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ABSTRACT 

Sillevis Smitt, D-J. 2015. Wellbeing Around the Globe: How to Compare Wellbeing Among Populations. 

Uppsatser Kulturgeografiska institutionen, Uppsala universitet.   

 

Wellbeing may be the most important feeling able to experience by a person. The research concerning wellbeing 

has traditionally been focused on psychological wellbeing, yet how wellbeing of populations can be estimated 

and compared remains unclear. This study proposes a method of measuring wellbeing by keeping to the essence 

of it as being a subjective feeling. It adopts the rather common term of subjective wellbeing (SWB) and 

identifies two important aspects of SWB; happiness and life satisfaction. These aspects of life are part of the 

questionnaires used in many multinational survey studies, including the World Value Survey (WVS). With data 

from these surveys, SWB can be compared between populations based on subjective survey answers from 

individuals. The paper tests this approach by using results of the WVS and performing a statistical analysis 

comparing SWB between cultures. Evaluation of the results leads to the conclusion that, by means of happiness 

and life satisfaction, a not complete, but at least reasonable operational measurement of SWB is obtained.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Economic growth in all its pride, but what does really matter for the people of the world? All 

goals set by a person are somehow meant to increase her or his sense of wellbeing. Wellbeing 

determines the life quality of a person and should therefore be a major objective for all 

nations to achieve for its citizens.  

The concept of wellbeing however, is not easily defined. There is no consensus about 

which all of the dimensions of wellbeing are and thus, no tangible way of measuring it. It is 

therefore interesting for the research concerning wellbeing to obtain some sort of definition 

and way of measuring wellbeing. This paper adopts the term “subjective wellbeing” (SWB) 

which is established and mentioned in numerous articles. From the idea of SWB it endeavours 

to identify dimensions that aim to capture different aspects of SWB. The goal with this 

approach is to be able to measure wellbeing with the help of quantitative data from survey 

studies. The hope is to make it possible to compare wellbeing among populations and 

contribute to the understanding of this important concept.  

 

1.1. Disposition 

This paper attempts to explain the sense of wellbeing on an individual level and to measure 

SWB on population level. It proposes a way of measuring variations in SWB by the means of 

two dimensions and then tests it. This is done by analysing SWB between cultures. Cultures 

function in this paper as examples of population groups believed to have different values of 

SWB. The paper opens with a literature overview that focuses on wellbeing as a term and how 

to measure it. This is followed by a statistical analysis with appropriate sensitivity analysis 

that seek connections between wellbeing and culture on an international scale. These analyses 

are done to try if it is possible to measure SWB. At the end, discussion is performed regarding 

wellbeing as a concept and the results from the analysis. Before presenting the purpose, the 

coming two sections introduce the survey study behind the data material and the research 

findings that inspired this paper. 

 

1.2. World Value Survey 

The World Value Survey (WVS) is a survey study about people’s attitudes concerning many 

aspects of life. It was designed to measure all major areas of human concern, from religion to 

politics to economic and social life (WVS, 2012) and includes over 200 questions about 

individual’s values and concerns of life. The questions are focused on attitudes such as how 

important family, friends or work is in life, how important it is to have a democratic 

government or if abortion is acceptable or not, just to take a few examples. But there are also 

questions about how safe the respondent feels, how satisfied they are with their life and how 

happy they feel. The survey has been conducted in more than 60 countries around the world 

and its results are free to use for anyone. The survey has been conducted a number of times, 

each time is called a wave. In every wave interviews with each respondent were performed by 
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experts over a period of about four years. Six surveys have been conducted starting in 1981, 

1990, 1995, 1999, 2005 and 2010 respectively. For this paper the results of the last two 

waves, conducted in the years 2005-2013, were used for analysing attitudes and wellbeing. 

The WVS has well documented samples and the sample sizes are at a minimum of 1000 

persons for each country. The samples were mainly contacted by mail. (WVS, 2015) 

 

1.3. Inglehart–Welzel Cultural Map 

One of the major findings during the years of WVS surveys is a cultural map, see Figure 1.1.  

Figure 1.1. The Inglehart-Welzel cultural map based on WVS. The cultural dimensions are scaled 

according to the standard deviation from the overall mean.  

Source: WVS (2014). Findings & insights. 

 

This map is based on the idea that there are two major dimensions of cross-cultural variations 

in the world. These dimensions are designed to describe the cultural diversities across 

countries and the cultural shifts within them. For example, cultural alternations that occur 
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when countries go from development country via industrialization to post-industrial 

knowledge society shows on the map as a diagonal transition from the lower-left corner to the 

upper-right corner. Notice that countries with high income are distinguished by a high value 

in both self-expression values and secular-rational values. (WVS, 2015) 

The two dimensions are the result of analysis of the outcomes from the WVS. Questions 

that political scientists Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel deemed important and found 

explanatory to the development of societies were chosen as the basis for the cultural 

dimensions. The questions are focused on attitudes and values. Inglehart and Welzel label the 

two dimensions as on the one hand traditional values vs. secular-rational values and on the 

other survival values vs. self-expression values. (Sterbenz, C. 2014 and WVS: findings & 

insights, 2015) Figure 1.1 shows the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map with the two dimensions 

and where countries are positioned according to how they score on each dimension. 

People with traditional values think that traditional family values, parent-child ties, 

religion and respect for authority are important in life. They also tend to be more nationalistic. 

Traditional values go hand in hand with a negative view on divorce, abortion and sometimes 

suicide. 

