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POPULATION HAPPINESS, LIFE SATISFACTION AND WELL-BEING 
IN TRANSITIONAL SOCIETIES

Current paper deals with the analysis of dynamics of the level of well-being in 
the countries of Post-Soviet Eurasia who in 1991 entered the path of democratic 
transition. The paper focuses on subjective indicators of well-being, among them 
general life satisfaction and feeling of happiness. These indicators are used for 
calculation of the index of subjective wellbeing. The data used for analysis comprises 
from the World Values Survey wave 1 (1981-1984) to wave 6 (2010-2014). The 
following 10 countries of Post-Soviet Eurasia are included into the analysis: Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Ukraine 
and Uzbekistan. The paper provides overview of dynamics of the level of subjective 
well-being in the mentioned countries in period of transition. Comparative overview 
of the level of subjective well-being in Post-Soviet Eurasia and other world regions 
is presented. Multivariate analysis is used to determine the main factors influencing 
subjective well-being in different parts of the world.

Keywords: transitional societies, Post-Soviet Eurasia, population happiness, 
level of well-being, life satisfaction, subjective indicators.

Статтю присвячено аналізу динаміки рівня благополуччя населення країн 
пострадянської Євразії, які в 1991 році вступили на шлях демократичних пе-
ретворень. Розглянуто такі суб’єктивні показники благополуччя, як рівень 
загальної задоволеності життям і відчуття щастя, які використовуються для 
розрахунку індексу суб’єктивного благополуччя. До аналізу включено резуль-
тати дослідження «Світові цінності» від першої (1981-1984) до шостої хвилі 
(2010-2014), зокрема дані, що отримано у 10 країнах пострадянського про-
стору: Вірменії, Азербайджані, Білорусі, Грузії, Молдові, Казахстані, Киргизії, 
Росії, Україні та Узбекистані. Здійснено аналіз динаміки рівня суб’єктивного 
благополуччя у зазначених країнах в перехідний період. Представлено дані 
порівняльного аналізу рівня суб’єктивного благополуччя в пострадянській 
Євразії та інших регіонах світу. На підставі результатів багатовимірного аналізу 
та застосування регресійних моделей визначено основні фактори, що вплива-
ють на рівень суб’єктивного благополуччя людей в різних частинах світу.

Ключові слова: суспільства, що трансформуються, країни пострадянської 
Євразії, відчуття щастя, рівень благополуччя населення, рівень задоволеності 
життям, суб’єктивні індикатори.

Статья посвящена анализу динамики уровня благополучия населения стран 
постсоветской Евразии, которые в 1991 году вступили на путь демократиче-
ских преобразований. Рассмотрены такие субъективные показатели благо-
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Introduction
«May you live in interesting times» says an 

ancient Chinese curse, implying that periods of 
tumultuous change affect well-being of individu-
als and society as a whole. Transformations in the 
countries of Post-Soviet Eurasia in the period be-
tween 1991 and present days represent one of the 
most profound institutional changes in modern 
political history. The so called «post-Soviet tran-
sition» consisted out of three interrelated compo-
nents: transition from state planned towards free 
market economy; transition from authoritarian 
towards pluralistic democratic political system, 
and transition from a commanded society towards 
a civil society with free associations. Such a com-
plex system of transformations and reforms has 
affected all domains of individuals’ everyday life, 
including their value system, norms, beliefs and 
well-being [1]. Current paper proposes to follow 
how population well-being has been changing in 
the countries of Post-Soviet Eurasia since the be-
ginning of the transition process, which factors 
are especially important for the support of popula-
tion happiness and how they can contribute to the 
improvement of peoples’ well-being.

