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One of the most important goals that people seek to attain in their lives is happiness, or the so-

called well-being. The meaning of happiness differs depending on the century, culture or 

country. As early as antiquity, philosophers started to discuss the importance of happiness for 

human existence. Today, it is one of the most frequently studied subjects in the area of social 

sciences. Psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists and economists look for a better 

understanding of the concept of happiness and for new possibilities to measure it. Happiness is 

understood both as a positive affect, i.e. subjective well-being, and the evaluation of one's 
overall life or life in various domains. Furthermore, it may also be perceived as the fulfilment 

of basic psychological needs, pursuit of intrinsic goals (e.g. affiliation, self-acceptance, 

community, spirituality, physical health, and safety), finding meaning/purpose in life or self-

actualization.  

Nowadays, the prevalent economic policy of developed countries, called corporate 

capitalism, claims that permanent economic growth and consumption are the best way for both 

individuals and societies to gain happiness. Developing countries have also started to apply this 

practice. As a result, people set material wealth as their life goal and strive for prosperity. 

Fortune makes life more convenient and easier; the standard of living increases. Thus, it is 

important not to ignore those aspects of wealth that raise the quality of life of individuals and 

societies. 
Research conducted so far shows that although wealth and high income may enhance life 

satisfaction, they do not increase subjective well-being (positive affect) and may decrease its 

other well-recognized components. In other words, to focus on wealth may worsen one’s 

health, sense of affiliation and the quality of social relationships and it may also lead to lower 

self-actualization. These results call for further investigation into the causes of decline in well-

being. In this context, it is interesting to look at the link between wealth and human pursuits. 

For instance, wealth gives better access to resources, which, in turn, may make people feel 

more powerful and thirsty to have more and more. 

The reorganization brought about by economic growth and modern lifestyle has led to 

changes at workplace and also in the attitudes towards spiritual matters. People begin to work 

more and live more hectic lives then they used to. These and other things alike raise a question 

concerning work context factors which may result in an increase or decrease of the well-being. 
Secondly, when people focus more on wealth, they become less involved spiritually. Hence, it 

is intriguing to find out what the result of such conversion may be. 
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Last but not least, the measures, or indicators of well-being must be better understood. 

Therefore, another question to be answered is what do they measure exactly and how could that 

be useful for improving human welfare. 

To sum up, it is crucial to examine and identify the opportunities and threats generated by 
socioeconomic changes in both developed and developing countries. Furthermore, it is critical 

to look for precautions against the dangers the changes evoke and strategies to preserve well-

being.  

This special issue contains seven papers whose authors look into various aspects of the 

relationship between wealth and well-being. 

The first paper, Money and Happiness, describes two sides of the material wealth in 

societies. The first one is that people with high income in rich societies lead more modern and 

convenient lives and have a higher standard of living. The other one is that modern life 

characteristics, such as fast-paced lifestyle, time pressure, information overload, difficulty in 

making decisions and pursuit of materialistic goals, causes stress and decreases well-being.  

Paper two, The Science of Happiness for Policymakers: an Overview, presents different 

meanings of happiness across societies and cultures and overviews the reliability and accuracy 
of available measures of happiness. The author concludes that the measures of well-being 

accurately determine the quality of life in societies and therefore it should be of great interest to 

the policymakers. 

The third paper, The Effects of Power on Financial Aspirations and Expenditures in Poland 

and UK, is an analysis of situational power as the source of approach motivation, which leads 

to a rise in both fiscal aspirations and expenditures. As this is a cross-cultural study, the authors 

also indicate that there are differences in fiscal aspirations and expenditures between Poland, a 

less affluent and individualistic country, and UK, a more affluent and individualistic country. 

In paper four, The Relevance of Spiritual Transcendence in a Consumer Economy: the 

Dollars and Sense of It, the authors indicate the importance of the concept of spiritual 

transcendence in explaining the relationship between spirituality and financial qualities (i.e. 
materialism, perceptions of the economic climate, spending patterns, and attitudes towards 

financial sustainability). The authors also discuss how spirituality influences the economic 

world. 

Paper five, Materialism, Subjective Well-being and Entitlement, addresses the issue relating 

to the relation between subjective well-being, materialism and entitlement attitudes. The 

authors propose their own understanding of entitlement as a more complex, multidimensional 

phenomenon. They conclude that, although, all aspects of entitlement seem to be positively 

related to materialism, they are not necessarily related to lower subjective well-being.  

In the sixth paper, Psychological Well-being under Unemployment: a Longitudinal Study, 

the author shows how a prolonged unemployment influences well-being, i.e. life satisfaction, 

affect and health. The results indicate that as time of unemployment passes people stay more 

satisfied with the past and more worried about the future. An interesting aspect is that a four-
year unemployment period does not have an impact on family life satisfaction, affect balance 

or health. 

Finally, paper number seven, Work Schedule Flexibility: A Contributor to Happiness? 

describes how workers’ control over their work schedules affects their subjective well-being. 

The authors present an impressive dataset of a national US sample from “Quality of Work life” 

project, and investigate how particular forms of work schedule flexibility affect subjective 

well-being. This work is especially important from the economic perspective, but it also refers 

to the subject of work-life balance and its relation to workers’ well-being. 
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Abstract: 

 
This paper first examines if, and how material wealth is related to the different components of subjective well-being 

(SWB). Greater wealth is related to higher life evaluation and, to a limited extent, higher emotional well-being (more 

positive feelings and less negative feelings). The beneficial impact of wealth on happiness holds true at both the 

individual and national levels. However, although economic growth brings about greater happiness, excessive pursuit 

of wealth is detrimental to SWB, leading to lower life satisfaction and greater negative affect. The paper then reviews 

the negative impact of affluence on quality of life, and how that in turn diminishes SWB. Next, the paper assesses why 

wealth is a weak predictor of emotional well-being, by drawing on needs theories as explanations. Finally, the 

synthesis of the various findings suggests that although material wealth enhances happiness, it can also exert indirect 

deleterious effects on well-being.  
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The Duality of Wealth: Is Material Wealth Good or Bad for Well-being?  
 
Is material wealth2 good or bad for happiness? For centuries, there have been opposing views 

on this question. “A large income is the best recipe for happiness I ever heard of” (Jane 

Austen). Advocates who argue that material wealth is beneficial to happiness note that 

economic growth and individual wealth increase the standard of living and enhance well-being 

(e.g., Deaton, 2008; Diener et al., 2010a; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). On the other hand, 
opponents of this belief emphasize the importance of values and psychological needs for well-

being, suggesting that focusing on material aspects of life may lead to the erosion and 

negligence of these essential values and needs (e.g., Inglehart et al., 2008; Kasser & Ryan, 

1996; Ryan & Deci, 2001). “Money has never made man happy, nor will it, there is nothing in 

its nature to produce happiness. The more of it one has the more one wants” (Benjamin 

Franklin). Despite the ubiquitous interest and multitude of research conducted in this area, 

there has been no unanimous answer to this question.  

                                                             
1
 Postal Address: School of Arts & Social Sciences, SIM University, 461 Clementi Road, Singapore 599490. E-mail 

Address: weiting@unisim.edu.sg  
2
 It should be noted that there are many different indicators of material wealth. In many surveys, one’s income is 

usually used as a proxy of wealth. Money is also often used as a measure of material wealth, although it is only one 

aspect of it. Different terminologies are commonly used in the literature— for example, income, material goods or 

possessions, possession of modern conveniences, or affluence— although they may refer to different specific aspects 

of wealth. For convenience therefore, I would use the labels interchangeably in this paper, although it is recognized 

that each indicator (e.g., income) is not a full representation of material wealth.  At the societal level, there are likewise 

various labels used to represent societal wealth (e.g., prosperity, economic growth, societal affluence, national wealth) 

and various indicators to measure societal wealth (e.g., GDP, national household income). Although these labels would 

be used interchangeably in this paper, personal and national wealth would be clearly distinguished, and where 

necessary, the particular measure that was used would also be noted.  

 

mailto:weiting@unisim.edu.sg
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Perhaps this is because the key parameter in the question, happiness3, is a multifaceted 

construct. Defined as comprising three components— life satisfaction, positive affect (PA), and 

negative affect (NA), attaining a high level of happiness/ subjective well-being (SWB) refers to 

having high PA, low NA, and high life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). Life satisfaction refers 

to a cognitive, global evaluation of one’s overall life, while PA and NA respectively reflect the 
extent to which people experience pleasant emotions and moods or unpleasant emotions and 

moods (Diener, 2000). Together, PA and NA constitute the everyday affective experiences of 

an individual— that is, emotional well-being. It is possible that the cognitive and emotional 

components of SWB relate differently to material wealth, which may contribute to the 

conflicting answers to the question. Furthermore, use of different indicators across various 

studies may also produce contradictory results, as these various indicators may relate 

differently to SWB. Finally, individual and societal wealth can also exert different effects on 

SWB, hence it is imperative to examine the relations between wealth and well-being at both the 

individual- and nation-levels.  

 

How is Wealth Related to Well-being? 
 
Before assessing whether material wealth is good or bad for well-being, it is germane to first 

clarify how it is related to happiness. Earlier studies in psychology found that income has no 

further effect on life satisfaction beyond a threshold level of income (Diener & Biwas-Diener, 

2002). One explanation is that at the lower levels of income, money is essential for fulfilling 

basic survival needs such as food and shelter (Howell & Howell, 2008). Having enough money 

can mean the difference between having enough to eat and having proper housing versus going 

hungry and being homeless. But at higher levels of affluence, other psychological factors such 

as autonomy, mastery, or social needs become more important to SWB, whereas income 

contributes to happiness to a much smaller degree (Howell & Howell, 2008; Oishi et al., 1999). 

Alternatively, there may indeed be a real link between money and happiness; but the true 

money-happiness relation might have been masked in past studies that relied on raw income as 

a measure. There is evidence of diminishing marginal utility of income for well-being (Layard, 
Mayraz, & Nickell, 2008), such that the same differences in raw income produce larger effects 

for the poor than for the rich. After all, gaining $10.000 should have a much larger impact on 

an individual who earns only $10.000 a year, as compared to someone who earns $90.000 a 

year. Taking the logarithm of income would enable us to examine equivalent increases at 

different levels of income (e.g., an increase from $10.000 to $20.000 is equivalent in log terms 

to an increase from $90.000 to $180.000 as both cases reflect changes of equal percentages). 

The relation between money and SWB appears to be consistent with Weber-Fechner law, 

which states that the perception of discriminable differences between two stimuli (e.g., 

intensity of light) is based on the percentage change, not absolute change. This means the 

relation between the stimulus and perception would be logarithmic.  

Indeed, using a logarithmic scale for money yielded significant linear relations between 

money and SWB. Data from the Gallup World Poll (GWP), a representative survey involving 

more than 130 countries and comprising over 136.000 respondents, showed a strong linear 

association between life satisfaction and log income at the individual level (Diener et al., 

2010b). As log income increases, life satisfaction increases. Data from the Gallup-Healthways 

Well-Being Index (GHWBI) further showed that there was no satiation, even at income levels 

beyond US$120.000 (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). This means that income has a positive 

                                                             
3
 The terminology of “happiness” as used in this paper refers to the concept of overall happiness, and does not refer to 

the positive emotion word described by the same adjective “happy”, which refers to a transitory, pleasant, activated 

emotion instead. Although the constructs of happiness and subjective well-being (SWB) are different, and are 

operationalized differently, the terms happiness and SWB are often used interchangeably in the literature, and are used 

to represent the broad concept of well-being. Hence, these terms would be used interchangeably in this paper.  
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effect on life satisfaction, although the amount of raw income required to produce the same 

change is much larger at higher levels of income than that required at the lower levels.  

The data however, suggests a different picture for emotional well-being. Positive and 

negative feelings show weaker associations with income and are instead more closely 

associated with the fulfillment of psychological needs such as respect, autonomy, mastery, and 
social support (Diener et al., 2010b). Regressions showed that the fulfillment of psychological 

needs was the strongest predictor for positive feelings and negative feelings. Conversely, 

affluence (as measured by satisfaction with standard of living and per capita gross domestic 

product, GDP) was the strongest predictor for life satisfaction. Furthermore, the effect of 

income on emotional well-being seems to satiate around US$75.000. Having a higher income 

correlates with higher emotional well-being, but beyond income levels of $75.000, there is no 

improvement in positive feelings and no decrease in negative feelings (Kahneman & Deaton, 

2010). Together, these findings suggest that fulfillment of psychological needs is more 

important than income for emotional well-being. 

The above discussion illuminates how money relates differently to different components of 

well-being. In addition to the GWP and GHWBI analyses, other large-scale surveys have also 
converged on the conclusion that material wealth increases well-being. Data from the three 

recent waves (2004 to 2006) of the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP) and World 

Values Survey (WVS) corroborate the finding that the rich are happier than the poor.  In the 

GSOEP, the rich (those earning more than $200.000 a year) were much higher in life 

satisfaction than the poor (those earning less than $10.000 a year), and were also considerably 

higher in life satisfaction than those with average income (Lucas & Schimmack, 2009). The 

same patterns were replicated in the WVS. In sum, money matters for happiness— individuals 

in lower-income groups have lower well-being than those in higher-income groups on all 

measures of well-being—positive feelings, negative feelings, and life satisfaction (Kahneman 

& Deaton, 2010; Lucas & Schimmack, 2009). However, positive and negative feelings are still 

more strongly related to the fulfillment of psychological needs such as social, respect, and 

autonomy needs across the world, as including income did not explain additional variance in 
them (Tay & Diener, 2011). Therefore, these representative findings underscore the positive 

outcomes of wealth on well-being, although they also highlight that psychological factors are 

central to affective well-being.  

 

 
Benefits of National Wealth on Well-being 
 
The preceding section establishes that individual income is important and good for an 

individual’s well-being. But does national wealth influence happiness? Is it better to live in an 
affluent society or in a poor country that eschews the pursuit of economic wealth? Early 

findings imply that societal affluence may be essential to happiness only for people living in 

economically undeveloped societies, but not for those in prosperous societies. The GDP-life 

satisfaction slope is steep among poorer countries but is much weaker among the rich nations 

(Diener & Biwas-Diener, 2002). More recent analyses however suggest otherwise. Instead of 

using raw GDP, examining the relation between log-transformed GDP and life satisfaction 

yields a strong linear association. Specifically, countries with higher GDP show higher average 

life satisfaction (Deaton, 2008). 

Further underlining the importance of national wealth are findings showing that societal 

affluence (as measured by GDP) predicts individual life satisfaction even after controlling for 

individual income (Diener et al., 2010b). This could be because people rely on a global world 

standard, and not a local standard, for social comparisons and to evaluate their life. This idea is 
supported by further analyses at the individual level. The effects of relative income were found 

to be smaller than those of absolute income (Diener et al., 2010b). Specifically, relative income 

only added a small increment in predicting life satisfaction beyond absolute income (Diener, 

Tay & Oishi, 2013). However, conflicting findings suggesting that relative income might be 

important do exist. Boyce, Brown & Moore (2010) found that the ranked position of an 
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individual’s income predicted life satisfaction. These contradictory findings though, were 

based on a single nation (United Kingdom), and thus might not be representative of the world’s 

population, unlike findings from the GWP and WVS, whose samples comprised most of the 

world’s nations.  

Comparisons of the between-nation and within-nation associations between income and 
well-being found steeper between-nation slopes. Correlations of mean income and mean levels 

of life satisfaction typically range from 0.60 to 0.80 across countries, whereas associations 

within nations are often closer to 0.20 (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). This also supports the 

proposition that societal circumstances are important for people’s well-being (Diener et al., 

2010a). It seems that societal wealth exerts a stronger effect than individual income on well-

being. In recapitulation, the robust GDP-SWB associations across countries and the higher 

SWB in prosperous countries demonstrate that societal affluence has a strong, positive impact 

on well-being.  

The impact of national wealth on well-being can be understood from how it translates into 

tangible beneficial living conditions. In wealthy nations, there are modern amenities, 

availability of superior healthcare, and better infrastructure such as good sanitary systems and 
efficient public transportation systems. Affordable housing and a quality education system also 

exist in these affluent nations, which also have a higher life expectancy. Consequently, these 

desirable societal conditions should positively influence happiness. Supporting this 

explanation, early studies found that measures of happiness (e.g., life satisfaction) were 

positively correlated with good societal characteristics (Heylighen & Bernheim, 2000). In 

contrast, undesirable societal conditions exert the opposite effects on SWB. Analyses of large-

scale international surveys such as the WVS and GWP reveal that bad conditions affecting a 

nation (e.g., going hungry and being assaulted) predict average life satisfaction in these nations 

(Diener, Inglehart & Tay, 2013). This may explain why people living in rich countries 

experience higher well-being than those living in poor countries where lack of basic 

infrastructure, safety, and security are the prevailing conditions. 

 
Figure 1: Plot of log GDP versus the components of subjective well-being 

Note: Positive feelings (or negative feelings) refer to the average proportion of the population 

who experienced positive feelings (or negative feelings). Life evaluation refers to the average 

national life evaluation (on a scale of 0 to 10). 
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In recapitulation, findings across various studies consistently highlight the impact of 

material wealth on both individual well-being and national happiness. National affluence 

(whether measured by mean national household income or GDP) is strongly associated with 

average life satisfaction across nations (Diener, 2012). Based on data from the GWP, Figure 1 

illustrates how nation-level SWB changes as a function of GDP, across the world. Wealthier 
nations not only have higher average national life satisfaction than poor nations, but are also 

higher in average positive feelings, although they are not significantly lower in negative 

feelings. Similarly, the GWP data found that GDP is associated with higher individual-level 

life evaluation and positive feelings, and lower negative feelings. These results are consistent 

with the previous findings (e.g., Deaton, 2008; Diener, Tay & Oishi, 2013). 

The implication of the effects of wealth at both individual and societal levels is that it is better 

to live in a prosperous than in an impoverished society. For the rich, living in an affluent 

country enhances the effect of their personal wealth on SWB (Diener, Tay & Oishi, 2013). In 

addition to the better safety, security, and superior infrastructure existing in rich nations, there 

is also greater access to quality material possessions, making a plethora of choices and goods 

available to the rich. Hence, rich people in affluent countries are happier than rich people in 
poor countries. Conversely, for the poor, they are also better off living in a rich (than in a poor) 

nation because of the desirable societal conditions, such as the superior healthcare, quality 

housing, and efficient transportation.   

 

 

Economic Growth and Rising Happiness (or Not) 
 
The above discussion highlighting the importance of money for happiness at both individual- 

and nation-levels seems inconsistent with previous studies that found only small correlations 

between income and well-being (Diener & Biwas-Diener, 2002; Howell & Howell, 2008). It 

also seems to contradict the idea that perpetual economic growth and rising affluence result in 

no increases in happiness (Easterlin et al., 2010). The Easterlin paradox posits that as nations 
become wealthier over time, there is no corresponding increase in happiness over time. 

Easterlin and colleagues argued that despite substantial economic growth, happiness has not 

increased over the long-term, and this null relation holds true not only for developed economies 

like the United States, but also for developing economies and countries transitioning from 

socialism to capitalism (Easterlin et al., 2010). The case of the United States also illustrates the 

argument that material affluence has not led to gains in well-being. Although gross national 

product had tripled over the last five decades in the United States, life satisfaction had 

remained flat, illustrating the “paradox of affluence” phenomenon (Diener & Seligman, 2004).   

A factor contributing to the affluence paradox could be due to people’s evaluative standards 

becoming higher as income grows over the years. That is, as people adapt to a higher material 

standard of living, rising income may barely be sufficient to keep up with their rising 
expectations and material desires, and they do not become happier with their improved 

circumstances. This is akin to the hedonic treadmill, whereby, although life events and 

circumstances do influence happiness, people adapt to the good and bad outcomes (Diener, 

Lucas & Scollon, 2006). Because of hedonic adaptation and social comparison, growing wealth 

will likely be accompanied by rising material aspirations (Easterlin, 2003). The rising desires 

may mitigate the salubrious effects that improved material conditions have on well-being.  

Does this suggest that economic growth is not beneficial to well-being? Challenging the idea 

that economic affluence may have no benefits or even negative ramifications on happiness are 

recent findings from multiple datasets indicating that economic growth is associated with rising 

happiness. Analyses of the WVS suggest that rises in GDP are associated with rises in 

happiness (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). There is a general tendency for economic growth to 

be accompanied by growth in well-being, and economic decline to be accompanied by decline 
in well-being. This trend is observed even for economically developed countries (e.g., Europe 

and Japan) (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). Representative surveys (WVS and European Values 

Survey) found that happiness rose in most of the countries from 1981 to 2007 as GDP 

increased and societies became wealthier (Inglehart et al., 2008). Cross-country comparisons 
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also indicated that the GDP-SWB relation is (at least) as strong among rich countries, as among 

poor countries. Likewise, within-country comparisons found that the income-SWB relation 

holds even at high income levels and does not level off (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2013). In other 

words, there is no satiation point of wealth on SWB - as individual income or societal wealth 

grows, happiness also increases.  
Analyses of the separate SWB components also support the notion that changes in wealth 

are associated with changes in happiness over time. Evidence from the GWP indicates that life 

satisfaction increased over a several-decade period as GDP per capita increased (Diener et al., 

2010a). Further analyses of the GWP data clarified that rises in national household income 

were associated with increases in life satisfaction and positive feelings, and a decrease in 

negative feelings (Diener, Tay & Oishi, 2013). GDP rises were also accompanied by rises in 

life satisfaction, although not by more positive feelings or fewer negative feelings. Therefore, 

findings from multiple representative datasets converge on the conclusion that economic 

growth produces happiness rises. This implies that the pursuit of material wealth (in 

moderation) is not entirely inimical.  

 
 
Materialism and Well-being 

 
Although economic growth is beneficial to well-being, the potential downside to it is that 

continuous economic growth may foster a culture of materialism and consumerism. 

Affluence may encourage people to perpetually hanker after more material goods and money 

in the endeavor to keep up with the Joneses. Previous research has shown that materialism, 

which is characterized by the pursuit of wealth and acquisition of material goods, is 

inversely linked to SWB (Diener & Oishi, 2000). Materialistic people are lower in life 

satisfaction and experience more negative affect (Christopher et al., 2007; Kashdan & Breen, 

2007). Similarly, people who had stronger financial goals were lower in overall life 

satisfaction than those who were less focused on financial success (Nickerson et al., 2003). 

However, the negative effects of focusing on financial goal were moderated by household 
income. At high household incomes, respondents did not differ in life satisfaction regardless 

of financial goal. It seems that wealth can potentially buffer the deleterious consequences of 

materialism on well-being. This suggests that one contributing cause of materialistic 

people’s lower well-being could be due to the inability to fulfill their material desires 

(Nickerson et al., 2003; Solberg et al., 2002).  

A possible explanation for why materialism is detrimental to well-being is that the pursuit 

of material gains is an extrinsic goal. According to Kasser & Ryan (1996), extrinsic goals are 

associated with lower well-being because unlike intrinsic goals, they do not fulfill basic and 

innate psychological needs. In contrast, intrinsic goals (e.g., for affiliation or self-

acceptance) are more congruent with growth and self-actualization, and hence lead to higher 

well-being.  
This explanation is consonant with the self-determination theory, which postulates that 

there are three universal innate psychological needs – competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness – that are essential for personal well-being, social functioning, and psychological 

growth (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Satisfying these innate needs enhance intrinsic motivation and 

promote intrinsic aspirations, which in turn link to higher well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Self-determination theory argues that pursuit of life goals that can be categorized as extrinsic 

aspirations (e.g., goal for financial success or status) detract from well-being. In contrast, 

intrinsic aspirations provide greater satisfaction of the basic psychological needs, and hence 

pursuit of such life goals (e.g., social relationships) is associated with greater well-being 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus, an emphasis on the pursuit and attainment of wealth and 

financial success, which characterizes materialism, is detrimental to well-being because such 

extrinsic aspirations do not help in satisfying people’s basic needs, and are also difficult 
goals to meet due to hedonic adaptation. 
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Detrimental Effects of Affluence on Quality of Life 

 
Thus far, the above discussion extolled the salubrious effects of material wealth on happiness 
and briefly reviewed the negative consequences of materialism. However, there are two sides 

to the coin — even without excessively focusing on consumption and material possessions, 

rising affluence can create conditions that have deleterious effects on happiness.  

Modern economies that are driven by money are marked by continuous production and 

consumption, as well as technological advances and conveniences (such as the internet and 

mobile phone). These modern characteristics accelerate the pace of life and give rise to the 

phenomenon of multi-tasking, leading people to feel pressed for time and stressed 

(Garhammer, 2002). Often, long work hours exacerbate this time-crunch. Consequently, people 

who are financially well-off have a wide array of goods, choices, and activities, but have less 
leisure time and are unable to accomplish all the activities they desire. This leads them to 

habitually complain about time stress, which Hammermesh & Lee (2007) termed “yuppie 

kvetching.” Time prosperity is hence essential to well-being, especially among people living 

hectic, fast-paced lifestyles (i.e., those in wealthy nations).  

In their study of 31 countries, Levine & Norenzayan (1999) found that the pace of life was faster 

in economically productive countries (e.g., those with high per capita GDP) than in non-

industralized countries. Though a faster pace of life was associated with a higher standard of living, 

it was also associated with negative consequences such as time urgency and higher rates of coronary 

heart disease. In other words, increased time pressure, which is an inevitable marker of prosperous, 

modern societies, can be detrimental to well-being. This means that economic development can 

exert opposing effects on quality of life. On the one hand, it improves the environment (e.g., a 
higher standard of living due to better housing and infrastructure), but on the other, the increased 

time pressure diminishes people’s enjoyment of life. 

Another problem stemming from affluence is that with increasing globalization, a higher income 

opens up a limitless spread of products and choices to the consumer. Although increasing choices 

allows people to exercise freedom of choice and experience satisfaction, beyond a threshold, stress 

also increases as people are overloaded with information and worry about not making the best 

choice. Increasing the choice set increases the probability of disappointment at choosing the wrong 

option. There would be opportunity costs as people may experience regret about the rejected 

options, or experience dissatisfaction with their chosen option (Hsee, Hastie & Chen, 2008; 

Schwartz, 2004). Decisions hence become more difficult and effortful, and mistakes become more 

costly, and people may be adverse to excessive choice (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000). Consequently, an 

affluent and modern lifestyle that opens up too many choices may actually increase feelings of stress 
and be detrimental to subjective well-being. 

In sum, not only does impoverishment engender stress, affluence can also create stressful 

conditions that diminish lower well-being. Empirical evidence from the GWP demonstrated 

that societal and personal affluence were related to greater feelings of stress (Ng et al., 2009). 

Developed economies enjoyed greater material well-being and wealth, but also corresponded 

with a faster pace of life and greater time pressure. Therefore, although people in affluent 

nations enjoy a higher standard of living with modern amenities, and have higher life 

satisfaction, they also experience greater stress due to more hectic lifestyles. Similarly, greater 

individual wealth presented higher material standards and luxury conveniences, but also led to 

greater stress (Ng et al., 2009). This highlights the potentially negative consequences of wealth 

especially at the individual-level, because experiencing more stress can lead to lower positive 
feelings and higher negative feelings, that is, lower well-being.  

 

 

Discussion 

 
A review of the literature found that money is important for happiness, albeit more so for life 

evaluation, and less so for positive and negative feelings. This applies to both individual and 

national happiness. It seems that money is not only essential for fulfilling basic needs for 
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survival; beyond that, most people desire money to improve their standard of living and to 

fulfill their material desires. Some degree of valuing material wealth seems innocuous as 

economic growth and individual wealth do have tangible, substantial benefits, not only on 

one’s standard of living, but also on SWB. Money and economic development indeed bestow 

greater happiness. Not only are richer people happier than poorer people (on all components of 
SWB— life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect), developed economies also enjoy 

higher levels of SWB than developing economies. However, there exists a flip side to this rosy 

picture of the benefits of wealth.  

Growing wealth can lead to the emerging prevalence of consumption societies. Affluent 

societies enjoy the availability of a plethora of choices and goods, which in turn encourages 

consumption and acquisition of material goods. But if excessive pursuit of material goals leads 

materialists to solely rely on achievement of financial success and luxury consumption as their 

source of well-being, then materialism would yield negative consequences on well-being. This is 

because materialists would be unable to meet their ever-increasing expectations and material 

desires. The discrepancy between actual material possessions and material desires is detrimental 

to SWB, and may be one reason for the robust findings of materialism being related to lower life 
satisfaction and higher negative affect (e.g., Kashdan & Breen, 2007; Ryan & Dziurawiec, 2001). 

In other words, although material wealth is beneficial for SWB, materialism is not.  

Another factor curtailing the beneficial influence of wealth is that money only impacts 

some, but not all aspects of SWB. Material wealth only weakly predicts positive and negative 

feelings, which are instead better predicted by fulfillment of psychological needs (Diener et al., 

2010b; Tay & Diener, 2011). Similarly, although financial satisfaction is the strongest predictor 

of life evaluation, post-materialist needs (social support, autonomy, respect) are the strongest 

predictors of positive feelings (Ng & Diener, 2013). Furthermore, the importance of 

psychological needs extends to the societal level, and is not restricted to only emotional well-

being. Oishi & Schimmack (2010) found that nations with strong social support scored higher 

in life satisfaction, and national social support even predicted national life satisfaction beyond 

material wealth and religion. Furthermore, although life satisfaction is strongly related to 
material factors, it is still predicted by values such as freedom (e.g., freedom of choice and 

locus of control) (Verme, 2009). Thus, despite the close association between wealth and life 

satisfaction, there are other psychological factors (e.g., social support, perceived control over 

life, respect) that predict life satisfaction after controlling for income (Diener, 2012; Tay & 

Diener, 2011; Johnson & Krueger, 2006). These findings highlight that it is paramount not to 

neglect psychological factors in the pursuit of wealth.  

The importance of psychological needs on affective well-being can be understood from the 

perspective of need theories (as discussed earlier). Ryan & Deci (2001) summarized research 

examining the psychological antecedents of well-being, and showed that satisfying needs for 

relatedness (e.g., by facilitating attachment security), competence, and autonomy (e.g., by pursuing 

self-concordant, self-endorsed goals) improves well-being. Additionally, similar to the three 
universal psychological needs posited by the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), Ryff 

proposed six basic psychological needs—self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, 

environmental mastery, autonomy, and positive relations with others— that define psychological 

well-being (Ryff, 1989). Fulfilling these psychological needs enhances psychological well-being as 

they reflect positive functioning and personal strengths. As these psychological needs are basic 

motives, deficits in these needs arouse desires to fulfill the missing experiences (Sheldon & Gunz, 

2009). This may explain why they are universally important for well-being across cultures.  

In addition to the direct effects of wealth on happiness, material wealth and possessions can also 

indirectly exert deleterious effects on well-being. One possible mechanism by which wealth may 

lower well-being is through interference with people’s ability to savor the good things. Researchers 

found that money impaired people’s ability to savor positive emotions and experiences, and 

wealthier individuals reported lower savoring ability (Quoidbach et al., 2010). Exposure to a 
reminder of wealth produced the same deleterious effect on savoring ability as did actual differences 

in wealth. This illustrates how the negative impact of wealth on savoring may undermine the 

benefits of wealth. On a societal level, the detrimental effects of economic prosperity can also act 

indirectly via a different pathway. As discussed in the earlier section, affluence encourages a culture 
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of consumption and choice, which in turn imposes a faster pace of life and greater opportunity costs. 

This increases feelings of stress, and consequently lowers emotional well-being.  

 
 
Future research  
 
The existing findings have shed light on the links between money and happiness; for instance, 

recent work has shown that the use of different measures of money (e.g., raw income versus 

log income) can yield different relations with happiness, and also demonstrated how wealth 

relates differentially to separate components of SWB. The extant research paves the way and 

outlines some issues that future research should take note of. One area will be to consider what 

measures are used in large-scale well-being surveys as wealth indicators. Although income is 

one of the most commonly used measure, it is not equivalent to material wealth, as the 

fulfillment of basic needs and acquisition of material goods can also depend on other factors 

(e.g., subsistence agriculture, barter trade, gifts from relatives, government subsidies, and so 

forth). Hence, the results from these surveys may be contingent on the indicators of material 

wealth that are used. Therefore, future research should include additional measures of material 

wealth and not merely depend on one or two indicators, and examine how the various measures 
might differentially influence SWB.  

Another research direction to pursue would be to include a wider range of happiness 

indicators in the surveys, as well as supplement global reports of happiness and affect with 

other measurement methods (e.g., experience sampling method or longitudinal studies). As 

discussed earlier, recent research has highlighted how the different components of SWB relates 

differently to material wealth, which is one reason for the conflicting findings from earlier 

studies— some surveys assessed overall happiness, others measured cognitive evaluation of 

life (i.e., life satisfaction), yet others assessed affective well-being. Therefore, it is also crucial 

that future studies differentiate between the various measures of well-being, and where 
possible, assess the separate SWB components. This should provide clearer picture of the links 

between material wealth and SWB. Additionally, another innovative methodology that has 

been recently used in well-being research (e.g., Fischer & Boer, 2011; Howell & Howell, 2008) 

is to conduct a meta-analysis of the independent studies. Researchers can pool together studies 

that used different measures of wealth and happiness, and by conducting a multilevel meta-

analysis, they can also simultaneously examine the individual-level and nation-level predictors 

of well-being.  

Finally, extant research has made significant strides in uncovering some of the processes 

underlying the links between material wealth and SWB. An avenue worth focusing on would 

be to examine the variables that may mediate the money-happiness relation, or that may 

moderate the effects of wealth on happiness. For instance, future studies can test how desires 
mediate the relation between income and life satisfaction. Or, researchers could also explore 

the variables that may influence the strength of the effects of pecuniary versus psychological 

factors on happiness. Examining these mediators and moderators could help to answer some 

important questions.  

As a first step, some interesting research questions that warrant further investigation are 

those building on the findings that affective well-being is more strongly associated with 

psychological needs, whereas life satisfaction is more closely linked to material wealth.  For 

example, would the associations between material wealth and well-being be moderated by 

individual differences in values or traits? Additionally, would societal factors such as national 

affluence or individualism-collectivism moderate the importance of material versus 

psychological predictors for different components of SWB? Should governments focus their 

efforts on economic development or foster societal conditions that promote fulfillment of 
values and psychological needs (e.g., autonomy, social support)? Answers to these questions 

not only influence individual decisions regarding the pursuit of happiness and wealth, but can 

potentially influence policies at the nation-level, impacting citizens across nations.  
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Conclusions 

 
In sum, this review establishes that wealth is predictive of, and beneficial to happiness to some 

extent. Measures of material wealth (e.g., income and GDP) are closely related to life satisfaction. 

People who have more money are happier; and on a societal level, economically affluent countries 
have higher levels of SWB than impoverished countries. However, other social psychological 

factors are still important. Not only are psychological needs better predictors of certain components 

of happiness (positive and negative affect) than wealth indicators are, they are also still related to life 

satisfaction after accounting for income or GDP. On the flip side, affluence can also create stressful 

conditions that diminish well-being. Additionally, although wealth is beneficial to well-being, 

excessive pursuit of wealth and material possessions is not; materialism engenders negative 

consequences on well-being. Therefore, in one’s quest for affluence and improvement in standard of 

living, it is paramount to bear in mind both the positive and negative consequences of material 

wealth on well-being, and not let the means jeopardize the end.   
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Abstract: 

 
Given the limitations of traditional economic indicators, several national governments and multinational organisations 

are investigating new measures of progress and well-being to inform policymaking, with some researchers (e.g., 

Layard, 2005; Diener & Seligman, 2004; Marks & Shah, 2004; Frey & Stutzer, 2002) calling for scientific measures 

of happiness to be among those investigated (Diener et al., 2009; Dolan & White, 2007; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009). 

In this article, we review the literature relevant to the questions of whether and how the science of happiness should be 

used to inform policymaking. First, we provide a brief overview of the history, methods, and rationale behind 

happiness science and its use in public policy, and identify the most promising scientific methods for measuring 

happiness. Following this, several criticisms of these measures are discussed. The main criticisms addressed here 

include: that survey measures of happiness are too insensitive, that we cannot know what measures of happiness are 

measuring, and that the wrong kind of happiness is being measured. Lastly we provide recommendations for the role 

that suitably-improved measures of happiness could play in policymaking, and what steps would need to be undertaken 

to suitably improve these measures. We conclude that it would be appropriate for governments to measure happiness, 

and for civil servants to use those data to inform policymaking. However, much complex interdisciplinary and 

international research is required before it would be appropriate for the science for happiness to play such a role in 

policymaking.  
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Introduction 
 

Given the limitations of traditional economic indicators, several national governments and 

multinational organisations are investigating new measures of progress and well-being to 

inform policymaking (Diener, 2009a; Michalos, 2011; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009), with 

some researchers (e.g., Layard, 2005; Diener & Seligman, 2004; Marks & Shah, 2004; Frey & 

Stutzer, 2002) calling for scientific measures of happiness to be among those investigated 

(Diener et al., 2009; Dolan & White, 2007). These traditional economic measures of per capita 

production, income, and wealth do not take all relevant production, income, and wealth into 

account, and fail to capture the value of our relationships, health, and happiness (Stiglitz, Sen 
& Fitoussi, 2009)—all of which are typically viewed as important for well-being (Helliwell, 

2006). Many alternate measures of well-being have been developed over the years to address 

this problem, and governments have slowly incorporated some of them into the policymaking 

process at various stages (see Diener et al., 2009).  

Over the last few years, the debate about whether and how happiness should be measured 

and used as an indicator of progress, and to inform policymaking, has intensified (Bok, 2010; 

Dolan & White, 2007). This article briefly reviews the history of this debate, some of the 
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current challenges of using measures of happiness for policymaking, and some of the 

possibilities for meeting these challenges. 

First, we describe how a point has been reached at which measures of happiness are being 

seriously considered by policymakers. We outline the most promising methods for measuring 

happiness. Following this, several important criticisms of these measures are discussed and 
some are argued to be challenges that need addressing before measures of happiness can 

usefully be employed by policymakers. The main criticisms addressed here include that survey 

measures of happiness are too insensitive, that we cannot know what measures of happiness are 

measuring, and that the wrong kind of happiness is being measured. Lastly we provide 

recommendations for the role that suitably-improved measures of happiness could play in 

policymaking, and what steps need to be undertaken to suitably improve these measures. We 

conclude that it would be appropriate for governments to measure happiness, and for civil 

servants to use those data to inform policymaking. However, much complex interdisciplinary 

and international research is required before it would be appropriate for the science for 

happiness to play such a role in policymaking. 

 
 

Why Measure Happiness? 

 
The limits of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross National Product (GNP) have been 

recognised by economists, politicians, and other social scientists for a long time (Diener et al., 

2009; Michalos, 2011). In particular, GDP and GNP have been criticised as measures of 

progress because of their myopic focus on production. These measures were never intended to 

be complete measures of progress, rather they were intended to reveal the rate at which the 

economy was growing or shrinking in a country (England, 1998). Nonetheless, the pursuit of 

economic growth has dominated the agendas of nearly all national governments, and as a 

result, GDP has become the main indicator of progress by default (England, 1998). Some of the 
problems with GDP and GNP were emotively elucidated by Robert F. Kennedy in his speech at 

the University of Kansas in 1968: 

 
But even if we act to erase material poverty, there is another 

greater task; it is to confront the poverty of satisfaction—purpose 

and dignity—that afflicts us all. Too much and for too long, we 

seemed to have surrendered personal excellence and community 

values in the mere accumulation of material things. Our Gross 

National Product, now, is over $800 billion dollars a year, but that 

Gross National Product—if we judge the United States of America 

by that—that Gross National Product counts air pollution and 

cigarette advertising and ambulances to clear our highways of 
carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for the 

people who break them. It counts the destruction of the redwood 

and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts 

napalm and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the 

police to fight the riots in our cities. It counts… the television 

programs, which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our 

children. Yet the gross national product does not allow for the 

health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of 

their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the 

strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or 

the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor 
our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our 

compassion nor our devotion to our country; it measures 

everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile. And 

it can tell us everything about America except why we are proud 

that we are Americans. (Kennedy, 1968) 
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In response to these and other shortcomings of GDP and GNP, economists, national 

statisticians, and interested non-governmental organisations began to investigate and measure 

other aspects related to progress, such as human, social, and environmental capital (Carneiro, & 

Heckman, 2003; Freeman III, Haveman & Kneese, 1973; Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). In 
addition to broadening and refining the existing range of economic measures, these initiatives 

led to the collection of data related to individual well-being, quality of life, and eventually 

happiness (Michalos, 2011; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009). For many years now, and 

particularly over the last ten years, academics from several disciplines and various countries, 

and some civil servants, have been increasingly pushing for these new measures of well-being 

to play more important roles in policymaking (e.g., Bok, 2010; Layard, 2005; New Zealand 

Treasury, 2011; Stoll, Michaelson & Seaford, 2012). Over the last few years, politicians have 

also become engaged. For example, in 2008, French President Nicolas Sarkozy chartered the 

‘Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress’. The 

Commission, headed by Nobel-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz, advised that their report:  

 
…is addressed, first of all, to political leaders. In this time of 
crises, when new political narratives are necessary to identify 

where our societies should go, the report advocates a shift of 

emphasis from a “production-oriented” measurement system to 

one focused on the well-being of current and future generations, 

i.e. toward broader measures of social progress (Stiglitz, Sen & 

Fitoussi, 2009, p. 10). 