Secular-rational values are the reverse of the traditional values. Traditional family values, 

parent-child ties, religion and respect for authority are less important. The view on divorce, 

abortion and, at times, suicide are consequently less negative.   

If a person shows survival values it indicates that the main focus in life is on reaching 

economic and physical security. Survival values are linked to less trust in other people and a 

tendency to an ethnocentric outlook with less tolerance towards differing lifestyles and 

attitudes. 

Self-expression values however, indicate that the individual has enough security in life to 

be able to focus on, and demand participation in decision-making on economic and political 

issues. Attitudes show more tolerance of foreigners and homosexuality and gender equality 

becomes more important. (WVS: findings & insights, 2015)  

The two cultural dimensions allow for an illustration of the world that exhibits human 

geographical patterns. For example, countries that can be categorised as protestant Europe all 

end up with high secular-rational values and high self-expression values. The human 

geographical categories that appear on this map are often of religious origin, such as 

Protestant and Catholic European nations or Islamic nations. However, these countries are 

also located close to each other on the world map. But the English speaking countries 

originating from Britain also clump together with high self-expression values and marginally 

traditional values. Many nations clump together the way they are located in the world 

geographically, especially South Asian and Latin American countries as well as many African 

countries. It is important not to forget that the dimensions on this cultural map are based on a 

sample of the questions from the WVS and is proposed by two scientists that come from and 

operate in two western countries with similar values and cultures regarding some aspects, 

namely Germany and the United States.  
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1.4. Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the concept of wellbeing and how it can be measured 

and compared between populations. In this work the data and results from WVS are used in 

concurrence with previous research regarding wellbeing to propose a method for analysing 

wellbeing among populations. The strengths and weaknesses of the method are then tested by 

applying the it to the culture groups on the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map. The purpose 

motivates a work process guided by the following problem statements:  

 

 What is wellbeing? 

 How can wellbeing be measured and analysed on a population scale? 

     

   

2. LITERATURE OVERVIEW 

 

In this chapter, the theories and definitions of central concepts in this study are discussed in 

the light of prior research. The focus is on wellbeing and the way it may be measured among 

populations. Research concerning wellbeing is relatively new but flourishing and this chapter 

presents a selection of findings from this research. 

 

2.1. Wellbeing 

Most people would agree that wellbeing is important for living a good life. Some very 

positive attributes correlated with wellbeing are summarised by Felicia Huppert and Timothy 

T. C. So, in their paper “Flourishing Across Europe: Application of a New Conceptual 

Framework for Defining Well-Being” 2011, p. 387: 

 

In cross-sectional, longitudinal and experimental studies, high levels of well-being have been shown to 

be associated with a range of positive outcomes, including effective learning, productivity and 

creativity, good relationships, pro-social behaviour, and good health and life expectancy (see reviews by 

Chida and Steptoe 2008; Diener et al. 2010a; Dolan et al. 2008; Huppert 2009b; Lyubomirsky et al. 

2005). 

 

The concept of wellbeing however, is not easily defined and there is no consensus about 

the definition or about which all of the dimensions of wellbeing are. Wellbeing is a personal 

experience and what leads to this feeling varies from person to person. The quantification of 

wellbeing, if such a thing is possible, is therefore dependent on the subjective experiences of 

individuals. It is thus important to ask personal questions to a representative sample of a 

population in order to even start measuring how well a population is feeling. 

When it comes to the essence of wellbeing, there have been some attempts of defining the 

term. Dodge et al. (2012) propose in their review, The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing, a 
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definition that places wellbeing as the balance between challenges in an individual’s life and 

the resources the person has to meet them. This definition is illustrated in Figure 2.1.  

 

 

Figure 2.1. Illustration of wellbeing as the balance between a person’s resources and challenges. 

Source: Dodge, R. et al (2012) The challenge of defining wellbeing, p. 230. 

 

According to this definition a person should feel high wellbeing if the challenges 

experienced in life well matches her or his abilities to handle the situations. The feeling of 

failure when attempting to meet challenges that are too hard is therefore determining for the 

wellbeing. This definition focuses on the essence of wellbeing but in another article multiple 

dimensions of wellbeing are also suggested. Some of these are self-acceptance, purpose in 

life, environmental mastery, positive relationships, personal growth and autonomy (Ryff and 

Singer, 2008). Another definition was proposed by Antonovsky (1993) who sets wellbeing as 

equal to the sense of coherence. Since we are social beings, coherence is seen as important to 

feeling that one has a comprehensible, manageable and meaningful life. Thus, it has a decisive 

impact on how well we feel. The different definitions show one important feature of 

wellbeing; it is subjective. This subjective nature makes wellbeing a different concept for 

every individual person and hard to define. 

The main interest of this paper however, is to proceed from the essence of wellbeing and 

estimate and compare the wellbeing of populations. In order to measure this highly subjective 

experience, individuals’ evaluations of their own lives become essential. This is where 

multinational survey studies play a key part. The WVS is a multinational survey study that 

has been asking individuals about their feelings and attitudes for more than 20 years (WVS, 

2012). Therefore, the WVS provides the data for the measurement of wellbeing used in this 

paper. But which survey questions are characteristic for wellbeing? The WVS does not ask 

about the respondents’ wellbeing straight out and as described previously, there is no 

consensus about what wellbeing is and how to measure it. No matter which survey questions 

are chosen to measure wellbeing, the kind of measurement obtained will be highly subjective. 