Happiness and well-being have been excit-
ing concepts for human’s mind since the ancient 
times. Aristotle described happiness as «men’s 
ultimate goal in life. Nobody seeks happiness 
to pursue other virtues or, in general, noth-
ing else, except happiness in itself. Happiness 
then is the ultimate and self-sufficient goal» 
[2]. The founder of modern utilitarianism, Jer-
emy Bentham has defined one of the three main 
principles of his philosophy that «it is the great-
est happiness of the greatest number that is the 
measure of right and wrong» [3]. According to 
Bentham, every action could be evaluated in 
terms of its consequence – leading to pleasure or 
sorrow and thus being morally right or wrong. 
Thomas Jefferson specified «the pursuit of hap-
piness» as one of the principal inalienable rights 
of all citizens in the US Declaration of Independ-
ence of 1776 [4]. Martin Seligman preferred to 
use the term well-being claiming that «well-be-

ing is the topic of positive psychology, the flow 
is the best parameter to measure it, and the goal 
of positive psychology is to increase flow». He 
suggested that there are five elements of well-
being: positive emotions (feeling good), engage-
ment (being involved into activity), relationship 
(family, friends), meaning (sense or purpose of 
life beyond yourself) and achievement (accom-
plishment of activity) [5]. 

Nowadays happiness of the population, satis-
faction of people with their life and assessments 
of individual’s well-being have become measures 
of social progress and one of the goals of pub-
lic policy. Population happiness and well-being 
became an important component of different 
indexes of national development, among them 
Happy Planet Index (index of human well-be-
ing and environmental impact), Gross National 
Happiness Index (consists of 7 dimensions: eco-
nomic, environmental, physical, mental, work, 
social, and political), Social Progress Index 
(measures the capacity of a society to meet the 
basic human needs of its citizens) and etc. [6].

There is no single opinion in explaining pre-
dictors of happiness and thus factors contrib-
uting to its increase. Consumerism emphasizes 
the role of personal income and market oppor-
tunities as the ones which allow the individual 
– a rational consumer – to meet his needs. For 
Libertarians personal freedom of action, liberty 
and thus the minimal role of the state is the way 
to achieve people’s happiness. Finally, holistic 
approach proposes to recognize happiness and 
well-being as complex phenomena which are not 
reducible to a single dimension and thus are con-
trolled by a number of factors [7].

The new science of happiness added critical 
empirical evidence to the search of the content 
and predictors of people’s happiness. The founder 
of the “World Database of Happiness” Ruut Veen-
hoven indicates that there is a number of other 
– social and political – factors which positively 
correlate with happiness, among them respect to 
the rule of law and civil rights, economic freedom, 
and tolerance to minorities. Since these factors to 

получия, как уровень общей удовлетворенности жизнью и чувство счастья, 
которые используются для расчета индекса субъективного благополучия. 
Для анализа использованы результаты исследования «Мировые ценности» от 
первой (1981-1984) до шестой волны (2010-2014), в частности данные, полу-
ченные в 10 странах постсоветского пространства: Армении, Азербайджане, 
Беларуси, Грузии, Молдове, Казахстане, Киргизии, России, Украине и Узбе-
кистане. Осуществлен анализ динамики уровня субъективного благополучия 
в указанных странах в переходный период. Представлены данные сравнитель-
ного анализа уровня субъективного благополучия в постсоветской Евразии и 
других регионах мира. На основании результатов многомерного анализ и при-
менения регрессионных моделей определены основные факторы, влияющие 
на уровень субъективного благополучия людей в различных регионах мира.

Ключевые слова: трансформирующиеся общества, страны постсовет-
ской Евразии, ощущение счастья, уровень благополучия населения, уровень 
удовлетворенности жизнью, субъективные индикаторы.
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a large extent can be controlled by the govern-
ments, he concludes that happiness of a society 
could be improved through application of appro-
priate public policies [8]. Another theory in expla-
nation of happiness has been suggested by Lykken 
and Tellegen who after studying identical and fra-
ternal twins concluded that twins are inclined to 
have the same or similar level of happiness. And 
thus genes might play decisive role in the level 
of individual’s happiness by defining particular 
regular level of happiness for each individual 
by default from birth [9]. Link between biologi-
cal factors and well-being has been studied also 
by other scientists (Ebstein, Novick, Umansky, 
Priel, & Osher, 1996; Hamer, 1996) who conclude 
that if happiness is determined biologically, nei-
ther individual nor the state can improve the level 
of well-being. Ronald Inglehart and Hans-Dieter 
Klingemann consider happiness and well-being at 
the level of nations and suggested that these are 
social phenomena, to a large extent defined by 
cultural and historical development of the nation 
[10]. In the current paper we will develop this per-
spective on happiness considering the newly avail-
able survey data.