 
The Commission mentions measures of subjective well-being briefly, but positively, 

encouraging national statistical offices to “incorporate questions to capture people’s life 

evaluations, hedonic experiences and priorities in their own surveys” because “[m]easures of 

subjective well-being provide key information about people’s quality of life” (Stiglitz, Sen & 

Fitoussi, 2009, p. 58). Shortly afterward the British Prime Minister, David Cameron, 
announced the investigation of, and subsequent measurement of, well-being (including 

subjective well-being) by the British government:  

 
[F]rom April next year, we’ll start measuring our progress as a 

country, not just by how our economy is growing, but by how our 

lives are improving; not just by our standard of living, but by our 

quality of life (Cameron, 2010). 

 
Although nowhere in his speech does Cameron mention subjective well-being, the 

questions, his responses, and the related media coverage of the speech reveal that the most 

important part of Cameron’s initiative—often referred to as his ‘happiness agenda’ (e.g., 

Stoker, 2013)—is his request of the United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics to start 
measuring subjective well-being. The initial policy document released by the United 

Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics also corroborates this (Self, Thomas & Randall, 2012). 

Demonstrating that civil servants can also take the lead on incorporating new measures of 

well-being into policymaking, the Treasuries of Australia and New Zealand have 

independently developed a Wellbeing Framework and a Living Standards Framework, 

respectively (Australian Treasury, 2006; New Zealand Treasury, 2011). Endowed with the 

vision of encouraging “higher living standards for New Zealanders” since its inception (New 

Zealand Treasury, 2010), the New Zealand Treasury produced the Living Standards 

Framework in 2011 to provide guidance on what improving living standards actually amounts 

to (New Zealand Treasury, 2011). The Living Standards Framework outlines the importance of 

human, social, and natural capital in addition to traditional economic and physical capital for 

increasing living standards. The Living Standards Framework also sets out the role of 
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subjective measures of well-being as providing a “cross-check of what is important to 

individuals” (New Zealand Treasury, 2011, p. 1).  

However, it may yet transpire that supranational organisations, such as the United Nations 

(UN) and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), may end up 

leading the way on promoting the use of broader measures of well-being in policymaking. For 
example, in April 2012, the UN General Assembly held a high-level meeting on ‘Happiness 

and Wellbeing: Defining a New Economic Paradigm’ in New York. The agenda for this 

meeting included the use of measures subjective well-being (Royal Government of Bhutan, 

2012). Indeed, the World Happiness Report, which was commissioned for the meeting, 

contained a chapter on ‘The State of World Happiness’ that relies exclusively on research using 

measures of subjective well-being because “they capture best how people rate the quality of 

their lives” (Helliwell & Wang, 2012, p.11).  

The OECD has identified measures of subjective well-being as essential for a complete 

understanding of well-being: 

 
For over fifty years, the [OECD] has helped governments design 

better policies for better lives for their citizens… Ever since the 
OECD started out in 1961, GDP has been the main factor by which 

it has measured and understood economic and social progress. But 

it has failed to capture many of the factors that influence people's 

lives, such as security, leisure, income distribution and a clean 

environment… The OECD Better Life Initiative allows a better 

understanding of what drives the well-being of people and nations 

and what needs to be done to achieve greater progress for all… 

[T]he OECD has identified 11 dimensions as being essential to 

well-being, [including] overall satisfaction with life… (OECD, 

2013). 

 
Richard Layard is one of the most prominent proponents of the use of measures of 

subjective well-being, recommending that “quality of life, as people experience it, ought to be a 

key measure of progress and a central objective for any government” (Layard, 2011, no page). 

Similar, but slightly less extreme positions to Layard’s, are held by Derek Bok (2010), Ed 

Diener (2011), and Bruno Frey (2008). Layard has argued that measures of subjective well-

being should be the main yardstick for public policy because happiness is the most important 

goal in life for most of us (Layard, 2005). Happiness, Layard claims, is “what people want for 

their children and for their fellow citizens” and thereby concludes that “the greatest happiness 

of all” deserves to be the ultimate goal of governments and policymakers (Layard, 2005, pp. 

124–125). Layard understands happiness as meaning “feeling good—enjoying life and wanting 

the feeling to be maintained” (2005, p. 12) and believes that the emerging field of happiness 

science has come far enough to accurately measure this kind of happiness using subjective 
survey questions. Thus according to Layard, we should be using data from subjective survey 

measures of happiness to inform policymaking. However, the use of subjective measures of 

happiness as the only or ultimate criterion to assess specific policies or progress in general has 

been criticised by philosophers and economists on many grounds, including most of the 

traditional philosophical objections to hedonism about wellbeing (e.g., Diener & Scollon, 2003; 

Hausman, 2010; Frey & Stutzer, 2007).  

For example, many philosophers have argued that considering a hypothetical scenario about 

an ‘experience machine’ clearly demonstrates that some things in life are more important than 

experiencing happiness (Weijers, 2011a; 2013a; 2013b; Weijers & Schouten, forthcoming). 

Imagine a flawless machine, Robert Nozick (1974; 1989) asks his readers, that could provide 

you with a life full of happiness in such a way that you never realised that you were living a 
fake life. Now imagine that you had no responsibilities to others in your real-world life. Would 

you choose to permanently connect to such a machine, foregoing your real life for a life of 

machine-generated happiness? Nozick (1974; 1989) argues that our reluctance to connect to 

such a machine for the rest of our lives reveals that more than the experience of happiness 



25 | JSRP The Science of Happiness for Policymakers: An Overview   

matters to us; that there is something about a life lived in close contact with reality, perhaps 

really doing or being certain things, that is more valuable to us than happiness. Nevertheless, 

empirical research on people’s judgments about such hypothetical scenarios also reveals that 

many people do value happiness more than anything else (Weijers, 2013a), and it is commonly 

assumed in Western cultures that happiness is at least one of the most important things in life 
(Joshanloo, 2013; Joshanloo & Weijers, forthcoming). 

However, several scholars have argued that happiness is understood differently by different 

individuals and in different cultures (Joshanloo, 2013; Mathews, 2012; Thin, 2012), and also 

that happiness is not always viewed as positive (Joshanloo & Weijers, forthcoming). In a 

review of where and why different people place negative value on happiness, Joshanloo & 

Weijers (forthcoming) argue that the kind of happiness that is often thought of as universally 

good by happiness researchers like Layard—a preponderance of joyous and pleasant over 

sombre emotions—is often thought to have bad consequences or denote character flaws in non-

Western cultures. In Iran, for example, unhappy people are ascribed positive character traits 

such as being deep and spiritual, happy people (in the sense mentioned above) are viewed as 

being shallow and distracted from God in a way that makes them morally deficient (Joshanloo 
& Weijers, forthcoming). 

So, while several researchers have concerns about happiness (as usually defined by 

happiness researchers) being the supreme aim of public policy and even an aim of policy in 

some cultures, happiness as an aim of public policy in Western cultures seems to be better 

supported (e.g., Bok, 2010; Diener, 2006; 2011; Diener & Scollon, 2003; Frey, 2008; Frey & 

Stutzer, 2007; Seligman, 2011). Furthermore, if the citizenry of a democratic state demand that 

its government includes happiness as one of its overarching goals, then there is reason for 

policymakers to investigate measuring happiness and using the resulting data as one of a set of 

guides for public policy.  

David Cameron’s pronouncement that subjective well-being will be measured in the United 

Kingdom has been met with mixed comments from critics (Cohen 2011; Fitzpatrick, 2011; 

Vaillant, 2011), but the wider public seem to support the notion that happiness should be 
measured and that the associated results should inform policymaking. For example, in a 2005 

BBC opinion poll, 1001 participants were asked whether the government's main objective 

should be the "greatest happiness" or the "greatest wealth" with 81% reporting that happiness 

should be the main goal (Easton, 2006, np). This result resembles a poll taken on The 

Economist’s website during a debate between Richard Layard and Paul Ormerod, in which the 

motion “new measures of economic and social progress are needed for the 21st-century 

economy” (using happiness science to inform policymaking was the focus of the debate) 

received 83% of the support from the online audience (of unspecified size). If these results are 

representative of popular opinion, then, in democracies at least, the practicality of measuring 

happiness for policymaking should be investigated. Furthermore, since happiness is usually 

understood as being a subjective state (Layard, 2005; Lyubomirsky, 2008; Veenhoven, 2002), 
the practicality and processes of measuring subjective well-being for policymaking should be 

investigated.  

 

 

The Basics of Measuring Subjective Well-Being 
 
Whether the use of measures of subjective well-being for policymaking should be pursued 

depends not only on how important happiness is to people, but also on whether happiness can 

be efficiently and accurately measured. Of all the new methods for measuring happiness, only 

survey questions are currently practical on scales large enough to be useful for public policy. 

For example, survey questions asking for respondents’ judgments about how happy or satisfied 

they are with their life can be quickly and cheaply disseminated if online survey technology is 
used. Furthermore, the use of online surveys enables respondents’ answers to be formatted into 

usable data at the touch of a button. In contrast, collecting happiness data with behavioural 

measures, such as expert observations, tracking devises, or neuroimaging techniques, is likely 

be prohibitively expensive. It is also unclear if any of these more objective measures are better 
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at capturing how happy a person is compared to simply asking them (Layard, 2005; 

Lyubomirsky, 2008; Veenhoven, 2002). Indeed, the success of neuroimaging measures of 

happiness (discussed in more detail below) is sometimes assessed by the size of their respective 

correlations with the participants’ responses to subjective well-being survey questions (e.g., 

Urry et al., 2004). 
Subjective measures of well-being can be global or domain-specific. Global measures aim to 

assess respondents’ judgments of their lives as a whole, while domain-specific measures target 

aspects of respondents’ lives, such as their work life, family life, health, or finances. Although 

domain-specific measures have their uses (Huppert et al., 2009), the focus in this article will be 

on global measures because they provide a better approximation of the term ‘happiness’ as it is 

normally understood.  

There are a wide range of global subjective well-being questions (Diener, 2009a), but most 

are subtle variants of general questions about happiness or satisfaction with life. For example, 

the United States’ General Social Survey asks: “Taken all together, how would you say things 

are these days? Would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” 

(Kahneman & Krueger, 2006, p. 6). The World Values Survey asks: “All things considered, 
how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?”, and uses a response scale ranging 

from “1 (not at all satisfied)” to “10 (very satisfied)” (Ingleheart et al., 2008). The subtle 

variations on these questions usually amount to changing the number of available points on the 

response scale, or slightly adjusting the wording of the question. For example, the World 

Values Survey also asks the following question about happiness: “Taking all things together, 

would you say you are… Very happy… Rather happy… Not very happy… Not at all happy” 

using a 4-point response scale. 

Global subjective well-being questions elicit responses that are biased by contextual factors, 

the specific wording of questions, the order and type of preceding questions, and respondents’ 

current mood (Diener, 2009b; Kahneman & Krueger, 2006; OECD, 2013; Schwarz & Strack, 

1999). For example, experiments have shown that contextual factors, such as the weather 

(Schwarz & Clore, 1983) or unexpectedly finding a dime (Schwarz, 1987), significantly affect 
how satisfied participants reported being with their lives. Experiments on the variability of self-

reported satisfaction with life within individuals have demonstrated that people’s reported 

satisfaction with life as a whole changes dramatically over a period of a few weeks (OECD, 

2013). Kahneman & Krueger (2006), for example, found that 218 women who were 

interviewed twice over two weeks reported life satisfaction scores that correlated only 

moderately with each other (r = .59). Such large differences in how many of these women 

reported judging their life as whole imply that current mood and recent events (including 

answering questions about themselves) may have affected their judgments considerably, that 

life satisfaction questions tend to elicit fairly inaccurate answers, or both.  

However, large representative samples and careful psychometric survey creation can avoid 

most of these problems. Indeed, many of these potential biases can be avoided because they are 
random biases, which tend to affect different people at different times. Therefore, by 

conducting surveys on large representative samples, the impact of random bias tends to cancel 

itself out (the law of averages) and is thereby considerably reduced. In this way, sampling can 

eliminate the potential bias associated with personal variations in mood, and localised variation 

in important events (e.g., sports teams winning) and the weather. If variability caused by the 

weather is expected to be a problem, it can also be reduced by acknowledging the weather 

before completing the survey (Schwarz & Clore, 1983). The effects of recent events and 

participants’ current mood can also be reduced by using a battery of questions about 

satisfaction with life, such as the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), instead of 

just one question (Lucas, Diener & Suh, 1996; Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). In order to prevent 

the small but robust effects that specific questions have on subsequent responses to the more 

global questions, researchers usually put global questions first on their surveys (Schimmack & 
Oishi, 2005). Finally, the different results that different wordings of subjective well-being 

questions produce is a complex issue that is discussed later in this article (see also Diener, 

2009a; OECD, 2013).  
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Problems for Using Measures of Subjective Well-Being to Inform Policymaking 
 
Many criticisms have been levelled at the use of happiness science to inform policy. Three of 

the most pertinent criticisms will be discussed here: that survey measures of happiness are too 

insensitive to be useful, that we cannot know what measures of happiness are really measuring, 
and that the wrong kind of happiness is being measured. 

 
Are happiness scales insensitive? 
Johns & Ormerod (2008) claim that time series happiness data are insensitive. A statistical 

measure of a dependant phenomenon can be said to be insensitive if its results do not 

demonstrate statistically significant changes in response to changes of input variables that there 

is good reason to believe should effect a statistically significant change in the dependant 

phenomenon. Put simply, if time series happiness data are insensitive, then the happiness 

scores will not change enough in response to environmental changes for us to be 95% confident 

that the small changes in the happiness scores are not simply a product of chance. While 

insensitivity is a problem for most measures of happiness, it is not an insurmountable one. The 

argument for the insensitivity of time series happiness data Johns and Ormerod put forward is 
based on a discussion of one measure of happiness with a 3-point response scale. This 

particular selection is somewhat misleading because most recent and contemporary happiness 

questions have at least four-point response scales, such as the World Values Survey question 

mentioned above. Moreover, as the OECD report (OECD, 2013) indicates, the trend is for 

larger and more discriminant response scales (e.g., the OECD recommend national statistical 

offices use 0 to 10 scales, with 0 representing an absence of the construct measured rather than 

the opposite of the construct – allowing for even further discrimination of variables). Indeed, 

many of the subjective well-being scales currently in use have ten or eleven options. See, for 

example, the life satisfaction question from the World Values Survey (question V22) or the 

well-being questions used in the Gallup World Poll (Gallup Inc., 2008).  

Put in context, it is easy to see why 3-point response scale might make a measure of 
happiness insensitive. A 10% increase in average national reported happiness would require 

20% (net: see Turton, 2009) of the respondents to respond in the next higher up category (e.g., 

move from ‘unhappy’ to ‘somewhat happy’, or from ‘somewhat happy’ to ‘very happy’). Johns 

& Ormerod (2008) consider such an increase “very difficult” to imagine occurring over “a few 

years”. This is understandable; a 10% increase in reported happiness over a few years will be 

unusual no matter what measure of happiness is used. Consider that, to achieve a 10% increase 

in reported happiness on a 10-point scale, 90% (net) of respondents would need to report a 

higher category of happiness, or 22.5% (net) would have to report their happiness as four 

categories higher.  

A further problem exists for 3- or 4-point response scales in that they are insensitive on the 

micro (individual person) level because a person would have to undergo a considerable change 

in their reported judgement of their life to move on the response scale. So the worry with 3- or 
4-point response scales is that the big changes in judgments of happiness required to change the 

results on the micro level will make observable changes at the national level more unlikely than 

when a 10- or 11-point response scale is used (Cummins & Gullone, 2002). While this is 

undoubtedly true, a statistically significant 10% increase in average reported happiness (on 4-

point scales) has occurred in some countries over just a few years, including Lithuania (1997–

1999), Mexico (1996–2000), and Slovenia (1992–1995). Furthermore, and in Johns and 

Ormerod’s home country of Great Britain, 10% increases in reported happiness have occurred 

over slightly longer periods of time (Ingleheart et al., 2008; Turton, 2009).  

While time-series happiness measures might be relatively insensitive, even happiness 

measures with 4-point response scales are sensitive enough to capture trends. Therefore, 

although worries about the insensitivity of happiness measures are not completely unfounded, 
they do not provide a good reason to avoid using time series happiness data to guide policy. 

Indeed, many time series happiness studies can be useful for policymaking in several ways 

(Frey, 2008; Diener et al., 2009). For example, careful comparison of survey data from similar 

nations, or other groups, where policy change has occurred in some groups but not others, can 
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help to evaluate the effects of policy change on reported happiness (Turton, 2009). This 

method works best when detailed and through datasets are available because they help to 

isolate the effects of the policy change from those of other factors that are known to affect 

reported happiness, such as income and health (Helliwell, 2006). 

 
Do measures of happiness really measure happiness? 
There are currently a number of different methods that are claimed to be measures of well-

being (Lopez & Snyder, 2003). These measures include brain scans (neuroimaging), daily 

reports of feelings, the opinions of participants’ friends or colleagues, the opinion of an expert, 

the amount of time participants smile and, most commonly, survey questions (Lopez & Snyder, 

2003; Weijers, 2010). Importantly, there is a range of survey questions about happiness and 

well-being, many of which are worded very differently; some ask about positive and negative 

feelings, satisfaction with life, whether you would change anything about your life, and, of 

course, happiness. The results of these diverse survey measures, collectively referred to as 

subjective well-being or happiness measures, are what policymakers are considering using to 

guide their policy decisions. However, appropriate questions to ask include: are these surveys 

actually measuring happiness or well-being? And, is one person’s happiness is the same as 
another’s? 

Kroll (2010), Layard (2003; 2005) and Bok (2010) all argue that we should have faith in 

answers to survey questions about well-being because they are significantly correlated with 

many other measures of well-being, both within and between large groups of people. 

Importantly, these researchers view the correlations found in the neuroimaging studies as 

adding considerable support to the idea that subjective measures of well-being are assessing 

something that is real and that we all experience. Neuroimaging studies usually monitor the 

levels of activity in certain brain areas in response to stimuli that researchers already know to 

have particular effects on participants. For example, participants might be shown pictures of 

cute or deformed babies while electrodes attached to their scalp provide a visual display of the 

changes in neural activity (Layard, 2005). On the support that neuroimaging offers to the 
objectivity of happiness, Layard states: 

 
Sceptics may still question whether happiness is really an objective 

feeling that can be properly compared between people. To reassure 

doubters, we can turn to modern brain physiology [neuroimaging] 

with its sensational new insights into what is happening when a 

person feels happy or unhappy (2005, p. 17). 

 
Indeed, the diverse measures of well-being mentioned above are nearly always statistically 

significantly correlated (Weijers, 2010), which is to say that we can be highly confident that 

someone who scores high on one of the measures will also tend to score high on the others (and 

vice versa). However, just because their results tend to be correlated does not entail that these 
different measures are actually evaluating well-being or happiness. One point that Kroll, 

Layard, and Bok overlook is that, although the majority of the correlations between 

neuroimaging and subjective well-being survey data are statistically significant, they are not 

large in size (Weijers, 2010; Weijers & Jarden, 2011). The important point here is that we can 

be highly confident that the different measures are assessing related but different phenomena, 

since small correlations imply measures of related phenomena and only large or very large 

correlations imply two measures of the same phenomena.   

In the only comprehensive study of correlations between neuroimaging and measures of 

subjective well-being to date, Urry et al. (2004) compared several prominent subjective well-

being measures with electroencephalogram data from 84 right-handed adults aged 57–60. 

Correlating highest with the neuroimaging results were the scores for a measure of 

psychological flourishing; the Scales of Psychological Well-Being (Ryff, 1989). The 
correlation was highly significant (p < 0.01) and moderate in size (r = 0.33). Next was Diener 

et al. (1985) Satisfaction with Life Scale, which was moderately correlated with the 
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neuroimaging results (r = 0.30) and was also highly significant (p < 0.01). A smaller (r = 0.21) 

and slightly less significant (p < 0.05) correlation was also found with the positive affect 

component of Watson, Clark & Tellegen’s (1988) Positive and Negative Affect Schedule.  

The significant, but relatively modest, correlations between the neuroimaging results and 

these measures of subjective well-being tell us two things. First, the neuroimaging results and 
these measures of subjective well-being are likely to be tracking phenomena that are related in 

some positive way; these correlations are positive and statistically significant. Second, we can 

be confident that the phenomena being tracked are distinct because the high statistical 

significance of the results increases confidence that the various measures are not measuring the 

same thing. If the size of the correlations were higher, for instance above r = 0.60 (r = 0.60 is 

the level above which behavioural scientists usually deem results to be ‘highly related’; Cohen, 

1988), and the statistical significance remained high, then we would expect to observe the 

phenomena measured by the different tests to covary more closely and, thereby, give the 

impression of being the same thing. Positive correlations of r = 0.33 mean that we should 

expect an increase in the results of the neuroimaging measure to be usually accompanied by a 

relatively smaller increase of the subjective well-being measure. This is the kind of relationship 
expected from distinct, but positively related variables; not from two different measures of the 

same phenomenon. 

Moreover, the cognitive scientists who carry out neuroimaging studies rarely claim to be 

testing happiness or well-being. More commonly they claim to be investigating the neural 

correlates of pleasure and pain, or approach and withdrawal behaviour, as is the case with the 

neuroimaging study that Layard discusses (Davidson et al., 1990; Layard, 2005). But even if 

experimental neuroimaging studies were carried out until a measure of neurological activity 

correlated highly and significantly with a subjective measure of happiness, it would be 

presumptuous to declare it the discovery of an objective measure of happiness. Rather, such a 

neurological measure should be understood as an objective measure of the propensity to report 

subjective happiness. Understood this way, it is less obvious how objective neuroimaging 

results are supposed to increase confidence that a measure of subjective well-being is 
accurately performing the task that it is purported to. A similar presentation of this issue 

appears in Weijers & Jarden (2011) and Feldman (2010). 

Nevertheless, the confluence of the various correlations between measures of subjective 

well-being, aspects of bio-physical health, neuroimaging data, observers’ reports, and 

behavioural analyses points toward there being something tangible to measure (Layard, 2010). 

That different measures of well-being measure different aspects of well-being is not necessarily 

a drawback. Frey & Stutzer (2002) also provide a summary of how measures of subjective 

well-being are reliable enough to provide useful economic and policy insights despite the 

potential challenges discussed so far (for a more up-to-date review, see Helliwell & Wang, 

2012). The study of Oswald & Wu (2010), which reported a highly significant (p = .0001) and 

large (r = .60) correlation between objective quality of life factors and subjective satisfaction 
with life in the United States of America (USA) also supports the notion that subjective 

satisfaction with life is tapping in to something very similar to the conception of happiness sin 

the USA. This study of over 1.3 million data points “suggests that subjective well-being data 

contain genuine information about the quality of people’s lives” (Oswald & Wu, 2010, p. 579), 

which is likely to be of interest to policymakers. A further problem remains, however, in that 

none of the many existing measures of subjective well-being measure the same thing. This 

means that it is far from obvious which measure or measures actually measure well-being.  

 
How do we know if we are measuring the right kind of happiness? 
It is well known by happiness researchers that the various questions in well-being surveys are 

not tracking the same phenomena (Dodge et al., 2012; La Placa, McNaught & Knight, 2013). 

Indeed, many social scientists and philosophers recognize that the different kinds of questions 
used in subjective well-being surveys often endorse one particular theory of well-being (e.g., 

Feldman, 2010; McDowell, 2010). Do these differences matter if the measures are assessing 

something that is obviously good? As will be discussed, policy-relevant research suggests that, 

yes, they do. 
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What if findings based on different measures of well-being imply different policies? This is 

not just a theoretical problem, as many seemingly contradictory results from ‘happiness 

science’ show. For example, Kroll (2010) states that it is received wisdom amongst happiness 

researchers that increases in annual income (over about 10,000 Euros) have no effect on the 

average reported happiness in a country. However, other happiness researchers (e.g., Deaton, 
2010) have found a statistically significant relationship between income and reported happiness 

in rich, as well as poor, countries. However this is no contradiction and no reason to think that 

happiness research is unreliable, since Deaton used a different measure of happiness to the 

measure used by the researchers Kroll was referring to. In Deaton’s (2010) case, the finding 

that increasing income is correlated with reported happiness well above 10,000 Euros is based 

on data from Gallup’s World Polls. The Gallup happiness question is worded in a way that 

seems to encourage respondents to make comparisons with all other people in the world, not 

just their immediate reference group (Weijers, 2010). Many studies have shown that our 

reported satisfaction with life is significantly affected by whatever reference group is most 

salient to us at the time of the survey (Graham & Pettinato, 2002; Kahneman & Krueger, 2006; 

Merton, 1957). For example, the Gallup Word Polls’ wording of their subjective well-being 
question makes a difference in this way; people in wealthy countries feel better about their 

lives when they think about how poor people in other countries are faring. 

Indeed, Diener et al. (2010) provided evidence that the more a measure of subjective well-

being asks about the respondents’ emotional lives, and the less it encourages them to engage in 

cognitive deliberation about how satisfied they are with their life compared to what it might 

have been, the smaller and less significant the relationship between increases in income and 

increases in subjective well-being becomes.  

So, how ought the problem of apparently contradictory findings from the science of 

happiness to be resolved? First, happiness researchers should avoid generalising findings from 

different measures of well-being, unless those questions have been shown to track the same 

phenomena in the same circumstances in other studies. Second, policymakers should always 

refer to the original research papers, and even the survey questions themselves, if the 
researchers have not made the phenomena obvious (Weijers, 2010). Having found that the 

contradictory happiness science findings are based on the use of different measures of well-

being, what should a policymaker do? Discovery of such a conflict illuminates the fundamental 

problem policymakers intent on using happiness science face, which is, ‘which question or 

questions about subjective well-being are the most appropriate basis for policymaking?’ 

Policymakers should not expect to have to answer this question by themselves. Philosophers 

have debated the merits of various theories of well-being for at least two thousand years 

(Weijers, 2010) and social scientists have been debating over which measures of well-being are 

the most valid and reliable and the most representative of the best philosophical theories of 

well-being (Huppert et al., 2009; McDowell, 2010). Unfortunately, there is still no agreement 

between academics on which question about subjective well-being is the most appropriate basis 
for policymaking. However, there are many candidates whose advantages and disadvantages 

have been discussed at length (e.g., Helliwell & Wang, 2012; Huppert et al., 2009). This 

academic knowledge needs to be discussed widely to engender public debate on what makes 

people’s lives go well for them and the proper aims of government. Haybron and Tiberius 

provide excellent examples of how philosophers can engage with social scientists and 

policymakers to inform them about the relevant philosophical theories and debates about well-

being (Haybron, 2008; Haybron & Tiberius, 2012; Tiberius, 2004; Tiberius & Hall, 2010). A 

populace that is informed about what makes citizens’ lives go well for them will be able to 

exercise their democratic rights to lobby (and perhaps vote) for their preferred conception of 

well-being (Weijers, 2010). When this occurs, policy makers can work with social scientists to 

ensure that appropriate measures of well-being are used to guide public policy. This approach 

will allow happiness researchers to be confident that they are producing findings that are 
relevant for policymaking, and policymakers to fully benefit from happiness science. 
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What Role Should Happiness Play in Policymaking? 
In any democratic society citizens should decide what conceptions of happiness or well-being 

are important and the extent of the role any such conceptions should play in policymaking. In 

order to educate citizens and encourage effective evidence-based policymaking, academics and 

top-level civil servants need to better clarify the various conceptions of happiness and well-
being, and whether we can accurately and efficiently measure happiness and well-being. After 

these issues have been clarified, the circumstances and policies that affect happiness or well-

being (as defined in each case) should be investigated to help better understand where each 

concept of well-being fits in the economic landscape, and also to promote public debate on the 

relevant merits of certain kinds of happiness and other goods. Initial steps have been taken to 

provide sketches of what public policies based on happiness research might look like at the 

local (Rablen, 2012), national (Bok, 2010; Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2006), and international 

levels (Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2006), but specific and thoroughly justified recommendations 

are yet to emerge. Philosophers, psychologists, economists, statisticians, political scientists, 

and policymakers should work together collaboratively on this important endeavor in order to 

pool their collective expertise and progress most effectively.  
Nobel Laureate Daniel Kahneman has voiced his worry that governments will import only 

one measure of subjective well-being, such as a satisfaction with life question, in their censuses 

(Jarden, 2011). He fears that this kind of measure could be too insensitive to be able to 

significantly correlate trends in reported happiness with changes in policy. Of most concern to 

Kahneman is if policymakers see the insensitivity of such measures as a reason to abandon 

happiness science entirely. It is key that governments and national statistical offices make sure 

that they put the right question in the census from the start. 

However, this question is considered a red herring by most happiness researchers. As 

Seligman discusses in his book Flourish (2011), one question is simply not enough. There is 

considerable evidence in favour of a ‘dashboard’ approach; the use of several headline 

indicators of well-being (Forgeard et al., 2011; Seligman, 2011; Weijers, 2011b). The 

dashboard approach is popular amongst happiness researchers because philosophical and social 
scientific theory generally supports the notion that there are several distinct important 

dimensions of well-being, although people disagree about which of the different dimensions 

are important (Weijers, 2011b). For example, Seligman argues that positive emotion, 

engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and accomplishment are worthy of inclusion in a 

dashboard of subjective well-being indicators (Forgeard et al., 2011; Seligman, 2011).  

The United Kingdom’s Office for National Statistics (ONS) appears to have followed the 

dashboard approach to some extent, asking four subjective well-being questions in its ONS 

Opinion Survey, each of which represents a different group of philosophical theories about 

well-being (Beaumont, 2011) – these are questions on happiness, aspects of life being 

worthwhile, life satisfaction, and anxiety. The ONS has not yet confirmed which questions will 

capture data on subjective well-being in the long-run, with consultation still ongoing. It seems 
likely that several subjective well-being questions will be chosen. This cautious approach is 

surely a good one. Indeed, more research is required in order to better understand the most 

important aspects of well-being and the best way to measure each of them given the usual 

constraints on governmental data collection (Weijers, 2011b). So, the question of focus should 

be: ‘how can governments and national statistical offices make sure that they put the right 

questions in the census from the start’? 

A ten-year international collaborative effort could go a long way to answering this important 

question. Several major longitudinal panel surveys (e.g. the British Household Panel Survey; 

Clark & Georgellis, 2013) are already conducted around the world, and some of these surveys 

ask subjective well-being questions. The gold-standard are those in which each respondent, and 

everyone else in their household, completes the same survey periodically for many years 

(Weijers, 2011b). These existing panel surveys would have to be standardized to some extent, 
including ensuring asking questions about events that have recently impacted their lives and a 

battery of subjective well-being questions for each potentially important aspect of well-being. 

Comparing the various measures of subjective well-being to the existing philosophical theories 

of well-being would be a useful way to assess whether the existing measures cover the scope of 



32 | JSRP Dan Weijers & Aaron Jarden    

all possibly important conceptions of well-being. Such an assessment would have to be carried 

out carefully because of the considerable differences between philosophical accounts of well-

being that are nonetheless grouped together. For example, there is a variety of types of 

hedonism about well-being (Weijers, 2011c). While a simple “How happy have you been these 

days?” question might be thought to cover all hedonistic theories, other measures better capture 
the ideas behind specific hedonistic theories of well-being. For example, Kahneman & 

Krueger’s (2006) U-index which asks about the proportion of time respondents spend in a 

negative emotional state would be a good measure of Epicurus’ pain-minimising hedonism, 

while Watson et al. (1988) Positive and Negative Affect Scale would better represent 

Bentham’s (1789) net-pleasant-feelings-based hedonism. Diener’s (2006) ‘Guidelines for 

National Indicators of Subjective Well-Being and Ill-being’ is a good starting point for more 

specific guidance on the creation of such a collection of measures of subjective well-being, as 

are the OECD’s (2013) guidelines. 

If this kind of survey could be conducted in several countries around the world, in a 

methodologically rigorous way (i.e., representative sampling, controlling for method effects), 

happiness researchers could potentially achieve a lot with the results (Weijers, 2011b). 
Researchers could assess what kinds of objective economic and demographic factors affect the 

various aspects of well-being and if these effects are cross-culturally robust. By surveying the 

same participants, and those they live with, over time, the surveys will help better understand 

the complex issues of adaptation to life events, and the relativity of reported happiness to the 

various attributes of the people around them (Clark, forthcoming).  

Furthermore, if the surveys were large enough, sub samples of the surveyed populations 

could be given slightly altered questions, or be administered in different formats to control for 

method effects. This would enable happiness researchers to test the accuracy and sensitivity of 

different questions, and different types of administration. At the conclusion of the multinational 

trial, governments and policymakers could decide which measures of well-being are best suited 

to their respective citizenries and policy goals (Weijers, 2011b). Indeed, the OECD’s current 

work on creating guidelines for measuring subjective well-being, combined with the political 
impetus created at the UN meeting on ‘Happiness and Wellbeing: Defining a New Economic 

Paradigm’ held in April 2012, and the success various countries are having in measuring well-

being (e.g., France, UK), might result in such a widespread collaborative effort. 

 
 

A Way Forward 
 
If well-being dashboards were incorporated into censuses, then political parties should be able 

to differentiate themselves by claiming that their policies favour certain aspects of well-being 

over others (Weijers, 2011b). To better facilitate public debate on the merits of these various 

measures of well-being, philosophers, psychologists and economists should hold 

interdisciplinary public lectures and forums on different conceptions of well-being (e.g., such 
as the June 2012 Wellbeing and Public Policy Conference held in Wellington, New Zealand: 

Morrison & Weijers, 2012). Assuming that the public gain sufficient knowledge about the 

different aspects and conceptions of well-being being measured, the constant collecting of data 

on these well-being indicators could be a novel and effective way to measure a government’s 

effectiveness—comparing the net benefit to well-being indicators with the net cost to capital 

stocks, such as natural resources, infrastructure, etc. (Weijers, 2012). In this way, measures of 

subjective well-being could be used to allow policymakers to consider the potential impacts of 

a policy on the happiness, as well as the wealth, of citizens. It will take a considerable amount 

of interdisciplinary work to reach this point, but once there, policymakers will have a useful set 

of tools at their disposal and citizens may become happier because of it. 
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Abstract 

 
This paper presents two experiments conducted in UK and Poland on how different positions in a hierarchy of power 

may affect financial aspirations and declared expenditures. The authors also tried to determine whether there are any 

cultural differences within these relationships. The results indicate that both groups, Polish and British, show an effect 

of being above average as far as financial aspirations are concerned. Moreover, power appears to  influence 

investment and education in the Polish group (experiment 1) and expenditures on entertainment in the British group 

(experiment 2). The results also show differences in financial aspirations between the two groups. The British expected 

to earn more money than the Polish and have more expensive automobiles. Additionally, the British declared higher 

expenditures on housing, family, and friends, as well as clothes and cosmetics, whereas Polish declared higher 

expenditure on entertainment and day-to-day needs. 
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Introduction 
 
The phenomenon of power has long intrigued and inspired numerous researchers. One of the more 

recent approaches to the problem of power is the self-regulation perspective (Carver & Scheier, 

1998; Higgins, 1998). In this approach, power and subordination are understood as a function of two 

factors: access to resources and control over reward and punishment (Keltner, Gruenfeld & 

Anderson, 2003). These two factors trigger different motivational systems in those who have power 

and in those who do not. Access to, and control of, resources activates the behavioural approach 
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system, which involves focus on opportunities and goal-attainment drive. On the contrary, lack of 

access to resources and the threat of punishment activate the behavioural inhibition system, which 

involves focus on avoiding potential threats. Individuals with or without power determine their 

actions according to different standards of self. Those who possess power relate their actions to 

aspirations, possibilities and wishes (promotional aims), while those in subordinate roles relate their 

actions to duties, commitments and obligations (preventative aims). 

Cultural background significantly shapes the dominant self-constructs, which then determine the 

individual's behaviour and actions (Aaker & Lee, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Lee, Aaker & 

Gardner, 2000). For example, in an individualistic culture one’s behaviours are shaped by the 

construct of the independent self and the individual’s actions are motivated by promotional aims. In 

a collectivistic culture, on the other hand, their behaviour falls under the dominant influence of the 

interdependent self construct, and their actions are motivated by preventative aims. Thus, power 

based on the dominant interdependent or independent self-construal leads to different choices and 

aims. Since culture may influence the dominant basis of power, power may manifest itself 

differently depending on the culture (Chen, Lee-Chai & Bargh, 2001; Winter, 1973).  

The research presented in this article investigates the relationship between power, culture and 

individual financial aspirations and expenditures. The findings indicate that both power and lack of 

power are related to differing economic aspirations (Henry, 2005) and consumption patterns 

(Rucker & Galinsky, 2008; Rucker & Galinsky, 2009; Zawadzka & Strużyńska-Kujałowicz 2008). 

It is predicted that the possession of power, as opposed to subordination to power, gives rise to 

economic aspirations, i.e. financial aspirations and expenditures related to the attainment of one's 

own goals and displaying one's status. It is also predicted that the individualistic culture from which 

an individual originates may intensify the relationships between power and financial aspirations. 

Although there is some research analysing the relationship between power and economic 

behaviour, the results of these studies have been inconclusive. Moreover, little is known about the 

cross-cultural aspects of the relationship between power and economic behaviour. Analysing these 

relationships has important implications for understanding both the behaviour of the individual 

holding/not holding power and the behaviour of societies under a stronger or weaker dominance of 

individualistic culture, where self-construal values power more or less. The two experiments 

presented here test the influence of power on financial aspirations and expenditures in two different 

cultural contexts (Poland and the United Kingdom). To the author’s best knowledge, there is little 

research on financial aspirations in the context of power activation comparing PL and the UK. 

Therefore, the two countries are interesting to compare; they both have market economy and 

democracy but they differ in individualism and economic welfare (PL is less individualistic and less 

wealthy than the UK) (Zawisza, Luyt & Zawadzka, 2012). We also analysed cross-cultural 

differences in the relationship between power and financial aspirations and expenditures. 

 

 
The effects of power on motivations, attitudes and behaviour 
 
The research mentioned below has provided evidence that power activates the behavioural 

approach system, while subordination activates the behavioural inhibition system (Keltner, 

Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003). Individuals in possession of power concentrate on rewards in 

their environment to a greater extent than on avoiding threats, compared to people who do not 

possess power (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). Extensive research into motivational systems has 

been conducted, documenting the functioning of the approach system (related to the position of 

power) and the inhibition system (typical for the position of subordination). For example, it has 

been shown that individuals with activated power display higher self-esteem (Wojciszke & 

Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, 2007) and greater positive emotions (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002), rate 

the effectiveness of their own actions higher (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003) and claim 

that they are more liked by others (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002), compared to people in whom 

subordination is dominant. Classic research indicates that powerless individuals do not share 
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their opinions on a given subject with others, but rather conform to the opinions of others 

(Asch, 1955; Milgram, 1974). 

The most recent research has confirmed the relationships previously observed. For example, 

Galinsky et al. (2008) found differences in the functioning of people possessing and not 

possessing power. Their first study assessed the extent to which power or lack of power 

influenced the originality of ideas (new names created for existing products). The results 

indicated that people in whom power had been previously activated invented more non-typical 

product names, compared to those with activated subordination, who offered more typical 

product names (i.e. similar to name patterns already in existence in a given product category). 

The results of this study pointed out both the influence of power on activation of the behavioural 

approach system and the influence of the lack of power on activation of the behavioural inhibition 

system. The second study (Galinsky et al., 2008) investigated how people with activated power or 

subordination assess a rather tedious task which they were asked to complete, having previously 

been told that others had found the task to be excellent. The results of this study showed that 

individuals from the power group gave the task, supposedly assessed by others as excellent, a less 

satisfactory rating than did the subordination and control groups. Individuals from the latter two 

groups evaluated the task in a similar way to the supposed evaluation of others. Thus people with 

activated power were less influenced by others than those with activated subordination or the 

control group. Other studies (Sivanathan, Pillutla & Murnighan, 2008) aimed to establish how the 

gain vs. loss of power correlate with the demands presented by the participants in the so-called 

'dictatorship game'. It appeared that the participants' demands in the game differed according to 

whether they were gaining or losing power. What is more, those participants who were gaining 

power demanded significantly more in subsequent stages of the game, while the demands of those 

who were losing power were similar. 

Given the above, and specifically in line with Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson (2003), it 

would be expected that power and lack of power activate different motivational systems, i.e. 

power activates the approach system and lack of power activates the inhibition system, which 

in turn may manifest itself in different financial aspirations and expenditure patterns.  

 

 

Power and consumption 

 

The research conducted to date concerning power and consumption has not yet produced 

conclusive results. Some findings indicate that not possessing power is linked to status and 

luxury brands to a greater degree than possessing power (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008, 2009), 

while others show that possessing power is related to increased economic aspirations and 

certain types of expenditures, as well as to the amount of food consumed, to a greater degree 

than not possessing power (Henry, 2005; Zawadzka & Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, 2008). 