Therefore, the term for the measurement of wellbeing that will be used in this paper is 

subjective wellbeing, SWB. SWB is well explained by Ed Diener: SWB refers to people’s 

evaluations of their lives – evaluations that are both affective and cognitive. (Diener, 2000 p. 
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1). Here it is important to empathise Dieners statement of how SWB is self-rated. This means 

that there are two main things that influence our SWB. First the feelings, which are based on 

how we feel at the moment, affect our judgement. Second, the more general and time 

stretching thoughts that we have about our lives also play their part when answering questions 

that determine our SWB.  

It is apparent from several articles (Diener 2000, Kahneman 2003, Lyubomirsky & 

Lepper, 1999) that happiness is an important dimension that strongly affects the sense of 

SWB. In more ordinary conversation, happiness may even be used as an equivalent term for 

wellbeing (Diener, 2000 p. 1). Apart from happiness, there is another feeling that has an 

impact on our SWB: satisfaction. The importance of both happiness and satisfaction when 

looking at populations’ wellbeing is evident from Diener, E. (2000) Subjective well-being: 

The science of happiness and a proposal for a national index. Here, Diener proposes to 

establish an index of “social well-being” that tracks national happiness over time. At the same 

time, Diener also mentions that neither satisfaction nor happiness alone can provide the full 

picture of the state of a person’s life. This is further established by Huppert and So who state 

that, although life satisfaction may be an indicator of SWB, it is not a substitute for SWB and 

cannot measure it on its own (Huppert & So p. 853, 2011). There are appreciable differences 

between these two dimensions. This became apparent in a study by Peiró, A. (2005) where the 

socio-economic conditions that relate to happiness and satisfaction are explored. According to 

Peiró, economic aspects of life are much more correlated to satisfaction than happiness. For 

example, being employed is important for the wellbeing of a person but having a job or not 

affects satisfaction to a greater extent than happiness.  

 

2.2. Happiness 

For being such an individual experience, the idea of an objective measurement of happiness 

may seem strange. However, in the book Well-Being: Foundations of Hedonic Psychology 

this concept is tested. The reason they attempt to define such a term is that, in a time 

perspective of happiness, there are many influences on how we rate our own happiness. This 

can be our memory for example; how and how much we manage to remember about specific 

events and their influence on happiness decide how we rate them in retrospect. As a example; 

when having a bad dream, what we remember about it in the morning affects how well we 

feel. This book uses the terms wellbeing and happiness as equivalent and thus does not 

recognise wellbeing as a broader term (Kahneman et al, 2003). 

 An attempt to measure happiness of populations is the happiness index which is 

described by Jaime Díez Medrano, Director of the WVS Archive. The aim is that by having 

some form of quantity of happiness, it is possible to compare happiness between countries. 

Individual happiness is measured by asking the question: In general, would you say you are 1) 

very happy 2) quite happy 3) not very happy, or 4) not at all happy. Large scale surveys 

including the WVS and three others have been asking this question in many countries over 

many years (Medrano (2014, Map of happiness). Results from these have been combined to 

show a scale for comparison that runs from 0 to 200 where 0 indicates the maximum 
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unhappiness, 200 indicates the happiest countries and 100 is an equilibrium point.  About half 

of the world’s countries which represent 90 % of the world’s population have measured 

happiness and the result is represented in a “map of happiness”. This map is based on data 

from 1999-2009. 

 

 

Figure 2.2. The “Map of Happiness” based on the 0–200 scale of national happiness. Countries in 

grey have no data.  

Source: Medrano, Map of Happiness. 

 

2.4. Satisfaction 

In a regression analysis performed by Palmore and Luikard (1972), 18 variables that were 

thought to affect life satisfaction were explored. 502 persons aged 45-62 living in the USA 

rated their personal sense of life satisfaction and this was compared to the variables by means 

of correlation. Notable results from this analysis is that self-rated health had the strongest 

relation to life satisfaction, followed by organisational activity and belief in internal control. 

Organisational activity was here measured as the number of meetings with groups such as 

religious services, unions and clubs that the respondent attended each month. Marital status, 

gender, total social contacts and intelligence were some of the variables that showed little 

significance to life satisfaction.  
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3. DATA AND METHOD 

 

This chapter presents the data used in this study and describes the steps taken in the statistical 

analysis. Sensitivity analyses were performed throughout the progress to ensure that the right 

decisions were made. For example, it confirmed that appropriate categories were chosen for 

the variables. 

 

3.1. Data 

The data containing the WVS results are freely available to acquire and conduct research on. 

Data from each wave can be downloaded from the WVS website and contains each 

individual’s answers to all the survey questions. The data used in this report are from the two 

latest survey waves, wave 5 and 6 which were conducted between 2005 and 2013. These last 

two waves contain data from most of the countries on the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map 

(WVS, 2015). The data used comes from 56 countries with a total of about 85 000 survey 

respondents. For a full list of the number of respondents grouped by culture group and 

country see Appendix 7.1. 

In order to prepare the data for the purpose of this paper the following steps have been 

taken. 

 

 Downloaded two data files, one for wave 5 and one for wave 6.  

 Removed variables (survey questions) that are not relevant from the datasheets. 

 Recoded the data from wave 5 to match the coding in wave 6 and confirmed that all 

remaining variables from both waves denote the same thing. 

 Combined the two datasheets into one. 