Data-base for the analysis
The empirical data-base of the current analysis 

is represented by 27 data-sets of the World Values 
Survey (WVS), the world’s largest social science 
research program and survey infrastructure. The 
WVS has completed 6 waves of survey between 
1981 and 2014 covering in total more than 100 
countries and societies worldwide. Transitional so-
cieties of Eastern Europe and Post-Soviet Eurasia 
joined WVS in 1991 after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. Since then, WVS has covered 4 countries 
in Eastern Europe (Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova and 
Russia), 3 states in Southern Caucuses (Armenia, 
Georgia and Azerbaijan) and 3 countries in Central 
Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan). 
The most recent wave of the study was completed 
under the leadership of the authors in 2014 and 
includes 60 world countries or 90350 interviews. 
The WVS study provides a unique opportunity for 
extensive over-time and cross-country comparison 
[11].

Definitions and Indicators
WVS itself is not a tool dedicated specifically 

to the measurement of happiness and well-being 
in the world. Nevertheless, both concepts are op-
erationalized in the WVS questionnaire through 
a number of indicators which constitute concep-
tual framework for measurement of happiness 
and wellbeing:
Feelings and emotions (feeling of happi-

ness; emotions; sense of life)
Life satisfaction (general life satisfaction; 

financial life satisfaction; satisfaction with the 

development of the country; satisfaction with the 
job)
Aspects of respondent’s life influencing 

happiness (security; self-realization; religion 
and religious practices); 
Social contacts and close social environ-

ment (marital status; family; children; trust to 
relatives, friends, neighbours);  
Behavioural practices (leisure practices; 

participation in activity of volunteer organiza-
tions and free associations);
Features of the respondent influencing 

happiness (level of income; education; immi-
gration background; physical and psychological 
health).

In the further analysis we are considering two 
main indicators which characterize population 
well-being. Happiness is considered as a mental 
or emotional state of well-being involving posi-
tive or pleasant emotions that can range from 
contentment to intense joy. General life satis-
faction is considered as an overall assessment of 
one’s life as whole and the way how the individ-
ual thinks about desirable prospects and the re-
ality. Thus if estimation of subjective happiness 
tends to reflect a relatively short-term, often 
dependent on the situation mood or emotional 
condition, self-reports of overall life satisfac-
tion appear to measure a longer-term, more sta-
ble evaluation of one’s life. Subjective well-being 
is a summarizing index calculated basing on the 
two indicators which comprises both emotional 
and more rational assessments of one’s life and 
mediates short-term and long-term evaluations.

The WVS uses a four-point scale to measure 
population happiness: «Taking all things together, 
would you say you are very happy, rather happy, 
not very happy or not at all happy?» Part of those 
respondents who are «not happy at all» varies from 
0.2-0.3% in the world’s happies countries like Uz-
bekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Qatar up to 
44% in Egypt and in most surveyed countries does 
not exceed 3%. The share of respondents who re-
port being «not very happy» has a similar distri-
bution with 3% and 30% as extreme min and max 
values in the same countries as mentioned above. 
In additional to Egypt, quite high the part of «not 
very happy» population is in Romania (26%), 
Belarus (27%), Iraq (26%), Georgia (25%) and 
Yemen (24%). Option «quite happy» is the most 
popular among the respondents in vast majority of 
countries. People reporting being «rather happy» 
on average constitute between 40% and 70% in 
different countries while the part of those who is 
“very happy” is the smallest in Egypt (5%) and the 
biggest in Mexico (68%). 