Rucker and Galinsky (2008) have conducted research on the influence of power or lack of 

power on the choice of status-related goods and luxury goods, which revealed that people not 

possessing power, as opposed to those who held it, expressed a greater desire to: 1) receive a 

given product when it was associated with status; and 2) pay a certain price for a given product 

when it was associated with status. In a subsequent study Rucker and Galinsky (2009) showed 

further that both power and no-power groups prefer luxury goods, but the reasons for such 

preference are divergent. In those without power the motives are compensatory, while in the case 

of people with power the preferences stem from utilitarian motives, i.e. searching for the best 

quality in goods. Dubois, Rucker & Galinsky (2012) found that these preferences for products 

associated with greater status is presented only for publicly used products. In addition it is worth 

mentioning that high-power individuals ascribed greater value to possessions they owned than 

subordinates, who estimated the same products as less valuable when they were the owners. 

Rucker, Dubois & Galinsky (2011) also focused on how power shapes the willingness to spend 

on themselves and others. They found that participants in a high-power condition purchased twice 

as many chocolates than low-power participants when purchasing for oneself. In contrast, when 
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purchasing for others, high-power individuals bought smaller amounts of chocolates than low-

power participants. Differences in spending on oneself were mediated by differences in self-

importance, whereas differences in spending on others were mediated by differences in 

dependence on others. According to Rucker, Galinsky and Dubois (2012) the purchase recipient 

and product status should not be tested separately but it is necessary to take into consideration the 

interaction between these factors in research on the relationship between power and consumer 

behaviour. Henry (2005), in turn, has explored the relationship between power and selected 

consumer practices. His research showed that the possession of power was linked to long-term 

expenditure plans, while lack of power to short-term plans. Moreover, the expenditure plans of 

people with power were controlled and carefully considered, but the expenditure plans of people 

without power concerned day-to-day matters and paying bills. Another study pointing to the 

connection between power and consumption was conducted by Weick and Guinote (2008), who 

have demonstrated that the amount of food consumed by power-holding individuals (when asked 

to sample food) depends on whether they found the food tasty or not. In the case of people without 

power, the amount of food consumed was unrelated to whether the individuals liked the food or 

not. Also, Zawadzka and Strużyńska-Kujałowicz (2008) observed that superiors were willing to 

spend more on cars and investments than subordinates. Another study by Zawadzka (2008a) 

revealed that activation of power led to greater preferences for functional materialism (searching 

for the latest models of products, purchasing exclusive brands) then activation of lack of power.  

By referring to the approach/inhibition theory of power (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 

2003), according to which people with or without power use different motivational systems, it 

has been predicted here that activation of power will lead to greater financial aspirations and 

expenditures to attain one’s own goals, as well as on goals related to retaining power, as 

opposed to no-power conditions. 

 

 

Culture, attitudes and behaviour 
 

Culture shapes significant associations in individuals' minds (McClelland, 1973; Winter, 1988). 

Individualism-collectivism is a dimension relevant to studying intercultural differences, as it affects 

the dominant self-constructs in a given culture (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), and thus the aims and 

values which then determine the individual’s actions (Singelis et. al., 1995; Triandis, 1995). 

Individuals from individualistic cultures give priority to their personal aims over the aims of the 

group, and define themselves independent of others. Individuals from collectivistic cultures, on the 

other hand, concentrate on reaching communal goals, important for the group, and define 

themselves in relation to the group (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Cultural values relevant to 

individualism-collectivism are reflected in greater access to certain self-constructs (independent self-

construal/individualistic self-construal and interdependent self-construal/collectivistic self-construal 
respectively; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, et al., 1995; Triandis, 1995). 

It can be inferred from consumer decision-making research that activation of certain self-

constructs influences individuals’ decisions. In Mandel (2003), the participants' interdependent 

or independent self-construals were activated, and then the participants were asked to reach a 

decision concerning the choice of attire for a family meeting. Those with activated 

interdependent self-construals tended to make very careful decisions concerning what to wear 

for a family meeting, as opposed to those whose independent self-construals had been 

activated. Other studies reveal that people with activated independent self-construals choose 

more hazardous investments more readily than those whose interdependent self-construals have 

been activated (Hamilton & Biehal, 2005). Moreover, other researchers have reported culture-

related differences (i.e. salience of certain self-construal) in assessment of aims and long- and 

short-term events (Maddux & Yuki, 2006). Specifically, individuals from collectivistic 
cultures, contrary to those from individualistic cultures, attach greater value to involvement in 

long-term plans, and consider events with far-reaching consequences more significant.  

What follows from the above is that culture values should modify the relationship between 

power and financial aspirations.  
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Poland and the United Kingdom are interesting cultures to compare. PL is less 

individualistic and more collectivistic than the UK. Intercultural studies comparing countries 

on a cultural value level initiated by Hofstede (2001) reveal that there is a considerable 

difference between the UK and PL in respect to individualism, the UK (89) being more 

individualistic than PL (60). What is more, the UK has long history of modernisation, is 
relatively socioeconomically stable and is considered one of the richest countries in the world. 

PL is described as a society in transition - after political and economic isolation until 1989, PL 

has undergone dynamic socioeconomic changes (Zawisza, Luyt & Zawadzka 2013).  

In the light of the above, and since economic status is more important for well-being in 

transition societies with low income than in well developed societies (Howell & Howell 2008), 

we argue that different nature of values and socioeconomic context in the UK and PL will 

contribute to distinct patterns of financial aspiration and expenditures. 

 

 

Power, culture, and consumption 
 
The dominance of a certain self-construct is connected with an individual's pursuit of certain 

goals. As research on the relationship between motivation underlying power and goal orientation 

would suggest, individuals in possession of power are oriented towards different goals, depending 

on the type of motivation accompanying power. Communal-motivated individuals focus on 

responsibility for others, in the same manner as individuals with dominant interdependent self-

construals. By contrast, exchange-motivated individuals concentrate on the attainment of their 

own interests and goals (Chen, Lee-Chai & Bargh, 2001), as individuals with dominant 

independent self-constructs do (Chen Lee-Chai & Bargh, 2001). The research suggests that in 

individuals from an individualistic culture, power activates the pursuit of goals for one's own 

good (e.g. acquiring a certain status, gaining the admiration of others), while in individuals from a 

collectivistic culture, power activates actions aimed at attaining goals connected with the good of 

others (e.g. sacrificing oneself for others, caring for others) (Bargh & Alvarez, 2001). 
Individuals may purchase goods or spend money in order to exhibit their wealth and 

affluence and, at the same time, their status. Conspicuous consumption serves as a good 

example of such actions (Veblen, 1899/1994), since acquiring or displaying one's status is a 

way of achieving and retaining power (Fiske & Berdahl, 2007). The research conducted has 

demonstrated that power display (i.e. exhibiting or expressing one's power) and individuals' 

choices are linked to culture, i.e. to the dominant self-construal (Winter, 1988), whether 

interdependent or independent. Individuals with a dominant independent self-construal focus 

on retaining power, which allows them to attain their own goals. Individuals with a dominant 

interdependent self-construal concentrate on being responsible for others. Rucker, Galinsky 

and Dubois (2012) indicated that high power fosters an agentic orientation among consumers, 

and low power supports a communal orientation. 
Modernisation theory (Inglehart & Baker, 2000), argues that economic advancement shifts 

cultural values. Growing welfare of individuals in a society increases material security. This, in 

turn, increases the sense of individual autonomy which results in society's growing emphasis 

on self-expression values. Therefore we predicted that in the event of power activation, people 

from the more individualistic culture (the UK) will strive towards goals related to influencing, 

impressing others and being rewarded by others to a greater degree than people from the less 

individualistic culture (PL). 

The UK and PL are similar - they have market economy and democracy - but, at the same time, 

they are also different – the UK is a more economically developed and wealthier society than 

Poland. In terms of similarities, young people in both countries save for almost the same things. 

Young Polish people, when asked about their preferred expenditure, say that they prefer to allocate 

money to houses, automobiles, investments and bank deposits (Lewicka, 2004). Young British 
people, asked about reasons for saving, indicate the following: automobiles, houses, investments 

(i.e. retirement) (Webley & Burgoyne, 2003). There are also differences in spending behaviour 

between the British and Polish. It was shown that the reasons for saving behaviours of the British 

are primarily self-esteem and self-gratification, with shopping, holidays and money availability at 
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the bottom of the list (Canova, Rattazzi & Webley, 2005). Polish people save for electronic 

equipment, flats, automobiles, holidays and small pleasures (TNS Polska, 2012). When 

considering the differences, it must be pointed out that the UK market economy has a long 

tradition, but in Poland it is quite new (about 20 years) (Zawisza, Luyt & Zawadzka, 2012; 

Zawisza, Luyt & Zawadzka, 2013). Moreover, an average Polish household’s net disposable 
income is almost half of the average household net disposable income in the UK (PL - 15,371 $, 

UK - 26.904$). People in Poland also work longer hours than in the UK (PL- 1937 hours per year, 

UK - 1625 hours per year), and have a worse housing situation (PL - 1 room per 1 person, UK – 

1.8 rooms per 1 person) (OECD, 2013).  

 

 

Hypotheses 
 

With regard to the theory of having power vs. being subordinated to power in relation to the 

approach and the inhibition systems of self-regulation, and on the basis of the conclusions drawn 

from the existing research on the relationship between power and consumption, we hypothesized 
that high power status would lead to an increase in financial aspirations compared to low power. 

We also anticipated that holding a distinguished position in a power hierarchy would result in a 

different allocation of the amount of money to be spent on given product categories. Given the 

different socio-economic context, it was also expected that differences would arise as to the 

declared financial aspirations and expenditures between people from Poland and UK. 

 

 

Experiment 1 
 

Experiment 1, conducted in Poland, focused on analysing the differences in economic 

aspirations and declared expenditures between people holding different positions in the power 

hierarchy. It was anticipated that, in conditions where power has been activated, people would 
express higher expectations as to their own salaries, savings and the amount of money spent on 

an automobile in the future, as compared to those with activated subordination to power. 

Moreover, it was predicted that substantial differences between these two groups would appear 

concerning the type of expenditures contemplated. 

 

Method 
 

Participants 

The experiment encompassed 89 women and 22 men, all students from the School of Social 

Sciences and Humanities and Gdansk University. The average age of the study group was 25.1 

(SD = 6.45). They were recruited via lectures on a voluntary basis. 
 

Procedure and materials 

The participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental groups. In the first group, 

power was activated: the participants were asked to recall and describe situations in which they had 

been in possession of power. The second group was subject to the activation of subordination: the 

participants were asked to report situations in which they had been subject to another person’s 

power. In the third group, the control group, the participants were asked to recall and describe 

situations when they had been members of a group in which everyone had equal rights (equal 

status). This type of power manipulation has been used successfully by other researchers (e.g. 

Galinsky, Grunfeld & Magee, 2003; Smith & Trope, 2006). The participants were then asked to:  

a) envisage their own salaries in 10 years' time, together with the average salary in their own field; 

b) estimate their personal savings in 10 years' time, as well as the savings of a person from the 
same age group and of the same sex, c) assess the value of the automobile which they expected to 

own in 10 years' time and the value of the automobile owned by an average person of the same age 

employed in the same profession. The automobile was chosen because young people appointed it 

the most often in their purchase plans (e.g. Lewicka, 2004; Webley & Burgoyne, 2003). What is 
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more, the prices of automobiles differ significantly and the high-price automobile is perceived as a 

status symbol. This measure of financial aspiration was successfully used in previous research (e.g. 

Zawadzka & Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, 2008). 

Afterwards the participants declared how they would spend their money (how much and on what) 

if they were to be given 50,000 Polish zlotys (hereafter PLN, the equivalent of about 12,100 Euros4). 
The answers given were divided into 13 categories, assigned by competent arbiters in previous 

studies (Zawadzka, 2007; Zawadzka, 2008b). Finally, the participants were thanked and debriefed. 

 

Results 
 

Manipulation check 

In order to perform a manipulation check, two independent trained judges were asked to assess to 
what degree each participant in the study had held or had been subordinate to power in the 

situation he/she had described. In their assessment, the judges adopted a 7-point scale from -3 

(fully subordinated to power), through 0 (equal relationship) up to 3 (held full power). The inter-

rater coefficient of concordance was high (Kendall's W = 0.88, p < 0.001). The one-way ANOVA 

conducted on the judges’ average scores showed that the participants assigned to the superior 

group (M = 2.13, SD = 0.71), the equal group (M = -0.15, SD = 0.57) and the subordinate group 

(M = -2.1, SD = 0.77) differed significantly as to the level of power, F(2, 104) = 343.78, p < 0.001, 

η2 = 0.87. The post-hoc tests proved significantly different (ps < 0.001) among all groups. 

Moreover, the low-power group reported events that involved being subjected to power and the 

high-power group reported the opposite type of events, which would indicate that the power 

manipulation was effective. 
 

Salary 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA, using a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. superior) 

between subjects x 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design, revealed a significant main 

effect of person, F (1,106) = 5.59, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.05. A follow-up analysis using post-hoc tests 
showed that the individuals from superior positions indicated that they would earn more than the 

average salary of others (p < 0.01) for a given line of business. Such a difference between one’s 

own expected income and the future income of others did not emerge in the subordinate and equal 

groups (ns.) (Table 1). The main effect of power and interactional effect (power x person) were 

nonsignificant. 
 

Savings 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA following a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. superior) 

between subjects x 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design revealed a significant main 

effect of person, F(1,104) = 11.25, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.098. In all analysed groups - with the superior 

(p < 0.05), equal (p < 0.05) and subordinate (p < 0.01) positions activated - a larger amount of one's 

own savings was indicated, as opposed to others' savings (Table 1). The other effects connected to 

power (main and interactional) did not reach statistical significance. 

 

Table 1: Influence of position in the power hierarchy on financial aspirations in PLN 

(Experiment 1) 
 

Type of 
financial 
aspiration 

Power position 

Subordinate Equal Superior 

Self Others Self Others Self Others 

Salary 
9,271.43 

(16,699.04) 
6,951.43 

(6,597.70) 
11,750.00 

(19,261.46) 
8,932.35 

(19,050.12) 
17,250.00 

(34,919.87) 
7,287.50 

(9,998.01) 

Savings 
466,428.57 

(1,693,804.27) 

215,500.00 

(845,021.40) 

401,500.00 

(893,104.47) 

190,435.29 

(332,001.74) 

333,184.21 

(698,524.62) 

51,000.00 

(77,519.22) 

Car 
112,485.71 

(182,030.92) 
94,714.29 

(137,091.33) 
61,139.40 

(74,594.01) 
69,018.20 

(83,093.24) 
84,868.42 

(80,423.26) 
52,118.42 

(49,245.86) 

                                                             
4
 All sums given in Polish zlotys (PLN) or British pounds (GBP) in this article have been converted into Euros to show 

how the two socioeconomic contexts compare. 
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Automobile value 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA following a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. superior) 

between subjects × 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design displayed the main effect of person 

for the amount spent in the future on an automobile, F (1, 103) = 3.07,  p = 0.083, η2 = 0.029 (tendency). 

Individuals from the superior group stated that in the future they would purchase a more expensive 
automobile, in contrast to an average person from the same age group and profession (tendency at        

p = 0.08). The remaining groups displayed no difference (ns.) between the estimates as to the value of 

one's own and someone else's automobile (table 1). The other effects (main effect of power and 

interactional effect) were nonsignificant. 

 

Allocation of money to be spent on different product categories 

The participants were asked what they would buy with 50,000 PLN, if they happened to be in 

possession of such an amount of money. The analysis below presents the most commonly 

selected categories of expenditure: entertainment (number of respondents: 53); investment 

(39); automobile (32); education (32); housing (25); money spent on family and friends (23). 

The categories most often mentioned by participants as the highest ranking were: education 
(19.6% of all respondents); investment (16.8%); housing (13.1%); entertainment (12.1%); 

automobile (11.2%); money spent on family and friends (9.3%).  

An analysis of the importance of particular expenditure categories indicated the main effect of 

power hierarchy for the investment, F (2, 36) = 3.39, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.158, and automobile, F (2, 29) 

= 7.56, p < 0.005, η2 = 0.343. People from the superior position valued the importance of investment 

higher (position in ranking 1.68) than people from subordinate positions (2.64). The Mann-Whitney 

U test revealed this difference to be statistically significant, U = 83.5, p = 0.05. Those in the superior 

position additionally assigned greater importance to automobile expenditure (position in ranking 

1.75) compared to people from the equal group (3.3), U = 20.5, p < 0.01. Similarly, people from the 

subordinate group valued the significance of automobile expenditure (position: 1.6) higher than the 

representatives of the equal group, U = 17.0, p < 0.005. 

On average, the following amounts were allocated to be spent on particular categories: 
investment (9,528.04 PLN, i.e. 2,312.41 Euros); automobile expenditures (6,925.23 PLN, i.e. 

1,680.72 Euros); entertainment (7,317.76 PLN, i.e. 1,775.98 Euros); housing (6,892.52 PLN, 

i.e. 1,672.78 Euros); education (5,744.86 PLN, i.e. 1,394.25 Euros), money spent on family and 

friends (2,397.20 PLN, i.e. 581.79 Euros).  

A one-way ANOVA calculated separately for each product category revealed a tendency 

towards significant main effect of power hierarchy only on the sum to be spent on education: 

F(2, 110) = 2.93, p = 0.06, η2 = 0.051. Comparisons between particular groups within the 

selected expenditure categories (post-hoc tests) revealed that the people with superior positions 

in the power hierarchy, when compared to those in subordinate positions, declared higher 

amounts spent on investment (p < 0.05) and less on education (p < 0.05) (fig.1).  
  

 
Figure 1: Sum allocated to selected expenditure as a function of position in power hierarchy 

(Experiment 1) 
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Since the same variables were measured in the subsequent study, the results of the present 

study will be discussed further on in this article, which will enable comparison of the results 

with those obtained in Experiment 2. 

 
 

Experiment 2 
 

Experiment 2 was a replication of the previous study, conducted in a different cultural context.  

 

Method 
 

Participants 

111 people were tested, 85 women and 26 men with an average age of 21.72 (SD = 5.98), 

students of the Department of Psychology at the University of Winchester in the UK. They 

were recruited via lectures on a voluntary basis. 
 

Procedure and materials 

The process of power activation was similar to that employed in the previous study, i.e. the 

participants described an autobiographical event in which they held power, were subordinated 

to someone, or experienced equal relations. Next they were asked to consider their expenditure 

plans and future assets and decide how they would dispose of £ 30,000, indicating how much 

they would spend and on what, in a manner similar to study 1. In the expenditure task the 

Polish and UK samples were given different amounts of money, which reflected each country’s 

economic reality: different income levels and prices. 

 

Results 
 
Manipulation check 

As in the previous study, independent trained judges assessed (on a 7-point scale) the extent to 

which each participant in the study either held or was subordinate to power in the situations 

described. The inter-rater coefficient of concordance was high (Kendall's W = 0.64, p < 0.001). 

The one-way ANOVA of the average results of the arbiters' assessment shows that the 

participants assigned to the superior group (M = 1.58, SD = 0.64), the equal group (M = -0.31, 

SD = 0.59) and the subordinate group (M = -1.43, SD = 1.12) differed significantly as to the 

level of power F (2, 81) = 103.39, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.72. The post-hoc tests proved significantly 

different (ps < 0.001) between all groups, which would indicate that the power manipulation 

was effective. 

 

Salary 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA following a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. 

superior) between subjects × 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design revealed a 

significant main effect of person, F (1, 105) = 13.91, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.12.  

The analysis of simple effects revealed that participants with activated power-holding 

indicated a higher salary for themselves in contrast to those with activated subordination (an 

effect approaching significance at p = 0.07). Individuals from the subordinate group assessed 

their own salaries as lower than people from the equal group (p < 0.05). A significant 

difference emerged also in the assessment of other people's earnings between individuals from 

the equal and the subordinate groups (p < 0.05), and also between the equal and superior 

groups (an effect approaching significance at p = 0.08). Members of the subordinate and 

superior groups claimed that an average person of the same age would earn less when 
contrasted with the assessment conducted by members of equal groups. 

Participants from the superior (p < 0.001), equal and subordinate groups (effects 

approaching significance at ps < 0.08) claimed that they would earn more than an average 

person of the same age in the same line of business (table 2). 
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Savings 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA following a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. superior) 

between subjects × 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design revealed a significant main 

effect of person, F(1, 98) = 5.38, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.052, and almost significant main effect of power, 

F (2, 98) = 2.46, p < 0.09, η2 = 0.048. 
Individuals from the superior group (p < 0.05) and the equal group (p < 0.07) rated alike the level 

of their own savings higher than representatives of the subordinate group. In the same parameter, 

however, no difference emerged between the superior group and the equal group. 

Differences were observed in the estimation of the savings of an average person from the same 

age group in 10 years' time between people from the equal group and the subordinate group (p < 

0.05), whose members estimated the savings of another person at a lower level. 

Individuals from the group with activated power indicated higher savings for themselves as 

opposed to the savings of others (table 2), whereas in the remaining groups the differences between 

one’s own and the average savings in the peer group did not reach the level of statistical 

significance. 

 

Automobile value 

A two-way mixed design ANOVA following a 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. 

superior) between subjects × 2 (person: self vs. others) within subjects design revealed neither 

a main effect for position in the power hierarchy (F < 1) nor for person (F < 1). The interaction 

effect was also insignificant: F = 1.42, ns. 

 

Table 2: Influence of position in the power hierarchy on financial aspirations in £  

(Experiment 2) 

 

Type of 

financial 

aspiration 

Status 

Subordinate Equal Superior 

Self Others Self Others Self Others 

Salary 
36,657.14 

(12,430.85) 

32,542.86 

(10,752.14) 

49,307.69 

(35,555.85) 

41,338.46 

(28,161.08) 

51,735.29 

(48,005.25) 

33,588.24 

(10,660.37) 

Savings 
12,621.21 
(9,206.85) 

11,145.45 
(12,940.78) 

42,337.84 
(94,865.41) 

29,474.32 
(57,421.31) 

23,441.94 
(28,665.80) 

14,529.03 
(14,941.98) 

Car 
11,157.14 

(7,109.20) 

11,388.57 

(8,238.32)6 

23,307.89 

(44,805.85) 

15,776.32 

(16,311.52) 

13,500.00 

(10,263.94) 

30,250.00 

(104,400.76) 

 

Money allocated to selected product categories 

As in study 1, participants indicated in what way they would spend a certain sum of money     

(£ 30,000). The expenditure categories most often chosen by the participants were analysed 

once more: automobile (68 respondents); entertainment (62); investment (54); housing (48); 

education (44); money spent on family and friends (44). 

Participants ranked particular categories according to their importance. Housing was most often 

specified as the most important (32% of respondents chose it as the first place in the hierarchy of 

importance), followed by expenditure on family and friends (15%), entertainment (12%), 

investment (11.7%), education (11%), and automobile (4%). An analysis of the importance of 
particular expenditure did not display a main effect for position in the power hierarchy. 

The average sums declared as expenditures in particular categories emerged as follows: 

housing (£ 10,617.21, i.e. 11,904.04 Euros); investment (£ 5,017.12, i.e. 5,625.20 Euros); 

automobile (£ 4,069.40, i.e. 4,562.62 Euros); family and friends (£ 2,650.00, i.e. 2,971.18 

Euros); education (£ 2,526.10, i.e. 2,832.27 Euros); entertainment (£ 2,391.40, i.e. circa 

2,681.24 Euros). 

A one-way ANOVA concerning the average sums allotted to particular categories of 

expenditure by individuals with varied positions in the power hierarchy did not display a main 

effect of power position for any of the expenditure categories. Our analysis of the differences 

between particular groups' expenditure pointed to a significant difference in spending on 

entertainment between the equal and the subordinate groups (p < 0.05). Individuals from the 
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subordinate group declared a much lower spending on entertainment when compared to 

individuals from the equal group (fig. 2). 

 

 
Figure 2: Sum allocated to selected expenditure as a function of position in power hierarchy 

(Experiment 2) 
 

 

Polish-British Comparative Analysis 
 

In order to carry out a comparison of data collected in Poland and the UK, relating to one’s 

own estimated salary and the salary of an average person of the same age, estimated savings, 

automobile expenditures, and expenditures on certain product categories, the data were 

converted into standardised z-values. 

 

Salary 

The estimated salary was analyzed in two separate analyses of variance (for self and for 
others), with nationality (Polish vs. English) and power position (subordination vs. equality vs. 

superior) as factors. Both of these analyses yielded a significant main effect of the respondents' 

nationality: for one’s own salary F(1, 183) = 101.95, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.36, as well as for the 

estimated salary of an average person of the same age in the same line of business                 

F(1, 183) = 239.19, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.57. People working in the UK expected higher salaries     

(M = £46,313.13, i.e. 51,926.37 Euros, SD = 36,203.69) than people working in Poland         

(M = 7,311.11 PLN, i.e. 1,774.37 Euros, SD = 6,581.63). The estimates of the average salary of 

a person of the same age are also higher in the UK (M = £35,365.66, i.e. circa 39,652.04 Euros, 

SD = 17,842.97) than in Poland (M = 5,242.22 PLN, i.e. circa 1,272.26 Euros, SD = 4,519.32). 

We did not observe any effect for position in the power hierarchy as to one's own salary,     

F(2, 204) = 1.96, ns., or the salary of an average person of the same age, F(2, 204) = 1.09, ns. 

 

Savings 

The estimated savings were subjected to a 2 (nationality: Polish vs. English) × 3 (power: 

subordination vs. equality vs. superior) analysis of variance in two separate procedures (for self 

and for the others). The main effects of nationality for the amount of one's own savings,       

F(1, 183) = 13.96, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.07, and for the savings of an average person of the same 

age, F(1, 183) = 27.04, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.13, proved to be statistically significant. Polish people 

expected to have accumulated greater savings (M = 206,422.22 PLN, i.e. circa 50,097.62 

Euros, SD = 336,502.67) than the British (M = £27,057.58, i.e. circa 30,337.01 Euros,           

SD = 61,180.43). Polish people estimated the average peer group savings as larger (M = 
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87,436.67 PLN, i.e. circa 21,220.43 Euro, SD = 186 182.44) than the British (M = £18,532.83, 

i.e. circa 20,779.04 Euros, SD = 37,063.58).  

No main effect for position in the hierarchy for one’s own estimated savings (F < 1) was 

observed, nor was there any interaction between nationality and position in the hierarchy        

(F < 1). As to the estimation of others' savings, the effect of position in the hierarchy was 
statistically significant: F(2, 198) = 3.36, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.03. People from the equal group 

estimated the amount of savings of the average person of the same age to be higher than the 

people from the power-activated group. However, there appeared to be no interaction between 

nationality and position in the hierarchy (F < 1). 

 

Automobile 

The estimated sum of money spent on an automobile was also analyzed in two separate 

analyses of variance (for self and for the others) with nationality (Polish vs. English) and power 

position (subordination vs. equality vs. superior) as factors. A main effect of nationality 

emerged as to the estimated sum of money that participants would spend on an automobile, 

F(1, 183) = 50.57, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.22, and the estimated sum to be spent on an automobile by 
an average person of the same age: F(1, 183) = 20.82, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.1. The British expected 

to buy a more expensive automobile (M = £16,597.98, i.e. 19,609.69 Euros, SD = 28,920.75) 

than the Polish people (M = 69,995.56 PLN, i.e. 16,987.56 Euros, SD = 67,851.07). The British 

also estimated that the average person of the same age would purchase a more expensive 

vehicle  (M = £19,662.63, i.e. 22,045.78 Euros, SD = 60,038.15) in contrast to the Polish 

people’s estimation of purchases in their peer group (M = 62,145.56 PLN, i.e. 15,082.41 Euros,           

SD = 65,623.99). 

No main effects emerged for position in the hierarchy either as to the interaction of 

nationalities and power position with the estimated amount of money spent on one's 

automobile, or that spent on an automobile by the average person of the same age. 

 

Money allocated to be spent on certain product categories 
A Mann-Whitney U test analysis revealed that Polish people valued the importance of 

investment higher than the British, U = 726.5, p < 0.01, and also attached more significance to 

expenditures on automobiles, U = 651.0, p < 0.001. 

In order to perform a comparison between the categories of expenditure, the value of each 

type in particular product categories was converted to a percentage of the total amount of 

money which the participants in the study had at their disposal. We calculated a series of 2 

(nationality: Polish vs. English) × 3 (power: subordination vs. equality vs. superior) separate 

analyses of variance for each category of expenditure. This analysis displayed a statistically 

significant effect of nationality for the following expenditure categories: entertainment; family 

and friends; housing and interior decoration; clothing and cosmetics; day-to-day spending. 

As illustrated by table 3, the Polish people on average spent a larger percentage of their 
money than the British on entertainment and day-to-day spending, while the British spent more 

than the Polish people on family and friends, housing, and interior decoration as well as on 

clothing and cosmetics. 

A main effect of position in the hierarchy was observed for entertainment, F(2, 212) = 2.99, 

p < 0.05, η2 = 0.028, with the subordinates allocating less for entertainment compared to 

individuals from the equal group. Additionally, a main effect of position in the hierarchy was 

displayed for education, F(2, 212) = 2.78, p = 0.06, η2 = 0.026, with the subordinates allocating 

more of the total sum to education when contrasted with those from the superior and equal 

groups, which incidentally did not differ from each other in this respect. 
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Table 3: Proportional allocation of money to particular expenditure categories by the Polish 

and British subjects 

Expenditure categories 
Expenditure in % 

(Polish) 

Expenditure in % 

(British) 
F significance η2 

Investment 19.06 16.73 0.218 ns. 0.001 

Education 11.49 8.42 1.112 ns. 0.005 

Car 13.85 13.56 0.007 ns. 0.000 

Entertainment 14.64 7.97 8.53 0.005 0.039 

Housing 13.79 22.34 4.43 0.05 0.020 

Family and friends 4.79 8.83 3.97 0.05 0.018 

Charitable purposes 2.06 2.35 0.061 ns. 0.000 

Day-to-day spending 2.02 0.78 3.42 0.07 0.016 

Material goods 2.02 1.07 2.034 ns. 0.010 

Financial obligations 1.84 4.99 2.636 ns. 0.012 

Clothing and cosmetics 1.13 2.53 5.75 0.05 0.026 

Interests 0.77 1.89 0.989 ns. 0.005 

Health 0.18 0.77 0.659 ns. 0.003 

Interior decoration 0.001 3.41 11.45 0.001 0.051 
 
 

Discussion 
 

The purpose of our research was to investigate how power and culture may influence financial 

aspirations and selected expenditure categories. The results obtained in the study pointed to a 
considerable connection between culture and individuals' declarations related to financial 

aspirations and expenditures. 

The results presented here also indicate that the recollection of episodes from one's own life 

connected with occupying a certain position in a hierarchy (power vs. lack of power) 

contributes to the emergence of differences in financial aspirations concerning the future, and 

in the allocation of money to particular expenditure categories. 

In both groups, Polish people and British people, the effect of being better than average with 

regard to future financial aspirations was clearly highlighted, with the individual’s own 

economic status being estimated as higher in comparison to that of persons of the same age, sex 

and profession. It must be stated, however, that our hypothesis concerning a rise in financial 

aspirations as a result of holding power was not unequivocally verified. In the study conducted 

in Poland, the effect was displayed in the power-holding group for all three aspects analysed – 
the expectation of one's own salary being higher than average in a given profession, the level of 

one's own savings being estimated as higher than that of other people, and the anticipation of a 

larger sum of money to be spent on an automobile in the future. In the study carried out in the 

UK, the effect was replicated as to the estimation of one's own and others' salaries and savings 

by individuals with activated power. This might be the result of differences in economic 

conditions between the members of both groups under scrutiny. Available research into 

economic status and life satisfaction has suggested that both are linked to a greater degree in 

developing, as opposed to highly economically developed countries (with lower and higher 

revenue) (Howell & Howell, 2008). In the group subordinated to power, the effect of being 

better than average was displayed among Polish participants in relation to the estimation of 

one's own and others' savings, than among British participants in relation to the estimation of 
one's own and others' salaries. 

It seems likely that the pattern of results may be interpreted one way in a group of 

individuals with activated power, and in another in a group with activated subordination. There 

is a rise in self-estimation as a result of possessing power (cf. Wojciszke & Strużyńska-

Kujałowicz, 2007) and the observed effect of being better than average in the power group 

might be an indication of that phenomenon, whereas in the subordinate group this might be a 

form of compensation (as a way of raising one's self-esteem, lowered through occupying a 
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subordinate position). Such an explanation would comply with the conclusions drawn from 

Rucker and Galinsky (2008). 

This explanation of the phenomenon in terms of self-esteem being raised in the power-

holding group and a compensatory process at work in the subordinate group constitutes one of 

many possible interpretations of the results we obtained. The effects observed may be the 
outcome of distortions accompanying the forecasting of a distant future (Kermer et al., 2006). 

In order to explain the underlying causes of the observed relationships, further analyses of this 

phenomenon are indispensable, all the more since in the present study no direct measurement 

of the level of self-assessment was undertaken. 

Our findings also point to substantial differences between different culture groups (Polish 

vs. British) in financial aspirations and declarations related to the allocation of a given sum of 

money. The British expected higher earnings and a more expensive automobile than the Polish. 

The Polish people, on the other hand, estimated their own savings in 10 years' time as higher 

than the British, which might seem paradoxical in light of the expected earnings. The results 

relating to financial aspirations may have arisen as a consequence of different economic 

conditions. Discrepancies in the level of development of both countries, as well as in the 
affluence of their citizens, lead to different economic expectations. Studies of young British 

citizens and their salary aspirations indicate that their financial aspirations are unrealistic 

(Dawnson, 2008). They claim, for example, that they will be earning decidedly more in 

comparison to the earnings of the average person at their age with the same qualifications, and 

that they will become homeowners sooner than is realistically likely. 

The differences obtained in our study relating to future savings may testify to a greater need 

for security displayed by Polish respondents, living in a country with a less stable economy, 

manifesting itself in accumulating assets in order to secure the future. On the other hand, the 

findings may indicate a tendency on the part of the British to lead a consumer lifestyle based on 

spending, rather than saving money. Such conclusions are supported by research on savings and 

preferred expenditure among young British and Polish citizens. Webley and Burgoyne (2003) 

conducted research among the British (aged 18-24) concerning motivation to save. The research 
pointed to the following hierarchy of goals: goal saving (for a certain purchase e.g. automobile or 

house); holiday saving; precautionary saving; saving for nothing; saving for retirement.  

In subsequent research conducted by Canova, Rattazzi & Webley (2005), the results relating 

to the savings motives of British youth were similar. In this study, three principal reasons for 

saving were singled out: self-gratification, debt avoidance/need for financial security, and 

retirement. Additionally, from research conducted by Lewicka (2004) on the types of 

expenditure preferred by young Polish people, it turned out that they are most willing to 

allocate money for a house/flat, an automobile, investments, and bank deposits. 

As part of our research, an investigation was carried out into the relationship between 

power, culture and financial aspirations and the allocation of money to be spent on selected 

categories. The hypothesis concerning the differences between the Polish and the British, as 
well as people holding different positions in the hierarchy, as to the division of a particular sum 

of money into selected product categories, was partly supported.. Differences surfaced between 

the Polish and the British as far as the declared spending on different product categories were 

concerned. The Polish spent most (of a hypothetical pool of money) on investments, an 

automobile, and entertainment, with the British also spending on investment and automobiles, 

but placing housing in first position, for which they reserved most of the expenditure analysed. 

Polish people placed education on the first place in the rank of importance, though they did not 

set aside the largest percentage of the money at their disposal for this purpose. This may be due 

to differences in the system of financing education in the particular countries in question. A 

large proportion of the Polish respondents were students in a public run university, which in 

Poland do not charge tuition for daytime resident students. 

In the Polish group, the activation of the superior position triggered allocation of a greater 
sum to be spent on financial investments when compared to the situation in which the 

subordinate position was activated. However, the subordinate group would spend a larger 

amount of money on their own education than was the case in the power-holding group. In the 

British group, subordinate individuals set aside a smaller portion of money to be spent on 
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entertainment when compared to the individuals from the equal group. This points to a 

different consumer orientation, activated as a result of occupying a different position in the 

power hierarchy, which in itself is a point requiring further study. 

The automobile and financial products may constitute undeniable status symbols, and serve 

the function of emphasizing one's position. Education, on the other hand, may be seen as a tool 
for advancing one's position and acquiring a higher socio-economic status (especially by 

individuals who are currently studying, as was the case of the participants in the study). 
 

Course of future research 
 

An undeniable need can be seen for further, deeper study into the question of the mechanisms 

underlying consumer preferences and decisions, as well as the choices made as to various product 

categories, or, indeed, the perception of product functions or features as to those satisfying certain 

consumer needs with regard to the level of one's power or socio-economic conditions. 
In future research, it would be advisable to broaden the population under investigation by 

incorporating more countries. For comparative purposes, groups from collectivistic countries 

would be worth investigating, since one would then be able to highlight the significance of 

culture as a moderator of the relationship between power and economic aspirations. According to 

the existing research, cultural and social changes originating from economic changes (Inglehart & 

Baker, 2000) imply superiority of goods that involve self-expression over goods simply enabling 

survival. Therefore, it would seem worthwhile to expand the range of the economic aspirations 

variable by including luxury and status goods. These goods might be more sought after in highly 

individualistic countries and, as such, may provide more powerful connections between power 

and aspirations. Further study should also seek to verify the relationships studied by employing a 

different measurement of the independent variable. Among others, one should focus on studying 

groups who de facto possess power (or do not), and then verify the extent to which the holding of 
concrete power influences individuals' aspirations and expenditure. 

In the face of growing consumerism, research tackling the question of consumer behaviour 

in the context of intercultural comparison seems particularly necessary. The results of the 

research presented here, concerning the effect of one's position in the hierarchy on consumer 

preferences in relation to the dominant system of self-regulation, constitute a novel and 

promising approach to resolving the problem. 
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Abstract: 

 
The concept of spirituality seems to contrast sharply with any discussion of our market economy: transcendent 

attachments versus materialistic consumption. Yet, we will argue that the two are very closely intertwined. As a basic, 

motivational dimension of personality, spirituality finds expression in every human endeavor, even the most concrete, 

material, here-and-now behaviors that characterize the business world. This report will address four issues: a) a 

presentation of the ASPIRES model of spirituality and religiousness; b) a brief overview of the empirical support for 

this construct as a robust, universal motivational aspect of human behavior; c) the relationship between spirituality 

and financial qualities, such as materialism, perceptions of the economic climate, spending patterns, and attitudes 

towards financial sustainability; and d) overview the three levels of influence spirituality has in the economic world: as 

a quality of the consumer that products can be marketed towards,  as a motivational quality of corporate workers, and 

as a factor underlying corporate identity and ethics.  
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Introduction  
 
Spirituality has been central to every culture, context, and time period as evidenced in offerings 

from literature, art, architecture, and other areas. A uniquely human dimension (Baumeister, 

Bauer & Lloyd, 2010; Frankl, 1969; Maslow, 1970; Sperry, 2001), spirituality relates to many 
important aspects of individuals’ functioning, such as health outcomes (Burris, Sauer & 

Carlson, 2011; Golden et al., 2004; Koenig, 2010; Piedmont, 2004; Sawatzky, Gadermann & 

Pesut, 2009; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2010), pro-social 

behavior (Bonner, Koven & Patrick, 2002; Ciarrocchi, Piedmont & Williams, 2003; Piedmont, 

2001), and satisfaction with life (Perrone et al., 2006; Waldron-Perrine et al., 2011). 
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Despites spirituality’s broad and pervasive influence on psychosocial functioning, at first 

glance it may seem incongruous to compare spirituality with variables arising from the 

economic sector. After all, the Bible has many passages that appear to indicate that spirituality 

and money have little in common (e.g., “You cannot serve money and God” Luke, 16:13 or “If 

I have put my trust in money, if my happiness depends on wealth,…it would mean that I denied 
the God in heaven” Job 31:24, 28). But to make such an interpretation would be to 

misunderstand the meanings behind scripture. For in fact, the Judeo-Christian tradition has a 

well developed theology relating to work which extols its virtue and spiritual gifts (e.g., “so I 

decided that there was nothing better for a man to do than to enjoy his food and drink, and his 

job. Then I realized that even this pleasure is from the hand of God” Ecc 2: 24-25). We are 

called to work and to be productive (e.g., Genesis 2:15); to use the talents and gifts God gave 

us to His greater glory. Max Weber coined the term “Protestant Work Ethic” to describe the 

powerful influence Christianity had on shaping economic values and how economic realities 

can make certain religious ideas more appealing (Lambert, 2009). Spirituality and work have 

become inextricably linked in today’s society. As such, a consideration of how spirituality may 

influence our attitudes about economics, our approach to consumerism, and job effectiveness is 
appropriate. Considering the amount of time and effort expended on jobs and careers, interest 

in workplace spirituality (WPS) can expand our understanding of workers’ motivations and the 

economic goals they may be ultimately pursuing.  

