Brines, 1994). 
Although the PSBH gathered longitudinal data, 
the primary aim of this study was to add to 
an up-to-date ‘state of the art’ because of the 
limited amount of previous research. It would 
be interesting for future research to incorpo-
rate a longitudinal dimension to account for 
prior depressive symptoms and thereby reveal 
certain dynamics in the evolution of depression 
(of the partner) and its effects on the distribu-
tion of labour in the household. Finally, since 
the data does not contain absolute measure-
ments of time spent doing household chores, 
we operationalised household labour as a pro-
portional measurement. Although this is a valid 
and reliable type of measurement, it has impor-
tant limitations (Barnett & Shen, 1997; Marini 
& Shelton, 1993). Substantial differences in the 
amount of time spent in tasks across different 
households are masked and it remains unclear 
whether shifts in the proportion result from a 
change to the contribution of the woman, the 
man or both (Marini & Shelton, 1993). As both 
absolute and proportional measurements have 
their strengths and weaknesses, it is argued that 
future research could benefit from using both 
(Coltrane, 2000).

outside the home (Gaunt, 2008). Therefore, we 
can suppose that women, since they gener-
ally hold power in the domestic domain, show 
higher depression scores if this desire is not met.

Finally, the fact that we did not find any direct 
impact of household type or financial depen-
dence on women’s depression is in contrast 
with previous research in which employment 
status as well as financial and housework con-
tributions were considered (Glass & Fujimoto, 
1994; Rosenfield, 1992; Ross et al., 1983). 
Methodological as well as contextual character-
istics could help explain our different outcomes. 
First, this study differed from Ross’ et al. (1983) 
and Glass and Fujimoto’s (1994), by not taking 
any subjective measurements of the division of 
labour into account. Ross et al. (1983) focused 
on preferences concerning female employment, 
while Glass and Fujimoto (1994) included per-
ceived fairness in the allocation of work in their 
model. Studies that incorporate a subjective 
approach to the distribution of labour generally 
indicate stronger effects on mental health because 
an unequal division of labour is not necessarily 
perceived as unfair (Greenstein, 2009; Kalmijn & 
Monden, 2011). Rosenfield (1992), on the other 
hand, did not measure mental health in terms 
of depression, but rather focused on demoralisa-
tion, sadness, anxiety, self-esteem, hope/helpless-
ness and insomnia. Second, the past decennia are 
characterized by a decreasing amount of male 
breadwinner families and increasingly more 
female autonomy (Aboim, 2010). In addition, 
the inconclusiveness of studies about the associa-
tion between women’s employment status and 
mental health clearly indicates that both being 
a housewife or a working woman are charac-
terized by particular advantages (Treas et al., 
2011). Therefore, we expect that the absence of 
differences in women’s mental health in various 
household types can be explained by the fact 
that they nowadays have more say in the decision 
whether to be part of a traditional vs. a modern 
household.

Despite the strengths of this study, there are 
some important limitations we have to bear in 
mind. The panel study uses a shortened version 
of the Health and Daily Living Form depression 
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tions for the mental health of women and children. 
Development and Psychopathology, 12(4), 633–656.
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chological distress: A study of dual-earner couples. 
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Bird, C. E. (1999). Gender, household labor, and psy-
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Behavior, 40(1), 32–45.
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Archives of Public Health, 54(7–8), 275–300.

Bracke, P. (2000). The three-year persistence of depres-
sive symptoms in men and women. Social Science & 
Medicine, 51(1), 51–64.

Brines, J. (1994). Economic dependency, gender, and 
the division of labor at home. American Journal of 
Sociology, 100(3), 652–688.

Carli, L. L. (1999). Gender, interpersonal power, and 
social influence. Journal of Social Issues, 55(1), 81–99.

Coltrane, S. (2000). Research on household labor: 
Modelling and measuring the social embeddedness 
of routine family work. Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 62(4), 1208–1233.

Desai, S., Schimmack, U., Jidkova, S., & Bracke, P. (2011). 
Spousal similarity in depression: A dyadic latent panel 
analysis of the panel study of Belgian households. 
Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 121(2), 309–314.

Eurostat. (2012). Retrieved from http://epp.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu

Ferree, M. M. (1991). The gender division of labor in 
two-earner marriages: Dimensions of variability and 
change. Journal of Family Issues, 12(2), 158–180.

Franco, A., & Winqvist, K. (2002). Women and men 
reconciling work and family life. Statistics in Focus, 
Population and Social Conditions, 3, 1–7.

To conclude, although employed women 
nowadays are the rule rather than the exception, 
the labour market keeps changing and differen-
tiating by variations on part-time employment, 
working from home, etc. (Margherita, O’Dorchai, 
& Bosch, 2009). This increasing complexity and 
flexibility and the possible consequences for 
mental health of both men and women requires 
continued attention and further research into 
the complex intertwinements between gender, 
power and mental health in intimate relation-
ships. Our findings show that, in the Belgian 
population, the mental health status of men is 
directly associated with a gendered division of 
paid and household labour. Worse mental health 
of men goes hand in hand with conditions that 
signal lower social standing vis-à-vis their part-
ner: Greater financial dependence and taking up 
low prestige, low-schedule-control tasks. Their 
partners do not seem to perceive these imbal-
ances as signalling conditions of dependence, 
lack of standing, lack of competence or lack of 
control. Nevertheless, their mental health status 
is linked to their partner’s, and as such, women 
also experience the mental health consequences 
of relationship interdependencies that are per-
ceived by men as a token of power imbalances. 
Probably, complex mental health consequences 
of further shifts in the gendered division of paid 
and household labour for men and women are 
to be expected, if both genders hold different 
views on power and interdependence in intimate 
relationships, with men focusing on autonomy 
and control, and women holding on to more 
relationship-based power strategies (Carli, 1999).
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aPPendix

Financial dependence
General equation:

Log [depression score] = b
0 
+ b

1
 (type of household)

+ b
2
 [(financial dependence – average financial  

dependence) * type of household]
+ b

n
(other variables) + ε (1)

For male breadwinner households (type of house-
hold = 0) the equation amounts to
Log [depression score] = b

0 
+ b

1
(0)

+ b
2
 [(financial dependence – average financial depen-

dence) * 0]
+ b

n
(other variables) + ε (2)

For dual-earner households (type of house-
hold = 1) the equation amounts to
Log [depression score] = b

0 
+ b

1
(1)

+ b
2
 [(financial dependence – average financial depen-

dence) * 1]
+ b

n
(other variables) + ε (3)

For one-and-a-half-earner households (type of 
household = 1) the equation amounts to
Log [depression score] = b

0 
+ b

1
(1)

+ b
2
 [(financial dependence – average financial depen-

dence) * 1]
+ b

n
(other variables) + ε (4)
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