For measurement of general life satisfac-
tion, WVS proposes a 10-point scale: «All things 
considered, how satisfied are you with your life 
as a whole these days? Using this card on which 
1 means you are «completely dissatisfied» and 
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10 means you are “completely satisfied” where 
would you put your satisfaction with your life 
as a whole?» The part of population who re-
ports being completely satisfied with their lives 
(10 on a 10-point scale) is the biggest in Mexico 
(44%), Colombia (38%), the Philippines (37%), 
Brazil (33%) and Qatar (30%). The share of re-
spondents being completely dissatisfied with 
their lives (1 on a 10-point scale) is the biggest 
in Egypt (20%), India (12%), Tunisia (11%) 
and Armenia (11%). Ten-point scales are usu-
ally analyzed through reduction of dimension 
or comparison of means. Both approaches will 
be used in further analysis. For the comparison 
of means for happiness and overall life satisfac-
tion, first indicator is multiplied by 2.5 in order 
to bring both scales to the same range of values. 
Finally, the subjective well-being index is calcu-
lated using the formula as proposed by Inglehart 
and Welzel which allows to find an appropriate 
summarizing value between the emotional and 
rational evaluations of one’s life: SWB=GLS-
2.5*H, where SWB is subjective well-being in-
dex, GLS is general life satisfaction and H is 
happiness [12].

Population happiness and general life 
satisfaction

Using the first two indicators allows us allo-
cating all the countries on the imaginary world 

map (Figure 1). Two axes show the level of popu-
lation happiness (OY) and life satisfaction (OX) 
for every surveyed country. We use the «world 
mean» (mean for the aggregated wave data-set) 
to divide all the countries into four clusters. 
Analysing general trends, should be stated that 
people are inclined to give higher estimations to 
their happiness while the level of life satisfac-
tion – which reflects a more rationale assess-
ment of state of different domain of one’s life 
– is usually a bit lower. 

The correlation between life satisfaction and 
happiness of the population is quite high (0.46). 
Thus, groups of countries where the population 
is happy, but not satisfied or satisfied with the 
life, but unhappy are relatively small. Countries 
whose population reports being happy and satis-
fied are mainly located in Latin America (Mex-
ico, Columbia, Ecuador, Brazil) and South and 
South-East Asia (Philippines, Malaysia, Japan, 
Singapore). To the countries with the happiest 
population belong also Nordic European coun-
tries (Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Netherlands), 
Australia, New Zealand and the USA. Countries 
whose population reports being generally satis-
fied with the life, but less happy are most coun-
tries of Central Europe (Germany, Slovenia, 
Spain, Poland), also some Asian (Hong Kong, 
China) and Latin American countries (Peru, 
Chile). Inglehart noted that generally lower lev-

Figure 1
Population Happiness and Life Satisfaction**

*Country means are presented on the chart; values vary from 1 (low level) to 10 (high level)

**Red line = world mean                                

  Source: World Values Survey 6 (2010-2014)



Kseniya Kizilova, Christian Haerpfer, Oleksandr Kizilov

У
кр

аї
н

сь
ки

й
 с

о
ц

іо
л

о
гі

чн
и

й
 ж

ур
н

ал
. 2

0
1

5
.  

№
 1

–
2

20

els of happiness and life satisfaction are inher-
ent to post-socialist and post-communist coun-
tries in different parts of the world [10].

Countries whose population is happy, but less 
satisfied with the life are primarily developing 
countries from Asia and Africa (Zimbabwe, Gha-
na, Nigeria, Rwanda). Countries whose popula-
tion is less happy or unhappy and less satisfied 
with the life, are countries of Middle East and 
North Africa (Morocco, Tunisia, Yemen, Bah-
rain, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq) whose population 
has been involved into the revolutions and un-
rests in in 2011-2014. In particular, the lowest 
level of happiness and life satisfaction is noted 
in Egypt with the both indicators hardly reach-
ing 5.00 on a 10-point scale. For a comparison, 
oil-exporting countries of GCC -Gulf Coopera-
tion Council- report much high levels of happi-
ness and life satisfaction, belonging in this re-
gard to the same group as Norway, Sweden etc. 
In particular, Qatar is the third happiest coun-
try (after Mexico and Uzbekistan) and the sec-
ond country in terms of population life satisfac-
tion (after Mexico and Colombia).