Giacalone & Jurkiewicz (2010) noted that professional interest in WPS has expanded “beyond 

the capacity of scholars to keep pace either theoretically or methodologically” (p. 3).  They also 

identified problem areas hindering the scientific study of the field, including deficiencies in 

defining the construct and inadequate measurement tools. Unfortunately, the lack of a consensual 

definition for spirituality and religiousness (e.g. are the interchangeable terms or do they represent 

distinct constructs?) has led to confusion in the social sciences about how to conceptualize, and 

hence measure, these constructs. If you cannot define your phenomenon of interest, how can you 

measure it? Alongside the conceptual problems are numerous technical issues. Without a clear 

consensual definition of spirituality, it becomes difficult to identify appropriate measurement 
models for assessing validity and reliability. Current measures also suffer from problems of bias 

in item content; most spirituality scales reflect a mainline Protestant orientation (Hill, 1999), thus 

restricting the applicability of research. Further, many scales do not control for acquiescent 

responding and the lack of any validated observer forms prevents any test for consensual validity 

for the construct.  Kapuscinski & Masters (2010) reviewed 24 scales purporting to measure 

spirituality and found numerous methodological concerns.  They stressed the importance of 

including multiple sources for validation efforts and noted the need for “high quality development 

practices” (p. 202) such as the use of multivariate models for establishing validity across 

observers and criteria.   

Because rational approaches have not been successful in fostering any professional consensus 

in defining the numinous, Piedmont (2005) has argued that perhaps an empirical approach may be 
better suited to provide a sense of organization and clarity around the definition and measurement 

of numinous constructs. To accomplish this, Piedmont (2005) conceptualized the numinous as a 

psychological variable that represents a universal motivation. Such a construct would need to be 

nondenominational and non-theological in nature. As a psychological trait, measures of 

spirituality and religiousness could be examined within the context of the Five Factor Model 

(FFM; see Costa & McCrae, 1985, 1995; McCrae & Costa, 1997), an empirically robust and 

comprehensive taxonomy of personality dimensions. The FFM can serve as an empirical scaffold 

for constructing a measure that represented qualities independent of these five.  Following a strict 

empirical program, the Assessment of Spirituality and Religious Sentiments (ASPIRES, Piedmont 

1999, 2010) scale was developed to operationalize spirituality and religiousness as independent 

dimensions of personality.  We believe that the ASPIRES represents an ideal assessment tool for 

researchers interested in capturing numinous qualities.  
This paper will address four issues: a) a presentation of the ASPIRES model of spirituality 

and religiousness; b) a brief overview of the empirical support for this construct as a robust, 

universal motivational aspect of human behavior; c) examine the relationship between 

spirituality and financial qualities, such as materialism, perceptions of the economic climate, 
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spending patterns, and attitudes towards financial sustainability; and d) overview the three 

levels of influence spirituality has in the economic world: as a quality of the consumer that 

products can be marketed towards, as a motivational quality of corporate workers, and as a 

factor underlying corporate identity and ethics. 

 

 

Development of the ASPIRES 
 
Piedmont (2005) identified five empirical criteria that need to be met if a scale is to be 
considered an empirically useful measure of spirituality and religiousness. First, the numinous 

construct should be independent of the FFM. Second, the construct must have comparable 

generality as the existing five factors and should be sufficiently broad to encompass multiple 

facets. Third, it must be recoverable across information sources (e.g., cross-observer validity).  

Fourth, the construct must evidence incremental validity over the FFM in predicting important 

outcomes. Finally, it should demonstrate cross-faith and cross-cultural generalizability.  

Attention to those areas would allow a scale which purported to measure numinous qualities to 

present itself as an empirically useful scale, showing relationships to both psychosocial and 

spiritual/religious criteria and providing operationalization of spirituality. In addition, it could 

provide a foundation for the theoretical development of spiritual/religious phenomena. Until 

the development of the ASPIRES instrument (Piedmont, 1999; 2010), no single scale has 

addressed all of those criteria.   
Aware of the need for such a scale, Piedmont convened a roundtable of religious experts 

from diverse traditions and asked them to examine the aspects that all faiths have in common. 

He identified relevant dimensions (e.g., both/and thinking, tolerance of contradictions), wrote 

items to reflect these universal qualities, and applied the empirical approach noted above. 

Initially, he identified a single dimension, which he labeled “Spiritual Transcendence” and 

defined as a motivational drive to “create a broad sense of personal meaning within an 

eschatological context” (Piedmont, 2001, p. 5); it represents a capacity to understand one’s life 

within a broader sense that goes beyond a person’s immediate sense of time and place.  

This single dimension was found to be multi-faceted, having three sub-dimensions: Prayer 

Fulfillment, the ability to create a personal space that enables one to feel a positive connection 

to a larger transcendent reality; Universality, the belief in a larger meaning and purpose to life; 
that life is unfolding in a coherent, logical process; that there is an inherent connection among 

all living creatures; and Connectedness, feelings of belonging to and responsibility for a larger 

human social reality that cuts across generations and groups. All three dimensions capture what 

Hay (2006; 2007) referred to as relational consciousness, which is the essential element of all 

spiritual strivings. This putatively genetically endowed quality provides humanity with a 

transcendent-based ethical sense that promotes compassion and positive social relations. Hay’s 

approach demonstrates the essential role that spiritual variables play in shaping how people use 

their economic position to interact with the world.  

Over time, an additional component was added which examines “Religious Sentiments” and 

contains two subscales: Religious Involvement, the measure of a person’s active involvement in 

performing various religious rituals and activities and Religious Crisis, the extent to which a 
person may be experiencing problems arising from conflicts with the God of one’s 

understanding and/or a faith community.   

 

 

Empirical Support for Spirituality as a Robust, Universal, Motivational Aspect of 
Human Behavior 
 
In Piedmont’s model, spirituality is defined as a motivational variable; that is, an intrinsic, 

nonspecific affective force that drives, directs, and selects behavior.  Religiosity is seen as a 

sentiment, a learned set of values and beliefs that guide behavior.  The two variables are highly 

correlated yet distinct (Φ = 0.71), and there is sufficient empirical support showing that these 
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two qualities are mediated by different psychological systems, although they exhibit 

complementarities in predicting psychosocial criteria (Piedmont et al., 2009).   

In addition, peer-reviewed studies utilizing the ASPIRES have shown it to be structurally valid 

(see Piedmont 2010 for an overview of this research); valid for use with individuals across the 

spectrum of religious faiths, including Jews, Hindus, Muslims, and Christians  (e.g. Goodman et 
al., 2006; Piedmont & Leach, 2002); and across cultures, such as China (Chen, 2011), Korea 

(Cho, 2004), and the Philippines (Dy-Liacco et al., 2005; Piedmont, 2007a).  Rican & Janosova 

(2010) demonstrated that an emically developed measure of spirituality specific to the more 

atheistically-oriented Czech population correlated substantially with the etically employed 

ASPIRES scales. Such findings underscore not only the generalizability of these constructs, but 

also support the contention that they represent fundamental, universal aspects of functioning. The 

ASPIRES has been successfully translated into multiple languages, including Korean, Tagalog, 

Spanish, Czech, Hungarian, Polish, and Chinese. Piedmont (2010) systematically presented data 

on the ASPIRES that supported its cross-observer and incremental validity over personality in 

predicting an array of psychosocial constructs (e.g., emotional well-being, interpersonal style, 

psychological maturity, and world view, among others).  
Most importantly, studies have shown that spirituality operates as a causal input into one’s 

psychological sense of well-being and adjustment (Piedmont, 2007b; Piedmont et al., 2009).  One 

reason for the broad relevance of spirituality is the growing body of research demonstrating the 

genetic (e.g. Comings et al., 2000; D’Onofrio et al., 1999) and neurological (e.g., Newberg, 

D’Aquili & Rause, 2001; Newberg & Lee, 2005) underpinnings to the construct.  

The value of the ASPIRES scales is that they provide a robust empirical articulation of  the 

spiritual and religious qualities that reflect aspects of human psychological functioning 

nonredundant with established personality variables. The constructs can be used as a platform 

for quantitatively defining the range of traits that constitute the numinous domain.  

 

 

Relationship between Spirituality/Religiousness and Workplace Qualities 
 
Because spirituality and religiousness represent motivational variables, it is expected that they 

should correlate with many aspects of consumerism and economic constructs that relate to 

personal perceptions and behaviors. Spirituality should operate in ways consistent with those 
observed for the personality dimensions of the FFM. Specifically, spirituality should be related 

to vocational preferences, with service oriented jobs being filled with people higher on 

spirituality than those in more directly financial and technical positions. Given the strong 

relational aspects of spirituality and religiousness (e.g., Hay, 2006; 2007), they should be 

related to attitudes concerning economic conditions and policies (whether one has a 

compassionate vs. selfish orientation), even after the effects of personality are controlled. The 

self-transcendent, community orientation of the person scoring high on spirituality should 

relate negatively to measures of materialism and consumerism. Those scoring high on 

spirituality and religious involvement should evidence less interest in acquiring things and 

more concern for the well-being and care of others and communities. This other-orientation 

would also be reflected in the ways individuals would spend extra money that they had, with a 
focus on giving more of their money to charity than to other options (e.g., travel, savings, and 

friends). We also hypothesized that spirituality and religiousness would be positively related to 

economic attitudes that favored a more social responsibility orientation, supporting programs 

and individual initiatives that were responsive to the economic suffering of people. Religious 

Crisis was anticipated to relate positively to a consumer orientation (because the acquisition of 

luxuries and status-related object would be seen as emotional balms for the hurt feelings 

associated with spiritual conflict). Also, those scoring higher on RC should also evidence less 

confidence in work-related abilities.   

We anticipated gender differences on measures of spirituality and religiousness (S/R) and 

materialism; throughout the literature, women tend to score higher than men on spirituality, 

while men are less likely to give gifts or to engage in sharing behaviors (e.g., Belk, 2010). We 

were also interested in the impact of S/R on other demographic variables as well, such as level 
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of education, salary, length of time in participants’ current positions, and level of job 

satisfaction. No hypotheses are being made regarding how the numinous variables should relate 

to these specific demographics.  

 

 
Method 
 
Participants 

Participants consisted of 378 (178 men and 198 women, two did not indicate a gender) working 

individuals between the ages of 22 and 72 (M = 38.6, SD = 12.18). In terms of race, 72% were 

Caucasian, 8% African-American, 10% were Asian, 6% were Hispanic, 1% were Arabic, and 

the remaining 3% did not select a racial category. Concerning religious affiliation, 73.5% were 

Christian, 8% were Jewish, 4.5% indicated being Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim, 8% indicated a 

non-listed faith affiliation, and 6% indicated that they were Atheist/Agnostic.  The sample was 

highly educated, with 85% indicating having had either some graduate study or a graduate 
degree; 12% indicated having a college degree, with the remaining 3% indicating either high 

school education or some college. Concerning income, 62% of the sample indicated earning 

between US$40,000 to US$119,999 per year; 18% indicated earning above US$120,000. 

Regarding employment, individuals indicated working at their current job for an average of 58 

months (SD = 142.6); 77% of participants have worked at the current position for 5 years or 

less. Table 1 presents the break down in job type for the sample. Participants rated their job 

satisfaction on a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 Very Dissatisfied to 7 Very Satisfied which 

resulted in an overall rating of 4.71 (SD = 1.7), indicating a slight satisfaction with their current 

position.  

 

Measures  
Demographic questionnaire. Participants completed information online via a PsychData 

survey and responded to questions about gender, race, age, religious affiliation, level of 

education, salary range, job classification, income level, length of time in their current position, 

and satisfaction with their employment. 

Material Values Scale (Short Form).  Developed by Richins (2004; see also Richins & 

Dawson, 1992), this scale consisted of 15 items on a 5-point Likert scale with anchors ranging 

from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. The scale examines materialism as a value that 

impacts the manner in which people interpret their environment and structure their lives 

(Richins, 2004). Three correlated dimensions are assessed: Success which examines the extent 

to which individuals find material acquisition an indicator of personal/professional success 

(e.g., “Some of the most important achievements in life include acquiring material 
possessions”);  Centrality which examines how important luxuries are in a person’s life (e.g., 

“Buying things gives me a lot of pleasure”); and Happiness which assesses the extent to which 

a person needs to acquire things in order to be happy (e.g., “My life would be better if I owned 

certain things I don’t have”). Several items were reversed scored.  Richins (2004) examined 15 

data sets (alpha reliabilities ranged from 0.79 to 0.91 for the short form) as well as published 

studies (alpha reliabilities ranged from 0.77 to 0.88 for the long form). Mean scores for the 

subscales were within acceptable ranges. She reported construct validity with additional 

measures of materialism such as the Belk Materialism Scale.  

Windfall Spending Measure. Developed by Richins & Dawson (1992), this scale consisted 

of seven items.  Participants were asked to imagine a scenario where they received a windfall 

of $20,000.  They were then asked to indicate the amount of money they would spend in 

categories such as “Buy things I want or need,” “Give or lend to friends or relatives,” “Travel,” 
and “Pay off debts.”   Given the fixed nature of the amount of money to allocate, this task is 

designed to determine the spending preferences of individuals in terms of what they value and 

what they do not value. 

Belk Materialism Scale.  Developed by Belk (1985), this scale consisted of 24 items on a 

5-point Likert scale with anchors ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree.  Three 
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subscales are assessed: Possessiveness which examines the extent to which an individual is 

concerned about maintaining control over his/her possessions (e.g., “I tend to hang on to things 

I should probably throw out”); Nongenerosity reflects an unwillingness to share one’s 

possessions with others (e.g., “I don’t like to lend things, even to good friends”); and Envy 

which assesses the displeasure one experiences towards the success, possessions, and 
reputation of another. The focus of this scale is on the upset one feels about another’s 

possessions (e.g., “There are certain persons I would like to trade places with”). Several items 

were reversed scored.  Belk (1985) noted Cronbach’s alphas of 0.66 and 0.73 for the total scale 

as well as a test-retest reliability of 0.68. 

Economic Attitudes Scale.  Developed by the authors for this study, the scale consisted of 

12 questions on a 5-point Likert scale with anchors ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree.  Several items were reversed-scored to control for acquiescence. These items were 

intended as a survey of various attitudes surrounding the current economic landscape rather 

than as a measure of any specific construct. The items assessed a range of attitudes from very 

broad (e.g., included “In the United States, there is too much disparity between the rich and the 

poor,” “Unemployment is the greatest problem facing the nation at the current time,”) to more 
personal and specific (e.g., “Given today’s economic climate, I will do whatever it takes to 

keep my job”).  

Hollwitz Work Sustainability Scale. Developed by the authors, this scale measured 

attitudes towards the concept of global sustainability in light of respondents’ current or most 

recent job. Other items examined perceptions individuals hold of their own performance at 

work, some of them adapted from the measure of psychological capital developed by Luthans, 

Youssef & Avolio (2007). The scale consisted of 22 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with 

anchors ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.  Several items were reverse scored.  

The scale yields four dimensions: Work Efficacy, the extent to which an individual believes that 

he/she can cope with the demands of the job (e.g., “I feel I can handle many things at a time at 

this job”); Belief in Sustainability examines the extent to which a person believes in the 

importance of sustainability in the workplace (e.g., “ The concern about global sustainability 
has been exaggerated”); Job Pessimism  assesses the extent to which a person feels fearful and 

vigilant at the workplace (e.g., “If something can go wrong for me work-wise, it will”); and 

Job Success measures the extent to which a person feels competent and successful at meeting 

job goals (e.g., “Right now I see myself as being pretty successful at work”).      

Assessment of Spirituality and Religious Sentiments Scale (ASPIRES; Self-Report 

Long Form). Developed by Piedmont (1999), this instrument contained the Religious 

Sentiments (RS) scale and the Spiritual Transcendence scale (STS). The RS contained 12 items 

which examined the level of religiosity, including commitment to beliefs, and religious crisis.  

Participants responded to questions about their frequency of behaviors such as reading sacred 

texts, praying, and attending religious services. Answers ranged from Never to Several Times a 

Week or Quite Often.  Religious crisis was measured via questions such as “I feel that God is 
punishing me.”  Answers ranged from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree on a 5 point Likert 

scale.  The manual noted alpha reliabilities of 0.89 for religiosity and 0.78 for religious crisis 

(Piedmont, 2010).  

The STS contained 23 items; respondents completed a 5 point Likert scale ranging from 

Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. Items addressed the facets of Universality, Prayer 

Fulfillment, and Connectedness.  The manual (Piedmont, 2010) noted alpha reliabilities of 0.95 

for Prayer Fulfillment, 0.86 for Universality, 0.60 for Connectedness, and 0.93 for Total Score.  

Evidence for cross-cultural, convergent, discriminant, construct, and incremental validity for 

the ASPIRES instrument has accrued (see Chen, 2011; Piedmont, 2010; Wilkins, Piedmont & 

Magyar-Russell, 2012).  For example, the scale has been shown to generalize to an atheistic 

culture (Rican & Janosova, 2010), and the STS demonstrated very little overlap with the 

domains of the Five Factor Model (Piedmont, 1999).  
IPIP Big Five.  Developed by Goldberg (1999), this scale assesses the Big 5 personality 

traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The 50-item version consisted of 10 questions for each of the 

domains: Neuroticism (N), Extraversion (E), Openness to Experience (O), Agreeableness (A), 

and Conscientiousness (C). Respondents chose responses on a 5 point Likert scale, with 
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anchors ranging from Very Inaccurate to Very Accurate.  Items included “Seldom feel blue,” 

“Interested in people,” “Have a vivid imagination,” “Have a soft heart,” and “Like order.” 

Several items are reverse coded to control for acquiescence effects.  

 

 
Procedure 
 
Subjects were selected through recruitment in MBA courses from two East-Coast universities 

as well as from general invitations sent to a number of different businesses. Also, recruitment 

occurred using a snowball technique, where those who participated were asked to invite others. 

To be eligible, individuals were to be currently employed or recently unemployed due to the 

economic conditions in the US. All materials were presented electronically through an internet-

based survey program (PsychData).  

Individuals were randomly assigned to complete one of six different administration formats. 

Each format provided a different order in which the scales were presented in an effort to 

control for order effects.  
 

 

Results 
 

Table 1 presents the frequency breakdown for the 22 different job types. To simplify analysis 

of these different job types, they were assigned to one of four different “industries.” These 

industries attempt to organize jobs according to larger, common elements. For example, those 

working in Education, Health Care, Government, and Non-profits were combined into the 

“Public Services” industry. All these job types share a common element of providing services 

in the public sector. As can be seen, the Professional and Public Services industries were the 

most heavily represented in this sample, in part due to the method of recruitment (e.g., business 

school classes).  These “industry” classifications will be used to analyze the data. 
Table 2 provides descriptive statistics and alpha reliabilities for measures used in the study. 

Only the ASPIRES scale has normative data that were used to adjust scores by age and gender. 

The result of the scoring process is to generate T-scores having a M=50 and SD=10 (Piedmont, 

2010). Average scores range between T-scores of 45 and 55. As can be seen, with the 

exception of Religious Involvement scores for men, all ASPIRES scale scores are within this 

normative range suggesting that the sample provides a representative sampling of individuals 

in terms of numinous dimensions. Alpha reliabilities are quite acceptable for all scales, except 

Connectedness, which has been shown in previous research to always be low (e.g., Piedmont, 

2010).  A number of gender differences emerged and reflected anticipated patterns. On 

personality, men scored higher than women on the Emotional Stability scale and lower than 

women on the Agreeableness scale. Women scored higher than men on the ASPIRES scales 
while men scored consistently higher than women on the Materialism scales. Women reported 

being at their current job significantly longer than men. Interestingly, there were no significant 

gender differences in terms of either perceived job satisfaction or self-perceptions of work 

functioning.  

 

 

Psycho-Spiritual Profiles Across Industries 
 

The first question addressed by this study was, “Do individuals in different employment industries 

exhibit different personality and spirituality characteristics?” A one-way MANOVA was performed 

using job industry as the independent variable and scores on the IPIP-50 and ASPIRES as the 

dependent variables. A significant effect for industry was found, Wilks Λ = 0.697, multivariate 
F(30, 857.54) = 3.74, p < 0.001. Univariate F-tests followed by post-hoc LSD analyses were 

conducted and the results are presented in Table 3. As can be seen, concerning personality, 

those in Public Services were higher than all other groups on Openness to Experience, and 
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those in both Public Service and Skilled Non-professional industries were significantly higher 

than those in Professional Services and Skilled Professional industries on Agreeableness.  

Concerning the ASPIRES scales those in the Public Service and Skilled Non-professional 

industries were significantly higher than the other two industries in terms of Prayer Fulfillment 

(PF), Universality (UN), and Religious Involvement (RI). These findings support the 
hypothesis that spiritual and religious constructs operate like motivational constructs (e.g., 

personality) by being related to vocational aspirations.  

 

 

The Relationship of Numinous Constructs to Employment Behaviors, 
Consumerism, and Economic Attitudes 
 
In order to explore spirituality’s and religiousness’ unique relationship to the outcome 

variables, partial correlations (pr) were calculated that controlled for the influence of 

personality. The resulting fifth-order correlations provide a direct estimate of the ASPIRES 

scales’ relations to the outcome variables independent of the Big 5 personality dimensions. The 
results of these analyses are presented in Table 4. 

As can be seen, both PF and RI were significantly related to both education level [pr’s (270) = 

0.12 and 0.14, p’s < 0.05, respectively] and salary range [pr’s (270) = -0.12 and -0.20, p’s < 0.05, 

respectively]. Thus those high in numinous qualities tended to be more educated and less well 

compensated.  Interestingly, the ASPIRES scales were independent of overall job satisfaction and 

length of time at current position.  

With regards to consumerism and materialistic orientation, a consistent pattern emerged. 

The numinous dimensions were significantly negatively related to these constructs. Individuals 

high on PF, UN, and RI tended to hold a more non-materialistic orientation. There were two 

exceptions. The first was the positive relationship between CN and MAT Possessions            

[pr (270) = 0.12, p < 0.05], indicating that those who have a sense of involvement in 

community and evidence a care for the on-going health of their community expressed an 
interest in acquiring things of value and wealth. The second was the relationship between RC 

and MAT Envy [pr(270) = 0.21, p < 0.001], demonstrating that those who felt that they were 

being punished by God tended to be more envious of the material success of others.  

Correlations between the ASPIRES scales and spending preferences examined the extent to 

which numinous constructs may have influenced decisions about how individuals prioritize 

their spending. As can be seen in Table 4, when given an extra $20,000.00, those high on the 

PF, UN, and RI scales allocated significantly more money to “Church/Charity” than those low 

on these scales. Interestingly, those high on CN and RC evidenced a non-significant tendency 

to give less. The negative correlations between the PF, UN, and RI scales and “Savings” 

indicated that this desire to donate came at the expense of their own savings. While scores on 

the RC scale were independent of these allocations, higher scores on CN were associated with 
a preference for saving the extra money [pr(270) = 0.13, p < 0.05] as opposed to spending it on 

travel [pr(270) = -0.15, p< 0.05].  

The relationships between the ASPIRES scales and attitudes about the economy, political 

situation, and social context provided three prominent findings. First, high scores on PF, UN, 

and RI were strongly associated with the belief that the “Economic downturn helps me to focus 

on spiritual rather than material blessings” [pr’s (270) = 0.51, 0.43, 0.40, p’s < 0.001, 

respectively].  Second, those scoring high on PF, UN, and RI also agreed with the item “I have 

recently wondered if our society has become too greedy” [pr’s (270) = 0.28, 0.26, 0.19, p’s < 

0.01]. Third, scores on these three ASPIRES scales were also significantly related to the item 

“Now more than ever, people need to share resources with those in need” [pr’s (270) = 0.32, 

0.34, 0.24, p’s < 0.001]. Taken as a whole, these three findings suggest that those high on 

aspects of spirituality and religious involvement saw the current economic climate both as a 
time for finding more spiritual meaning and as an opportunity for being more altruistic. 

Finally, the ASPIRES scales were correlated with scores on the Hollwitz Work 

Sustainability Scale, a measure of personal evaluations of one’s work capacities. Scores on UN 

correlated with feelings of Work Efficiency [pr (270) = 0.15, p < 0.05] and the belief that 
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sustainability is a real phenomenon that needs to be addressed in the corporate world, pr (270) 

= -0.13, p < 0.05. Scores on PF correlated with less Job Pessimism pr (270) = -0.14, p < 0.05. 

Scores on the RC scale were related to more Job Pessimism [pr (270) = 0.16, p < 0.01] and 

lower feelings of Job Success [pr (270) = -0.15, p < 0.01].  

 
 

Discussion 
 

Overall these results show that spiritual and religious constructs (numinous qualities) were 

significantly and uniquely related to a wide array of economic and consumer-related qualities. 

While the ASPIRES scales were not correlated with self-ratings of job satisfaction and length 

of tenure at one’s current position, these scales were related to how individuals perceived their 

performance and expectancies at the job. It was not surprising that spiritual and religious traits 

were negatively associated with measures of materialism and consumerism. Concern with 

possessions, the acquisition of wealth, and envying the success of others are the opposite of 

what spiritual and religious values are all about. These data indicate that what underlies the 
numinous is a concern for the non-material: relationships with others, compassion, and 

altruistic extension of self.  

The data presented here demonstrate that religious and spiritual motivations influence a 

number of specific types of behavior. First, like personality, which has been shown to be 

related to vocational interest and job selection (Ackerman & Beier, 2003; Costa, McCrae & 

Holland, 1984), spirituality and religiousness also seem to influence the direction of vocational 

choice. Individuals higher in spirituality and religious involvement were more represented in 

positions that related to providing services to others (e.g., health care, education, customer 

service). These preferences existed independent of any influence of personality.  It is clear that 

highly spiritual and religious individuals are drawn to these types of professions out of an 

underlying need to care for and help others. As the correlations in Table 4 noted, those high on 

the numinous scales had higher levels of education and lower salary levels. Clearly, it is not the 
hope of monetary gain that is motivating people high on numinous qualities to these vocational 

pursuits.  

Scores on the ASPIRES scales also correlated with preferences in spending, with those high 

in spirituality and religiousness wanting to give more of their money to charity and religious 

groups. This charitable giving is offset by these individuals putting less into their own savings 

accounts rather than cutting back on other needs they may have, like paying bills, traveling, or 

helping friends. The pattern of spending preferences for those high on spirituality continues to 

reinforce the underlying altruistic orientation of these individuals: the preference to give of 

one’s self. 

Examining the correlations between the ASPIRES scales and the economic attitude ratings 

continues to support this altruistic theme that characterizes a numinous orientation. The 
economic problems in the US are seen as providing an opportunity for spiritual individuals to 

stop and examine their own sense of spirituality. At a time when so many have lost their jobs, 

perhaps their homes, as well as having experienced some level of salary loss and decline in 

personal wealth, one can only begin to question why such negative things have happened and 

what those events do to people’s fundamental sense of personal meaning and direction. In a 

time of such existential crisis, those high on spirituality look to either renew their sense of 

meaning or to create a deeper understanding. Perhaps this is one way that those scoring high in 

spirituality cope with crisis. Creating transcendent meaning may be a way of creating better 

perspective on issues of threat and loss by putting them into a more circumscribed context. 

Longitudinal research has shown that individuals in middle adulthood who have experienced 

personal crises tend to develop higher levels of spirituality later in life (Wink & Dillon, 2002). 

The response to these economic conditions includes a consideration of the level of 
materialism and greed that already defines contemporary society. Future research may want to 

examine whether those high in spirituality feel that it is their own consumerism that is to blame 

for the current problems. Or, perhaps those high on spirituality see this as an opportunity to 

proselytize the value of their more transcendent values. Nonetheless, those high in spirituality 
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and religiousness also see a strong need to share what they have with others who are in need of 

help. High scores on the ASPIRES scales were also related to seeing a growing disparity 

between rich and poor in the US and the need for government and financial institutions to 

respond to these sources of human pain and suffering.  

The lack of association between the ASPIRES scales and some of the Economic Attitude 
ratings is also informative. Despite the need for greater accountability and to help others, those 

scoring high on the spirituality and religiousness scales seem not to be placing blame on 

anyone for the situation. Having a less materialistic orientation does not seem to translate into a 

disregard for corporate profitability or financial institutions, such as banks or mortgage lenders.  

Thus, being spiritual does not result in a rejection of money and wealth but rather reflects a 

way of channeling the fruits of one’s labor into venues that promote community health and 

well-being. 

To summarize, measured spirituality and religiousness related to an array of 

economic/consumer outcomes. The numinous influenced not only the type of job we sought 

but how we perceived our performance at that position. It also was related to how we would 

anticipate spending the money we earned. In addition it was also associated with how the 
current economic crisis in the US is perceived.  Moving forward in time, it would be interesting 

to see if and how spirituality would relate to these economic attitudes in a more favorable 

financial environment. In such circumstances would spirituality be as strongly linked to a need 

for altruistic behaviors and policies? Would the distinction between materialism/consumerism 

and spirituality be as sharply distinct when the flow of goods and capital enables most to feel 

secure and sated? Thus, it would be intriguing for future research to examine the influence and 

relevance of the numinous through larger economic cycles. Given the mostly Christian 

character of the current sample, it would also be interesting to determine whether the observed 

relations noted in this study would generalize to other samples and cultures. Does spirituality 

play a similar role across agrarian vs. industrial nations? Would atheists involve some aspects 

of spirituality (e.g., universality and connectedness) in their economic perceptions?  

While the previous discussion focused on how individuals’ standing on religious and 
spiritual constructs influenced their perceptions and preferences in the economic universe, the 

following section will examine ways in which aspects of religiousness and spirituality can be 

brought explicitly into the corporate world. 

 

 

Spirituality as a Component of the Corporate Universe 
 

There are three ways that spirituality and religiousness can play a role in the corporate world: 

as a business model, as part of the working environment, and as a marketing tool. Each concept 

will be addressed in turn.  

 

Spirituality as a Business Model 

As noted in the data presented in this study, those with higher scores on the ASPIRES scales 

maintained a more compassionate and altruistic view of the commercial world. Numinous 

qualities bring with them certain values and attitudes that focus less on materialistic goals and 

more on the creation of more cooperative and socially enabling outcomes. There are a number 

of corporations that attempt to implement the spiritual and religious values that work out of the 

Judeo-Christian tradition both in terms of the corporate structure and business model. For 

example, Chick-Fil-A is a US company in the fast food industry that serves chicken 

sandwiches and related poultry products. Its founder is a conservative Christian and applies the 

fundamental ethical values of Christianity in its business model. One core value of Chick-Fil-A 

is to have a positive influence on all who come in contact with the company (Lambert, 2009). 

One way this is operationalized is through a corporate structure that is based on trust and 
empowerment of employees, values set by God’s own examples. A second core value is to 

have the company be able to give glory to God. This is done in numerous ways, including 

closing all stores on Sunday so employees can spend time with their families and be free to 
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worship. This core value is also reflected in the stories and tales that surround the various 

product promotions.  

As noted earlier, the Judeo-Christian tradition provides strong theological support for the 

value of work and its ability to instill character development, support community development, 

and provide a pathway for spiritual salvation. Companies, like Chick-Fil-A, that apply these 
values directly into their business attempt to create a more compassionate capitalism, one that 

appreciates the dignity of both employees and customers. While the bottom line remains an 

essential element to corporate success, it is recognized that there are other elements to success 

besides profit and that there are many ways to find profitability. 

 

Spirituality in the Work Environment  

The values associated with spirituality stress community, personal growth, collaboration, and a 

focus on having a positive impact within the larger community. Many companies try to create 

working environments that support the needs and goals of workers, whether this is by 

providing work benefits (e.g., day care for children; release time to pursue personal needs) or 

in creating a specific type of work culture, the value is that happy workers will be more 
productive and loyal workers. Ben & Jerry’s is one of the leading manufacturers of premium 

ice cream in the US. The company maintains a strong focus on environmental sustainability 

and social responsibility and provides a working environment that supports this orientation 

among workers (Lambert, 2009). Infusing spiritual values directly into the workplace creates a 

corporate climate that emphasizes what Cohen and Warwick (2006) refer to as the “triple 

bottom line” that measures outcomes related to people, planet, and profits (p. xvi).  

While spiritual values may become corporate values that govern how business is conducted, 

spiritual values are also expressed as management strategies that seek to empower and inspire 

workers to seek deeper personal/spiritual values for themselves. The workplace can be 

structured to support personal growth initiatives for workers.  

 

Spirituality as a Marketing Segment 
As the data in this report indicated, spiritual and religious orientations are linked to various 

consumer preferences. This finding provides two ways in which spirituality can be used as a 

marketing tool. First, religious and spiritual individuals can be understood as a market segment 

with its own qualities and characteristics. Products can be identified that would be appropriate 

to this group and marketed as such. For example, religiously oriented television programming 

or various products and services can be tailored to the needs of this group. Just as other 

consumer demographics are used to identify potential products needs (e.g., age, gender, 

political orientation, income level), so, too, can those high on numinous qualities be identified 

as relevant for specific types of products and services. Or, the marketing of products and 

services can be tailored to address the types of needs most salient with this group.  

The second way that spirituality can be employed as a marketing tool is as a source of 
universal themes that easily resonate with the human experience. Spirituality is an aspect of the 

human character unique to our species (Baumeister, Bauer & Lloyd, 2010). The ideas, 

concepts, and archetypes that surround this quality have a special appeal to our own 

sensibilities. Using these themes as a way of promoting a product may prove to be an important 

modality for influencing consumers. There are many popular products that have been very 

successfully marketed that relied heavily on spiritual themes. For example, Hebrew National, a 

meat company in the US, successfully sold hot dogs by appealing to the quality of the product, 

which they asserted was better than other competing brands because Hebrew National 

“answered to a higher authority” (God) in producing their hot dogs. This is a very clear 

reference to spiritual qualities related to Prayer Fulfillment on the ASPIRES. The Coca-Cola 

company experienced great success in marketing their soda by using the theme song, “I’d like 

to teach the world to sing,” a very clear archetype related to the dimension of  Universality on 
the ASPIRES. Finally, the dimension of Connectedness is found in an advertisement by 

Pepperidge Farms, a cookie company, which stressed the continuity of their company in the 

community over time and how they continued to make their cookies using techniques and 
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recipes developed long ago and used by peoples’ parents and grandparents. Their key phrase 

was, “Pepperidge Farms, remembers!”  

Spiritual themes can be employed and adapted in many ways to help tell a story that humans 

are quite primed to hear. Themes related to PF, UN, and CN are found everywhere in movies 

and stories and when used are able to draw audiences closer to the plot and have them resonate 
more strongly with the characters. Take for example a movie like Avatar (Cameron & Landau, 

2009) which drew heavily from all three types of spiritual themes. It is no wonder that it 

became such a blockbuster hit. Connecting with our needs for transcendence may provide a 

very persuasive medium for attracting customers to products. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Because spirituality is an innate quality of who we are and economic activities are essential 

elements of daily activity, it is easy to see why these two aspects of the human experience 

should have much in common.  As the data from this study demonstrated, levels of spirituality 
are related to job preferences, attitudes towards consumption and materialism, and social 

attitudes about justice and meaning. This paper has also outlined how spiritual themes are 

being used in the corporate culture to build different types of business models and to create 

new relationships between employers and employees. It is hoped that the ideas and findings of 

this study will help stimulate further thought on how spirituality may play a greater role in 

creating an economic climate that provides a better balance between consumerism, personal 

development, and social justice.  
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Table 1: Breakdown of Participants By Job Type and Industry 

Industry Job Type Frequency Job Type Frequency Industry 

 
Professional Services 

 

 
Accounting 

Contract/Freelance 
Banking/Finance 

Business Opportunity 
Human Resources 

Insurance 
Sales/Marketing 

 

 
27 

4 
61 
9 
6 
1 
54 
 

 
162 

 

 
Public Services 

Sector 
 

 

Education 
Government 
Health Care 
Non-Profit 

 

 

46 
8 
34 
20 
 

 
108 

 

 
Skilled-Non 
Professional 

 

 
Administration/Clerical 

Customer Service 

Paraprofessional 
Part-Time Employed 

Restaurant/Food Service 
Retail 

Trade/Craft 
Transportation/Driving 

 

 
18 
2 

4 
7 
1 
7 
3 
1 
 

 
43 
 

 
Skilled Professional 

 

 

Engineering 
Information Technology 

Manufacturing 
 

 

9 
18 
5 
 

 
32 
 

 
Other 

 

 
N/A 

Missing 
 

 
31 
2 
 

 
33 
 

 
  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1013833419122
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Alpha Reliabilities by Gender for Study Variables 

Variable 

Men 

(n = 165) 

Women 

(n  = 178) 

t 

α 

(N = 344) M SD M SD 

Demographics 

   Length at Job (months) 
   Job Satisfaction 
 
Personality 
   Emotional Stability 
   Extraversion 
   Openness 
   Agreeableness 
   Conscientiousness 

 
ASPIRESa 

   Prayer Fulfillment 
   Universality 
   Connectedness 
   Total STS Score 
   Religious Involvement 
   Religious Crisis 

 
MVS 
   Success 
   Centrality 
   Happiness 
   Total Score 
 
BMS 

   Possessions 
   Nongenerous 
   Envious 
   Total Materialism Score 
 
HSS 
   Work Efficacy 
   Sustainability Myth 

   Job Pessimism 
   Job Success 

 

40.93 
4.63 

 
 

33.75 
34.08 
38.36 
38.94 
36.88 

 
 

47.26 
50.01 
53.04 
49.17 
44.72 
49.78 

 
 

12.88 
14.81 
14.20 
41.88 

 
 

31.17 
17.29 
22.08 
70.53 

 
 

28.00 
10.18 

15.10 
15.25 

 

52.0 
1.8 

 
 

6.7 
7.1 
5.3 
5.7 
6.2 

 
 

10.2 
9.1 
8.9 
9.2 

10.9 
10.4 

 
 

4.2 
3.6 
4.4 

10.6 
 
 

4.2 
4.2 
4.7 
9.4 

 
 

4.2 
3.4 

4.0 
3.1 

 

76.86 
4.78 

 
 

31.38 
33.58 
38.52 
42.26 
37.68 

 
 

53.65 
54.96 
52.11 
54.21 
47.78 
50.51 

 
 

11.20 
14.50 
12.31 
38.01 

 
 

30.06 
16.43 
19.45 
65.94 

 
 

27.60 
9.60 

14.60 
15.06 

 

190.7 
1.7 

 
 

7.5 
7.2 
5.5 
4.9 
6.1 

 
 

7.8 
6.1 
8.3 
6.7 

10.1 
10.9 

 
 

3.6 
2.9 
3.9 
8.3 

 
 

4.3 
3.4 
4.3 
7.8 

 
 

4.0 
2.8 

3.9 
2.8 

 

-2.14* 
<1.00 

 
 

3.07** 
<1.00 

   <1.00  
-5.72*** 
-1.21 

 
 

-6.50*** 
-5.94*** 
<1.00 
-5.80*** 
-2.68** 
<1.00 

 
 

3.94*** 
<1.00 

4.16*** 
3.76*** 

 
 

2.37* 
2.03* 
5.33*** 
4.85*** 

 
 

<1.00 
1.64 

1.18 
<1.00 

 

 
 
 
 

0.87 
0.80 
0.80 
0.86 
0.78 

 
 

0.94 
0.84 
0.46 
0.90 
0.92 
0.77 

 
 

0.81 
0.69 
0.82 
0.88 

 
 

0.47 
0.65 
0.67 
0.70 

 
 

0.83 
0.70 

0.80 
0.86 

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001, two-tailed. 
aASPIRES scores presented as T-scores having a M=50 and SD=10, based on normative 

information from Piedmont (2010). 
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Table 3: Mean Differences in Personality, Spirituality, and Religiousness Across Industries 

Predictor 

Professional 

Services 

(n = 147) 

Public 

Services 

(n = 99) 

Skilled 

Non-

Professional 

(n = 38) 

Skilled 

Professional 

(n = 30) F (3, 305) 

Personality 

   Emotional Stability 
   Extraversion 
   Openness 
   Agreeableness 
  Conscientiousness 

 

  32.24 
  34.66 
  37.241 

  39.541 

  37.16 

 

33.02 
32.98 
40.412 

42.672 

37.17 

 

32.95 
35.05 
38.001 

42.892 

38.16 

 

32.57 
33.20 
37.131 

38.371 

36.97 

 

<1.0 
<1.50 
<8.19*** 
11.45*** 
<1.0 

Spiritualitya 

   Prayer Fulfillment 
   Universality 

   Connectedness 

 
 48.151 

 50.121 

 53.01 

 
55.202 

55.902 

51.71 

 
54.162 

56.492 

53.65 

 
45.691 

50.601 

54.12 

 
18.16*** 
15.95*** 

11.01 

Religiousnessa 

   Involvement 
   Crisis 

 
 43.471 

 50.92 

 
51.732 

48.95 

 
49.242 

50.04 

 
41.891 

51.33 

 
17.01*** 
<1.0 

Note: Different superscripts indicate significant mean differences. a Scores are T-scores having 

a mean of 50 and SD of 10 based on Piedmont, 2010. 