 Removed all countries that do not belong to a culture group from the Inglehart-Welzel 

cultural map. Here it became apparent that data is missing from Serbia, India and 

Great Britain and these countries were consequently excluded from the analysis. 

 Created multiple categorical variables which were later used in the analysis. The 

variables happiness and satisfaction that were used as dependent variables in the 

regression analysis were split into two categories. The remaining variables were set as 

independent variables in the regression analysis and have at least three categories. In 

this step, and the next, most of the sensitivity analyses were performed. 

 The cultural dimensions were added as two variables. Each dimension was given three 

categories. One for less than -0.7 in standard deviation (in accordance with the scale 

on the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map). One for standard deviations between and 

including -0.7 and 0.7 and one with standard deviations larger than 0.7. Each 

individual country’s values were observed from the culture map which means that all 

individuals from the same country have the same values for the cultural dimensions. 

The data for the dimensions is therefore not individual, as is the rest of the data, but 

national. This means that it loses some of its explanatory value in regression values 

and may result in lower R square values 
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The computer program IBM SPSS has been used for data analysis both for the descriptive part 

and the regression analysis. SPSS is one of the most used tools for statistical analysis in the 

social sciences. Table 3.1 presents the most important variables that have been used in SPSS 

for the analysis. 

 

Table 3.1. The most used variables during the analysis.               

 

Name Label Type Number 

of 

categories 

Notes 

V10_2cat Feeling of 

Happiness, 

positive or 

negative 

Categorical 2 Two categories as to fit the 

binary logistic regression 

analysis. The categories are set 

as “happy” which includes the 

persons who answered “rather 

happy” and “very happy” and 

“unhappy” which includes those 

who answered “rather unhappy” 

and “very unhappy”. 

V23_2cat Satisfied 

with life as a 

whole, 

adjusted to 

fit V10_2cat 

Categorical 2 Two categories as to fit the 

binary logistic regression 

analysis. The categories are set 

as “more satisfied” with ratings 

from 5 to10 and “less satisfied” 

with ratings of 4 and below. 

Cugroup Culture 

groups 

Categorical 9 All nine culture groups as seen 

on the Inglehart-Welzel cultural 

map 

survival3cat X-axis in 

culture map 

Categorical 3 The first cultural dimension on 

the map. Survival vs self -

expression values 

traditional3cat Y-axis in 

culture map 

Categorical 3 The second cultural dimension. 

Traditional vs secular-rational 

values, 
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3.3. Binary Logistic Analysis 

One purpose of regression analysis is to determine the extent to which some variables explain 

the variations in another variable. It can detect characteristics in one variable based on the 

values of other variables. Here the regression analysis was supposed to answer questions of 

the form “to which extent can happiness be explained by the two dimensions of Inglehart-

Welzel cultural map?” The variable that is to be explained is called the dependent variable. In 

this report the feeling of happiness and the life satisfaction are both dependent variables. 

Binary logistic regression analysis can only be performed for one dependant variable at the 

time. The variables that are supposed to explain variations of the dependable ones are called 

independent and are for example “culture group” and “culture dimension”.  

Binary regression was chosen rather than linear regression for this analysis since the 

dependable variable happiness is categorical and could be coded into the two given categories 

of “happy” and “unhappy”. The question about life satisfaction was originally answered on a 

scale of 1 to 10. However, for a subjective question of this kind it is not given that the 

difference between a “2” and a “3” in life satisfaction is the same as between a “7” and an 

“8”. This means that one requirement of linear regression is violated. It was therefore recoded 

as a categorical variable. However, the two categories that the binary dependent variable has 

to be defined into in order to be able to perform binary logistic regression are not obvious 

either. With this in mind, and to match the variable of happiness, the two categories of life 

satisfaction were chosen to match the percentages of the categories of happiness. I. e. the total 

percentage of respondents that belong to “less satisfied” matches the percentage that belong to 

“unhappy”, thus the same goes for “more satisfied” and “happy”.  As part of the sensitivity 

analysis, regression analysis was also performed with different categories of life satisfaction 

in order to see how the categorisation affects regression results. One such instance compared 

two categorisations of life satisfaction. 1-7 was one category and 8-10 the other. The results 

for this comparison did vary in one notable respect which is shown in the next chapter, 4. 

Results. The categorisation of life satisfaction and the other variables as defined in Table 3.1 

were kept during all other analysis. 

 

3.4. Work Process 

In order to structure the analysis of the WVS data the first step was to perform some 

descriptive analysis and achieve an overview. Tables were generated to show how happiness 

and life satisfaction are distributed across the sample. Charts were drawn to display how 

happy and satisfied with life the respondents feel across the culture groups.  

A number of regression analyses were performed and the most important ones are 

presented in the chapter 4. Results. A simple regression analysis with only two variables, 

happiness and life satisfaction was performed to assess the relation between these two. If the 

variables explain the same thing, operationalisation of SWB as two variables is not needed 

and instead only happiness or life satisfaction alone can be used. If they do not explain each 

other to great extent, the use of both is motivated.  
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Regression analyses of both happiness and life satisfaction against culture groups were 

performed to compare the groups and feed discussion regarding grouping countries in this 

way. It also helps understand the question if happiness and satisfaction describe the same part 

of SWB by comparing both aspects within each culture group. Thus, these two regression 

analyses test the ability of measuring SWB by means of happiness and life satisfaction.  

Other regression analyses performed were intended to try the cultural dimensions of the 

Inglehart-Welzel cultural map themselves instead of the groups. This was done to see if these 

dimensions influence SWB to any greater extent and if one affects SWB more than the other. 