Looking at transitional societies of Post-So-
viet Eurasia, we can see that they are divided 
into two groups: countries of Eastern Europe 
(Moldova, Ukraine, Russia and Belarus) as well 
as Georgia and Armenia report very low levels of 
both population happiness and life satisfaction. 
While Central Asian countries (Kazakhstan, Kyr-

gyzstan, Uzbekistan) as well as partly Azerbaijan 
belong to a group on the opposite side of the scale. 
The lowest level of population happiness and life 
satisfaction is fixed in Moldova while the highest 
– in Uzbekistan. Thus, historical development in 
details studied by Inglehart including the num-
ber of years under communist rule, has certain 
limitations as a factor influencing population 
happiness, and despite approximately similar 
number of the years spent within the USSR by 
Central Asian and Eastern European countries, 
nowadays these countries reveal different revels 
of satisfaction with their life [10].

Another important group of factors is cul-
tural and religious. In particular, primarily Or-
thodox countries of Eastern Europe, as well as 
Orthodox Georgia and Armenia are much less 
happy and less satisfied with their life than Cen-
tral Asian countries and Azerbaijan where reli-
gious majority (60% and more) is represented 
my Muslims. Despite the proved evidence that 
majority of world’s happiest countries are rep-
resented by historically Protestant societies, 
particular religious denomination per se cannot 
be considered as a predictor of happiness. For 
instance, Muslim societies of Northern Africa 
reveal quite low levels of population happiness 
comparing to Muslim Gulf and central Asian 
States. Besides, among world’s happies nations 
are also primarily Catholic Mexico, Philippines 
and Brazil, but at the same time Poland and 

Figure 2
Happiness and General life satisfaction in Post-Soviet Eurasia and other countries (%)*

*Happy people=very happy + rather happy; 

Satisfied people = 8+9+10 on a 10-point scaleSource: World Values Survey 6 (2010-2014)



У
кр

аї
н

сь
ки

й
 с

о
ц

іо
л

о
гі

чн
и

й
 ж

ур
н

ал
. 2

0
1

5
.  

№
 1

–
2

Population happiness, life satisfaction and well-being in transitional societies
21

Spain where the part of Catholics is around 87% 
and 70% correspondingly indicate much lower 
levels of population happiness. Thus, impor-
tance of religion as the predictor of happiness 
could be understood through its role as a part of 
the culture, forming people’s norms, traditions, 
behavioural practices and attitudes.

World Happiness Report 2015 provides 
a slightly different hierarchy of world countries 
in terms of population happiness. Due to a dif-
ferent methodology of measurement (ranking is 
based on means for a Cantril ladder as surveyed 
by World Gallup Poll), the respondents are asked 
to estimate their current life in terms of “best” 
and “worst” possible life for themselves: «Please 
imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero 
at the bottom to ten at the top. Suppose we say 
that the top of the ladder represents the best pos-
sible life for you and the bottom of the ladder rep-
resents the worst possible life for you. If the top 
step is 10 and the bottom step is 0, on which step 
of the ladder do you feel you personally stand at 
the present time?». Thus, the focus in such es-
timation exercise is moved from simple catego-
ries of «happiness» and «satisfaction” into the 
sphere of comparison and evaluation of one’s 
life in terms of achievement, under-achievement 
and potential life heights. The top ranks in the 
World Happiness Report hierarchy belong to 
Nordic and Western European countries (Swit-
zerland, Denmark, Iceland, Norway), and also 
Canada and the USA. The Report places lower 
countries of Central and Latin America with 
Mexico being on 14 place as well as the countries 
of GCC with the UAE leading the list and being 
on position 20 [13]. 

One of the statements, being quite wide-
spread in the literature, is that transitional so-
cieties and in particular countries of Post-Soviet 
Eurasia are characterized by low levels of popu-
lation happiness. Looking at the survey findings 
in more detail (Figure 2), could be noted that 
the level of population happiness in post-Soviet 

countries does not differ so much from other 
world countries. The level of happiness exceeds 
90% in Sweden, Qatar, but also in Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan with being at the level 
of 60-80% in the remaining countries of for-
mer USSR. However, essential difference exists 
in the level of population satisfaction with life 
with varying from 41% in South Africa to 67% 
in Ecuador and Qatar and only 22% in Moldova 
and Armenia (which is three times less) and up 
to 62% in Uzbekistan.