*** p < 0.001 
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Table 4: Partial Correlations between ASPIRES Scales and the Demographic, Trait, Spending, 

and Attitude Variables Controlling for the Big 5 Personality Traits 

Outcome Variables 

P
ra

y
er

 

F
u

lf
il
lm

en
t 

U
n

iv
er

sa
li
ty

 

C
o
n

n
ec

te
d

- 

N
es

s 

O
v
er

a
ll

 

S
T

S
 

R
el

ig
io

u
s 

In
v
o
lv

em
en

t 

R
el

ig
io

u
s 

C
ri

si
s 

Demographic 
   Education Level 
   Salary Range 
   Job Satisfaction 
   Tenure 

 
0.12* 

-0.12* 
0.03 
0.08 

 
0.07 

-0.03 
-0.03 
0.07 

 
-0.08 
0.15* 

-0.06 
0.03 

 
0.09 

-0.06 
-0.01 
0.08 

 
0.14* 

-0.20*** 
0.05 
0.04 

 
-0.01 
0.05 

-0.05 
-0.01 

Work Sustainability Scale 
   Work Efficiency 

   Sustainability Myth 
   Job Pessimism 
   Job Success 
Traits 
   MVS-Success  
   MVS-Centrality 
   MVS-Happiness 
 
  MAT-Possessions     

  MAT-Nongenerous  
  MAT-Envious 
  MAT-Total 

 
0.04 

0.05 
-0.14* 
-0.02 

 
-0.17** 
-0.17** 
-0.22*** 

 
-0.11 

-0.03 
-0.13* 
-0.14* 

 
0.15* 

-0.13* 
-0.09 
-0.03 

 
-0.10 
-0.08 
-0.15* 

 
-0.16** 

-0.08 
-0.17** 
-0.21*** 

 
0.10 

-0.09 
-0.03 
0.04 

 
0.01 

-0.01 
-0.03 

 
0.12* 

0.02 
0.09 
0.12* 

 
0.09 

-0.03 
-0.12* 
-0.02 

 
-0.14* 
-0.15* 
 -0.19*** 

 
-0.10 

-0.04 
-0.11 
-0.13* 

 
-0.04 

0.22*** 
-0.10 
-0.02 

 
-0.10 
-0.17** 
-0.19** 

 
-0.10 

-0.06 
-0.02 
-0.10 

 
-0.08 

0.01 
0.16** 

-0.15** 
 

0.04 
-0.10 
0.11 

 
-0.09 

-0.01 
0.21*** 
0.06 

Spending Preference 
   Self 
   Church/Charity 
   Friends 
   Travel 

   Pay off debts 
   Savings 
   Spend-Other 

 
-0.10 
0.34*** 
0.07 

-0.09 

0.09 
-0.15* 
-0.04 

 
-0.08 
0.21*** 
0.04 
0.02 

0.11 
-0.13* 
-0.15** 

 
-0.02 
-0.09 
-0.06 
-0.15* 

0.02 
0.13* 

-0.10 

 
-0.09 
0.27*** 
0.04 

-0.10 

0.10 
-0.10 
-0.10 

 
-0.04 
0.43*** 
0.09 

-0.04 

0.03 
-0.20*** 
0.05 

 
0.06 

-0.10 
0.02 
0.06 

0.07 
-0.08 
-0.04 

Economic Attitudes 
Disparity b/w rich & poor 
Corp. profits not to high 
Employees paid fairly 
Unemployment worst problem 

Government not doing enough 
Gov’t provide health care poor 
Bad economy helps focus on 
spiritual 
Need to share with those in 
need 
Mortgage lenders treat fairly 
Wonder if society too greedy 

Will do anything to keep job 
Financiers need to be held 
accountable for economy 

 
0.13* 

-0.07 
-0.08 
0.08 

0.11 
0.07 
0.51*** 

 
0.32*** 

 
-0.02 
0.28*** 

-0.03 
0.11 

 
0.20*** 

-0.07 
-0.14* 
0.11 

0.12* 
0.16** 
0.43*** 

 
0.34*** 

 
-0.07 
0.26*** 

-0.07 
0.14* 

 
0.02 

-0.01 
-0.01 
0.03 

-0.01 
-0.06 
0.08 

 
0.04 

 
-0.09 
0.03 

-0.03 
0.04 

 
0.16** 

-0.07 
-0.10 
0.10 

0.11 
0.08 
0.50*** 

 
0.33*** 

 
-0.06 
0.28*** 

-0.05 
0.13* 

 
0.00 
0.01 
0.00 

-0.01 

-0.02 
-0.06 
0.40*** 

 
0.24*** 

 
0.08 
0.19** 

0.00 
0.04 

 
0.02 

-0.03 
-0.10 
0.04 

0.02 
-0.01 
-0.15* 

 
0.02 

 
0.05 

-0.16** 

0.03 
-0.03 

Note. MAT Belk Materialism Scale; MVS Material Values Scale.  * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01;  

*** p < 0.001, two-tailed.  df = 270. 
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Abstract 

 
The present article examines interrelationships between materialism, subjective well-being, and entitlement. Three 

entitlement attitudes (active, passive, and revengeful) are examined as possible outcomes of materialism, whereas 

subjective well-being (SWB) is regarded as a potential mediator and moderator of this relationship. The study 

analyzed data from a sample of Polish citizens (N = 534). Active entitlement, which is defined as a focus on self-

interest and self-promotion, was positively correlated with materialism and SWB. Passive entitlement, or belief in the 

world as a net of obligations with a focus on group interest, was positively related to materialism only among 

individuals with a low level of SWB. Revengeful entitlement, defined as difficulties in forgiving insults, was negatively 

related to SWB and positively to materialism. Results are discussed in the context of the research literature on 

materialism and subjective well-being.  

 

 
Keywords: Materialism; Subjective Well-being; Entitlement. 

 

Investigation of the relationships between materialism and well-being on the one hand, and 

entitlement and materialism on the other, is not a new idea in social research (see Kasser, 2010; 

Lash, 1979; Twenge, 2006). Even though this idea is not a novel one, relatively few studies 

have examined the interrelations between the three variables of entitlement, subjective well-

being, and materialism, respectively. Twenge & Campbell (2009) published a representative 

example of work exploring these interrelationships. In their study of American youth, Twenge 
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& Campbell described the way in which a materialistic culture results in increased levels of 

narcissism, entitlement, and dissatisfaction. While this study made a significant contribution to 

the field, many questions remain to be answered. One of the most important of these questions 

is identifying the possible link between materialism and entitlement and the degree to which 

this relation is mediated or moderated by subjective well-being. The inclusion in the same 
survey of measurements of materialism, entitlement and subjective well-being offers a chance 

for direct examination of their interrelations (well-being as a mediator of relationship between 

materialism and entitlement). The other problem yet to be resolved in the research is the 

oversimplified conceptualization of entitlement. In addition to addressing relationships 

between well-being, materialism and entitlement, the approach adopted in the present work 

proposes a three-dimensional understanding of this phenomenon of entitlement alone (based on 

active entitlement, passive entitlement and revengefulness). This three-dimensional model 

allows for more precise measurement demonstrating possible differences in linking entitlement 

with materialism and subjective well-being. The makes a unique contribution to the literature 

in that it offers a complex conceptualization of entitlement (as a multidimensional 

phenomenon) and tests these relationships using national-level sample in Poland.  

 

 

Materialism and its Psychological Consequences 
 
The concept of materialism is broadly defined in sociology, economics, and consumer 

psychology (see Ahuvia & Wong, 1995 for a review). Richins & Dawson (1992) defined 

materialism as “a set of centrally held beliefs about the importance of possessions in one`s life” 

(p. 308).  Some researchers describe materialistic individuals are those who pursue fame, 

status, and wealth as desired outcomes (Górnik-Durose, 2005; Kasser, 2002; Zawadzka, 2006). 

A focus on the possession of material goods could be described in terms of external goal 

orientation (see Kasser, 2010). This attitude is an integral part of consumerism and 

consumption, such as that often observed in countries with developed economies (Kasser, 
2010).  

Most studies on materialism focus on its negative aspects, especially in the context of 

decreasing life satisfaction (Belk, 1985; Kasser & Ryan, 1993 Kasser, 2002, 2010), egoistic 

behaviors (Sheldon & McGregor, 2000), and narcissism (Twenge, 2006; Twenge & Campbell, 

2009). Focus on materialistic goals should be understood in terms of self-enhancement and 

egoistic concentration on self-interest (Kasser, 2002), so that an important negative outcome of 

materialism could be the increasing level of entitlement (see Twenge, 2006; Twenge & 

Campbell, 2009).  

 

 

Entitlement – Basic Definitions 
 
In psychology and sociology, entitlement is commonly defined as: (1) a belief that one 

deserves special treatment (Bishop & Lane, 2002; Campbell et al., 2004; Exline et al., 2004); 

or, (2) the expectation that individual needs will be supported by other people and public 

institutions (Krężlewski, 1990; Lewicka, 2005).  

Despite specific differences between definitions of entitlement, this concept is typically 

linked to self-interest. Two main approaches dominate the psychological literature regarding 

entitlement. The first, which is rooted in clinical psychology, links entitlement and narcissism. 

In this approach, entitlement is understood as an exploitive orientation, related to inflated self-

esteem and an unjustified demand for special treatment because of the person’s perceived 

special capabilities, characteristics, or position (Bishop & Lane, 2002). It is further related to 

revengefulness and difficulties with forgiveness (Exline et al., 2004). The second approach to 
understanding entitlement within the psychological literature focuses on analyzing entitlement 

within the context of fairness, justification for formulating demands, and the rules of social 

justice, such as social solidarity norms and underlying expectations toward others (see Feather, 

1999, 2003; Major, McFarlin, & Gagnon, 1984; Pelham &  Hetts, 2001).  
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Entitlement as Multidimensional Phenomenon: New Understanding of 
Entitlement 
 
Entitlement is currently understood as a complex, multidimensional phenomenon. A good 

example of efforts to better understand entitlement that is particularly relevant to the present 
discussion is the distinction between exploitive and non-exploitive types of entitlement. 

Exploitive entitlement is based on unrealistic self-esteem and expectations for special 

treatment, whereas the non-exploitive form is related to self-worth and fairness (Lessard et al., 

2011). This approach to entitlement, which is the newest, indicates the necessity of adopting 

more complex, multidimensional approach to this concept instead of the commonly proposed 

one-dimensional view described earlier. 

On the basis of previous research employing both Polish and international samples, we 

define entitlement as a multi-dimensional phenomenon consisting of three dimensions: active 

entitlement, passive entitlement and revengefulness (Żemojtel-Piotrowska, Baran & 

Piotrowski, 2011; Żemojtel-Piotrowska et al., in press). The first of these dimensions, active 

entitlement, is based on protecting one’s own rights while neglecting others’ interests and 
doing so through means of self-assertion. Active entitlement is positively related to an internal 

locus of control, high self-esteem, and approval of hierarchical social order (Piotrowski & 

Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009). Passive entitlement, the second dimension, is based on seeing the 

social world as a net of obligations between individuals and public institutions with 

concentration on one`s own group interest. This attitude is related to the expectation that 

society and government will provide allowances for citizens. Passive entitlement is positively 

correlated with an external locus of control, egalitarian social order, acceptance of a welfare 

state and a left-wing economic ideology but negatively correlated with self-esteem (Piotrowski 

& Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009). Finally, revengefulness – the third dimension - may be defined 

as “difficulties in forgiving sustained insults” (Piotrowski & Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009, p. 

160). It is unrelated to self-esteem (Piotrowski & Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009), but it correlates 

negatively with agreeableness, openness to experience, and collectivism (Żemojtel-Piotrowska 
& Piotrowski, 2010). Revengefulness is also related to a negative vision of the social world 

including low levels of interpersonal trust and a strong belief that life represents a zero-sum 

game (Żemojtel-Piotrowska & Piotrowski, 2012). This last dimension is based on protection of 

self-interest when it is violated and is preventive in character. 

 

 

Subjective Well-being: Concept and Dimensions 
 

Subjective well-being refers to the positive self-evaluation of one’s own life (Andrews & 

Robinson, 1991). Diener (1984) reviews distinct definitions of subjective well-being and 

concludes that there are three common points in the field: first, that SWB is subjective. That is, 
it can be understood only in the context of individual experience. Second, that it is positively 

oriented: it assumes experiencing positive outcomes, and it is not equal to the absence of 

negative factors, as many other psychological measures do. Finally, it is global in that it 

reflects an overall assessment of one's life. It is generally considered that this life assessment is 

made on cognitive and affective basis. Thus, there are two dimensions of SWB: cognitive 

(operationalized by life satisfaction) and affective (lower negative affect and higher positive 

affect). Despite SWB being correlated with other psychological variables such as self-esteem 

and psychological well-being, it is distinct from both of them. 

 

 

Materialism, Subjective Well-being, and Entitlement 
  
Few studies address the relationship between entitlement and subjective well-being. Most of 

those that do exist have been conducted from the “narcissistic” perspective described above. A 

major problem with past research on entitlement and subjective well-being was that it adopted 

a one-dimensional approach to entitlement. The present study employed a three-factor model of 
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entitlement and, at the same time, allowed for specific predictions on its relationship with well-

being. This paper addresses the following three research questions: (1) Is there a relationship 

between the dimensions of entitlement and materialism?; (2) Is there a relationship between the 

dimensions of entitlement and subjective well-being?; and, (3) Are there relationships among 

materialism, SWB, and entitlement?  
“Narcissistic” entitlement, which shares similarities to active entitlement, is directly linked 

to materialism (see Lash, 1979; Twenge, 2006; Twenge & Campbell, 2009). Given that 

entitlement is a multidimensional phenomenon, and that active entitlement is expressed in self-

assertion and self-promotion (both related to self-interest), one might expect that the 

relationship between entitlement and materialism applies only to active entitlement.  

Revengefulness – which includes protecting of own interests when it is violated by others - can 

be expected to be positively related to materialism, as well. Passive entitlement, however, is a 

manifestation of social solidarity norms with respect for mutual obligations favoring group 

interests. Hence, for passive entitlement, a negative relationship with materialism should be 

expected. In fact, studies on values and entitlement also suggest distinct relationships between 

materialistic values and entitlement dimensions. Active entitlement and revengefulness have 
been found to be positively correlated with power, achievement, and hedonism, whereas 

passive entitlement has been reported to be negatively correlated with power and positively 

correlated with benevolence and universalism (Żemojtel-Piotrowska, Baran & Piotrowski, 

2011). Given the current knowledge in the field, we expected positive correlations between 

materialism and active entitlement and revengefulness, but negative relationships with passive 

entitlement (Hypothesis 1) in response to the first research question exploring the relationship 

between entitlement dimensions and materialism.  

Despite the limited number of studies exploring the relationship between entitlement and life 

satisfaction, one could expect that the dissatisfaction would promote entitlement as a reaction 

to feelings of unfairness resulting from a perceived discrepancy between actual and desired 

outcomes. Studies of narcissism also point to lower life satisfaction among narcissistic 

individuals who manifest higher levels of entitlement (Bishop & Lane, 2002; Raskin & Terry, 
1988). Recent studies of the dimensions of entitlement point to potentially different 

relationships between active and passive entitlement, as well as the relationship between 

revengefulness and well-being. Active entitlement is related to higher self-esteem and an 

internal locus of control (Piotrowski & Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009). Given that relationship, it 

should therefore be related positively with well-being. The negative relationship between 

passive entitlement and self-esteem (Piotrowski & Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009) and negative 

relationship between egalitarianism and life satisfaction (Bălţătescu, 2005) points to a potential 

negative relationship between this variable and subjective well-being. Life satisfaction 

correlates positively with interpersonal trust (for a review see Bălţătescu, 2009), and is also 

related to basic personality traits, correlating negatively with neuroticism (Dobrikova, 2010). 

Because revengefulness is negatively related with interpersonal trust (Żemojtel-Piotrowska & 
Piotrowski, 2012) and positively with neuroticism (Żemojtel-Piotrowska & Piotrowski, 2011), 

it could be related negatively with subjective well-being (Hypothesis 2) in response to the 

question of the relationship between the dimensions of entitlement and subjective well-being.  

 

 

The Current Study 
 
The present study was designed to examine the relationship between entitlement attitudes, 

subjective well-being, and materialism. SWB incorporated Polish adaptations of measures of 

its two dimensions: cognitive (measured by Satisfaction with Life Scale of Diener, 1984) and 

affective (measured by Affective Balance Scale of Bradburn, 1969, after Piedmont, 2007). The 

current project employed the Materialism Scale (Zawadzka, 2006), which contains items based 
on global statements, which has been validated for use with the Polish population. A review of 

the research indicated that no prior published study directly examines interrelations between 

entitlement, materialism, and well-being. The sample evaluated in the current project was 
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conducted using a general Polish sample from distinct socio-economic levels, educational 

backgrounds, and geographic areas.  

 

 

Method 
 
Participants 

The sample consisted of 534 participants (48.6 % male, 51.4% female), ranging in age from 15 

to 76 years old (M = 34.29, SD = 13.58). One third of the participants (32.2%) lived in rural 

areas, while 11.8 % resided in small towns, 19.7 %  in a medium-sized towns,  20.8 % in cities 

with a population below half million of residents, and 15.5 % in cities with a population 

exceeding half a million residents. Thirty one percent of participants had elementary school 

education, 32.7 % high school-level education, and 30.1 % higher education.  Self-reported 

socio-economic status of respondents family (on 7-point scale) was M = 4.02 (SD = 1.20). 

Participants were rewarded for their time with a small financial gratification (points in research 

agency loyalty program, which they could exchange to offered products). The research was 
conducted with support of ARIADNA, the Polish Internet research panel.  

 
Measures and Procedure 

Demographics. Participants completed a demographic questionnaire in which they indicated their age, 

gender, family economic status (on 7-point scale, answers range from 1 – significantly below average , 

to 4 – average, to 7 – significantly above average), education level (1- elementary, 2 - professional 

elementary school, 3 - medium-level education, 4 - higher education-BA, 5 - higher education – MA, 
categories 1 with 2 and 4 with 5 were pooled), and the size of their place of residence (1 - village, 2 – 

small town with less than 20,000 inhabitants, 3 - medium town: 20,000-99,000 inhabitants, 4 – city: 

100,000 to 500,000 inhabitants, 5 – big city: above 500,000 inhabitants).  

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The SWLS is a 5-item scale developed by Diener, 

Emmons, Larson & Griffin (1985, Polish version Juczynski, 2001). The SWLS provides a 

measure of global life satisfaction. Items are in Likert scale format with options ranging from 1 

(I strongly disagree) to 7 (I strongly agree).  Reliability of the SWLS is high, α = .87 (Diener, 

1984). Validity of scale has been demonstrated prior research (Pavot & Diener, 1993).  

Affective Balance Scale (ABS). The ABS (Affective Balance Scale, Bradburn, 1969 after 

Piedmont, 2007, Polish version Czapiński & Panek, 2005) serves as a measure of the frequency 

with which an individual experiences specific emotions. The scale consists of 10 items, five 
related to positive emotions and five related to negative. Respondents are asked how often they 

experienced particular emotion during past year and answer in Likert scale format with 

responses ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often). The validity of the ABS is well-established 

(Bradburn, 1969, after Piedmont, 2007). Overall affective balance is calculated by subtracting 

negative emotions frequency to positive emotions.  

Entitlement Questionnaire. The Entitlement Questionnaire was developed by Piotrowski & 

Żemojtel-Piotrowska (2009) and has been implemented in 27 different countries (Żemojtel-

Piotrowska et al., in press). The 24-item scale serves as a measure of entitlement attitudes. It 

consists of three subscales – active entitlement, passive entitlement, and revengefulness - each 

consisting of 8 items. The four items for revengefulness are reversed meaning. Response 

options on the scale range from 1 (I strongly disagree) to 6 (I strongly agree). Originally 

developed in Poland (36-item version), the Entitlement Questionnaire has been translated and 
adapted to numerous languages using a process of translation, back translations and 

simultaneous translations (Żemojtel-Piotrowska, Piotrowski (…), Wills-Herrera, in press). 

Validity of the scale was demonstrated in several studies, including a general Polish sample (N 

= 1,900) (Piotrowski & Żemojtel-Piotrowska, 2009; Żemojtel-Piotrowska & Piotrowski, 2011; 

Żemojtel-Piotrowska, Baran & Piotrowski, 2011).  

Materialism Scale (Zawadzka, 2006). An abbreviated, 5-item version of the Materialism Scale 

was employed in the present study. The Materialism Scale serves as a measure of materialism 

defined as the willing possession of many goods and satisfaction with possessing them. Scale 

answers range from 1 (I absolutely agree) to 5 (I absolutely disagree).  
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All participants were administered the preceding scales in the following order: demographic 

questions, SWLS, Affective Balance Scale, Entitlement Questionnaire, and Materialism Scale. 

On the basis of used measures one global indicator of the well-being was calculated by adding 

standardized mean scores for: SWLS and Affective Balance. Data were collected by used 

CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interview) system – participants are randomly recruited from 
general research panel. Research panel contains presently about 80 000 participants, and it is 

representative for internet-users population in Poland.   

 

 

Results and Discussion 
 
Descriptive Statistics 

Mean scores, standard deviations, and reliabilities of measures are reported in Table 1. All 

reliabilities were at acceptable levels. Due to the non-homogenous nature of active entitlement 

(as comprised by self-assertion and self-enhancement, see Żemojtel-Piotrowska et al., in press) 

and revengefulness (as comprised in half by reversed items) the best indicator of reliability is 
the Spearman-Brown rho test. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Measures Used in Study 1 (N = 534) 

 M SD α 
Spearman-Brown 

rho 

SWLS 2.96 0.71 .83 .85 

ABS: PA 3.52 0.53 .84 .84 

ABS: NA 3.28 0.67 .79 .85 

Active entitlement 4.15 0.47 .56 .67 

Passive entitlement 4.56 0.74 .85 .85 

Revengefulness 3.38 0.63 .70 .79 

Materialism 3.09 0.62 .67 .70 

Note: SWLS – Satisfaction with Life Scale, ABS – Affective Balance Scale, PA – positive 

affect, NA – negative affect 

 

Correlational Analyses 

Table 2 reports correlations between entitlement attitudes, materialism, and subjective well-being. As 

predicted by Hypothesis 1, active entitlement was positively correlated with SWB, whereas 

correlations between passive entitlement and revengefulness with subjective well-being were both 

negative. As anticipated by Hypothesis 2, only a focus on individual interest, such as in the case of 
active entitlement and revengefulness, was significantly related to materialism. Passive entitlement 

correlated negatively with materialism, but it was unrelated with subjective well-being.  

 

Table 2: R-Pearson Correlations between Entitlement Attitudes, Materialism, and Well-Being 

(N = 534) 

 AC PA Revengefulness Materialism Well-being 

AC  .10* .03 .22*** .23*** 

PA   .11* -.11* -.05 

RV    .16** -.23*** 

materialism     -.02 

Note: AC – Active entitlement; PA – Passive Entitlement, RV – Revengefulness. 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; p < .001 (2-tailed). 
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Regression Analyses 

In order to examine more complex interrelations between entitlement attitudes, materialism, 

and subjective well-being, hierarchical regression analyses were performed separately for each 

dimension of entitlement. Entitlement attitudes were entered into the equation as the predicted 

variable, and materialism and subjective well-being were predictors. 
To control for demographic variables, data for age, gender, family economic status, and 

education level were introduced to the regression model in the first step. Based on the 

preliminary correlational analyses, we did not control for size of population of one’s town of 

residence. In the second step, mean scores for materialism and the summarized indicator of 

subjective well-being were introduced into the equation. A possible interaction between 

materialism and subjective well-being was tested in the third step of the analyses (see Table 2). 

 

Table 3: Multiple Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Entitlement Attitudes (N = 534) 

 Active entitlement Passive 

entitlement 

Revengefulness 

Model 1    

Gender 

Age 
Education level 

Family status 

Adjusted R2 

-.01 (-0.15) 

-.03 (-0.66) 
.05 (1.16) 

.13** (2.97) 

.02* 

-.10** (-2.36) 

-.09* (-2.05) 
-.16*** (-3.59) 

-.10* (-2.27) 

.05*** 

.04 (1.07) 

-.06 (-1.23) 
.01 (0.30) 

-.05 (-1.19) 

.00 

Model 2    

Gender 

Age 

Education level 

Family status 

Materialism 

Well-Being 

Adjusted R2 

-.05 (-1.23) 

-.03 (-0.72) 

.02 (0.52) 

.03 (0.58) 

.27*** (6.60) 

.23*** (5.02) 

.12*** 

-.11* (-2.41) 

-.09* (-2.06) 

-.16*** (-3.62) 

-.11* (-2.27) 

.01 (0.24) 

.02 (0.45) 

.05*** 

.06 (1.41) 

-.03 (-0.81) 

.02 (0.52) 

.02 (0.43) 

.30*** (7.28) 

-.24*** (-5.31) 

.14*** 

Model 3 
Gender 

Age 

Education level 

Family status 

Materialism 

Well-Being 

MaterialismxWell-being 

Adjusted R2 

 
-.05 (-1.20) 

-.03 (-0.78) 

.02 (0.55) 

.02 (0.39) 

.18*** (2.55) 

.03 (0.21) 

.23 (1.50) 

.13*** 

 
-.10* (-2.61) 

-.08 (-1.90) 

-.16*** (-3.66) 

-.10* (-2.05) 

.21** (2.89) 

.47*** (3.32) 

-.52*** (-3.36) 

.07*** 

 
.06 (1.42) 

-.04 (-0.84) 

.02 (0.54) 

.01 (0.31) 

.24*** (1.70) 

-.36** (-1.68) 

.14 (0.94) 

.14*** 

Note: Entries are standardized regressions coefficients, T-ratios in parentheses. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01.  *** p < .001. 

 
Active entitlement was predicted by higher family status in the first step, F(4, 527) = 3.14, p = .014. 

Higher levels of materialism and well-being predicted active entitlement, F(6, 526) = 13.21, 

p < .001. There were no interaction effects for materialism and well-being, t(532) = 1.50, p = .133.     

Passive entitlement was predicted by lower education level, lower family status, younger 

age, and gender (higher among women), F(4, 529) = 7.32, p < .001. Passive entitlement was 

unrelated to materialism and well-being; however, there was a strong interaction between these 

two predictors, t(532) = -3.36, p < .001. Simple slope analyses revealed that among individuals 

with low levels of well-being, passive entitlement was predicted by higher levels of 
materialism, β = .22, p < .001, t(125) = 2.51. Among individuals with average levels of well-

being, materialism did not predict passive entitlement level, β = -.08, p = .192, t(274) = - 1.31, 

as well as among individuals with higher levels of well-being, β = -.09, p = .303, t(129) = - 1.03 (see 

Figure 2).  Thus, passive entitlement seems to be positively related to materialism, but only 

among people with low levels of reported well-being, suggesting a focus on self-interest among 

people experiencing dissatisfaction (see Kasser, 2002).  
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Figure 1: Effect of materialism on passive entitlement among individuals with low, average, 

and high level of subjective well-being 

 

Revengefulness was unrelated with demographic factors, F(4, 532) = 0.83, p = .474. It was 
predicted by higher level of materialism and lower level of SWB, change F(2, 382) 42.93,    

p < .001. There were no interaction effects for materialism and SWB on revengefulness, 

t(532) = 0.94, p = .348.  

Generally, results confirmed Hypothesis 1 by identifying a positive relationship between 

materialism, active entitlement and revengefulness. However, the anticipated negative 

relationship between materialism and passive entitlement was not observed.  This last 

relationship appeared more complex than assumed. Additional in-depth analyses revealed a 

positive relationship between materialism and subjective well-being only among individuals 

with lower than average level of SWB. Hypothesis 2 was also confirmed in general – active 

entitlement was positively related with SWB, whereas revengefulness was related with SWB 

negatively. Passive entitlement was not significantly related with SWB.  
We decided against analyses of SWB as a mediating factor between materialism-entitlement 

since materialism was not related to SWB. As a result, “Path A” in the potential equation was 

insignificant (β = -.02, p = .691, t(533) = -0.40) and the basic condition for mediation was not 

fulfilled (see Preachard & Hayes, 2008). As a result, it can be said that this relation is not 

mediated by SWB for any dimension of entitlement. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 
Our results confirmed that entitlement attitudes are related to materialism and subjective well-

being. These relationships depend, however, on the type of entitlement. Active entitlement and 

revengefulness are based on protecting individual interests. In the case of active entitlement, self-
promotion and self-assertion dominate, while in the case of revengefulness, protection of 

endangered interest and tendency to reciprocate insults. Both of these attitudes were positively 
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related to materialism, however their relationships with SWB were opposite: positive attitudes 

were related to active entitlement and negative attitudes to revengefulness.  The relationship 

between passive entitlement, SWB, and materialism was more complex than assumed. Despite 

the negative correlations between passive entitlement and materialism, further in-depth analyses 

revealed a positive relationship between materialism and passive entitlement among people with 
lower levels of subjective well-being. Results suggest that the interrelations between materialism, 

SWB, and entitlement may depend on success in fulfillment of materialistic goals. It is possible 

that materialistic people who have successfully met their needs are, in turn, more active in self-

promotion and self-assertion. These results are in line with Twenge & Campbell’s (2009, see also 

Twenge, 2006) analyses. In their assessment of American society, these authors report the 

surprising phenomenon of narcissistic entitlement stemming from a materialistic culture without 

the underlying fragile and diminished self-esteem typical for the narcissistic personality (see 

Miller et al., 2011 for more details on differences between grandiose and vulnerable narcissism 

and their consequences). 

On the basis of the described results one could assume that materialistic people who fail in 

their attempts to satisfy their (materialistic) needs tend to be more revengeful and have higher 
expectancies toward others (people and institutions). Passive entitlement - based on belief in 

obligations - could be an expression of the social solidarity norm, but only among people with 

higher well-being and greater life success.  

The present study examined the relationships between materialism and entitlement in a more 

nuanced manner than has been observed in previous work. Materialism could promote 

entitlement attitudes, especially those facets which stem from focus on self-interest. These 

relations are not always mediated by (or at least related to) lower subjective well-being. 

Although materialistic life goals may result in higher dissatisfaction  (see Kasser, 2002) and 

higher dissatisfaction could result in higher level of some aspects of entitlement (namely 

revengefulness and passive entitlement), it is possible that even those individuals satisfied with 

their material possessions may demonstrate an increasing level of active entitlement (see also 

Twenge & Campbell, 2009). 

 

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
 
The present research has some significant limitations. Most of studies on materialism and its 

outcomes, including Twenge & Campbell (2009) have been conducted with American (or 

English-speaking) samples. For this reason, one could assume that our research, employing a 

Polish population, cannot be directly compared to the past research in the field. The level of 

materialism measured by Materialism Value Scale (MVS, see Richins & Dawnson, 1992) was 

similar among Polish and American business students (Tobacyk et al., 2011), indicating that 

possible cultural differences may not be as large as one could assume. Moreover, the use of a 
self-report measure of materialism, instead of asking about participant values hierarchies, 

allows for generalizing obtained results to non-Polish populations in spite of possible cultural 

differences in values hierarchies. Furthermore, all presented analyses are correlational in 

character. For this reason, the assumed direction of interdependencies between the three 

assessed variables is rather speculative and should be tested experimentally in the future. Given 

these limitations, any conclusions must be considered preliminary in character, suggesting a 

need for further research. 

 
 
Note 
 
The order of authors reflects their contribution to research and article. The authors would like 
to thank the GG Network team for gathering data for this study. The authors would also like to 

thank Ralph Piedmont, Kees van den Bos, Martina Klicperova-Baker, and Elena Paspalanova 

for commenting on the original draft of this article and sharing their ideas with us. 
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Abstract 

 
The investigation of the unemployment consequences is a challenging theme in current psychological research, but 

there is a surprising lack of data regarding the relationship between unemployment and well-being in Romania. We 

used the conceptual frame of the “Hierarchical Model of Well-Being” (Diener et al., 2003) and we aimed to 

investigate the evolution of psychological well-being components (life satisfaction, family satisfaction, balance affect, 

physical and mental health) in the case of an unemployed sample (N = 45) from 2007 to 2011, in three time points. The 

following instruments were used: “The Temporal Satisfaction with Life Scale” (Pavot, Diener & Suh, 1998), “The 

Family Satisfaction by Adjectives Scale” (Barraca et al., 2000), “The Depression-Happiness Scale” (Joseph and 

Lewis, 1998), and “The Health Survey Short Form” (Ware, Kosinski & Keller, 1994). The results indicated a 

maximum level of past life satisfaction in T2, and a minimum level of future life satisfaction in T2. Physical health was 

perceived as better in T2, opposite to mental health. Overall, the study supports the homeostasis of well-being 

components. Among the research limits were the poor data collection about the reasons of unemployment, family 

structure, job search behaviors and economic status.  
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Introduction 
 

It is generally accepted that the negative effect of unemployment goes well beyond the income 

loss (Winkelman, 2009), affecting mental health (Reine, Novo & Hammarström, 2004), 

physical health (Eliason & Storrie, 2009), well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005), and even 

personality traits such as sociability (Burnay, Kiss & Malchaire, 2005) or general causality 

orientation (Drugaş, 2012). As a result, the detrimental effect of prolonged unemployment on 

the individual is well documented, but the results are still a subject of debate. 

The subject of well-being during unemployment seems to be generously addressed in 

literature. However, a search performed in April 2013 in PsycINFO (one of the largest 

databases for psychological studies), by using „Romania”, „well-being”, and „unemployment” 

as keywords didn't highlight any results. After removing the term „Romania” in a new search, 
21 results were found, and the combination between „Romania” and „well-being” highlighted 

44 results. Among these last results it is worth mentioning a research performed by Kállay & 

Vonas (2011) on the demographic and interpersonal characteristics of well-being in a sample of 

Romanian adults. Although the participants in this study were all employed at the time of the 

assessment, the results could be useful in interpreting our data. Specifically, we noted the lack 

of differences in well-being among younger male and female participants (24-39), that may 

reflect, according to the authors, a homogenization in the types of events to which people were 
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exposed. Also, both in male and female participants, education and access to information were 

found to contribute to the attainment of higher levels of well-being. Finally, the authors found 

that all aspects of well-being were seriously affected in those participants whose depressive 

symptomatology exceeded moderate levels. 
The same shortage of studies targeting the relation between well-being and unemployment 

was documented by McKee-Ryan et al. (2005); the authors initially identified 5,010 articles, 

but only 104 of them met the required criteria for a meta-analysis (empirical studies, published 

in a peer-reviewed journal, focusing on job loss or unemployment, examining at least one 

variable connected to physical and/or mental health, and ultimately reporting statistical data 

which would allow the estimation of the effect size). 

Starting from these observations, our research aims to fill a part of this knowledge gap and 

to investigate whether prolonged unemployment might alter the well-being of the individuals, 

from April 2007 (T1) to September 2007 (T2) and November 2011 (T3). We used the 

hierarchical model of well-being (Diener, Scollon & Lucas, 2003) as a framework, and we 

analyzed the affect balance, life satisfaction, physical and mental health. 

 
 

Unemployment and psychological well-being 
 

Macroeconomic changes at the beginning of the millennia had unexpected effects on the well-

being of the unemployed. In this regard, Ouweneel (2002) outlined that the well-being of the 

unemployed in rich countries is not significantly higher than of those in poor ones, although the 

state welfare mitigates the negative effects of unemployment. The author advances several 

possible explanations: (a) the sums of money received by the unemployed are too low, 

indifferently  from the country; (2) “money does not bring happiness”; (3) psychological well-

being is independent of aggregate indicators such as national wellness or social security; (4) 

political and cultural factors distort the results; (5) although the state welfare in poor countries 
is lower, it might be managed more efficiently by the government; (6) state welfare actually 

has adverse effects, which reduce its positive effects. 

Diener et al. (2003) provided a fine framework for the design of research on well-being 

(including well-being during unemployment), and we used it in our research. The authors 

described a hierarchical model, with the general concept of well-being at the top. At this level, the 

term reflects an overall evaluation of life, so researchers should focus on measuring four lower-

level components: positive affect, negative affect, life satisfaction and domain satisfaction. These 

components are conceptually related and should correlate moderately. Within each component 

there are other variables, and the researcher can again narrow his study.  

It is obvious that the relationship between unemployment and its diverse consequences is not 

linear. Thus, in a meta-analysis on this subject McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) identified several variables 

that may act as moderators between unemployment and its consequences: unemployment rate (a 
high rate transforms job search into a stressful process); duration of unemployment (it may act as a 

moderator because stress can accumulate and coping resources will be exhausted); unemployment 

policies (used as a moderating variable especially when one would want to conduct international 

studies); the studied sample (the impact of unemployment is likely to be different for adults and 

young graduates of secondary education or higher. Most graduates are not married, often live with 

parents, and generally have fewer financial obligations. On the other hand there is pressure on them 

to find an occupational identity, which adults already have). After analyzing these articles, McKee-

Ryan et al. (2005) first outlined that unemployment has a generally negative effect on mental health. 

The causal interpretation was supported by the consistency of information provided by different 

types of research. The cross-sectional studies showed that the unemployed had lower levels of well-

being compared to employees. The longitudinal studies showed that well-being decreased 
immediately after job loss, but recorded a massive boost soon after reemployment. The analysis of 

unemployment correlates (financial worries, work value) suggested that these are some of the 

factors leading to lower-levels of well-being during unemployment. In other words, job loss 

produces a “cascade” of secondary stressors. 
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Most cross-sectional studies concluded that well-being level was higher for employees compared 

to unemployed samples. For example, Lewchuck, Clarke & de Wolff (2008) showed that 

reemployment uncertainty in the near future and lack of social support are associated with poor 

health, even if individuals actively search for a new job. Broom, d'Souza, Strazdins, Butterworth, 
Parslow & Rodgers (2006) found that unemployed reported poorer health than employees. A 

carefully conducted data analysis pointed out that “bad” jobs (characterized by insecurity and stress) 

were also associated with poor health, similar to the unemployed. Ranzijn, Carson, Winefield & 

Price (2006) organized a series of interviews with middle-aged participants, who were asked about 

the impact of unemployment on the quality of their life. The results suggested a pessimistic 

perspective on the near future, fear concerning the degradation of household conditions, and 

frustration for not being able to insure financial aid for the children. Often the unemployed lack the 

opportunity to use their abilities, so they perform poorly at job interviews. As a result, the process of 

finding a new job could become longer than expected. 

The authors pointed out the necessity for an early intervention with trainings focused on specific 

work behaviors. Creed, Lehmann & Hood (2009) showed that the well-being of the unemployed is 

positively associated with the feeling of being in control, self-efficacy and self-esteem, and 
negatively associated with neuroticism. 

Unfortunately, the cross-sectional studies don’t allow causal inferences. For example, a researcher 

who identifies that the mental health of a group of unemployed is lower than for a group of employees 

cannot conclude that this is merely due to unemployment. On the other hand, the longitudinal studies 

have the advantage of using within-group or mixed designs. For example, McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) 

investigated a sample of participants during unemployment and after reemployment. A moderate 

degradation of well-being was recorded soon after job loss, and a massive boost of well-being was 

identified immediately after reemployment. Luhmann & Eid (2009) showed that repeated episodes of 

unemployment lead to a long term decrease in life satisfaction. 

From the same perspective of longitudinal studies, it is worth mentioning that although much less 

research focuses on the positive outcomes of unemployment these shouldn't be neglected. For 
example, Diener, Lucas & Scollon (2006) concluded a large amount of research stating that life 

satisfaction has a certain level for each individual (a baseline), at which he tends to return after 

important negative or positive life events (which initially moved the individual from the baseline; 

for an experimental study on the subject, see Drugaş, 2010). For example, in the case of the 

unemployed, the opportunity to change careers could be an event that favors the return to the 

baseline. However, Diener et al. (2006) stated in the conclusions of their paper that it is unclear why 

people seem to exhibit a long-lasting effect of unemployment on well-being even after they become 

reemployed. 

 

 

Unemployment and health 
 
Job loss is an event with multiple adverse effects on health. For example, Pearlin et al. (1989, 

as cited in Matthews, Deary & Whiteman, 2005) argued that stress exposure (including chronic 

poverty and unemployment) leads to negative effects on health, through mediating variables 

like social support or perceived control. 

Studies often show a positive association between unemployment rate and indicators such as 

mortality, coronary disease, mental health and alcohol abuse. As the financial resources 

decrease, well-being deteriorates. The unsuccessful search for a job is correlated with higher 

level of hostility, depression, anxiety, stress (Mantler et al., 2005), and also with a higher 

frequency of headaches and sleep disorders (Caplan et al., 1989). Depression is often measured 

among the negative effects of unemployment. During unemployment the intensity and 

frequency of the symptoms seems to be higher, as Dooley & Catalano (1988) recorded in 
epidemiologic studies. One of the explanations offered by the authors is the loss of latent and 

direct benefits of employment. 

