Life satisfaction

Life satisfaction is determined not only by economic develop-
ment, but also by people’s diverse experiences and living
conditions. People in Norway and Switzerland are most sat-
isfied with their lives (Figure 7.1, Panel A). The measured
level in these countries was 3 steps higher than in Hungary,
the country at the bottom of the 11-step ladder in 2012.

There are broad regional or cultural country groupings of
life satisfaction. Four of the top five countries are Nordic.
Continental Western and Eastern European OECD mem-
bers are not particularly satisfied with their lives, with the
notable exceptions of Switzerland and, to a lesser extent,
Austria and the Netherlands. Predominantly Anglophone
OECD countries are all in the top half of the list when mea-
suring life satisfaction, and follow in a tight group after the
predominately Nordic top cluster.

Life satisfaction deteriorated during the first years of the
crisis between 2007 and 2012, particularly in European
Mediterranean countries. Indeed life satisfaction dropped
mostly in Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain, followed by the
United States (Figure 7.1, Panel B). On the other hand, life
satisfaction improved most in non-European countries, in
Chile and Mexico, and to a lesser extent in Nordic and
Eastern European countries.

Life satisfaction levels for men and women across OECD
countries are highly correlated (Figure 7.2). In countries
where life satisfaction is high, both men and women tend to
have higher life satisfaction than in countries where the levels
are lower. On average across OECD countries, women report
slightly higher levels of life satisfaction than men do.

On average, the level of life satisfaction decreases with
age (Figure 7.3). Beyond the OECD average, life satisfaction
is “u-shaped” in some countries, increasing from about the
age of 55. It is not surprising to see that on average
25-34 year-olds (entering the labour market) and 50+ (lea-
ving the labour market) reported lower levels of life satis-
faction in 2012 than in 2007. According to related data for
Europe, groups who tended to see the greatest deteriora-
tion in incomes and labour-market prospects are more
likely to have low levels of subjective well-being.

As for emerging economies, life satisfaction also varies
between them, from above 6 in Argentina, Brazil and Saudi
Arabia, to below 5 in India and South Africa. Between 2007
and 2012, it increased in five countries (Argentina, Brazil,
China, Indonesia and the Russian Federation), and
it decreased in three countries (India, Saudi Arabia and
South Africa).

Definition and measurement

Data on life satisfaction comes from the Gallup World
Poll. The Gallup World Poll is conducted in more than
150 countries around the world based on a common
questionnaire, translated into the predominant
languages of each country. With few exceptions, all
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Definition and measurement (cont.)

samples are probability based and nationally represen-
tative of the resident population aged 15 years and over
in the entire country, including rural areas. While this
ensures a high degree of comparability across countries,
results may be affected by sampling and non-sampling
errors, and variation in response rates; for example,
data, especially for youth, should be interpreted care-
fully. Sample sizes vary between around 1 000 and 4 000,
depending on the country. These probability surveys are
valid within a statistical margin of error, also called a
95% confidence interval. This means that if the survey is
conducted 100 times using the exact same procedures,
the margin of error would include the “true value” in 95
out of the 100 surveys. With a sample size of 1 000 the
margin of error at 50% is +3 percentage points. Because
these surveys use a clustered sample design, the margin
of error varies by question.

The Gallup World Poll asked respondents to: “Imagine
an eleven-rung ladder where the bottom (0) repre-
sents the worst possible life for you and the top (10)
represents the best possible life for you. On which
step of the ladder do you feel you personally stand at
the present time?”. The main indicator used in this
section is the average country score. Data are also
shown by gender and broad age groups.
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Figure notes

Figure 7.1: Data refer to 2011 for Chile instead of 2012; and instead
of 2007: 2006 for Slovak Republic and Slovenia, average between 2006
and 2008 for Austria, Finland, Ireland, Norway and Portugal, and 2008
for Iceland and Luxembourg.

Figures 7.2 and 7.3: Data refer to 2011 for Brazil and Chile and 2009 for
Switzerland; and instead of 2007: 2006 for Slovak Republic, Slovenia
and Switzerland; average between 2006 and 2008 for Austria,
Finland, France, Ireland, Norway, Portugal; 2008 for Iceland and
Portugal; and 2009 for Luxembourg.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.
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Life satisfaction

7.1. Life satisfaction varies across countries and deteriorated in several European OECD countries during the crisis

Panel A. Average points of life satisfaction Panel B. Changes in points of life satisfaction
on an 11-step ladder from 0-10, 2012 between 2007 and 2012
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Source: Gallup World Poll (www.gallup.com).
StatLink Sa=P http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932966656

SOCIETY AT A GLANCE 2014: OECD SOCIAL INDICATORS © OECD 2014 135


http://www.gallup.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932966656

From:
» Society at a Glance 2014
OECD Social Indicators

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/soc_glance-2014-en

@) OECD

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2014), “Life satisfaction”, in Society at a Glance 2014: OECD Social Indicators, OECD Publishing,
Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/soc_glance-2014-27-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre frangais d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

&) OECD


https://doi.org/10.1787/soc_glance-2014-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/soc_glance-2014-27-en