This is also a test of using happiness and life satisfaction as measurements of SWB. 
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4. RESULTS 

The following chapter presents the results that were obtained from analysing the WVS data. 

 

4.1. Interpreting Results 

When trying to make sense of the results, much caution has to be taken. As in so many cases, 

causality plays an important but sometimes deceptive role when one attempts to interpret 

results from survey studies. Data showing correlation between two variables, e.g. happiness 

versus marital status, do not tell us anything about causality. Does it make a person happy to 

be married or do happy people tend to marry more easily and stay married for longer? To be 

able to explore causality more experimental methods are applicable. For instance, whether 

watching movies in the cinema causes happiness or not can be examined by making a group 

go to the cinema during a period of time and see whether their happiness increases. This sort 

of information is not available for this survey-based analysis. Other, more specific issues with 

interpreting the results are discussed in the chapter 5. Discussion.  

 

4.2. Descriptive Statistics 

In order to grasp the overall situation of the wellbeing of populations around the globe, an 

overview of the happiness and life satisfaction of the culture groups are presented in this 

section. These results are derived from the WVS data and thus based on the survey answers of 

individuals.  

As described in 3. Data and Method, life satisfaction was categorised to match happiness. 

The percentages of respondents belonging to each category are shown in Table 4.1. 

     

Table 4.1. The number of respondents (Frequency) and percentage distribution of the binominal 

variables happiness and life satisfaction. 

 

The world population seems to be relatively happy. The survey question about life 

satisfaction included 10 categories (1-10 out of 10 satisfied with life) and Table 4.2 presents 

the percentage of all respondents belonging to each category. 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Percent 2.6 2.0 4.0 5.2 12.2 11.7 17.2 21.7 11.1 12.1 

Cumulative percent 2.6 4.7 8.7 13.9 26.1 37.8 55.1 76.8 87.9 100 

 

Table 4.2. The percentage of all the respondents that belong to each category of life satisfaction. 

 

Happiness is presented in form of pie diagrams in Figure 4.1 to illustrate how happy the 

populations of the different culture groups are according to the WVS results. It shows that the 

number of people that are happy varies a considerably between the culture groups. Orthodox 

and Islamic countries have the least happy populations according to this data while protestant 

Europe, South Asia and English speaking countries have the most happy.  

 

Figure 4.1. Pie charts for all culture groups with the proportions of happy and unhappy respondents. 

Sorted from most happy on the top left to least happy population on the bottom right.  

Green = “very happy” and “rather happy”. Pattern = “very unhappy” and “rather unhappy”. 
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A similar approach was used to illustrate the global situation of life satisfaction. Figure 

4.2 shows a bar chart with the ratings of life satisfaction sorted after most to least satisfied 

populations. 

 

Figure 4.2. Life satisfaction among the culture groups. Sorted by most satisfied to least satisfied 

populations from left to right. Green = “More satisfied”. Pattern = Less satisfied.  

 

The life satisfaction is distributed similarly as happiness among the culture groups. One 

group that stands out is Latin America which is the second highest in life satisfaction but only 

mediocre in happiness. Drawing from graphs of both happiness and life satisfaction, it is the 

bottom three, Africa, Islamic and Orthodox that score the lowest SWB. It is also these groups 

that consist of countries with the lowest income.  

 

4.3. Regression Analysis 

To start with, the relation between happiness and life satisfaction was evaluated by 

performing a simple binary logistic regression on happiness as the dependant variable and life 

satisfaction as the independent variable. The relations between categories within the 

independent variables are presented as the coefficient Exp(B). This coefficient is the odds 

ratio between the reference category and each remaining category. There are only two 

categories in the life satisfaction variable and thus only one odds ratio which value is 10.2. 

This shows that people who state that they are happy are 10.2 times more likely to state that 

they are satisfied compared to people who say they are unhappy.  The Nagelkerke R squared 
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value is 0.203 which tells us that approximately 20 % of the variations in happiness can be 

explained by the values of life satisfaction. 

Next, happiness and life satisfaction were evaluated separately with regard to the nine 

culture groups. Two separate regression analyses, one for happiness and one for life 

satisfaction resulted in Table 4.3. 

 

 Happiness Life satisfaction 

Culture group Sig. Exp(B) (odds ratio) Sig. Exp(B) (odds ratio) 

Confucian (reference) .000 - .000 - 

Protestant Europe .000 1.650 .000 2.356 

Orthodox .000 0.273 .000 0.384 

Catholic Europe .039 0.906 .000 1.463 

South Asia .000 1.967 .000 1.915 

English speaking .000 1.885 .000 1.573 

Islamic .000 0.383 .000 0.466 

Latin America .048 0.913 .000 1.966 

Africa .000 0.598 .000 0.520 

Nagelkerke R Square 0.084 0.084 

Table 4.3. Results for the two regression analyses with happiness and satisfaction as the dependent 

variables and culture group as the independent variable.  

 

Coincidentally, the R square values for both regression analyses are 0.084. I. e. the 

culture groups explain 8.4 % of the variations in happiness between culture groups and also 

8.4 % of variations in life satisfaction. This is not an error since the values are not exactly the 

same when taking more decimals into account, 0.083783 for happiness and 0.084466 for life 

satisfaction. Apart from this, it can be noted that the ratios of happiness and life satisfaction 

between the culture groups reflect the charts from the section 3.2. Descriptive statistics. For 

example, people in protestant Europe are 2.4 times more likely to report they are “more 

satisfied” with their life than people living in the Confucian group. This is also approximately 

indicated in the bar chart of Figure 4.2. 