Looking at the dynamics of life satisfaction 
over time, different patterns could be found in 
different parts of the world. We use the Gen-
eral Life Satisfaction index on a scale from 
0 (low level) to 1 (high level) calculated for all 
6 waves of the World Values Survey. Looking at 
the countries who participated in all 6 waves of 
the study, dynamics of this index for the whole 
period -from 1981 to 2013- could be traced. All 
the countries reveal different national patterns. 
For instance, life satisfaction has reduced over 
time in Australia, USA and Sweden. Dynamics 
is ambiguous and controversial is Spain. Slight 
increase of life satisfaction has shown popula-
tion of Argentina. Life satisfaction in Chile and 
China has decreased between 1984 and 1991, 
but is slowly increasing since then. Despite all 
these changes, in general level of life satisfac-
tion in all the countries remains stable: the vari-
ation hardly exceeds one decimal (0.1) in the 
30-years period. This allows a conclusion that 
the level of life satisfaction differs more essen-
tially between the countries and regions rather 
than inside the countries. In particular, in his 
analysis Inglehart concluded that «it seems that 
cultures, as well as individuals, have a normal 
baseline level of well-being that varies only 
moderately in response to current event» [9]. In 
his earlier work Inglehart (1990) demonstrated 
that life satisfaction levels were quite stable in 
the period between 1973 and 1988 in most West 
European countries. Similar findings have been 

Figure 3
Dynamics of life satisfaction in the world (1)*

* General Life Satisfaction Index varies from 0 to 1

Source: World Values Survey 1 to 6 (1981-2014)
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presented by Easterlin (2005), Diener and Oishi 
(2000) and Krueger (2006) [14]. Thus, we can 
talk about certain «national» level (or rather in-
terval) of life satisfaction which is relevant for 
a particular world country and does not change 
essentially unless some dramatic changes occur.

Following the conclusion made in the last 
paragraph, it would be relevant to test this 
theory on transitional societies of post-Soviet 
Eurasia (Figure 4). We use the same time-frame-
work (1984-2013) and those countries who par-
ticipated in at least 2 survey waves. Due to or-
ganizational limitations, the only country that 
participated in the first WVS wave was Russia 
(country region proved to be representative for 
the nation-level results). In wave two the survey 
was joined by Belarus, and in wave 3 – by all the 
other countries. Among the countries of Cen-
tral Asia, data on dynamics of life satisfaction 
is available only for Kyrgyzstan. Looking at pat-
terns, a different picture could be observed in 
this part of the world. Almost all the countries 
are characterized by increase of life satisfaction 
between 1999 and 2013 with year 1995 being the 
lowest point on every nation’s chart. Data avail-
able for Russia and Belarus for 1984-1991 indi-
cates that the level of life satisfaction was quite 
high in these countries before the collapse of So-
viet Union – 0.67 on a scale from 0 to 1 which is 
equal to the level of life satisfaction in Italy, for 
instance. However, in 1995 this indicator went 
down to 0.35 in Russia (which is 2 times lower 
than before the transition) and 0.36 in Belarus. 
Similar paths of historical development and fea-
tures of social and economic transformations 
in the period between 1991 and 1995 allows to 
suggest that Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan might have had similar high levels 
of life satisfaction in 1984 before the post-Sovi-
et transition began which later have decreased 
2-3 times during the social and economic crisis 
in the 1990s with the consequent low recovery 
in 2000-2015.

Therefore, developing the theory of «na-
tional» levels of life satisfaction for particular 
cultures, we have reasons to assume that the ac-
tual «national» level of life satisfaction in most 
post-Soviet countries is actually much higher 
and successful completion of social, politic and 
economic reforms might lead to restoration of 
life satisfaction and increase of population hap-
piness up to a «normal baseline». Lack of data on 
countries of Central Asia does not allow to check 
this theory for this part of the world though.