Price et al. (2002) reviewed a series of hypotheses trying to explain why job loss leads to the 

degradation of mental health. Unemployment deeply affects adult life, including alterations of 

the perception of time, social relationships, status and identity, abandoning important goals and 
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so on, all of them negatively influencing well-being. On the other hand, being employed brings 

a series of benefits: control over the environment, the use of abilities, interpersonal contacts, 

and financial resources. Job loss means to give up all these advantages. The above mentioned 

authors conducted a two years longitudinal study, concluding that reduction of personal control 
leads to a higher risk of depression and reduces the chances of reemployment. 

Evidence shows that stress caused by financial losses and their side effects (e.g. food 

shortages, the impossibility of paying the bills) is an important mediator of the relationship 

between unemployment and depression and it explains 90% of the variance of mental health 

disorders (Vinokur & Schul, 1997). Depression has adverse effects on a wide range of roles (at 

work or at home); this is the reason why trainings which target reemployment often focus on 

emotional functioning. 

In a Romanian study, Stroian (2001) suggested that unemployment, as imminence or as an 

installed phenomenon, is one of the most important risk factors for the increase of morbidity 

associated to mental disorders after 1989. The research identified that unemployment as 

imminence explains 52% of the variance of reactive mental pathology. 

 
 

Unemployment and family life 
According to Barraca, Yarta & Olea (2000), family satisfaction is a global judgment obtained 

by summing different emotions one experiences when he/she is with his/her family. As a result, 

these judgments are a priori verbalizations of emotions which originated in verbal or physical 

interactions between the individual and the other members of the family. 

Most people are happier and more satisfied when they are involved in a relationship, compared to 

when they are single (Myers, 2000). The question is if marriage is a key factor in happiness or if 

happiness leads to marriage. In the first case, marriage offers new roles and new sources of stress, 

but also additional rewards which become resources for identity and self-esteem, and eventually for 

happiness. In the second case, happy people are socially attractive because they are pleasant and 
easy to interact with. Up to a point, both hypotheses must be considered. 

Lazarus & Folkman (1984, as cited in McKee-Ryan et al., 2005) argued that social resources 

contribute to health in two ways. First, social support fosters self-esteem and a positive 

perspective towards life. Second, social resources serve as a buffer against stress and its 

somatic consequences. In this line of thinking, Pinquart & Sorensen (2000, as cited in McKee-

Ryan et al, 2005) pointed out the importance of the quality of social resources, suggesting that 

unemployment duration moderates the relationship between social resources and health. 

In Romania, the unemployment rate grew steadily since the 1990s, changing the lifestyles of 

many families. The phenomenon is not spread evenly across the country; there are heavily 

affected areas, while in others the rate of unemployment is quite low. According to data 

provided by the National Agency for Employment (2010), the national unemployment rate 

recorded at the beginning of the study (T1, April 2007) was 4.1%; and at the second 
measurement (T2, September 2007) was 3.9%. In November 2011 (T3), the unemployment 

rate was 5.06% (ibid, 2011). In T1 the unemployment rate in Bihor county was one of the 

lowest in the country (1.7%), in T2 was 2.4% and in T3 it grew at 4.08% (still lower than the 

national level). 

The lack of studies on the relationship between unemployment and well-being in Romania 

stood as a reason for this longitudinal study. Although there are some researches targeting this 

subject, they are cross-sectional, with emphasis on Economy; for example, Blanchflower & 

Oswald (2008) found that economic growth was associated with rising happiness in Eastern 

countries. However, their study used aggregate indicators of well-being, including satisfaction 

with democracy or market reform. Our study favored a psychological approach, with emphasis 

on the affective and cognitive components of well-being, and also included physical and 
mental health. 

Taking into consideration the generally accepted negative influence of unemployment on 

well-being, our hypothesis in this research is that all well-being components that were 

measured [balance affect, life and family satisfaction, physical and mental health] should 
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deteriorate as unemployment prolongs (i.e., the highest levels should be registered in T1 and 

the lowest levels in T3). 

 

 
Method 
 

Participants and procedure 

The unemployed were contacted with the help of The County Agency for Employment Bihor, 

Romania. The first data measurement (T1) took place between March and April 2007, during 

their visits to the agency, and the questionnaires were administered by the author of the study 

together with a group of students working on their dissertation. For the sampling procedure we 

used a preliminary interview to eliminate individuals who weren’t looking for a new job and 

those who declared to be unemployed, but in fact they worked illegally. As a result, the initial 

sample consisted of 200 unemployed subjects from Bihor County (123 male and 77 female). 88 

of them were married; levels of education varied from elementary school (10.5%) to secondary 

education (62%) and higher education (20.5%). The minimum age was 19 and the maximum 65 
(M = 34.28; σ = 7.48). All participants resided in urban areas (Oradea, Romania). 

The second measurement (T2) took place six months later (September 2007). Only 131 

unemployed participants (79 male and 52 female) were tested in T2, because: (1) some of the 

participants found a job between T1 and T2; (2) some of the subjects couldn’t be contacted or 

didn’t want to participate to the study anymore. Questionnaires were administered at the County 

Agency for Employment for some of the participants or at home, by the author of the study 

together with a group of students working on their dissertation. From the initial sample, we still 

had 56 married individuals; 10 of them got married during the six months period, and 5 got 

divorced. The percent of participants with higher education decreased to 8.5%. The minimum age 

of the second sample was 19 and the maximum 64 (m = 35.21; σ = 6.98). 

The third and final measurement (T3) took place in November 2011. We only had 45 
participants (27 male and 18 female), from the same reasons as above. The questionnaires were 

administered at home for all participants by the author of the study. From the sample that was 

tested in T2, we still had 24 married individuals; 6 of them got married in the last four years, and 

3 got divorced. There were only 3 individuals with higher studies (2.8%), 5 with elementary 

education (4.7%) and the rest of them had secondary and incomplete secondary studies. The 

questionnaires were administered at home for all participants. The minimum age was 23 and the 

maximum 59 (M = 36.51; σ = 6.25). 

All participants signed an informed consent form and agreed to participate voluntarily to the 

study. The assessment lasted for approximately 45 minutes. 

The statistical procedure was to compare the data obtained in T3 from the sample of 45 

participants to that obtained in T1 and T2 from the same participants. 

 

Measures 

Life satisfaction. This is the cognitive component of well-being. Temporal Satisfaction with 

Life Scale (Pavot, Diener & Suh, 1998) measures satisfaction with past (5 items), present (5 

items) and future life (5 items). It is based on the famous Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener 

et al., 1985), but allows detailed analyses of temporal moments, very useful especially when 

one would want to monitor life satisfaction of people who have gone through a major life event 

or are expected to go through one. On Romanian samples, the subscales have satisfying 

internal consistency and stability (measured at 5 months) coefficients: Cronbach's α = 0.75, r = 

0.53 (Past Life Satisfaction); Cronbach's α = 0.88, r = 0.71 (Present Life Satisfaction); 

Cronbach's α = 0.70, r = 0.44 (Future Life Satisfaction) (Drugaş, 2008). 

Family Satisfaction. According to Diener et al. (2003), family satisfaction is a component of 
well-being. Family Satisfaction by Adjectives Scale (Barraca et al., 2000) has 27 bipolar adjectives 

and it measures the affective effects of family interactions. The scale has satisfactory coefficients of 

internal consistency and stability (measured at 5 months): Cronbach's α = 0.71, r = 0.65 (Drugaş, 

2008). 
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Affect Balance. This is the emotional component of well-being. The Depression-Happiness Scale 

(Joseph & Lewis, 1998) conceptualizes happiness as the lack of depression symptoms. It has 25 

items, which are added together to obtain a total score for emotional balance. Higher scores reflect a 

high level of happiness and low depression in the original scale, but in the Romanian version the 
translation and the subsequent factorial analysis recommended the opposite; as a result, in our 

version the higher scores reflected higher depression and lower scores lower happiness. The scale 

has satisfactory coefficients of internal consistency and stability (measured at 5 months): Cronbach's 

α = 0.80, r = 0.89 (Drugaş, 2008). 

Physical and mental health. It is also a component of well-being, according to Diener et al. 

(2003). Health Survey Short Form SF-36 (Ware, Kosinski & Keller, 1994, as cited in Corcoran & 

Fischer, 2000) measures perceived physical and mental health. Two composite scores are produced: 

physical health [with the following subscales: physical functioning, physical role, bodily pain, and 

general health] and mental health [with the following subscales: vitality, social functioning, 

emotional role, and general mental health]. The scale has satisfactory coefficients of internal 

consistency and stability (measured at 5 months): Cronbach's α = 0.77, r = 0.85 (physical health); 

Cronbach's α = 0.85, r = 0.65 (mental health). Ware (2000) stated that the questionnaire has general 
utility and doesn’t target a specific age, disease or treatment group. Therefore it may be used to 

compare the relative health status between groups, the benefits of different treatments or to monitor 

the evolution of individual cases. It was used in over 40 countries as part of The International 

Quality of Life Assessment Project (Drugaş, 2008). 

 

 

Results 
 

Preliminary analyses 

Descriptive statistics and correlations for GCO’s are presented in Table 1. The Kolmogorov-

Smirnov test for normality with Lilliefors significance correction was conducted to evaluate the 
normality of the distribution for the variables involved in the research. 

 

Table 1: Means, standard deviations, KS coefficients and correlations between variables in 

T1, T2, and T3 
   M SD KS 1 2 3 4 

T1 

1 life satisfaction 62.54 16.59 0.105 --    

2 family satisfaction 96.95 7.02 0.128a 0.39* --   

3 affect balance 40.15 5.93 0.112 
_ 

0.39* 
-0.06 --  

4 physical health 16.18 1.89 0.220a -0.08 0.11 -0.10 -- 

5 mental health 18.54 2.78 0.109 0.21 0.38* 0.35 
_ 

0.41* 

T2 

1 life satisfaction 61.38 9.57 0.098 --    

2 family satisfaction 99.04 4.65 0.155a -0.08 --   

3 affect balance 38.00 4.84 0.096 -0.08 -0.04 --  

4 physical health 17.40 2.04 0.159a -0.25 -0.18 0.04 -- 

5 mental health 17.15 3.07 0.131 -0.02 -0.27 0.21 0.23 

T3 

1 life satisfaction 61.52 13.57 0.098 --    

2 family satisfaction 95.70 7.26 0.122 0.25 --   

3 affect balance 39.47 6.95 0.078 
_ 

0.52* 
-0.22 --  

4 physical health 15.61 2.15 0.134a 0.12 -0.28 0.05 -- 

5 mental health 18.90 2.74 0.120 -0.33 0.16 0.01 
_ 

0.41* 
a
 p < 0.05; the Lilliefors significance correction was applied 

*The Bonferroni correction for multiple correlations was applied, the new alpha = 0.01 
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Statistically significant correlations (p < 0.01) were found in T1 between life satisfaction and 

family satisfaction (consistent with general literature), between life satisfaction and balance 

affect (correlation was negative because in the Romanian version higher scores in balance 

affect represents the dominance of negative emotions), and between family satisfaction and 
mental health (probably family acting like a buffer). In T3 we found again the significant 

correlation between life satisfaction and balance affect, but also a negative significant 

correlation between physical and mental health. 

 

The evolution of life satisfaction in T1-T2-T3 

Repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to evaluate whether there were significant 

differences between time points with regard to general life satisfaction (data distribution was 

normal in all cases). Although the results didn’t show significant differences [F(2,88) =  0.105; p 

> 0.05], we performed some additional analysis on past, present and future life satisfaction. 

With regard to past life satisfaction, a Friedman test was conducted to evaluate whether 

there were significant differences between time points. The results indicated a significant 

difference [χ2
(2) = 12.63; p < 0.01]; trying to identify exactly where the differences appeared, 

we conducted three Wilcoxon tests (with Bonferroni adjustment). The differences were 

significant between T2-T1 [z = -2.94; p < 0.01; r2 = 0.18 – medium effect size] and T2-T3 [z = 

-3.15; p < 0.01; r2 = 0.22 – medium effect size]. So, past life satisfaction had significantly 

higher levels in T2 than in T1 and T3 (see Figure 1 for a graphical representation). 

 

 
Figure 1: The evolution of past life satisfaction in T1, T2, and T3 

 

We conducted again a Friedman test to identify differences regarding present life satisfaction 

between time points, but the results didn’t show significant differences [χ2
(2) = 4.20; p > 0.05]. 

Repeated measures ANOVA determined the existence of significant differences between 

time points with regard to future life satisfaction (data distribution was normal in all cases) 
[F(2,88) = 6.09; p < .01]. The pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) identified 

significant differences between T2-T1 [t = 3.02; p< 0.01, r2 = 0.09 – medium effect size] and 

T2-T3 [t = 3.31; p < 0.01; r2 = 0.10 – medium effect size]. Future life satisfaction had 

significant lower levels in T2 compared to T1 and T3 (see Figure 2 for a graphical 

representation). 

 

Figure 2: The evolution of future life satisfaction in T1, T2, and T3 
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The evolution pattern or past and future life satisfaction is interesting. In T2 we identified both 

a maximum for past life satisfaction, and a minimum for future life satisfaction. As a result, 

they cancel each other and this is the reason why for the general life satisfaction we didn’t find 

significant differences between time points. 
 

The evolution of family life satisfaction in T1-T2-T3 

With regard to family life satisfaction, a Friedman test was conducted to evaluate whether there 

were significant differences between time points. The results didn’t show a significant 

difference [χ2
(2) = 4.75; p > 0.05]. 

 

The evolution of balance affect in T1-T2-T3 

With regard to balance affect, repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to evaluate whether 

there were significant differences between time points. The results didn’t show a significant 

difference [F(2,88) = 1.44; p > 0.05], although there was a minimum in T2. 

 

The evolution of health in T1-T2-T3 
We conducted five repeated measures ANOVA to identify the evolution of physical and mental 

health components [bodily pain, perceived physical health, vitality, social functioning, and 

perceived mental health] between the time points. 

With regard to bodily pain, the results indicated significant differences between time points 

[F(1,79;78,83) = 7.19; p < 0.01 – the Huyhh-Feldt correction was applied]. The pairwise 

comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) identified significant differences between T2-T1 [t 

= 3.93; p < 0.01, r2 = 0.16 – medium effect size] and T2-T3 [t =2.94; p < 0.016; r2 = 0.09 – 

medium effect size]. Bodily pain complains were significantly lower in T2 compared to T1 and 

T3 (see Figure 3 for a graphical representation). 

 
Figure 3: The evolution of bodily pain complains in T1, T2, and T3 

 

With regard to perceived physical health, the results indicated significant differences between 

time points [F(2,88) = 9.71; p < 0.01]. The pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) 

identified significant differences between T2-T1 [t= 3.09; p < 0.01, r2= 0.08 – small effect size] 

and T2-T3 [t= 4.95; p < 0.01; r2= 0.22 – medium effect size]. Physical health was perceived as 

significantly better in T2 compared to T1 and T3 (see Figure 4 for a graphical representation). 

 
Figure 4: The evolution of perceived physical health in T1, T2, and T3 
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The same procedure was applied with regard to vitality, and the results showed significant 

differences between time points [F(1,72;76,07) = 11.63; p < 0.01 – the Huyhh-Feldt correction was 

applied]. The pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) identified significant 

differences between T2-T1 [t = 8.86; p < 0.01, r2= 0.35 – large effect size] and T2-T3 [t = 3.60; 
p < 0.01; r

2 
= 0.13 – medium effect size]. Vitality was significantly lower in T2 compared to T1 

and T3 (see Figure 5 for a graphical representation). 

 
Figure 5: The evolution of vitality in T1, T2, and T3 

 
With regard to social functioning, the results indicated significant differences between time 

points [F(2,88) = 6.31; p < 0.01]. The pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) 

identified significant differences between T2-T3 [t = 3.48; p < 0.01; r2= 0.12 – medium effect 

size]. Social functioning was perceived as significantly better in T2 compared to T3 (see Figure 

6 for a graphical representation). 

 
Figure 6: The evolution of social functioning in T1, T2, and T3 

 
The final analysis regarded mental health. The results identified significant differences between 

time points [F(2,88) = 4.89; p < 0.01]. The pairwise comparisons (with Bonferroni adjustment) 

identified significant differences between T2-T3 [t = 2.61; p < 0.05; r2 = 0.06 – small effect 

size]. Mental health was perceived as significantly lower in T2 compared to T3 (see Figure 7 

for a graphical representation). 

 
Figure 7: The evolution of perceived mental health in T1, T2, and T3 
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Discussion 
 

The objective of our research was to investigate the evolution of psychological well-being during 

4 years of unemployment (2007-2011). We analyzed the dimensions of psychological well-being 
(general life satisfaction, balance affect, and domain specific life satisfaction – family and health). 

The general life satisfaction is a cognitive component of psychological well-being (Diener et 

al., 2003). The analysis of past, present and future life satisfaction brought some unexpected 

results. We found that after six months of unemployment the individuals are more satisfied with 

their past life („the good old times”) and more worried about their future. Apparently this 

suggested that prolonged unemployment makes past life seem better (and the future darker), but it 

wasn’t the case 4 years later. In September 2007, the past life satisfaction registered a massive 

boost, and future life satisfaction a significant drop. It is possible that some external events 

influenced these changes (e.g., in 2007 Romania joined the European Union). This phenomenon 

is well explainable by the adaptation theory of well-being (Diener et al., 2006). Unemployment is 

an important life event, affecting the general level of well-being (baseline), but individuals return 

over time to this general level; our results show that 4 years should be enough. 
Balance affect is an affective component of psychological well-being (Diener et al., 2003). We 

didn’t find significant differences between time points, which is, apparently, a surprising result of 

our research. However, the results are supported by a previous research of Kállay & Vonas (2011); 

the authors stated in the conclusions of their study that all dimensions of well-being are seriously 

affected in those participants whose depressive symptomatology, and even if the person accepts the 

situation, its occurrence still continues to have a negative impact on the person’s affective states. 

This could explain the lack of differences regarding balance affect between time points. 

Another surprising result is the lack of significant differences with regard to family life satisfaction. 

We didn’t identify significant differences between 2007 and 2011, because some of the participants got 

married and other got divorced. We expected to find a decrease of family life satisfaction, as the family 

support is a consumable resource. Yet it seems that 4 years are not enough. 
The issue of physical and mental health during unemployment currently receives increasing 

attention, and offers convincing evidence that support the relationship between low economic 

status and health. While the general relationship between health status and well-being is known, 

the risk factors that may undermine the relationship remain relatively unexplored. Unlike in 

Western studies, we identified the decrease of bodily pain after 6 months of unemployment and a 

perceived improvement of physical health. Both variables returned in 2011 to levels similar to 

those in April 2007. 

In the case of variables connected to mental health [vitality, social functioning, and perceived 

mental health], the minimum was registered in September 2007 for all three cases, and in 2011 

we registered similar levels to those in April 2007. 

The results must be interpreted with caution. McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) pointed out in the 

conclusions of a meta-analytic study that although many researches show the negative effect of 
unemployment on mental health, they must be cautiously read, because the exact causal chain is often 

neglected. In most cases, researches only identify a “cascade” of secondary factors: worries, 

uncertainty, or financial and marital difficulties. Our study supports the conclusions of the cited 

authors. It is possible that the current unemployment rate at the time of data collection was not related 

to the mental health effects of unemployment; moreover, the individual's perception of the 

unemployment rate may have had a stronger impact on well-being than the actual unemployment rate. 

Among the limitations of our study, we mention especially the sampling procedure. Although 

we tried to eliminate participants who have started working illegally and those who tried to cast a 

favorable light on themselves, we are not confident that we have fully succeeded, especially in 

T3, when we still had a surprisingly large sample of unemployed. Another difficult decision was 

whether to include or not people who initially received unemployment benefits. The decision was 
to include them, because we believe, like Ouweneel (2002) outlined, that money is a poor 

consolation for the job loss, although it may mitigate its impact. The immediate impact of 

unemployment is quite high, especially for „the first timers”. 

Another limitation is that we haven’t collected enough data to enable a comparative analysis of 

recent graduates (which become directly unemployed) with adults (which may be „experienced” 
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unemployed). Effect of unemployment is likely to be completely different for the young, because 

they are not married, are living with their parents and/or have fewer financial obligations. Moreover, 

because they never had a job, they also lacked the occupational identity that most adults already 

have. The pressure to gain such an identity may have a negative effect on well-being. 
We also neglected data collection about family structure, the exact reason of unemployment, 

and job search behavior. In this regard, the attention of researchers should focus on variables like 

work values and coping mechanisms. 

We would like to make one final comment, connected to the limitations of the research. We 

fully neglected the effects of the financial crisis in this analysis and the global perception on 

Romanian economy. At the beginning of the study, in April 2007, the financial crisis was not a 

reason to worry. Although we collected some data about this variable in September 2011, we 

preferred not to include them in the interpretation of the results. A future study which will include 

the perception of the financial crisis is recommendable. 

 

 

Acknowledgements 
 

The author wishes to thank The County Agency for Employment Bihor for the help in 

contacting and interviewing the participants to this study. 

 

 

References 
 

1. Barraca, J., Yarta, L.L., & Olea, J. (2000). Psychometric Properties of a New Family 

Life Satisfaction Scale. European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 16(2), pp. 98-

106. http://dx.doi.org/10.1027//1015-5759.16.2.98 

2. Blanchflower, D.G., & Oswald, A.J. (2008). Is Well-Being U Shaped over the Life 

Cycle? Social Science and Medicine, 66(8), pp. 1733-1749.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2008.01.030 

3. Broom, D.H., d’Souza, R.M., Strazdins, L., Butterworth, P., Parslow, R., & Rodgers, 

B. (2006). The Lesser Evil: Bad Jobs or Unemployment? A Survey of Mid-Aged 
Australians. Social Science and Medicine, 63(3), pp. 575-586. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.02.003 

4. Burnay, N., Kiss, P., & Malchaire, J. (2005). Sociability, Life Satisfaction, and Mental 

Health According to Age and (Un)Employment Status. International Congress Series, 

1280, pp. 347-352. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ics.2005.02.048 

5. Caplan, R.D., Vinokur, A.D., Price, R.H., & van Ryn, M. (1989). Job Seeking, 

Reemployment, and Mental Health: A Randomized Field Experiment in Coping with 

Job Loss. Journal of Applied Psychology, 74(5), pp. 759-769. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.74.5.759 

6. Corcoran, K, & Fischer, J. (2000). Measures for Clinical Practice: A Sourcebook (3rd 

ed.). New-York: The Free Press. 

7. Creed, P.A., Lehmann, K., & Hood, M. (2009). The Relationship between Core Self-

Evaluations, Employment Commitment and Well-Being in the Unemployed. 

Personality and Individual Differences, 47(4), pp. 310-315. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2009.03.021 

8. Diener, E., Emmons, R.A., Larsen, R.J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The Satisfaction with 

Life Scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1), pp. 71-75. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759.16.2.98
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2008.01.030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.02.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ics.2005.02.048
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.74.5.759
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2009.03.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13


104 | JSRP Marius Drugaş    

9. Diener, E., Lucas, R.E., & Scollon, C.N. (2006). Beyond the Hedonic Mill. Revising 

the Adaptation Theory of Well-Being. American Psychologist, 61(4), pp. 305-314. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.4.305 

10. Diener, E., Scollon, C.N., & Lucas, R.E. (2003). The Evolving Concept of Subjective 

Well-Being: The Multifaceted Nature of Happiness. In P.T. Costa & I.C. Siegler 

(Eds.), Advances in Cell Aging and Gerontology: Vol. 15 (pp. 187-220). Amsterdam: 

Elsevier. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1566-3124(03)15007-9 

11. Dooley, D., & Catalano, R. (1988). Recent Research on the Psychological Effects of 
Unemployment. Journal of Social Issues, 44(1), pp. 1-12.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1988.tb02088.x 

12. Drugaş, M. (2008). Spre o nouă teorie a motivaţiei. Relaţia cu bunăstarea psihologică 

[Towards a new theory of motivation. The relationship with psychological well-

being]. Unpublished doctoral thesis. „Babeş-Bolyai” University, Cluj-Napoca, 

Romania. 

13. Drugaş, M. (2010). Homeostazia motivaţiei şi a stării de bine. Studiu experimental pe 

un eşantion de studenţi psihologi. Revista de Psihologie şcolară, [Homeostasis of 

motivation and well-being. Experimental study on a sample of psychology students. 

Journal of School Psychology]. 4(7), pp. 19-39. 

14. Drugaş, M. (2012). Unemployment and Possible Alterations of Personality Traits: The 

Case of the General Causality Orientations. Psychological Thought, 5(2), pp. 113-123. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5964/psyct.v5i2.20 

15. Eliason, M., & Storrie, D. (2009). Job Loss is bad for Your Health – Swedish 

Evidence on Cause-Specific Hospitalization Following Involuntary Job Loss. Social 

Science and Medicine, 68(8), pp. 1396-1406.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.01.021 

16. Joseph, S., & Lewis, C.A. (1998). The Depression-Happiness Scale: Reliability and Validity 

of a Bipolar Self-Report Scale. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 54(4), pp. 537-544. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-4679(199806)54:4<537::AID-JCLP15>3.0.CO;2-G 

17. Kállay, É., & Vonas, G. (2011). Demographic and Intrapersonal Characteristics of 

Well-Being in a Sample of Romanian Adults. Journal of Cognitive and Behavioral 

Psychotherapies, 11(2), pp. 253-273. 

18. Lewchuk, W., Clarke, M., & de Wolff, A. (2008). Working Without Commitments: 

Precarious Employment and Health. Work, Employment and Society, 22(3), pp. 387-

406. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0950017008093477 

19. Luhmann, M., & Eid, M. (2009). Does It Really Feel the Same? Changes in Life 
Satisfaction Following Repeated Life Events. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 97(2), pp. 363-381. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0015809 

20. Mantler, J., Matejicek, A., Matheson, K, & Anisman, H. (2005). Coping with 

Employment Uncertainty: A Comparison of Employed and Unemployed Workers. 

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 10(3), pp. 200-209.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.10.3.200 

21. Matthews, G., Deary, I.J., & Whiteman, M.C. (2005). Psihologia personalităţii: 

Trăsături, cause, consecinţe [Personality Psychology: Traits, Causes, and 

Consequences]. Iaşi: Polirom. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.4.305
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1566-3124%2803%2915007-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1988.tb02088.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.5964/psyct.v5i2.20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.01.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/%28SICI%291097-4679%28199806%2954:4%3C537::AID-JCLP15%3E3.0.CO;2-G
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0950017008093477
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0015809
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.10.3.200


105 | JSRP Psychological Well-Being During Unemployment. A Longitudinal Study   

22. McKee-Ryan, F., Song, Z., Wanberg, C.R., & Kinicki, A.J. (2005). Psychological and 

Physical Well-Being during Unemployment: A Meta-Analytic Study. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 90(1), pp. 53-76. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.1.53 

23. Myers, D.G. (2000). The Funds, Friends, and Faith of Happy People. American 

Psychologist, 55(1), pp. 56-67. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.56 

24. Ouweneel, P. (2002). Social Security and Well-Being of the Unemployed in 42 

Nations. Journal of Happiness Studies, 3(2), pp. 167-192.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1019619324661 

25. Pavot, W., Diener, E., & Suh, E. (1998). The Temporal Satisfaction with Life Scale. 

Journal of Personality Assessment, 70(2), pp. 340-354.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa7002_11 

26. Price, R.H., Nam Choi, J., & Vinokur, A.D. (2002). Links in the Chain of Adversity 
Following Job Loss: How Financial Strain and Loss of Personal Control Lead to 

Depression, Impaired Functioning, and Poor Health. Journal of Occupational Health 

Psychology, 7(4), pp. 302-312. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.7.4.302 

27. Ranzijn, R., Carson, E., Winefield, A.H., & Price, D. (2006). On the Scrap-Heap at 

45: The Human Impact of Mature-Aged Unemployment. Journal of Occupational and 

Organizational Psychology, 79(3), pp. 467-479.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317905X66828 

28. Reine, I., Novo, M., & Hammarström, A. (2004). Does the Association Between Ill 

Health and Unemployment Differ Between Young People and Adults? Results from a 

14-Year Follow-Up Study with a Focus on Psychological Health and Smoking. Public 

Health, 118(5), pp. 337-345. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2003.10.008 

29. Stroian, G. (2001). Şomajul ca factor morbigenetic în etiologia tulburărilor mintale. 

Revista de Psihologie organizational, 1(2), pp. 23-38. 

30. The National Agency for Employment (2011). Unemployment rate in November 2011. 

Retrieved June 7, 2012, from http://www.anofm.ro/rata-%C5%9Fomajului-

%C3%AEn-luna-noiembrie-2011. 

31. The National Agency for Employment (2010). The Evolution of unemployment 

between 1991-2009. Retrieved February 13, 2012, from  

http://www.anofm.ro/1765_evolutia-numarului-de-someri-in-perioada-1991-2009. 

32. Winkelman, R. (2009). Unemployment, Social Capital, and Subjective Well-Being. 

Journal of Happiness Studies, 10(4), pp. 421-430. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10902-

008-9097-2 

33. Vinokur, A.D., & Schul, Y. (1997). Mastery and Inoculation against Setbacks as 

Active Ingredients in the JOBS Intervention for the Unemployed. Journal of 

Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 65(5), pp. 867-877.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.65.5.867 

34. Ware, J.E. (2000). SF-36 Health Survey Update. SPINE, 25(24), pp. 3130-3139.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00007632-200012150-00008 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.1.53
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.56
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1019619324661
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa7002_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.7.4.302
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317905X66828
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2003.10.008
http://www.anofm.ro/rata-%C5%9Fomajului-%C3%AEn-luna-noiembrie-2011
http://www.anofm.ro/rata-%C5%9Fomajului-%C3%AEn-luna-noiembrie-2011
http://www.anofm.ro/1765_evolutia-numarului-de-someri-in-perioada-1991-2009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10902-008-9097-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10902-008-9097-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.65.5.867
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00007632-200012150-00008


 



Journal of Social Research & Policy, Vol. 4, Issue 2, December 2013  

 

Work Schedule Flexibility: A Contributor to 
Happiness?  
 
 
 

LONNIE GOLDEN
1
 

Penn State Abington, Pennsylvania, U.S.A 
 

 

JULIA R. HENLY 
University of Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A. 
 
 

SUSAN LAMBERT 
University of Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A. 
 

 

 
 

Abstract: 

 
This article contributes to knowledge regarding determinants of happiness by examining the independent role played 

by having discretion over one’s working time, using data pooled from two years of a nationally representative US 

survey. Controlling for a worker’s income bracket and work hours duration, having work schedule flexibility in the 

form of an ability to take time off during the work day and, to a somewhat lesser extent, to vary starting  and quitting 

times daily, are both associated with greater happiness, whereas an ability to refuse overtime work is weak at best.  The 

associations are generally stronger among workers paid by the hour than by salary. Worker utility functions thus may 

be enhanced by including the timing and flexibility of working time. Policies and practices that promote more 

employee-centered flexible working time may not only help workers alleviate work-life time conflicts, but also promote 

worker well-being generally, especially among hourly-paid workers.  
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A growing body of literature on “happiness” explores empirically the complex influences of 

income, inequality, hours of work and non-work time on individual as well as national well-

being.
2
 The conventional work-leisure model of utility suggests that greater current income will 

be associated with higher levels of worker subjective well-being, even if produced by more 

hours of work; however, this proves to be nuanced. In the present study, we aim to bridge this 

interest among some economists in determinants of individual quality of life with parallel 

tracks in other social science disciplines, which more directly examine work and workplace 

sources of well-being.  

With happiness now accepted in the realm of economics and discussions of national well-

being, the coast has been cleared for labor economics to apply available measures of happiness, 

and study its relationship to various dimensions of working time (e.g., Di Tella & MacCulloch, 
2006; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009; Clark, Frijters & Shields, 2008; Graham, 2009; Krueger, 

2009; MacKerron, 2011; Helliwell, Layard & Sachs, 2012).3 Non-pecuniary dimensions of 
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well-being are considered important at the country level (Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009). A rich 

body of empirical research has documented the potentially adverse effects at the individual 

worker level of workplace inflexibility. Yet, discretion (i.e., employee-centered flexibility) 

heretofore has not been included in economic studies of happiness or subjective well-being. 

Thus, it is important to include not only the amount of work time or leisure (vacation or 
weekend) time (Kahneman & Krueger, 2006; Hamermesh & Lee, 2007; Easterlin, 2010; Harter 

& Arora, 2010; Aaker, Rudd & Mogilner, 2011), but also job and working conditions (Noll, 

2011), such as the extent of workers’ control over their timing of their work hours. 

Our chief goal is to estimate empirically the relationship between a worker’s self-reported 

happiness and his or her perceived discretion over the timing of work, controlling for both income 

and the duration of working hours. We extend the basic economics of happiness approach with 

elements of the job demand-control model (Karasek, 1979), by estimating the extent to which a 

greater extent of worker control over working time matters, and may offset the opposing negative 

effects of long work hours or lower income on worker well-being. We focus on the relative size 

effects, in particular, of indicators of work schedule discretion, with special attention to how 

relationships may vary for workers in hourly vis-à-vis salaried positions. This research analyzes 
data pooled from two years of a nationally representative US survey that permit observation of 

five indicators of working time – three assessing indicators of worker discretion over work 

timing, plus two indicators of work duration. Multinomial regressions and then Ordinary Least 

Squares regressions are conducted to test the extent to which an ability to take time off during the 

work day, to vary starting and quitting times daily, and to refuse mandatory overtime work are 

each associated with greater happiness, while controlling for the influences of a worker’s income 

bracket and the hours duration of their work time per week (as well as various demographic and 

other job characteristics). The size effects of these variables are contrasted among hourly paid and 

salaried employees. Implications of the results for well-being, public policy, and organizational 

practices regarding work time are then briefly explored.  

 

 
The Income-Hours-Happiness Nexus as Background 

 
Recent behavioral economics research tends to focus primarily on the issue of the amount of 

absolute or relative income earned or leisure consumed. Subjective well-being, when measured 

by self-reported happiness or life satisfaction, does not necessarily rise linearly nor 

proportionally with increased income, particularly at higher levels of income, although the 

estimated effects are mixed (Helliwell, 2003; Osberg & Sharpe, 2005; Kahnemann & Krueger, 

2006; Binswanger, 2006; Clark, Frijters & Shields, 2008; Dolan, Peasgood & White, 2008; 

Powdthavee, 2010; Zuzanek, 2012). The effect of income tends to dissipate, as people adjust to 

their new absolute or relative income level, by adapting their aspirations or reference points 

(Hagerty & Veenhoven, 2003). When the (unequal) distribution of happiness is decomposed, 

for the US, there is a contributory role played by non-pecuniary factors in shaping it 
(Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). Happiness tends to depend on one’s family life experience, 

unemployment, healthiness, and life cycle stage.4 

The role of working time, including long work hours and the timing of work, has been 

largely neglected in the happiness literature (Powdthavee, 2009; Spencer, 2011; van der Meer 

& Wielers, 2013). Incomes are likely to be positively correlated with working hours, time spent 

commuting to and from work and time spent away from family and friends. In contrast, time 

spent at work, commuting and away from family and social lives are factors negatively 

correlated with one’s global evaluation of life satisfaction or net affect (Kahneman & Krueger, 

2006).5 Additional income from work, ex poste, may yield less than ex ante expected gains in 

utility, to the extent that health and family life contribute separately from the effects of income. 
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Thus, omitting potential right-hand side variables may bias the estimated effect of income on 

life satisfaction (Powdthavee, 2010).  

Nevertheless, the omission of work hours duration, which tends to correlate positively with 

income and negatively with elements of subjective well-being, does not seem to explain why 

rising income has not produced commensurately rising happiness. Hours have declined over 
time in advanced countries (other than in the US and Sweden), but without corresponding 

increases in levels of happiness (Clark, 2005). Thus, the inclusion of hours actually magnifies 

the puzzle of growing income without parallel rises in happiness (Clark, Frijters & Shields, 

2008). Moreover, subjective well-being is influenced less by the number of work hours per se 

than the “mismatch” between workers’ actual and preferred work time duration (Sousa-Poza & 

Henneberger, 2002; Bielinski, Bosch & Wagner, 2002; Tijdens, 2003; Van Emmerik & 

Sanders, 2005; Wooden, Warren & Drago, 2009; Drago, Wooden & Black, 2009). Curiously, 

many individuals could conceivably reduce their own work hours without corresponding 

reductions in their happiness, but they do not (Binswanger, 2006).6  

Whatever the source, the income-happiness nexus is influenced by the income-work hours 

relationship. It may eliminate entirely the impact of additional labor income on happiness 
(Pouwels, Siegers & Vlaslom, 2008). The effect of longer hours may be more nuanced, 

however, because the additional income it produces may increase job satisfaction, particularly 

for workers with lower base income levels (Sousa-Poza & Sousa-Poza, 2000; Van Praag, 

Frijters & Ferrer-Carbonell, 2003). Thus, while life satisfaction or happiness is clearly 

positively associated with being employed, there may be an inverse-U relationship with hours 

duration. Longer work time exerts a marginal disutility particularly for workers whose hours 

are already long, e.g., the inverse association takes hold beyond 7 work hours per day (Knabe 

& Ratzel, 2010). Increasing rates of involuntary part-time employment in European nations 

suggest that shorter hours alone may not be a source of happiness for all workers (Mason & 

Salverda, 2009). Nevertheless, across 22 EU countries, workers with shorter or part-time hours 

are happier than full-timers, on average. Importantly, this is largely because shorter-hour jobs 

provide flexibility to improve current work-life balance.7  
Much evidence collected from the fields of occupational health and organizational psychology, 

labor-employment relations and work-life research suggests workers who work long hours often 

experience reduced subjective well-being because they tend to experience added work stress, fatigue 

and/or time conflicts, and thus face an additional risk of illness, injury, burnout or work-to-family 

spillovers (e.g., Reynolds, 2003; Berg, Kalleberg & Appelbaum, 2003; White et al., 2003; Grönlund 

& Öun, 2010; Briscoe, Wardell & Sawyer, 2011).8 However, the relationship is not always 

consistent between the volume of work hours per se and the subjective or objective measures of life 

satisfaction (Hamermesh & Lee, 2007) or job satisfaction (Sousa-Poza & Sousa-Poza, 2000; Green, 

2004; Chongvilaivan & Powdthavee, 2012). Overtime work may involve less risk if workers face 

only moderate overtime, favorable work conditions or attractive jobs (Beckers et al., 2004), or if 

overtime is purely voluntary (Hamermesh, 1999; Friedman & Casner-Lotto, 2003; Golden & 
Wiens-Tuers, 2006). However, when facing some supervisory pressure to work overtime, the 

combination of involuntariness and working more than 50 hours a week has been shown to elevate 

the risks of work-family interference, injury, illness, somatic stress, depression and health 

complaints (Cornell Institute for Workplace Studies, 1999; Van Der Hulst & Geurts, 2001). When 

the length, timing or scheduling of overtime work is not under the control of the employee, any 

detrimental well-being effects of long hours of work tends to be compounded or exacerbated (Ala-

Mursula et al., 2002; Berg et al., 2004; Heisz & LaRochelle-Côté, 2006; Beckers et al., 2008). 

 

                                                             
6
 That may occur because individuals tend to underestimate the opportunity costs incurred with working for additional 

income, and overestimate both the happiness yielded from increased income provided by additional work hours and 

their future opportunities for time-saving (Binswanger, 2006). 
7
 e.g., Booth & van Ours, 2009; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2011; van der Meer & Wielers, 2013. This has been formalized in 

some countries’ government programs that reduce the cost of reduced hours by supplementing job earnings, such as 

work-sharing policies and practices. 
8
 Long hours of work per day or per week may undermine well-being not only through physical health (Brenner, Fairris 

& Ruser, 2004; Dong, 2005; Beckers et al., 2008; Kattenbach, Demerouti & Nachreiner, 2010; Golden et al., 2011), 

but also mental health (Virtanen, et al., 2012). 
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Discretion over Work Timing and Worker Well-Being 
 
It may well be the incongruity between the desired and actual schedule of work hours that 

affects one’s well-being, not just its duration (Krausz, Sagie & Bidermann, 2000). If the 

scheduling of hours does not fit a worker’s preferred timing, individual welfare tends to be 
diminished (Barnett, 2004). Moreover, more employee control over work time may moderate a 

negative relationship between work hours and adverse outcomes (Berg, Kalleberg & 

Appelbaum, 2003; Hughes & Parkes, 2007). For example, among those not permitted to 

change their own work schedules toward their preferred schedules, 45 percent experience 

symptoms of “overwork,” three times the rate among those who are permitted (Galinsky, Bond 

& Hill, 2005).  