Regression analyses were also performed with the two cultural dimensions as 

independent variables. Table 3.1 shows how these variables are defined into three categories. 

Four regression analyses were performed for happiness and four for life satisfaction. The first 

two with the cultural dimensions separately, one with both dimensions and one with the 

dimensions and the culture groups (surviva3cat, traditional3cat and cugroup in Table 3.1). 

When introducing culture groups, the odds ratios for some categories in the dimensions 
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shifted direction. I. e. when at first higher self-expression values granted higher happiness, it 

instead showed lower happiness after introducing culture groups. The regression analyses 

with dimensions and culture groups are therefore not presented here but discussed later. The 

remaining six regression analyses are presented below in Table 4.4 and Table 4.5. 

 

 

 Analysis 1 Analysis 2 Analysis 3 

 Sig. Exp(B) Sig. Exp(B) Sig. Exp(B) 

Survival, < -0.7 (reference) .000 - - - -  

Survival, -0.7 - +0.7 .000 1.248 - - .000 1.322 

Survival, > 0.7 .000 3.856 - - .000 3.925 

Traditional, < -0.7 (reference) - - - - -  

Traditional, -0.7 - +0.7 - - .000 1.138 .004 1.064 

Traditional, > +0.7 - - .000 1.353 .000 1.342 

Nagelkerke R Square 0.040 0.003 0.042 

Table 4.4. Results of the regression analyses with the cultural dimensions and happiness. 

 

 Analysis 1 Analysis 2 Analysis 3 

 Sig. Exp(B) Sig. Exp(B) Sig. Exp(B) 

Survival, < -0.7 (reference) .000 - - - -  

Survival, -0.7 - +0.7 .000 1.338 - - .000 1.474 

Survival, > +0.7 .000 3.587 - - .000 3.644 

Traditional, < -0.7 (reference) - - - - -  

Traditional, -0.7 - +0.7 - - .000 1.269 .004 1.239 

Traditional, > 0.7 - - .000 1.408 .000 1.465 

Nagelkerke R Square 0.033 0.004 0.037 

Table 4.5. Results of the regression analyses with the cultural dimensions and life satisfaction. 

 

The most important results from these regression analyses is how much more important 

the survival vs. self-expression dimension is than the other one both regarding happiness and 

life satisfaction. This can be seen in the larger R squared values for “Analysis 1” and also in 

the high influence of the category “Survival, > +0.7”.    

As mentioned in 3.3 Binary Logistic Analysis, there was one interesting occurrence when 

testing the categories of life satisfaction. A notable difference appeared when comparing the 
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results of the categories “1-8” and “9-10” vs. the categories “1-7” and “8-10”. The values 9-

10 represent 23.2 % of the total answers while 8-10 represent 55.1 %.  When the independent 

variables were set to the two culture dimensions, the survival vs. self-expression dimension 

gave similar results regardless of the categorisation of life satisfaction. The traditional-secular 

rational dimension, on the other hand, shifted direction. First, a shift from traditional to 

secular rational values indicated a decrease of life satisfaction with about 0.7 respectively 0.8, 

see Table 4.6. Second, the satisfaction increases with a factor of about 1.2 for those living in 

countries that have more secular-rational values.   

 

Traditional vs. secular-

rational values 

Categories “1-8” and “9-10”  Categories “1-7” and “8-10” 

Less than -07 - - 

Between -0.7 and 0.7 .718 .917 

Higher than 0.7 .836 1.211 

 

Table 4.6. The odds ratio values for satisfaction as to how the traditional vs. secular-rational values 

explain the life satisfaction. All values have significance greater than 99.9 %. 

 

This result indicates that those who report that they are very satisfied with life are 

influenced by more traditional values while those reporting a value of 7 out of 10 have more 

secular-rational values. When investigating countries separately, around 50 % of respondents 

from the countries Mexico, Brazil, Guatemala and Colombia answered that they are “9 or 10 

out of 10” satisfied with their lives. 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 

The discussion in this chapter starts with how to define wellbeing and then how to 

operationalise SWB. Thereafter the statistical results are discussed. 

  

5.1. Wellbeing 

One thing is apparent; wellbeing is an ambiguous term that is hard to define. The literature 

overview found that there are theories about what it takes to feel well. But these are 

psychological approaches to wellbeing and are hard to operationalise and apply to survey 

data. Attempts have also been made to produce a sort of objective measurement of wellbeing 

but the essence of the term remains that it is a feeling and therefore highly subjective. This is 

why the term subjective wellbeing, SWB, is a good operational starting point when attempting 

to measure wellbeing in populations.  
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Several studies either mention happiness as an important part of wellbeing or even set it 

as equal. Using happiness as an indication of SWB was therefore a given. However, the 

measurement of both happiness and life satisfaction provides a more complete measurement 

of SWB that captures aspects which happiness cannot by itself. Especially, survey answers 

about life satisfaction are less dependent on momentary circumstances such as the mood of 

the respondent.  

 

 

5.2. Data and Sample 

Generally speaking, the self-rated happiness and life satisfaction were both high. More than 

85 % of the respondents answered that they are either rather happy or very happy. Similarly, 

more than 85 % of the respondents said they were 5 or higher out of 10 satisfied with their life 

and almost half (45 %) of the respondents answered with the high numbers 8, 9 or 10. This 

says a lot about the world population feeling well but also begs some questions about who the 

respondents are and how they answer questions about happiness and satisfaction. 