Flexitime work schedules, involving some employee input or discretion, often facilitate 

better outcomes than traditional fixed-hour schedules. High-performance workplace practices 

and long work hours, however, have interacted to trump positive effects of formal, work-life 

supports (White et al., 2003). This may be in part because workers that have more flexible 

daily schedules are also more likely to be working very long hours, perhaps as an act of 
reciprocation or exchange (e.g., see Golden, 2009; Kelliher & Anderson, 2010). Moreover, 

when combined with employee participation, schedule flexibility moderates adverse effects of 

longer hours, such as work-life conflict (Wang, 2011). Having scheduling flexibility can 

sometimes be a double-edged sword – fixed work schedules might also offer workers a greater 

sense of predictability and regularity (Schieman & Young, 2010; Lambert, Haley-Lock, & 

Henly, 2012).9 Nevertheless, more flexible arrangements may improve employee attitudes and 

happiness, which in turn increases worker performance (Atkinson & Hall, 2011). For example, 

greater scheduling flexibility promotes lower sickness-absence, retention and customer 

satisfaction perhaps because these workers are easier to work with and are happier (Robertson 

& Cooper, 2011).10 Control over work schedules, including days off, is associated with reduced 

fatigue, sleep problems and depression, which also promotes employee performance 

(Takahashi et al., 2011).11  
In direct contrast to employee-centered flexibility, there are a myriad of reasons and 

motivations for employers to make work hours more differentiated or variable to suit their own 

needs for work hours and schedule adjustments (Bosch, 1999; Rubery et al., 2005; Bacon, 

Blyton & Dastmalchian, 2005; Messenger, 2011; Lambert 2008). Greater variability in 

working time, presumably due to employer-initiated adjustments, tends to reduce workers’ 

well-being (Askenazy, 2004), especially when it is irregular or unpredictable, and particularly 

at lower incomes (Lambert, 2008). Conversely, lower variability in work hours is as important 

as higher flexibility as a positive influence on meeting family and social commitments (Heisz 

& LaRochelle-Cote, 2006; Costa, Sartori & Akerstedt, 2006; Olsen & Dahl, 2010). In sum, 

whether framed as “discretion,” “control,” or “employee-centered flexibility” regarding the 

scheduling of working time, there is reason to believe that its influence may extend beyond the 
domain of work-life integration and into workers’ overall well-being and happiness. 

 
 
 

                                                             
9
 Having “flexibility” in the timing of one’s job is not necessarily equivalent to having “control” over one’s flow of 

work (MacDermid & Tang, 2009). 
10

 In addition, flexible scheduling facilitates better coordination of daily work and life responsibilities (White et al., 

2003; Berg et al., 2004; Kelly, Moen & Tranby, 2011; Glauber, 2011; Kossek & Michel, 2011). Greater workplace 

flexibility may indirectly promote worker productivity by improving workers’ health and healthy behaviors (Galinsky, 

Bond & Hill, 2005; Grzywycz, Carlson & Shulkin, 2008; Loh, 2009).  
11

 Because at least some employees are prepared to accept in return for flexible work arrangements and place a 

negative compensating differential, such as sacrificing a raise, bonus or alternative benefit (McCrate, 2005; Weeden, 

2005; Heywood, Siebert & Wei, 2007; Winder, 2009; Felfe, 2012), they often carry a positive wage premium, 

attributable probably to employee-centered flexible work facilitating a gain in productivity. Flexible timing of work 

appears to boost average labor productivity and thus perhaps profitability in enterprises and industries (Shepard, 

Clifton & Kruse, 1996; Gavin & Mason, 2004; Ortega, 2009; Lee & DeVoe, 2012) and perhaps also a consequent 

improvement in technical efficiency for firms (Wolf & Beblo, 2004).  
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Theoretical Foundation and Model 

 
If work schedule flexibility over the timing contributes to worker well-being, including 

happiness, then a standard utility (U) function ought to be amended with an additional 

argument, beyond the conventional terms of income (Y) and leisure (L) time, – the degree 

of scheduling discretion. This is captured by a coefficient (), in the expanded utility 

function expression:12 
 

U = U [Y, L; γ] 

assuming: dU/dY,dU/dL, dU/dγ > 0   

  

Ultimately, or at least initially, it is employers that set work schedules (with the 

possible exception of self-employment). Suppose there is an employer-set daily working 

time interval (I) to which a given worker is scheduled. This may deviate from the worker’s 

preferred shift time slot (denoted by I*). Worker well-being is improved with any increase 

in the degree of responsiveness of their work schedules to changes in their preferred daily 

timing or interval (I*) of work. Suboptimal utility occurs anytime actual schedules are 

slow to adjust toward (either temporary or permanent) changes in a worker’s desired I*
13

, 

as reflected by the term, . Synchronization between a schedule required by employers, I, 

and the I* desired by employees occurs only if the employer provides employees with a 
wider range of work schedule intervals from which to choose, or an opportunity to self-

adjust their own timing of work. Thus, even if a worker is scheduled for his or her 

preferred duration of working time (e.g., an 8-hour workday), the timing of the shift might 

create conflicts with other desired activities, such as caregiving or student work, or one’s 

natural circadian rhythms. An assumption of concavity suggests that those individuals 

most deprived of work schedule discretion may gain relatively more from a given increase 

in flexibility than a worker that already has much discretion. Similarly, workers whose 

earnings are linked directly to the hours they work may gain the most from having 

schedule discretion, because it may allow them to adjust the timing of their hours without 

reducing the number of their hours and also their earnings. . An employer will presumably 

grant an employee more scheduling discretion if the added short run cost of adopting 
flexible work scheduling is exceeded by longer run labor cost savings or improved 

performance achieved by better matching of actual to preferred schedules (Altman & 

Golden, 2007; Ortega, 2009; Lee & DeVoe, 2012).14 

 
 
Study Hypotheses 

 
In light of the existing literature and the implications of the above model, we postulate the 

following four hypotheses regarding the relationship between happiness and aspects of 

hours duration and work schedule discretion: 
Hypothesis 1: When controlling for the potentially nuanced effects of higher income 

level,15 and workers’ demographic characteristics, a longer duration of work hours 

(average weekly hours or extra days of work per month) will have an ambiguous 

association with happiness.16 It may be negatively related to happiness because of adverse 

work to life spillovers and lost leisure time, but also potentially positive to the extent that 

                                                             
12

 Tradeoffs between these three arguments may be subject to the usual concavity assumption. 
13

 For example, a worker might prefer an I* that starts at time (0) and finishes at time (n), e.g., 9am to 5pm or 7am to 

3pm (under the simplifying assumption that workers prefer a single, continuous rather than split shift). 
14

 See Appendix 3 for a more formal model. Cost savings also may accrue from improved employee health, but 

insufficiently to induce all firms to adopt flexible scheduling for all employees (Butler et al., 2009). 
15

 The association of income with happiness may be relatively stronger for hourly paid workers and at relatively lower 

levels of income than at the highest level (see DeVoe & Pfeffer, 2009). 
16

 For support, see Golden & Wiens-Tuers (2006) and van den Meer & Wielers (2013). 
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extra work brings additional current income (or expected future reward) or non -pecuniary 

benefits.17 

Hypothesis 2: Controlling for income, demographics, and duration of work hours, 

having greater daily working time discretion will be unambiguously positively associated 

with happiness.18 
Hypothesis 3: While all types of daily working time discretion contribute to well-being 

positively, it is possible that some may have greater impact than others.  

Hypothesis 4: For hourly paid and salaried workers, the association of happiness with 

work schedule discretion may be similar in magnitude, unless hourly workers benefit 

marginally more, because of their relatively more deprived endowment of flexibility and 

need to directly forego current income to attain it. 

 

 
Methods 

  
Data and Sample 
Data are drawn from the pooled 2002 and 2006 US General Social Survey (GSS), a 

biannual, nationally representative, personal interview survey of U.S. households 

conducted by the National Opinion Research Center, and its appended Quality of Worklife 

(QWL) module (n=4500). The module includes 76 items related to work organization 

issues including unique questions regarding working time dimensions.  The 2002 sample 

contains responses from 1,796 employed persons and the identical 2006 another 1,734. Of 

the entire sample of total employed, 36 percent are salaried, 52 percent are paid by the 

hour (and the remaining 12% are in independent contract and temporary positions). 

 
Measures 

Appendix 1 defines the variables used from the Quality of Worklife (QWL) module data. 

The key outcome of interest is contained in the GSS sample -the happiness level item 

(answered by n = 2610, 1625 of whom are employed) which asks, “Taken all together, 

how would you say things are these days… that you are: very happy, pretty happy, or not 

too happy?”19 The mean is 1.8, meaning there are more people in the first than last 
category. Although it is not known with certainty that the happiness choice of respondents 

captures their global happiness rather than net affect being experienced in the particular 

moment of the survey taking (see Kahneman & Krueger, 2006), the preface of the question 

suggests it is more the former. 20  

By annual income level, frequency distributions show that in the median income 

category, 62 percent are “pretty happy”, whereas 32 percent are “very happy” and 8 

percent “not too happy”. In contrast, only 4 percent are “not too happy” and 43 percent are 

“very happy” in the over $75k, highest category, while in the lowest ( two) income 

categories, only 26 percent are “very happy” and over 12 percent are “not too happy” .  

Work hours duration is indicated by two questions, the first being the number of hours 

worked last week, at all jobs, and the second, by having one or more days per month where 

                                                             
17

 In addition, certain jobs or work may provide procedural utility, and thus less disutility, even at long hours.  
18

 The positive effects may be at least partly negated by the potential jeopardy or backlash perceived when an employee 

actually chooses a flexible scheduling option, particularly one that is formally available but is not supported by 

supervisors or peers (Galinsky, Bond & Hill, 2005). Bi-directional causality cannot be ruled out here. 
19

 The GSS contains several questions of this structure, where the responses are excellent, good, fair, etc., or 

alternatively, very often, somewhat often, rarely or never. 
20

 The happiness variable has been criticized by some who feel that it may reflect experiential or ephemeral factors, 

which may be even more salient than work-related factors, such as changes in family or social relationships. Also, the 

time frame of the question, “these days,” may be interpreted rather openly, so that a respondent might be considering 

this day, week or even the past year. In addition, happiness is but one of many potential components in one’s subjective 

well-being, albeit a potentially dominant one. Finally, future GSS instruments will move to 7-point scales, which may 

allow for greater variation in responses. For the time being, virtually all previous happiness empirical research using 

US data have utilized this 3-point scale.  
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extra hours were worked beyond one’s usual schedule. The average weekly hours worked 

last week, among full-time workers in the GSS (2002) sample was 45.9 and 22.6 among 

part-time workers. The number of days worked extra per month was 5.5 (5 days among 

workers with no mandatory overtime, 9 days among those with mandatory overtime).  

Scheduling discretion is measured by three items.21 The first measure, “change start/end 
time”, assesses the ability of the respondent to adjust their starting  and ending times of 

work. About 48 percent of the GSS sample feels that they have the ability to often, if not 

always, adjust their own starting and ending times, whereas the other half rarely or never 

do. The distribution of such perceived daily schedule flexibility is skewed by whether the 

worker is paid hourly or on salary. For example 27 percent of salaried but 41 percent of 

hourly paid workers “never” are allowed to vary their starting and ending times of work. 

There are gender differences but only slight -in hourly jobs, men are slightly more 

represented in both tails of “never” and “often” in the frequency of being able to alter their 

daily start and end times. In contrast, in salaried jobs, men are more represented than 

women in being “often” and less so in “never”.  

The second measure of schedule discretion, “time off,” reflects the difficulty 
respondents feel they have taking time off during the work day to take care of personal or 

family matters. Almost three-quarters of the US workforce perceive that it is not very 

difficult to take time off during the work day for such matters. Among salaried workers, 53 

percent of men and 42 percent of women consider it “not hard at all” to take time off 

during the work day. Among hourly workers, the level is lower for men but slightly higher 

for women, 47 and 45 percent, respectively. Among men, 24 percent of salaried and 22 

percent of hourly workers find it somewhat or very hard to take such time off. Among 

women, the rate is 28 percent for both types of employees.  

The third measure of worker discretion is an indicator of whether the respondent reports 

that they have the ability to refuse working beyond their usual weekly hours, i.e., that 

overtime work is mandatory. Almost 27 percent of workers regard any work beyond their 

usual weekly hours as mandatory, required by their employers -28 percent of full time and 
16 percent of part time workers. There is virtually no difference between the salaried and 

hourly work force.  

In addition to discretion and duration measures, we include three additional job-related 

variables in our regression models. Specifically, the three measures indicate if the 

respondent works a day or evening, split or rotating shift, or irregular/on-call shift (day 

shift is the omitted referent). The latter may reflect work hours variability. As control 

variables, we include if a worker is employed in the non-profit sector or a unionized job. 

Several demographic control variables (e.g., age, gender, marital status, number of 

children) are also included in the model. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for all 

variables in the model. 
22

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
21

 The International Social Survey Program also attached a module, Work Orientations III, to the same GSS in 2006, 

included a question, “Who sets your work schedule?” For context, this found that about 45 percent in the US responded 

that “starting and finishing times are decided by my employer and I cannot change them on my own”, whereas only 15 

percent felt “entirely free to decide when I start and finish work”. The remaining 40 percent “can decide the time … 

start and finish work, within certain limits”. 
22

 Appendix 2 illustrates some descriptive bivariate findings related to our key variables -Figure 1a shows that the ease 

of taking time off tends to be associated with somewhat greater happiness levels, for both types of workers, although 

not always with a perfectly smooth gradation. Figure 1b shows a smoother gradation when examining happiness levels 

among the hourly paid, more so than among salaried workers, regarding being able to alter starting or ending times of 

work. The pattern of happiness levels by whether or not one’s overtime work is mandatory, in Figure 1c, appears to be 

more uniform. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Characteristics of the Sample 

 

All 

Workers 
N 

Salaried 

Workers 
N 

Hourly 

Workers 
N T-test 

Demographic Controls 
      

 

Male (%) 50.8 2,610 51.8 924 53.3 1,378 1.02 

Age (Mean, s.d.) 
41.9                

(13.0)   
2,601 

 43.1  
(11.7) 

920 
 40.2  
(13.3) 

1,374 5.33 ** 

Married (%) 48.2 2,609 55.8 923 42.8 1,378 6.12 ** 

White (%) 76.4 2,610 80.4 924 71.6 1,378 4.84 ** 

The number of a child (Mean, s.d.) 
 1.57  
(1.47) 

2,608 
 1.48  
(1.39) 

924 
 1.60  
(1.50) 

1,376 1.86*** 

Survey Year 2002 (%) 34.1 2,610 32.5 924 35.1 1,376 1.28 

Income (%) 
 

2,205 
 

819 
 

1,147 

23.2** 

less than $20,000 28.4 
 

9.4 
 

40.2 
 

$20,000-$29,999 16.7 
 

11.1 
 

21.9 
 

$30,000-$39,999 15.5 
 

17.3 
 

15.3 
 

$40,000-$49,999 12.3 
 

16.4 
 

10.2 
 

over $ 50,000 27.1 
 

45.8 
 

12.4 
 

Work related variables 
      

 

Working hours (Mean, s.d.) 
 41.0  
(16.1) 

2,596 
 44.5  
(15.0) 

918 
 38.3  
(15.3) 

1,375 9.50** 

Time off during day (%) 
 

2,600 
 

919 
 

1,375 

2.03* 

very hard 11.2 
 

9.7 
 

11.8 
 

somewhat hard 15.6 
 

15.2 
 

16.2 
 

not too hard 29.4 
 

30.0 
 

30.6 
 

not at all hard 43.8 
 

45.1 
 

41.4 
 

Change start/end time (%) 
 

2,597 
 

919 
 

1,374 

13.4** 

never 31.5 
 

22.9 
 

41.4 
 

rarely 14.6 
 

11.9 
 

18.3 
 

sometimes 19.8 
 

21.2 
 

20.4 
 

often 34.1 
 

44.0 
 

19.9 
 

More days (Mean, s.d.) 
 5.8  
(7.8) 

2,563 
 8.0  
(8.6) 

908 
 4.4  
(6.7) 

1,364 11.1** 

Mandatory extra work (%) 26.2 2,574 26.3 917 27.3 1,358 0.51 

Work schedule (%) 
 

2,602 
 

919 
 

1,378 

χ2= 
111.9** 

day shift 73.3 
 

85.0 
 

68.6 
 

evening shift 10.4 
 

3.5 
 

16.1 
 

irregular or oncall shift 9.0 
 

6.6 
 

6.3 
 

split or rotating shift 7.3 
 

4.9 
 

9.0 
 

Belong to Union (%) 14.4 1,749 14.7 631 16.2 912 0.79 

Work for government or non-profit 
(%) 

24.2 2,603 36.5 924 7.9 1,374 9.12** 

Outcome variable 
      

 

Happy (%) 
 

2,610 
 

924 
 

1,378 

6.64** 
not too happy 10.1 

 
7.1 

 
12.3 

 
pretty happy 58.9 

 
54.9 

 
61.6 

 
very happy 31.0 

 
38.0 

 
26.1 

 
Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1. 

 
 

Methods and Econometric Analysis: Happiness and Discretion in Work Timing 
 

Econometric analysis is useful in isolating the effect of work schedule discretion on happiness, 

holding constant the range of various personal and job characteristics of workers that might 

affect happiness uni-directionally. The model estimated is the true frequency of a subjective 

well-being outcome given by: 
  

Hj= a + βY1j + β2h + β 3Xj + β 4Flexj+ β 5Zj uj  



115 | JSRP Work Schedule Flexibility: A Contributor to Happiness?   

 

The dependent variable happiness (Hj) is reported as ordered categories. The independent 

variables are the reported income range (Y), measures of the duration of working hours (h), a vector 

of control variables (X) including demographics such as gender, marital status, number of children, 

age (and age squared), and a vector (Z) capturing other characteristics of their job or employment 
arrangement. The focus is on the measured effects of the key independent variables, which indicate 

the extent of work schedule discretion, or flexibility (Flex), on the scaled responses of individuals. 

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models are estimated with the same set of explanatory and 

control variables. The constant (a) and also the error term uj account for other exogenous potential 

determinants of happiness, for each individual. The size of the coefficients in the OLS regression 

results is simply the effect of a unit change in work hours or degree or frequency of the flexibility 

indicator reported on the scale of the reported level of happiness. 

In addition to the OLS models, multinomial logistic regression (MLR) estimates are also 

conducted for “Very Happy” and “Pretty Happy”, in contrast to “Not Too Happy”, as the omitted 

referent group. The estimation results will illustrate the size and statistical significance of the 

bivariate that an individual possesses or does not possess a type of flexibility, all else constant, 
including the independent effects of income and length of work hours. The regressions all include 

controls for the individual’s demographic factors, and some work and related job factors observable 

in the GSS. The most basic model is amended sequentially, eventually adding each flexibility 

indicator of interest. The last model estimated includes all forms of flexibility together.  
 
 

Data Limitations 
 
Several limitations and complications associated with these data must be acknowledged. First, the 
indicators are self-rated perceptions which are more prone to potential errors than are objective 

measures. In addition, with cross sectional data, indicators of supposed outcomes are likely to be partly 

endogenous with the predictor variables, working extra hours and having discretion. Self-selection 

may be present and unavoidable if generally happier individuals are drawn to jobs that feature more 

flexibility in the timing of work rather than fixed daily work schedules. Similarly, it is inherently 

difficult to disentangle the simultaneity if individual self-reports of happiness are responding to the 

effects of work conditions or being in less desirable jobs generally, of which inflexible scheduling is 

only a reflection.  
 
 

Results: Work Hours, Worker Scheduling Discretion and Worker Happiness 
 
Table 2 contains the coefficient (β) estimates and z-statistics from the multinomial regressions of the 

association between the income gradient and reported happiness level (not too happy relative to pretty 

happy and very happy), unadjusted for the control variables and key employment variables. The 

middle income category is the referent group. The results are reported for the full sample, followed by 

subgroups of respondents who indicate they are paid hourly and those paid a salary.23 The results show 

that the highest level of income (above $50k for an individual respondent) is associated with the 

greatest happiness, with no other variable controlled. There is a relatively smooth gradient by income 
level both above and below the median income group. The size effect appears highest for the highest 

income bracket. Importantly, comparing the results of the multinomial regressions for the split sample, 

there is a striking difference between salaried and hourly paid workers and the smoothness of the 

income gradient disappears for salaried workers. Salaried workers’ happiness bears no statistically 

significant association with higher income. Hourly workers’ happiness, in contrast, is strongly 

positively associated with being in the highest income bracket. Specifically, hourly workers in the 

highest income bracket are more likely than those in the middle income to report being pretty happy 

and to report being very happy (compared to not too happy), whereas these associations are not 

                                                             
23

 The “other” subgroup, who are not on a payroll, such as independent contract workers, amount to just over 11 

percent of the GSS sample and are omitted in all hourly/salaried subgroup analyses. 
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significant for any of the other income brackets for hourly workers. 24 

 

Table 2: Multinomial Logistic Regressions, Happiness and Income (unadjusted coefficients) - 

All Workers, and by Salaried and Hourly Paid. Unstandardized Coefficients 

 (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 
 All workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

<$20,000 − 0.045 − 0.26 − 0.269 − 1.44 

 (0.172)  (0.187)  

$20−29,999 − 0.012 − 0.06 − 0.174 − 0.79 

 (0.204)  (0.220)  

$40−49,999 0.461*** 1.77 0.313 1.13 

 (0.260)  (0.276)  

$50,000+ 0.573** 2.72 0.785** 3.60 

 (0.210)  (0.218)  

Observations  2610   

Pseudo R2  0.007   

 Salaried workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

$20,000 − 0.875* −1.97 − 0.617 −1.36 

 (0.443)  (0.455)  

$20−29,999 0.362 0.62 0.481 0.81 

 (0.582)  (0.593)  

$40−49,999 − 0.142 0.33 − 0.168 −0.38 

 (0.427)  (0.442)  

$50,000+ 0.143 − 0.43 0.030 0.09 

 (0.336)  (0.345)  

Observations  924   

Pseudo R2  0.008   

 Hourly workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

<$20,000 0.268 1.29 −0.141 −0.61 

 (0.207)  (0.230)  

$20−29,999 0.053 0.22 −0.311 −1.18 

 (0.235)  (0.265)  

$40−49,999 0.811* 2.13 0.338 0.81 

 (0.381)  (0.417)  

$50,000+ 0.871* 2.29 0.892* 2.24 

 (0.380)  (0.398)  

Observations  1378   

Pseudo R2  0.008   

Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1 

“Not Too Happy” is the omitted category. 

To conserve space, the table does not report Prob > χ2 or Log likelihood statistics, which are 
available upon request from authors. 
  

Results above combine bottom two categories of income (under $10,000 and $10−20,000) and the top 

two categories ($50−75,000 and 75,000+) due to small cell sizes (particularly for the “not too happy” 

category for hourly workers in the highest income category and being “very happy” for salaried 

workers in the lowest income level. When treated separately, results are replicated but the coefficient is 

strongest positive for $75,000 and over, while only marginally significant in the second highest income 
category. 
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 For the unreported, “other” classification, the income coefficient estimates and z-statistic significance lie somewhere 

in the middle between the hourly and salaried (see Donnelly, 2010 for possible explanation). 
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Table 3 reports the coefficient (β) estimates and z−statistics from the multinomial regressions 

of the association between the three key job discretion variables and reported happiness level 

(not too happy relative to pretty happy and very happy), adjusted for income and demographic 

variables (statistics for income and demographic variables not shown on the table to conserve 

space). Each job discretion variable is entered in a separate model, first with “time off during 
day”, then with “change start/end time” and then with “mandatory extra work”. Table 3 

includes the coefficients when the models are run on the full sample, as well as when the 

sample is split by whether the respondents report being on salary or paid by the hour.  

Regarding “time off during day,” Table 3 shows that workers’ subjective well-being benefits 

from an ability to take time off from work during the workday to respond to personal or family 

matters. The coefficients for both “pretty happy” and “very happy” are statistically significant 

for the full sample. In addition, when the sample is split, there is a notably stronger positive 

association between the ability to take time off and happiness among hourly than among 

salaried workers. Thus, for hourly workers in particular, it appears that flexibility to leave work 

during a workday may be a highly valued feature of working time. Of course, it is unclear if 

this greater appreciation among hourly workers stems from a generally lower incidence, access 
or expectation of such flexibility in hourly paid jobs, a greater need for this kind of flexibility 

because of fewer nonwork resources to attend to personal or family matters, or if generally 

happier people value such flexibility relatively more than others or sort themselves into jobs 

that provide it. Nevertheless, the association is remarkably strong and on the order of moving 

up from the median to second highest income bracket in terms of boosting happiness levels.  

Table 3 also shows that workers subjective happiness is greater if they report possessing 

some degree of control over the timing of their daily start and end times of work. The 

coefficients are statistically significant for the sample as a whole, and in particular for hourly 

workers. As with “change time,” the coefficients are reduced for the salaried worker subgroup 

alone. Moreover, it is evident that the coefficients for control over daily start and end times are 

somewhat smaller than those for an ability to take time off during the workday. Again, 

endogeneity or self-sorting are a possible reason for these associations that cannot be ruled out. 
Finally, Table 3 shows no significant relationship between a lack of control over working extra 

hours (mandatory overtime, the third job discretion variable) and happiness. Only for hourly 

workers, it is found that being required by an employer to work extra time is negatively related 

to being “pretty happy” relative to not happy, although only at a marginally statistically 

significant level. Thus, the results from the multinomial logistic regressions reported in Table 3 

provide evidence that after controlling for income and several demographic and work variables, 

two of the three measures of job discretion – taking time off during the day to address personal 

or family matters and discretion over start and end times – are associated with subjective well-

being as measured by the happiness indicator, especially for workers paid by the hour. 

Tables 4, 5 and 6 undertake a series of five OLS sequential regressions, treating happiness as a 

continuous rather than categorical variable as was presented in Tables 2 and 3. The first model 
includes just the income, demographic, and the year dummy variables. Given that the relative 

importance of income appeared to be concentrated in the upper income category ($50,000 and over) 

in the first set of analyses reported in Table 2, we further distinguish income at the higher end in 

these models, splitting the $50,000 and over category into two categories: $50,000 to $75,000 and 

$75,000 and over. For hourly workers, however, the single $50,000 and over category is maintained 

given low frequency of $75,000 plus incomes among hourly workers. Then, in three separate 

regressions (models 2, 3 and 4), two measures of work duration (“hours” and “more days”) plus 

each of the three job discretion variables entered separately for each model are included together 

with the model 1 variables. Finally, in the full model (model 5), the three job discretion variables are 

entered simultaneously, together with three additional work controls (nonstandard shift timing,  
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Table 3: Multinomial Logistic Regressions - Happiness and Employee Discretion Over Work 

Time (adjusted coefficients) - All workers, Salaried and Hourly Paid 
 All workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

Time off during day 0.199**  3.15 0.372** 5.25 

 (0.063)   (0.071)  

Observations  2590   

Pseudo R2  0.060   

     

Change start/end time 0.131* 2.31 0.249** 4.01 

 (0.057)  (0.062)  

Observations  2587   

Pseudo R2   0.057   

     

Mandatory extra work − 0.220 − 1.44 − 0.113 − 0.68 

 (0.153)  (0.167)  

Observations  2564   

Pseudo R2   0.053   

 Salaried workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

Time off during day 0.147 1.14 0.322* 2.35 

  (0.128)   (0.137)  

Observations  916   

Pseudo R2  0.0751   

     

Change start/end time 0.086 0.76 0.221*** 1.86 

 (0.113)  (0.119)  

Observations  916   

Pseudo R2   0.074   

     

Mandatory extra work 0.075 0.24 − 0.071 − 0.22 

 (0.314)  (.329)  

Observations  914   

Pseudo R2   0.071   

 Hourly workers 

 Pretty happy Very happy 

 Coef. z Coef. z 

Time off during day 0.289** 3.56 0.479** 5.05 

  (0.081)   (0.095)  

Observations  1369   

Pseudo R2   0.057   

     

Change start/end time 0.167* 2.12 0.263** 3.01 

 (0.079)  (0.087)  

Observations  1368   

Pseudo R2   0.051   

     

Mandatory extra work − 0.374*** − 1.95 − 0.139 − 0.65 

 (0.192)  (0.215)  

Observations  1352   

Pseudo R2   0.049   

Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1  

“Not Too Happy” is the omitted category. 

Each separate model was adjusted for the survey year, income, and demographic variables. To 

conserve space, the table does not report Prob > χ2 or Log likelihood statistics, which are 

available upon request from authors. 
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Table 4: OLS Regressions for Full Sample, Sequential Models 1 through 5 Predicting 

Happiness. Unstandardized Coefficients (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 
 1 2 3 4 5 

< $20,000 − 0.059*** − 0.047 − 0.043 − 0.042 − 0.041 

 (0.032) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) 

$20−29,999 − 0.050 − 0.049 − 0.045 − 0.054 − 0.053 

 (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.038) (0.038) 

$40−49,999 0.010 0.012 0.013 0.009 0.008 

 (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) 

$50−74,999 0.042 0.035 0.032 0.031 0.029 

 (0.038) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) 

$75,000+ 0.145** 0.125** 0.109* 0.135** 0.110* 

 (0.044) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045) 

Year2002 0.009 0.008 0.009 0.007 0.007 

 (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 

Age − 0.018** − 0.022** − 0.022** − 0.021** − 0.022** 

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) 

Age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Male − 0.008 − 0.021 − 0.018 − 0.011 − 0.015 

 (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.025) 

White 0.028 0.031 0.020 0.029 0.022 

 (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 

Married 0.335** 0.328** 0.330** 0.333** 0.328** 

 (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 

One kid − 0.106** − 0.100** − 0.098** − 0.105** − 0.097** 

 (0.035) (0.035) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) 

Two kids − 0.048 − 0.047 − 0.048 − 0.049 − 0.055 

 (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) 

Three+ kids − 0.022 − 0.017 − 0.013 − 0.022 − 0.019 

 (0.034) (0.034) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) 

Time off during day – 0.065** –   –  0.056** 

 – (0.011) –  –  (0.012) 

Change start/end time – – 0.038** –  0.024* 

 – – (0.010) –  (0.010) 

Mandatory extra work – –  – − 0.001 0.026 

 – –  – (0.027) (0.027) 

Hours – 0.002** 0.002* 0.002* 0.002** 

 – (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

More days – 0.002 0.000 0.001 0.001 

 – (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Irreg/Oncall – – – – − 0.105* 

 – – – – (0.043) 

Evening – – – – − 0.046 

 – – – – (0.039) 

Split/Rotating – – – – 0.010 

 – – – – (0.045) 

Union – – – – − 0.015 

 – – – – (0.041) 

Govt/Nonprofit – – – – 0.009 

 – – – – (0.028) 

      

Observations 2,599 2,537 2,533 2,516 2,505 

R−squared 0.087 0.102 0.096 0.090 0.107 

Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1 
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Conducting this series of tests will reveal (1) the extent to which the association between income 

and happiness is affected by the inclusion of job discretion variables (and other work-related 

variables), and, importantly, (2) whether the association between the key job discretion variables 

and happiness that proved important in the multinomial regressions reported in Table 3 remain 

important when taking into account the duration of work hours (models 2, 3 and 4) and a broader set 
of work variables (model 5). Because model 5 includes each of the three job discretion variables, it 

is a particularly strict test of the relationship between these distinct measures of job discretion and 

happiness. Table 4 provides results for all workers combined, Table 5 just for the salaried workers, 

and Table 6 just for hourly workers.  

First, while the pattern of coefficients indicate that happiness levels are positively associated 

with higher income (and negatively with lower income), these relationships are statistically 

significant only for the $75,000 or over income category (compared to the middle income 

category) for the full sample (Table 4) and the $20−$29,999 group for hourly workers (Table 

6). There are no meaningful changes to the income coefficients with the addition of job 

discretion and work variables in models 2 through 5.  

On the other hand, the “time off during day” and “change start/end time” job discretion variables 
continue to show important associations with happiness in the OLS models, as they did in the earlier 

multinomial regression models. (The third job discretion variable indicating limited ability to refuse 

mandatory work remains insignificant in the OLS models, as was the case in the earlier models.) In 

particular, controlling for hours duration, income, and demographic variables, workers with the 

ability to take time off during the day to attend to personal and family matters and workers who can 

set their own start and end times report greater happiness than their colleagues without this 

flexibility. These results hold for the full sample and for salaried and hourly subgroups. Even in 

model 5 that includes the three job discretion variables simultaneously and also includes the 

additional work controls, the association between taking time off and happiness remains significant 

for the full sample and hourly and salaried subgroups, and the association between changing start 

and end times and happiness remains significant for the full sample and marginally significant for 

the subgroup of workers paid by the hour, but no longer for salaried workers. These findings 
indicate that job discretion is an important component of happiness that future studies on the 

relationship between income and happiness might consider. Moreover, these results suggest that 

taking time off during the day may be an especially valued form of job discretion for both salaried 

and hourly workers, as is indicated by the markedly greater size of the coefficient of this indicator as 

compared to the coefficient for “change start/end time” or “mandatory extra work”. 

Regarding the duration of weekly work hours, we observe a slight positive association between 

working more hours and happiness, and this relationship is significant in the full sample. The 

coefficients are largely unchanged for hourly and salaried subgroups but are no longer significant 

perhaps because of the smaller sample size. There is no statistically significant relationship found 

between working more days and happiness. The lack of negative relationship between work 

duration whether measured as hours or days and happiness may in part reflect a “happy worker 
effect”, much like the “healthy worker effect”, whereby workers whose health is excellent are 

capable of working longer hours.25 Positive mental health might be associated with more hours 

devoted to any type of activity, including work. Or, the positive association may be reflective of 

something else in the nature of work itself, e.g., more job autonomy, control over pace of work, 

stimulating work tasks or other possible sources of process utility. 
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 Note that models that included workers’ self-reported health were run, and revealed a strongly positive relationship 

to happiness, not surprisingly, but are not included herein due to their collinearity with variables such as work hours 

duration, age and other demographic variables.  
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Table 5: OLS Regressions for Salaried Worker Subsample, Sequential Models 1 through 5 

Predicting Happiness. Unstandardized Coefficients (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 
 1 2 3 4 5 

< $20,000 − 0.013 0.035 0.021 0.022 0.038 

 (0.076) (0.077) (0.077) (0.077) (0.077) 

$20−29,999 − 0.006 0.010 0.005 − 0.010 0.016 

 (0.071) (0.072) (0.072) (0.072) (0.072) 

$40−49,999 − 0.014 − 0.002 − 0.003 − 0.016 − 0.001 

 (0.062) (0.062) (0.063) (0.063) (0.063) 

$50−74,999 − 0.016 − 0.014 − 0.015 − 0.017 − 0.015 

 (0.056) (0.056) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057) 

$75,000+ 0.062 0.055 0.044 0.052 0.033 

 (0.059) (0.059) (0.060) (0.060) (0.061) 

Year2002 0.002 − 0.007 0.002 − 0.005 − 0.005 

 (0.041) (0.041) (0.041) (0.042) (0.042) 

Age − 0.022*** − 0.024* − 0.026* − 0.025* − 0.023* 

 (0.011) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

Age2 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000* 0.000*** 0.000*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Male 0.048 0.022 0.019 0.037 0.022 

 (0.040) (0.040) (0.041) (0.041) (0.042) 

White 0.044 0.034 0.028 0.033 0.032 

 (0.049) (0.049) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) 

Married 0.353** 0.346** 0.351** 0.348** 0.335** 

 (0.043) (0.043) (0.043) (0.044) (0.043) 

One kid − 0.102*** − 0.081 − 0.085 − 0.088 − 0.089 

 (0.058) (0.058) (0.059) (0.059) (0.058) 

Two kids − 0.069 − 0.056 − 0.060 − 0.059 − 0.064 

 (0.054) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) 

Three+ kids 0.030 0.042 0.044 0.041 0.033 

 (0.059) (0.060) (0.060) (0.061) (0.061) 

Time off during day – 0.063**     0.055** 

 – (0.020)     (0.021) 

Change start/end time –   0.034*   0.014 

 –   (0.016)   (0.018) 

Mandatory extra work –     − 0.040 − 0.016 

 –     (0.044) (0.045) 

Hours – 0.002*** 0.002 0.002 0.002 

 – (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

More days – 0.004 0.002 0.003 0.003 

 – (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Irreg/Oncall – – – – − 0.138*** 

 – – – – (0.082) 

Evening – – – – − 0.162 

 – – – – (0.107) 

Split/Rotating – – – – 0.048 

 – – – – (0.089) 

Union – – – – − 0.028 

 – – – – (0.069) 

Govt/Nonprofit – – – – − 0.035 

 – – – – (0.044) 

      

Observations 920 899 898 898 896 

R−squared 0.10 0.117 0.110 0.107 0.123 

Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1 
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Table 6: OLS Regressions for Hourly Paid Worker Subsample, Sequential Models 1 through 5 

Predicting Happiness. Unstandardized Coefficients (Standard Errors in Parentheses) 
 1 2 3 4 5 

<$20,000 − 0.056 − 0.065 − 0.054 − 0.050 − 0.057 

 (0.041) (0.041) (0.041) (0.042) (0.042) 

$20−29,999 − 0.080*** − 0.088*** − 0.082*** − 0.091*** − 0.097* 

 (0.047) (0.047) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) 

$40−49,999 − 0.019 − 0.025 − 0.025 − 0.022 − 0.027 

 (0.062) (0.062) (0.063) (0.063) (0.063) 

$50,000*** 0.064 0.059 0.056 0.046 0.052 

 (0.059) (0.059) (0.060) (0.060) (0.060) 

Year 2002 0.037 0.033 0.032 0.031 0.023 

 (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.034) (0.034) 

Age − 0.010 − 0.013*** − 0.013*** − 0.011 − 0.013*** 

 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.008) 

Age2 0.000 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000 0.000*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Male − 0.032 − 0.039 − 0.029 − 0.029 − 0.031 

 (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.035) (0.035) 

White 0.029 0.026 0.016 0.023 0.016 

 (0.037) (0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 

Married 0.296** 0.297** 0.298** 0.299** 0.300** 

 (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) 

One kid − 0.123* − 0.124* − 0.113* − 0.129** − 0.124* 

 (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.050) 

Two kids − 0.014 − 0.025 − 0.018 − 0.026 − 0.035 

 (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) (0.049) (0.049) 

Three+ kids − 0.038 − 0.048 − 0.041 − 0.056 − 0.051 

 (0.048) (0.047) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) 

Time off during day – 0.077**     0.068** 

 – (0.016)     (0.017) 

Change start/end time –   0.043**   0.026*** 

 –   (0.014)   (0.015) 

Mandatory extra work –     0.021 0.056 

 –     (0.037) (0.038) 

Hours – 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002 0.002*** 

 – (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

More days – − 0.002 − 0.004 − 0.003 − 0.003 

 – (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Irreg/Oncall – – – – − 0.140* 

 – – – – (0.068) 

Evening – – – – − 0.001 

 – – – – (0.045) 

Split/Rotating – – – – − 0.018 

 – – – – (0.057) 

Union – – – – 0.010 

 – – – – (0.054) 

Govt/Nonprofit – – – – − 0.008 

 – – – – (0.042) 

      

Observations 1,372 1,354 1,353 1,337 1,330 

R−squared 0.069 0.087 0.077 0.070 0.093 

Notes: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, *** p<0.1 

 

Regarding the other work variables (included in model 5 only), only irregular or on-call work 

shows a relationship with happiness. Specifically, workers who report that shift times are 
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irregular or on-call as compared to daytime work schedules, also report lower happiness. This 

supports evidence of the adverse well-being effects on the daily lives of workers who face 

variable or unpredictable work hours and schedules (e.g., Henly, Shaefer & Waxman, 2006; 

Lambert, 2008). Being a labor union member does not have an association with happiness 

level; nor does being employed in government or non-profits.  
Some other control variables worthy of note are the pronounced positive effect of being 

married with happiness and negative effects of having one (presumably the first) child, 

especially for hourly workers. This reinforces findings based on other data elsewhere (e.g., 

Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008). Differences by gender, however, are not present. Results for the 

age control variable mirror findings regarding the U-shaped pattern of job satisfaction and life 

satisfaction (e.g., Clark, Oswald & Warr, 1996; Easterlin, 2006).26  

 
 
Conclusion, Discussion and Implications 
 
The association of various dimensions of working time and worker self−reported happiness is 

revealed herein to have important nuances and implications for working time research. The 
General Social Survey (GSS) Quality of Worklife supplements for two years are pooled and 

exploited for their unique data generated that distinguishes between hourly paid and salaried 

workers, and several types of employee -centered flexibility in scheduling of work. We focused 

on three types of work schedule discretion for employees-the ability to vary the starting and 

ending times of the workday, ability to take time off during the work day to attend to family or 

personal matters and (in)ability to refuse overtime work. In sum, the empirical findings suggest 

that discretion over the timing of one’s work matters far more for happiness than does the 

duration of working time or income. Indeed, the associations found between job discretion and 

happiness are apparently independent of income and work duration, and the associations prove 

quite robust over most specifications and control variables. Moreover, the associations of job 

discretion with happiness are consistently stronger and more significant among hourly paid 

workers. Regarding what kind of job discretion matters, these findings suggest that the ability 
to take time off over the course of the day is measurably greater than the ability to vary only 

the start or end of the work day. As previously noted, endogeneity cannot be ruled out that 

happier people seek or stay in jobs that provide scheduling discretion. Nevertheless, employee 

input into working time perhaps yields some procedural utility or hedonic returns that can be 

quite important to the employed, particularly to those workers with the least degree of access to 

it, hourly-paid workers.  