How people answer the questions that the statistical analysis depends so heavily on is, of 

course, subjective. It is for example dependent on the current mood of the respondent as 

suggested by Diener (2012). But this report with its results and research overview shows that 

there are also cultural aspects to consider. How society defines and has norms regarding 

happiness and life satisfaction affects the survey answers. In contrast to the more subjective 

variations such as mood which has consequences spread out over the whole data, cultural 

influences have an impact on specific culture groups. This means that if the norms in one 

culture group stimulates humble expression of one’s own success, the SWB will score lower 

among these respondents. One might argue that this score resides even though they “feel just 

as well” as other respondents that report high SWB. This does not contradict with the use of 

SWB to measure how well people feel since it would be a general characteristic of any sort of 

proposed measurement of wellbeing. It does however send a warning for comparing SWB 

between culture groups and undermines statements such as “living in a country of culture 

group A makes one feel better than living within culture group B”.  

Who then, may be answering the survey? There are some necessary requirements that 

need to be met in order to be able to participate in the WVS that affect the results. Because 

participants were contacted by mail, one needs to be registered as a legal inhabitant of the 

country in question. This excludes an uncountable number of persons who do not have this 

privilege at the same time as these people probably are the ones who feel the least happy and 

satisfied. A mail address at which one may be contacted is also a condition for participating 

and in numerous countries; this is not something that can be taken for granted. There must be 

severe effects on the data based on these sort of conditions. All circumstances that are needed 

in order to participate in survey studies result in that the people who get surveyed are to some 

standard economically well off and therefore more prone to feeling happy and satisfied. It 

must produce some skewing of the results in these countries towards higher SWB. 
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Happiness among the culture groups is illustrated in the pie charts of Figure 4.1. These 

charts coincide well with the “Map of Happiness” (Figure 2.2) from section 2.2. This is of 

course to great extent because the “Map of Happiness” is based in part on WVS results. One 

reminder however, is that the happiness varies naturally between countries in the same culture 

group and this is obviously also the case for life satisfaction.  

 

5.3 Regression Analysis 

There is a close relation between happiness and life satisfaction. The fact that about 20 % of 

the answers about happiness can be explained with the answers to life satisfaction is notable. 

Especially when considering that this is a binary regression and the independent variable only 

has two categories. Although this interconnectivity does imply that the two dimensions 

partially tell the same story, it does not exclude the possibility of the dimensions showing 

different sides of the same story. The odds ratio of 10.2 shows that people who say that they 

are happy also often say they are satisfied as well. This may indicate that happiness and life 

satisfaction should show similar results in other regression analyses. But it also makes it more 

interesting if the results do not coincide.  

From testing the culture groups against both happiness and life satisfaction, it shows that 

the two dimensions of SWB do not result in the same relations between culture groups. If one 

group has a more happy population than another, it does not automatically mean that it also is 

more satisfied. Two groups, Latin America and Catholic Europe, have much more satisfied 

populations than Confucian (the reference group) but which are less happy. Overall however, 

a happy population is often a satisfied population. The R squared value was almost the same 

for the two dimensions but also rather low. Only 8.4 % of one’s happiness and satisfaction 

could be explained by which culture group one belongs to. This tells us that there are a lot of 

other aspects to consider when trying to explain SWB but culture groups do explain some of 

the variation.  

When analysing the culture groups and cross-cultural dimensions in the same regression, 

odds ratios contradicted the previous values when culture groups and dimensions were 

analysed separately. Indicating that the culture groups and the cross-cultural dimensions 

describe similar phenomena. This is correct when considering that the culture groups are 

defined by countries’ values of the dimensions. 

From the regression analyses of the cultural dimensions, the importance of the survival-

self-expression dimension became apparent. The explanation constant is in fact about 10 

times larger for both happiness and life satisfaction for this dimension compared to the other. 

This suggest a theory that this dimension should have a dominating role for the SWB. One 

way of testing this theory is by checking with the cultural map (Figure 1.1) and compare a 

culture group at one extreme of the survival vs self-expression dimension to the others. 

According to the results of the regression and thus, the proposed theory, culture groups at the 

self-expression extreme should have higher wellbeing. The given group to use as a starting 

point is Confucian since it is at the survival extreme and is used as the reference in regression. 

All groups to the right of Confucian on the map should demonstrate higher happiness and life 
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satisfaction and consequently, higher SWB. These groups are Protestant Europe, Catholic 

Europe, English Speaking and Latin America. From Table 4.3 it can be seen that most odds 

ratios follow this pattern. In fact, all but the happiness odds ratios of Catholic Europe and 

Latin America do. These are also the only two values that do not hold for 99.9 % significance. 

This theory also implies that there is no pattern for SWB along the traditional vs. secular-

rational axis as apparent as the pattern along the survival vs. self-expression axis. The culture 

groups that are clearly lower on the traditional vs. secular-rational axis are Islamic, South 

Asia, Africa, Latin America and English Speaking. Again, comparing with Table 4.3, it is 

apparent that three groups show higher scores in SWB while two show lower values. In 

addition to this inconsistency, the groups that have higher SWB values also have higher 

survival vs. self-expression values than Confucian. The theory is reinforced. 