This is consistent with recent findings elsewhere of the effects of more flexible work 

scheduling on other potential outcomes of interest for worker subjective well-being – work-life 

conflict, work stress and fatigue–which hold even when controlling for duration of work hours 

and other job characteristics (Golden et al., 2011). The results lend some support to previous 

findings that hourly payment status leads individuals to rely relatively more on using income in 
the evaluation of their own happiness, although the income effects are minimized when job 

discretion variables are included in the models (DeVoe & Pfeffer, 2009).  

Contributions from behavioral economics have been opening the heretofore “black box” of 

utility, by examining the economic, and not strictly economic determinants of subjective well-

being and its measurements, such as self-reported happiness scales. Future research should 

make the key distinction not only between the effects of the duration of work hours and those 

from discretion (control or flexibility) over the timing of work, but how this lack of control 

detrimentally affects the character of life and well-being of hourly workers perhaps differently 

                                                             
26

 There is growing interest in work hours flexibility over the life course, as a large segment of the work force ages 

(e.g., Pitt-Catsouphes & Matz-Costa, 2008; Christensen & Schneider, 2010). When the sample is subdivided by age, 

with the control variable for age excluded (above the sample median age of 42, with n = 1242), with results available 

upon request from authors. Among older workers, only hourly workers gain happiness with flexible working time, 

whereas among younger workers, both hourly and salaried workers gain happiness from flexibility. Relatively older 

workers’ happiness is associated with the ability to take off work during the day and to vary one’s start and end times, 

no less than it is for the all-age sample.  
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than salaried workers (Lambert, Haley-Lock & Henly, 2012; Lambert, 2008; Swanberg et al., 

2011). There seem to be nuanced differences between control over when one does work 

(starting and quitting time), does not work, or alternates between work and non-work activities 

over the course of a day. Future research also should investigate nuances in the relationship 

with happiness levels, hour duration, and control. In unreported results, weekly hours duration 
and hours-squared reveal a slight negative effect of hours with a positive exponential, 

suggesting a curvilinear effect of longer hours on well-being, which supports Knabe & Ratzel 

(2010). Since the ability to take time off during the work day appears to be so crucial, 

interacting it with income, shift time and gender might reveal more why it appears to yield 

greater happiness and the extent to which it does so differently by income level.  

The results show that using a purely economic frame of income levels to explain variation in 

well-being indicators would be at best incomplete, thus scheduling autonomy and other job 

amenities and working conditions should enter not only worker utility functions but also 

indexes comparing well-being across countries. The most pertinent policy implication of the 

findings is that while worker well-being is certainly affected by trends in earnings and job 

opportunities, it may also be improved by practices and policies that promote more daily 
discretion over the timing of workers’ time at work.27 If public policy truly wishes to promote 

greater gross domestic happiness, policies that foster the spread in access to and use of 

autonomy in scheduling one’s work such as “rights to request” and perhaps to a smaller degree 

also, “rights to refuse”, at least for salaried workers, have much promise, and “small necessities 

laws, which have been adopted by a handful of US states, might be not so “small” in their 

power to yield greater happiness for many of those employed.  
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Appendix 1: List of Key Variables 
 

Dependent Variable 

Happy Taken all together, how would you say things are these days-would you say 

that you are:  

 1, very happy, 2. pretty happy, or 3. not too happy?  

Income Variable 

 Reported annual income of individual 

 1 = "less than $10,000" 2 = "$10,000-$19,999" 3 = "$20,000-$29,999"  

4 = "$30,000-$39,999" 5 = "$40,000-$49,999" 6 = "$50,000-$74,999"  

7 = "over $75,000" 

Employee Discretion Variables 

Change 

start/end 

time 

How often are you allowed to change your starting and quitting times on a 

daily basis? 

 1 Often 2 Sometimes 3 Rarely 4 Never (REVERSE SCORED) 

Time off 

during day 

How hard [difficult] is it to take time off during your work to take care of 

personal or family matters?  

 1 Not at all hard; 2 Not too hard; 3 Somewhat hard; 4 Very hard (REVERSE 

SCORED) 

Mandatory 

extra work 

When you work extra hours on your main job, is it mandatory (required by 

your employer?) 

Hour Duration Variables 

Hours If working, full or part time: How many hours did you work last week, at all 

jobs? 

More days How many days per month do you work extra hours beyond your usual 

schedule? 

Paid by a salary or by the hour 

 In your main job, are you salaried, paid by the hour, or what? 
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Appendix 2: Descriptive DataFigure 1a, b, c: Cross Tabulations of Happiness 
with the Three Indicators of Worker Discretion over Work Schedules, by Hourly 
and Salary Paid Status, GSS and QWL data 
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Appendix 3 
 

Ultimately, it is employers that initially set work schedules (with the possible exception of self-

employment). Employers may offer a traditional, fixed work schedule largely because 

switching regimes to provide schedules that better match each employee’s timing preference 
may not be entirely cost free.  

The degree of scheduling mismatch, on any given shift length experienced by a worker that 

is not provided a fully accommodative, flexible schedule is:  

 
customized work scheduling system, there will be on-going supervision costs (SC), such as 

the administrative and coordination costs of monitoring it once in place, including preventing 

abuse. An employer will presumably adopt more scheduling discretion for employees if the 

added SC in the short run is exceeded by longer run labor cost savings or improved 

performance achieved by better matching actual to preferred schedules (Altman and Golden 

2007; Ortega 2009; Lee and DeVoe 2012). The following equation would transform into 
monetary terms (via the term, θ) the net change in labor costs incurred by firms when 

customized schedules are absent (scaled by the number of employees involved, N). Thus, a 

rational firm would:  

 
 

That is, firms would customize work schedules for employees if it provides cost savings that 

more than offset the costs of adopting and supervising them. The exponent δ may be simply 

equal to one, or perhaps greater if larger deviations from the preferred schedule are harmful to 

costs more proportionately than small deviations. In addition, suppose SC is a constant, such 

that there are no net economies of scale present by staff size in supervising work schedules. 

Introducing the element of time, firms would be induced to implement work scheduling that 

fits employees’ preferences if: 1) Employees’ I* changes in ways that would widen the 
absolute gap with I; 2) SC decreases, e.g., due to technological innovations in capital, work 

organization or human resource management techniques that lower the cost of administering 

and monitoring flexible scheduling, such as improved telecommunications devices, diffusion of 

work scheduling software tools and self-managed team working; 3) The cost penalty (δ) on the 

employer for mismatching increases; 4) The opportunity cost (θ) of reduced retention 

increases, reflecting, e.g., a shortage of a specific type of human capital; 5) Either the 

employer’s time horizon lengthens, its discounting of future cost savings shrinks or its 

willingness to risk adopting flexible scheduling increases.  

Therefore, an employer may choose to provide a worker’s desired interval fully, or, perhaps 

adjust only partly or gradually. The degree of scheduling flexibility is captured by a coefficient, 

 , in the expression, 

  
The term  indicates the degree of responsiveness of the actual (or fixed) schedule, I-bar, 

toward the preferred I*, when the two deviate. If  is 1.0, a worker has complete scheduling 
flexibility, accommodated to adjust to their preferred timing. If it were 0, then the employee 

works entirely at the behest of employers’ preferred scheduling.  
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Abstract 

 
This article considers the public attitudes towards the further integration of European Union following the two large 

waves of expansion of 2004 and 2007 and before the deep economic crisis that began at the end of 2008. Testing 

individual and contextual effects by applying hierarchical linear regression to the set of data of the 2008 European Social 
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sovereignty does not hold. In addition to these a model of institutional trust is supported by the data.
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Introduction: the research questions 
 

A large part of the scholarly literature on European integration focuses upon elites and 

institutions therefore giving a minimized importance to the mass public in determining the 
international relation configurations (Maier & Rittberger, 2008). The contested nature of topics 

like integration made the popular attitude towards the issue of depth of integration a critical one 

regarding the policy makers in the EU countries. This has become clear right before the 2004 

and 2007 enlargement waves (when 12 countries joined the EU) and the debates around the 

newly proposed EU Treaty, when driven by anxious citizens and politicians, researchers of 

European public opinion have produced a respectable amount of empirical literature on the 

causes of the opposition or of the support regarding the deepening and broadening of the EU.  

In the present study I will approach a theme that is important for the understanding of the 

dynamics of the EU support: the public attitude towards the further unification of the European 

Union; I will use it as an operational dimension of euroscepticism or EU support, which has 

become extremely relevant in the national and international debates during the past years, 

especially due to the enlargements of 2004 and 2007, but especially due to the EU 
constitutional debates of the later years and to the recession in the EU. The assessment of the 

sources of variation in support of the EU unification, during the failed constitutional 
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referendums and after two main waves of expansion, is important for two reasons: policy 

relevance and methodology. 

In the discussions regarding the policy relevance, those with respect to the unification 

support form a topic that deserves further research because: 1) The ‘permissive consensus’ 
previously recorded (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Hooghe & Marks, 2005) has waned as the 

issues and consequences of the integration became evident and contested as subject to internal 

political competition, i.e. on the occasion of constitutional referendums in countries like 

Netherlands, France or Ireland. Measurements done previously suggested that the EU citizens 

had been evaluating the broadening and the deepening of EU based on their anticipated gains 

and losses (Anderson & Reichert, 1995; Ehin, 2001; Gabel, 1998; Gabel & Palmer, 1995; 

Lyons, 2007; McLaren, 2007; Tanasoiu & Colonescu, 2008; Christin, 2005; Cichowski, 2000; 

Hooghe & Marks, 2004, 2005; Lubbers & Scheepers, 2005; Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000) in the 

older member states as in the candidate countries). In 2008, as the EU constitutional debates 

got high on the public agenda, the citizens were more able to evaluate the integration, without 

being based on their more or less informed predictions. 2) The Integration of the EU is not a 

finished agenda as contemporary debates let us understand. Further unification has been 
proposed in the recently failed EU treaty, as well as following the economic crisis which 

demands, according some sides, increased political integration in order to deal with the fiscal 

issues and competitiveness problems in the UE. Nevertheless, the capacity of the political elite 

to cue the public opinion has been radically diminished as euroscepticism has become a major 

trend in the European public opinion. 

Methodologically, there are still a number of insufficiently tackled questions in the research 

domain of EU-support which I will try to approach.  

First, the issue of the nested data in international comparative research in EU has not been 

dealt with completely. The motivation for taking into account the nation-level variables within 

the model is that some variables, which are effective in respect to the attitude towards the 

European integration, are rather homogeneously influenced at national-level by factors, such as 
the access to European funds, political mobilization against/for the EU, national identity – the 

latter is the most significant component of the multiple identities of the European citizens and 

an important ingredient explaining the EU attitudes (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Hooghe & 

Marks, 2004; McLaren, 2007). By 2005, according to Hooghe and Marks (2005), only 3 out of 

11 studies using international surveys to discuss EU-support employed multilevel regression. 

During the past years, empirical research have more and more frequently applied the method of 

multilevel analysis (Snijders & Bosker, 1999), including researches on the topic of individual 

support for European integration (starting with Brinegar & Jolly, 2005; Lubbers & Scheepers, 

2005; Hooghe & Marks, 2005; and continuing more recently with Garry & Tilley, 2009; 

Stockemer, 2012). These kinds of analyses have become more accessible not only due to the 

development of the multilevel modeling techniques, but also due to the proliferation of 

international surveys, such as the ESS (European Social Survey) –data that are used in the 
current study. Decomposition of variation and causes of support for EU integration among 

individuals and countries is still an open research project.  

Summing up, this research paper continues approaching a number of puzzling questions 

about public opinion about the Union’s unification within EU: 1) how do the instrumental and 

the political value models perform vis-à-vis the issue after the topic received a high public 

relevance? 2) what is the weight of the individual and national(-level) contextual factors in the 

determination of the variation of the EU-unification support? 

In order to find answers to these issues, the present paper consists of two parts: 1) a brief 

theoretical and methodological overview of recent approaches describing the public attitudes 

towards the European integration and which highlights the importance of the proper assessment 

of context(ual) effects, in order to produce valid results regarding the international comparative 
research on the attitude shaping; 2) the application of the hierarchical linear regression tests on 

several hypotheses derived from theories concerned with the characteristics that impact on 

individual attitudes towards the European integration. 
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How Deep Should the European Union Be? A Multilevel Test…  

 
  

Attitude towards EU integration  
 

The European integration is often pictured as a process ‘cued’ by political elites, which is consistent 

with the general skepticism regarding the linkages between EU policies and public opinion 
(Carrubba, 2001; Ray, 2003; Steenbergen, Edwards & De Vries, 2007). In fact, national policy 

representatives must take into account the public opinion on issues high on the public agenda. EU 

expansion and other correlative topics such as immigration, have emerged as important issues due to 

national political competitions, especially in the older member states of the European Union 

(Hooghe & Marks, 2009; Luedtke, 2005; Marks et al., 2006; Marks & Steenbergen, 2004). 

Empirically, the euroscepticism (or EU support) was measured in international comparative 

surveys in more ways: through general attitude questions about the EU and its institutions, including 

satisfaction items or institutional trust items, as well as items concerning the competence and the 

authority assessment of the EU institutions, including the positions toward the enlargement of the 

European Union (Boomgaarden et al., 2011). The positive position regarding the attitudes towards 

the European integration is conceptualized as the agreement with the extension of the EU borders, 

the openness to receive new member states and the attribution of high competences to the European 
institutions. The opposing euro-skeptical attitudes object to the ideological and instrumental 

necessity of the territorial and institutional expansion of the EU. In all conceptual analyses, the 

opinion on the further unification and/or integration of the Union is a dimension of EU support 

although not entirely overlapping with it, being more on the ‘deepening’ than on the ‘broadening’ 

side of the integration (see for example (Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Karp & Bowler, 2006). I hereby 

propose the assessment of the attitudes towards the EU integration through the analysis of the 

responses to the item from the 2008 European Social Survey (ESS) which refers to the evaluation of 

the opportunity of furthering the unification of the European Union.  

 

 

Theory and method in the process of explaining the EU support 
 

In this paper, a series of hypotheses will be tested, which refer to the way individual and 

contextual factors that are specific to a country influence individual evaluations of the pace at 

which the EU is integrating, as the 2008 ESS shows. Most approaches regarding the EU-

attitudes are based on several theoretical models, out of which the utilitarian and the political 

values models are dominant, as suggested by Cichowski, (2000), Boomgaarden et al. (2011),  

Hooghe & Marks (2004) and McLaren (2007) or by Maier & Rittberger (2008) or in the 

distinction between instrumental and political Euroscepticism by Lubbers & Scheepers (2005). 

In fact, theoretical models are sometimes included in the paradigmatic oppositions between 

rational motivations (rational calculations) and emotional motivations (based on norms and 

values), through meta-discourses (Lyons, 2007). The two perspectives are not mutually 

exclusive though, as general attitudes can mediate the relationship between the structural 
positions in the world which are correlative to interests and which are reflected in the utilitarian 

calculations, on one hand, and attitude towards the European Union, on the other hand. 

 

Individualistic approaches and related criticism  

At the individual level, the proposed models will be compared with a base model of the attitude 

towards the deepened integration of the European Union, which calculates the correlation of the 

dependent variable with age, education level and gender; these are extremely important variables in 

determining the socio-economic position of a person, and implicitly, their attitude, through the 

cohort effects, which reflect histories and various socializing experiences and influences, and 

through the different situations brought about by specific moments within the life cycle; thus, 

interests and positions depending on age and associate characteristics will arise. The education level 
has the most important impact on the social status, whereas gender differences influence social 

integration as well as social and political attitudes. Among the most important theses explaining the 

support for European integration within the utilitarian model is that of a negative impact of 

education on evaluations of EU: lower skilled workers may expect to lose from European 

integration as their industries can move easily within the member states, especially to the newer 
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ones, on the one hand, and they could lose redistributive benefits due to the decline of the tax base in 

their home country because of the international competition (Brinegar & Jolly, 2005). These 3 

variables will constitute the reference model of structural characteristics. The model is necessary 

either for assessing the extent to which the structural position of a person directly shapes attitudes 
towards the EU integration or for identifying other potential class effects (various attitudes, 

membership in a minority group etc.) that mediate this influence. 

The first set of hypotheses are consistent with the utilitarian model; the model generally sustains 

that having a favorable attitude towards the EU is justified in the case of people who consider the 

European institutions responsible for solving important issues, which the national authorities seem 

to be incapable of tackling (the model of the anticipated opportunity costs of transferring the 

national sovereignty). Therefore, it is expected that the acceptance of the expansion of the European 

Union is negatively correlated with the evaluations of national governmental institutions. This 

widespread theory maintains that the ceding sovereignty in favor of European institutions becomes 

even more unbearable as the national authorities are believed to be more effective (Sánchez-Cuenca, 

2000). This sort of individualist-utilitarian model have an augmented empirical support for 

demonstrating the correlation between the attitude towards the European integration and expected 
post-integration costs and benefits (Anderson & Reichert, 1995; Ehin, 2001; Gabel, 1998; Gabel & 

Palmer, 1995; Lyons, 2007; McLaren, 2007; Tanasoiu & Colonescu, 2008). It seems that for many 

Europeans sustaining the EU expresses merely the hope that national problems are solved by 

supranational institutions (Kritzinger, 2003).  

In line with this utilitarian type of reasoning is the one specific to those persons who are part of a 

minority group of any kind, and who consider the EU as the most suitable institution to protect their 

interests against more or less discriminative national restrictions. Thus, I hypothesize that persons 

who belong to minority groups are significantly in favor of the integration of the EU, compared to 

those belonging to majority categories.  

From the utilitarian point of view a causal alternative mechanism can be proposed though: 

members of minorities, likewise those with lower skills and education, can fear the loss of social 
advantages if the European Union is more deeply integrated and larger shares of the public become 

beneficiaries of redistribution. According to this, the mechanism belonging to a disadvantaged 

group should generate opposition to further integration of the Union. 

Attitudes or values are an indispensable predictor in the models of subjective positioning towards 

the EU. The value model states that the opposition or the positive attitude towards the EU generally 

depends on certain ideological or axiological structures. As early as 1978, Inglehart & Rabier 

suggested that the support for EU, in the member states, depended on the post-materialist values and 

individual cognitive mobilization. According to Cichovski (2000), the attitudes towards democracy 

and capitalism influence the perception about the European Union; the statement is contradicted by 

Ehin (2001) in the case of the Baltic States or it is significantly reduced by Gabel’s studies (1998), 

which underline the fact that political values explain the (dis)agreement with the European 

integration only at a small extent. McLaren (2007) argues that it is the attitudes towards the 
European institutions that are actually relevant; he also found that compact national identities are in 

dispute with the European integration (McLaren, 2002). Other important individual predictors of the 

attitude towards the European integration refer to: political participation - the political partisanship 

(Cichowski, 2000) or cognitive mobilization; the existence or perception of ethnical tensions (Ehin, 

2001). Such theories suggest the introduction of two additional classes of individual level predictors 

from the same class, to perform as independent variables: the attitude towards European institutions 

expressed through the amount of trust in the European Parliament, which I expect to have a positive 

impact on the EU-support and the interest in politics, a measure of political partisanship and 

mobilization. In the latter case, predicting a direction of a relationship with the dependent variable is 

difficult, given the possible impact of the constitutional debates: while previous literature suggests a 

positive link, until 2008 the evolutions could lay the foundations of a negative assessment of those 
politically mobilized. 

On the other hand, one of the consequences of the European integration was the rise in number of 

the non-indigenous populations who migrated from less developed countries to some of the most 

developed and thriving countries; this situation was indirectly generated by the increased mobility 

within the EU and the difficulties regarding migration control within the Union borders. Even if it is 
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only partly true, the increase of the cultural diversity through migration within the EU is perceived 

as a consequence of the European integration. A less approached hypothesis within the scholarly 

literature is that conservative perspectives, which are hostile to cultural diversity resulting from 

migration, are negatively correlated with the attitudes towards the EU enlargement if not tempered 
by direct intercultural transactions (Kuhn, 2012).  

 

Modeling the impact of contextual variables  

I assume that individual assessments of the government and of the economy do not explain 

alone the calculations of the efficiency of interventions performed by the European institutions. 

The above observations highlight the dependence of the individual attitudes concerning 

European Union, including one’s position towards the Union’s integration, upon supranational 

factors, mostly national. There have been past attempts to correlate individual attitudes with 

national evolution(s). As early as 1987, Inglehart & Rabier were already testing (rather based 

on intuition) the hypothesis that the support for the European Union became conditioned, to a 

certain point, by the size of the industrial production, the inflation rate at the time, as well as by 

the length of the EU membership (Inglehart & Rabier, 1978).  
All studies using multilevel modeling emphasize the interaction between individual actions 

and attitudes and national conditions (Christin, 2005): sustaining the EU dependents on the 

quality of national institutions (which/this interacts with the effect of the perception of the 

representativeness of EU institutions). A recent study demonstrates the influence of the 

economic background of the studied country on the two fundamental individual dimensions 

(economic calculations and attitudes) (Garry & Tilley, 2009). Rohrschneider (2002) states that 

the quality of the national institutions undermine the appreciation of the European Union, 

especially in the case of the individuals who consider themselves as being politically under-

represented by the Union. Sanchez-Cuenca (2000) formulated the hypothesis that high levels of 

national corruption determine the increase of the EU sustaining. The majority of these studies 

have come up with a more or less explicit thesis about a competition between the national and 
European institutions, by studying the European citizens’ opinions. 

Thus, I consider that the context in which the EU expansion is perceived is constituted by 

two country-level classes of predictors: the economic development of the country and the 

governmental efficiency. Generally, countries with less developed economies (as expressed by 

the GDP/capita and unemployment rate) are expected to gain from a more integrated Union, as 

sustainers of the European integration vividly popularized. Conversely, the resource transfer 

mechanism towards less economically developed countries triggers a net deficit in the 

developed countries, when EU transfers occur, a fact that can produce negative attitudes in 

these countries. Another specific benefit of the EU membership results from the fact that weak 

and inefficient governments can be partially replaced by European institutions, if part of the 

national sovereignty is ceded to European organizations. On the other hand, citizens from 

efficiently governed countries perceive this as a mere disadvantage, as they lose sovereignty to 
some institutions which are often too bureaucratic or even corrupt.  

The deepened unification of the European Union can also be instrumentally perceived from 

the perspective of the effects it exerts on the quality of life, as it may encourage the migration 

from newly acceded countries, which have usually less developed economies, to older 

members of the Union. A large part of the political analyses have focused mainly on the 

economic and social effects of a potential emigration wave from Central and Eastern Europe to 

Western European countries (Luedtke, 2005; Zielonka, 2004), which is expected, due to the 

recent massive EU enlargement waves. Therefore, the citizens from older member states are 

concerned and even hostile regarding the integration of the Union (via eliminating barriers 

against the free flow of persons and labor in the Union), as the process is associated with 

immigration and increased competition for jobs, and thus, with an increase of the crime and 
unemployment rate (Moravcsik & Vachudova, 2003). On the other hand, some citizens from 

newer member states aim at the opportunity to improve their living conditions by benefitting 

from the facilitated mobility of workforce within the Union. Correspondingly, I expect that the 

more developed a country, the stronger the opposition to EU integration. My last hypothesis 

including contextual variables states that it is very likely that a negative relation appears 
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between the share of immigrants in each country and individuals’ appraisal of the EU 

integration, since the increase of the percentage of the non-indigenous populations is attributed 

to the participation in the EU, by conservatory and nationalist people.  

 
 

Data, measurements, method 
 

The next pages are based on the European Social Survey’s data from 2008. The database is 

accessible on the website of the ESS and it comprises 35609 weighted cases from 22 countries 

members of the European Union. The data were weighted for correcting sampling errors in 

respect to the country’s population size and representativeness in respect to the population 

structure (design error). 

The survey item on which the present article focuses has the following wording:  

Now thinking about the European Union, some say European unification should go further. 

Others say it has already gone too far. Using this card, what number on the scale best de-

scribes your position? 
The item has 10 answer levels, the maximum value (10) meaning ‘Unification (should) go 

further’. It is, thus, an ordinal variable which will be used as an interval variable, in order to 

simplify the analysis. There are 2 types of independent variables in the analysis: variables 

measured at individual level and variables measured at country level. These are described in 

the tables below: 

 

Table 1: Variables measured at individual level 

Name of the 

variable 
Description Measurement Univariate statistics 

Political interest  
Item: How interested are 
you in politics? 

Ordinal 
(4 levels:  1-very inter-
ested, 4 not at all inter-

ested) 

Avg.: 2,6,SD: 0,9 

Trust in the Eu-
ropean Parlia-

ment 

Item: How much do you 
trust the European Par-
liament – indicator of 
trust in European Union 

Ordinal 
(11 levels: 0 – no trust at 

all, 10 – complete trust) 

Avg.: 4,5, SD: 2,4 

Satisfaction with 
national gov-
ernment 

Item: How much do you 
trust the government of 

your country? – indicator 
of trust in national insti-
tutions 
 
This variable centered on 
the national mean. 

Ordinal 
(11 levels: 0 – extremely 

dissatisfied, 10-
completely satisfied) 

Avg.: 3,9, SD: 2,4 

Attitude towards 
immigrants 

Three item summated 

scale: Immigration is 
good or bad for the coun-
try? The country’s cul-
tural life is subverted or 
enriched by immigrants? 

Ordinal: the larger the 
value the more favorable 
the opinion towards im-
migrants (alpha=0,83) 

Avg.: 15,6, SD: 6,3 

Higher education 

The subject holds a high-
er education certificate. 
This variable centered on 

the national mean. 

Dichotomy 
(1=yes) 

26% with tertiary educa-
tion diploma 

Minority 
The subject belongs to a 
minority status group. 

Dichotomy 
(1=yes) 

5.4% declare belonging 
to a minority 

Age  Numeric, discrete Avg.: 51,0, SD:67,05 

Gender  
Dichotomy 
(1=male) 

48.1% male 
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Country level variables: 
 

Table 2: Variables measured at country level 

Name of the 

variable 
Description Measurement Source 

GDP_cap GDP/capita in 2007 
Numeric   

(US dollars) 

International Monetary 

Fund (2007) 

Unempl2007 Unemployment rate in 2007 
Numeric  

(%) 
International Monetary 

Fund (2007) 

Immigrants Percent immigrants in the country 
Dichotomy 
(1=>0.5%) 

United Nations (2006) 

Governmental 
effectiveness  

Indicator of government quality 

computed by the World Bank. It 
is a composite index of quality of 
public services, of public service 
capacity and of their independ-
ence from political pressures and 
of the quality of formulating sur-
vey data. The measurement is a 
synthesis of (the) survey and ex-
pert evaluation data.  

Numeric 
World Bank, Worldwide 
Governance Indicators 

Corruption con-
trol  

Indicator of government quality 
computed by the World Bank. It 
is a composite index which re-
flects the measure in which public 
power is used for private gains, 
including here small and large 
corruption as well as state caption 

by the lite or/and by private inter-
ests. The measurement is a syn-
thesis of survey and expert evalu-
ation data. 

Numeric 
World Bank, Worldwide 
Governance Indicators 

 

Some of the variables that are usually introduced in such analyses have been eliminated as they 

create multicollinearity problems. The length of the EU membership is, for example, strongly 

correlated with GDP and was, thus, excluded from the regression models. 

 

 

Results 
 
Testing the necessity of multilevel modeling  

One of the assumptions about multiple regression is the independence of observations. But the 

grouped character of the data contests it, as observations of the same group usually tend to be 

similar, at a higher extent than any of the two randomly chosen observations. The intensity of the 

similarity and the necessity to use hierarchical linear regression can be valued by calculating the 

unconditional inter-correlation coefficient. The outcome is that 9.6% out of the whole variance of 

the studied variable can be attributed to inter-country differences (which also signifies a degree of 

9.6% internal homogeneity) and the remaining 90.4% is attributed to the differences among 

individuals. Statistical theories (e.g. Snijders & Bosker, 1999), assume that crossing the 5% limit 

implies that a multilevel modeling is needed. I conclude that the variation of attitudes towards the 

depth of the European integration depends significantly on national contexts that had been 
strongly shaping them and therefore, these attitudes can only be correctly shaped through multi-

level regression (hierarchical linear regression). 

 
Hierarchical linear regression modeling  

The following hierarchical linear regression models have built the goodness of adequate measures 

being published in the last column of the table below:  
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Table 3: Hierarchical linear regression models 
 

Model 
Chi-square (-2LL change), p 
(Chi-square) compared to 
the empty model 

1. Individual level structural predictors  359.12, p<0.001 

2. Individual level predictors (structural + attitudinal) 6742.04, p<0.001 

3 
Individual level predictors (structural + attitudinal) + General 
country-level factors (percent immigrants) 

6753.70, p<0.001 

4. 
Individual level predictors (structural + attitudinal) + Country-
level predictors (general + economic) 

6774.63, p<0.001 

5. 
Individual level predictors (structural + attitudinal) + Country-
level predictors (general + economic + quality of government) 

6782.01, p<0.001 

 
The effects of level interactions have not been tested and the significance of the random effects 

regarding the first level regression parameters has not been discussed, due mainly to the small 
number of level 2 cases and because of the relatively reduced value of the intergroup variation 

and in order to offer a simpler presentation. 

The table above clearly presents the fact that the best improvements concerning the capacity of 

regression models of covering the variance of the dependent variable, compared to the baseline 

(empty) model are obtained when the fixed effects of individual attitudes are introduced in the 

equation. On the other hand, the introduction of country level predictors produces only slight 

improvements, even if it has a significant statistical effect on fitting the model with the data; 

another reason for this is that only a small part of the total variance of the dependent variable is 

explained by the internal similarity among countries. Significantly, each country-level predictor 

introduced improves the fit of the model. 

The first two models, which include only individual predictors and which allow the variation 
of the regression intercept among countries (the country mean), prove that the attitude towards 

the integration of EU is strongly correlated with a series of other attitudes. As well, they prove 

that much of the effect of structural variables is indirect, as it is probably mediated by specific 

values and attitudes. However, as the consecutive models consistently show, strong support is 

found in the models for the hypotheses of instrumental evaluation of European Union through the 

hypothesized mechanism of anxiety over losing redistributive advantages because of deepened 

European interdependencies: less educated Europeans and members of minority groups are less in 

favor of the European integration.  

The first second model and the next ones – which do not interact with the parameters of the 

individual structural and attitudinal model – deliver the important result of rejecting the 

hypotheses based on the model of anticipated opportunity costs of transferring sovereignty 

(Sanchez-Cuenca, 2000). Members of minority groups, as already highlighted, do not feel better 
in a more integrated union, nor do those who keep their national governments in low esteem.  

Concerning the impact of political attitudes, some findings from the second model are in 

accordance with our expectations while others are contrary to our hypotheses. The fact that the 

trust in the European Parliament, which is an indicator of the attitudes towards the EU 

institutions, positively correlates with the attitude towards the further unification of EU was 

expected. In addition, the second model demonstrates that the attitude towards immigration 

positively correlates with the dependent variable, as previously assumed, and it underlines the fact 

that the tolerance of diversity stimulates favorable opinions about the EU, given the fact that 

tolerance is determined by a certain cognitive openness (which is suggested by the positive 

relation of the dependent variable with the level of education). However, the models show that 

neither political interest nor satisfaction with one’s own national government influence the EU-
support in the predicted way. The significantly positive satisfaction parameter with respect to the 

government rejects the model of the expected opportunity costs and benefits of ceding national 

sovereignty while supporting the simple utilitarian model according to which the worse off in the 

EU countries expect their situation to worsen as an effect of the further integration. The lack of 

predictive power of political interest is difficult to interpret: it suggests that political mobilization 

does not play a role in generating EU-support and, consequently, cueing from the elite could be 

no longer effective.  
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The introduction of contextual variables provides only limited reductions in the variance  of 

the dependent variable due to the relatively small proportion of the inter-class correlation 

coefficient (ICC=0.09); however, some important observations can be drawn upon it. 

The dynamics of the parameters of the share of immigrants variable in models 3 and 4 indicate 
that it is confounded with the general economic indicators of the country. It also suggests that the 

effect of the share of immigrants on the attitude towards the unification of the EU from model 3 

may be false. The fact that the negative effect of the share of immigrants is no longer significant 

once the GDP per capita is introduced in the model, which also relates negatively to the attitude 

towards the unification of the EU, suggests that a new confusion has arisen: the most thriving 

countries are the ones that host most immigrants, and in both cases, there is a positive relation 

with the euro-skeptical attitude. According to the analyses, one cannot state that the source of 

euro-skepticism is the intense immigration following the EU expansion or any other characteristic 

that is correlated with economic thriving. What is certain is that the poorer a country is the more 

favorable are its citizens’ opinions regarding the EU enlargement. 

Government effectiveness and GDP/capita are also confounded as shown by the evolutions of 

the parameters from model 4 to model 5: introduction of the index of the government 
effectiveness makes the parameter of GDP/capita in 2007 non-significant. All these confounding 

interactions support the utilitarian model: the national governments (that are) perceived as 

inefficient, which are more likely to happen/exist in less prosperous countries where the share of 

immigrants is also low, increase the optimism towards the unification of EU. On the contrary, 

euroscepticism is stimulated by the level of the economic development, the quality of the 

government and by a large proportion of immigrants in an EU country. If these confounding 

effects reflect causal mediation or a simple covariation, at this point, this is a matter of simple 

guessing. 

Finally, the lack of effect of the unemployment rate requires some explanations. It raises 

doubts either regarding the validity of the win-lose calculations of those coming from the 

underprivileged social strata or regarding the reliability of the unemployment estimates and the 
accuracy of this indicator as proxy for subject’s evaluations of perils against well-being.  

 

 

Discussion 
 

Broadly speaking, the hierarchical linear models presented in this article provide support both for 

the instrumental and for the political values based explanations of variations in support or 

opposition to European integration.  

Testing the main operational hypotheses of the variants of the utilitarian model regarding the 

attitude towards the European integration produces interesting results. The individual satisfaction 

with the national government does not have the impact on the dependent variable that could be 

derived from the model of the opportunity benefits of transferring sovereignty to European 
Union. On the contrary, the satisfaction with the activity of the national government has a positive 

effect on the attitude towards the deepening of the unification of the EU. Conversely, the simple 

utilitarian model (gains vs. losses via market and administrative mechanisms) receives stronger 

confirmation by our models, i.e. as members in minority groups, those less educated and citizens 

from the more developed countries oppose more strongly further integration of EU. These results 

can be interpreted as proofs of the simple utilitarian model based on gains vs. losses calculations, 

as opposed to the more sophisticated predictions of the theory of opportunity costs of sovereignty 

transfer. Within this utility based causal mechanisms I detect two fundamental processes which 

both rely on the anticipation of redistributive gains and losses entailing deepened integration.  

First, we have the general mechanism that opposes citizens from the more developed and 

better governed European countries to those from the poorer countries which expect greater net 
benefits following from/the EU-based transfers from the developed nations to the less developed 

ones. Added to it there is the anxiety of the individuals coming from marginal categories (low 

skilled workforce, minorities) to the anticipation of an increased competition for redistributive 

advantages following the increased European integration.  
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A second general reasoning underlines the impact of political attitudes, where institutional 

trust plays an important role apparently. Accordingly, the attitude towards the Union is built 

within the perspective regarding the malign/benign role of the institutions in general, explaining 

the unexpected results that have come up, i.e. the satisfaction impact the national government and 
the governmental efficiency. From this point of view, one can draw the conclusion that the EU is 

not perceived as an alternative or competing government in respect to the national one, but rather 

as a complementary state institution. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

Our study presents the tests undertaken upon several hypotheses about the effects of the 

individual and national attitude characteristics manifested by citizens from 22 EU countries with 

respect to the deepening integration within the European Union. The expected waning of the 

permissive consensus on the role and function of the European Union, compared to the national 

or regional governments, following the spectacular enlargements of 2004 and 2008 and the 
difficult constitutional debates at the end of the previous decade, on the on hand, and the 

necessity to improve the knowledge about the impact of the country-level factors on the European 

public opinion provide the rationale for this investigation. Three theory driven hypotheses were 

proposed as explanations for the variation of support for deepened EU-integration: 1) the model 

of the costs of opportunity of sovereignty transfer to supranational bodies like the EU; 2) the 

model of anticipated gains and losses; and 3) the model of political values.  

The results of the multi-level regression modeling of over 35000 answers from subjects 

included in the 2008 wave of the European Social Survey have sometimes been unexpected, 

enabling the reinterpretation of data and theories referring to the covariates of the pro-European 

and euro-skeptical attitudes. It is important though, to highlight that compared to previous 

assessments that occurred before some dramatic and traumatic events in the life of the EU – 
enlargement with 12 new members, many of them economically lagging well beyond their 

counterparts, and the failed constitutional debates – the European Union is no longer perceived by 

its citizens as an institution capable of solving issues left unresolved or made worse by the 

national government. EU-support has become more selfishly instrumental, on the one hand, while 

still relying on a general attitude towards institutions.  

One important result is that the share of contextual factors in explaining the position towards 

how far the European integration should go is rather low yet significant (around 9.6%). This 

variance of attitudes among countries with respect to the EU shows that the country-level 

variables, including national policies, have only a statistically significant effect upon personal 

attitudes towards the EU requiring the use of multilevel approach in similar studies. 

My findings highlight the two alternative mechanisms explaining the support of the European 

integration in the public opinion of the member countries. Thus, judging the desirability of the 
EU expansion is possible, on one hand, through the individual economic utility perspective, 

which is consistent with the utilitarian model. The economic utility model shows that the 

redistributive function of the EU is quite clear in what concerns the European citizens, while its 

evaluation is linked to the individual effects of the redistribution: the citizens from the more 

developed countries do not see the increase of the transfers towards the poorer members as being 

positive, while the citizens living in vulnerable groups (minority, low education) expect worse 

returns, for them, caused by further integration. It is very important to notice that even before the 

recession that begun in 2008, the European Union was no longer seen as a panacea to problems 

let unresolved by the national governments.  

On the other hand, the evaluation of the EU reflects the general attitude towards institutions – 

of course, when losses caused by further integration are not expected or have not been 
experienced yet. The second perspective provides the image of a positive correlation between the 

perception of national institutions and the perception of the European institutions. This 

interpretation can be extended to a perceptive model regarding relationships among national 

states and the EU institutions. On the other hand, the correlation of the dependent variable with 

the attitudes towards national and European institutions indicates that the EU is perceived as a 



147 | JSRP 
 

How Deep Should the European Union Be? A Multilevel Test…  

 
  

complementary entity to national states, and not as a governmental alternative for national 

institutions. More precisely, the common perception is not that the EU issues regulations against 

national states (although this idea may be spread among minority members), but that the EU 

governs along with the national states. 
The present study obviously has certain methodological limitations which impede on the 

robustness and the general character of the results. The number of cases at level 2 is under the 30-

unit threshold that is recommended in the methodology publications, which raises the problem of 

estimating the standard errors of the parameters specific to the hierarchical regression (Snijders & 

Bosker, 1999). On the other hand, the reconstruction of the theory regarding the attitude towards 

the European integration has to face several challenges: 1) the necessity to test interactions among 

variables at both levels, considering that the hereby described models only deal with the impact of 

contextual variables on the intercept of the regression equation, and not on the regression 

parameters of the individual-level factors; 2) the identification of the sources of variation country-

level regression slopes of individual-level predictors  – which was not dealt with in this paper. 

Further studies must be undertaken in order to investigate the relevance of the model concerning 

the two logics of the individual positioning towards the European integration. Such studies must 
take into consideration the dramatic economic crisis which engulfed the majority of European 

countries after the data collection for the used survey, whose effect upon pro-European or euro-

skeptical positions is a very interesting matter to be examined. 

 

Table 4: Hierarchical linear regression models of the attitude towards the continuation of uni-

fication within the EU 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Male 0.043 0.078 0.055 0.056  0.055 0.564 0.055 0.056 0.055 0.056 

Age 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Higher 
education 

0.572** 0.078 0.116** 0.034  0.116** 0.034 0.116** 0.034 0.116** 0.034 

Minority 0.126 0.080 -0.274** 0.123 -0.274* 0.123 -0.274* 0.123 -0.275* 0.123 

Political 

interest 
  -0.013 0.046 -0.014 0.046 -0.015 0.046 -0.015 0.046 

Trust in 
European 
Parliament 

  0.238** 0.030  0.237** 0.030 0.237** 0.030 0.237** 0.030 

Satisfaction 
with 

government 

  0.081** 0.151  0.810** 0.015 0.081** 0.015 0.082** 0.015 

Attitude 
towards 
immigra-
tion 

  0.116** 0.015  0.116** 0.015 0.116** 0.015 0.116** 0.015 

Percent of 
immigrants 

    -0.918** 0.402 0.009 0.227 -0.182 0.206 

GDP_capita
2007 

      0.000* 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Unem-
ployment in 
2007 

      -0.043 0.045 0.008 0.043 

Govern-

ment 
effective-
ness 

        -0.037* 0.010 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01 
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