As the analysis of SWB among culture groups functions mainly as a test and illustration 

of using the method proposed in this paper, there are many other interesting applications. For 

example, many of the proposed dimensions of wellbeing, mentioned in section 2.1, can be 

tried against SWB and studies on a national level can explore the needs of its inhabitants. 

Caution is advised when analysing results from e.g. regression analysis using SWB. The 

complexity and limited understanding of what effects SWB results in the possibility of 

unexpected results from variables previously thought of as unimportant. One such incident 

occurred when trying categories for the variables during the sensitivity analysis. 

While testing categories for satisfaction, it became apparent that a tendency towards 

secular-rational values results in more people stating that they are ”8 out of 10” satisfied with 

their life but less people stating they are “9 or 10 out of 10” satisfied. Rather, the number of 

people stating that they are “9 or 10 out of 10” satisfied is higher in countries with mainly 

traditional values. At further inspection, it is the Latin American countries that increase the 

value of satisfaction. Mainly Mexico, Brazil, Guatemala and Colombia where around 50 % of 

their population said they are “9 or 10 out of 10” satisfied with their life. This is a big 

difference compared to the average from all countries of 23.2 %. There might be something in 

the culture among these countries that stimulates the respondents to rate their SWB high. 

There might be differences in the interpretation of the survey questions since all these 

countries have Spanish as language except Brazil which has Portuguese. Or the people in 

these countries have basically found the way to reach true wellbeing.  

 

5.4. Evaluation 

By taking the cultural map as an example, it was possible to test measuring SWB with 

happiness and life satisfaction. The discussion regarding where and how well populations feel 

gives an indication of what may be accomplished with this approach of measuring SWB. One 

large downfall for this paper’s analysis was the absence of individual data for the cross-

cultural dimensions. With it, the results would be more trustworthy and the R squared values 

higher.  
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5.5. Conclusion 

By using individual answers from survey studies, an estimation of SWB can be obtained. 

Survey questions about happiness and life satisfaction do not seem to evaluate the same 

feeling and seem to estimate different parts of SWB. Therefore, survey results with these 

questions constitute a simple but useful source for measuring wellbeing. The essence of SWB 

is captured by taking each person in a population into consideration. The downfall is, as in all 

analysis based on survey answers, that there are many known and unknown influences on the 

respondents answers. Happiness and life satisfaction are analysed separately which is 

important in order to capture the different aspects of SWB. However, for future theory 

development it may be useful to merge these results of both to achieve a single value of SWB. 

This would aid comparison between populations but it is essential to not neglect the two 

underlying features. Estimation by means of happiness and life satisfaction leads to, not a 

complete, but at least reasonable operational measurement of SWB. 
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7. APPENDIX 

 

7.1. Data Overview 

Complete list of all culture groups and countries: 

            

 Culture group                Country                      Wave                     No. of 

respondents 

 Confucian  China  2010-2013 2300 

   Taiwan  2010-2013 1238 

   Hong Kong  2010-2013 1000 

   Japan  2010-2013 2443 

   South Korea  2010-2013 1200 

       

 Protestant 

Europe 

 Finland  2005-2007 1014 

   Germany  2010-2013 2046 

   Netherlands  2010-2013 1902 

   Norway  2005-2007 1025 

   Sweden  2005-2007 1003 

     2010-2013 1206 

   Switzerland  2005-2007 1241 

       

 Ortodox  Bulgaria  2005-2007 1001 

   Belarus  2010-2013 1535 

   Moldova  2005-2007 1046 

   Romania  2010-2013 1503 

   Russia  2010-2013 2500 

   Ukraine  2010-2013 1500 

       

 Catholic Europe  Cyprus  2010-2013 1000 

   France  2005-2007 1001 

   Italy  2005-2007 1012 

   Poland  2010-2013 966 

   Slovenia  2005-2007 1037 

     2010-2013 1069 

   Spain  2005-2007 1200 

     2010-2013 1189 

       

 South Asia  Malaysia  2010-2013 1300 

   Viet Nam  2005-2007 1495 

   Thailand  2010-2013 1200 

       

 English Speaking  Australia  2010-2013 1477 

   Canada  2005-2007 2164 

   New Zealand  2010-2013 841 

   United States  2010-2013 2232 
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 Islamic  Algeria  2010-2013 1200 

   Ethiopia  2005-2007 1500 

   Indonesia  2005-2007 2015 

   Iran  2005-2007 2667 

   Iraq  2010-2013 1200 

   Jordan  2010-2013 1200 

   Morocco  2010-2013 1200 

   Pakistan  2010-2013 1200 

   Zimbabwe  2010-2013 1500 

   Turkey  2010-2013 1605 

   Egypt  2010-2013 1523 

   Zambia  2005-2007 1500 

       

 Latin America  Argentina  2010-2013 1030 

   Brazil  2010-2013 1486 

   Chile  2010-2013 1000 

   Colombia  2010-2013 1512 

   Guatemala  2005-2007 1000 

   Mexico  2010-2013 2000 

   Peru  2010-2013 1210 

   Uruguay  2010-2013 1000 

       

 Africa  Ghana  2010-2013 1552 

   Mali  2005-2007 1534 

   Nigeria  2010-2013 1759 

   Rwanda  2010-2013 1527 

   South Africa  2010-2013 3531 

   Burkina Faso  2005-2007 1534 

Total           9             56          2 85871 

 

Table 7.1. All culture groups and their respective countries that were included in this study. 