Subjective Well-being Index
We calculate the Subjective Well-being Index 

basing on two indicators described above using 
the formula as suggested by Inglehart and Wel-
zel. It allows to neutralize the extremes as well 
as inconsistent values for happiness and general 
life satisfaction [12]. Taking into account the 
relative stability of the level of happiness and 
life satisfaction over time, as has been proved 
in previous section, we use the data from both 
WVS wave 5 (2005-2009) and WVS 6 (2010-
2014). For the compact presentation of the coun-
tries hierarchy, we divide countries in a number 
of groups by regions (Figure 5). Obtained rank-
ing to a large extent corresponds with the coun-
tries distribution in Figure 1. Countries with the 
highest values of Subjective Well-being are pri-
marily Western and Northern European coun-
tries, USA, Canada Australia, but also several 
countries of Central and Latin America as well 
as South-East Asia. Countries of Central and 
Southern Europe are characterized by lower sub-
jective well-being, in particular some of them 
(Hungary, Romania, Lithuania, Serbia and Bul-
garia) in terms of population well-being are on 
the same level as Ukraine, Russia, Belarus, Ar-
menia and Moldova. Central Asian countries re-
veal much higher levels of subjective well-being 
and reach the bottom line of Western and North-
er European group.

Taking into account that the level of popula-
tion well-being differs so much between world 

Figure 4
Dynamics of life satisfaction in the world (2)*

* General Life Satisfaction Index varies from 0 to 1

Source: World Values Survey 1 to 6 (1981-2014)
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countries and regions, in the current paper we 
will analyse predictors of well-being in order to 
find out if different levels of well-being are the 
result of influence of different factors or not. In 
other words, we will try to answer the question if 
there is a common way to population happiness 
or if country-specific factors have the priority. 
We use OLS regression with subjective well-be-
ing index as dependent variable and a number 
of variables representing economic, political, 
social and cultural factors affecting happiness 
as independent variables. According to the ob-
tained results, there is a number of factors which 
are affecting population well-being in all world 
regions. In particular, the strongest factor in-
fluencing well-being and life satisfaction is sat-
isfaction with financial situation of the respond-
ent (or in the household). Level of satisfaction 
with financial condition by itself defines 23.8% 
of the variance in the level of well-being. Level 
of income introduced in the same model has an 
essentially smaller impact on subjective well-
being. Thus, for personal well-being more im-
portant is own perception of income rather than 
its absolute value. The second factor defining 
well-being is respondent’s health – both physi-
cal and psychological. Self-evaluation of health 
adds around 8% to the explained variance in the 

level well-being, increasing it up to 31.6%. The 
third major factor which positive affect on sub-
jective well-being is most visible is freedom of 
choice and control over the own life. These three 
factors together define 35.7% of variance in the 
level of subjective well-being and are relevant 
for all the world countries despite their cultural 
background, political system or geopolitical lo-
cation. Among the other factors whose influence 
is less essential, but still significant could be 
mentioned values system in the society – eman-
cipative and secular values, feeling of personal 
security, family status and state policy – demo-
cratic rule in the country. The summarizing ex-
planatory capacity of the model is around 38% 
of variance. WVS-based results on the predictors 
of population well-being have been confirmed by 
findings from other studies. In particular, the 
World Happiness Report proposes the following 
main factors influencing population happiness: 
GDP per capita, social support, healthy life ex-
pectancy, freedom to make life choices, generos-
ity, and perceptions of corruption [15].

For the analysis of region-specific impact of 
the factors, all the considered countries have 
been divided into 6 groups: Central and Latin 
America (LA), Eastern Europe and Post-Sovi-
et Eurasia (Eurasia), Eastern and South-East 

Figure 5
Subjective Wellbeing Index**

* SWB=GLS-2.5*H

**Countries are divided into groups by world regions for convenience of reading

Source: World Values Survey 5 (2005-2009) and 6 (2010-2014)
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Asia (Asia), Sub-Saharan Africa (Africa), Mid-
dle East and North African countries (MENA) 
and the last group includes mainly OECD states 
(USA, Canada, Australia and the EU member 
states). Hierarchy of factors is quite similar for 
all distinguished groups of countries with sev-
eral exclusions. In particular, economic factors 
(satisfaction with financial situation) have the 
biggest influence on population happiness in all 
the world regions, except for Post-Soviet Eura-
sia where population health appeared to play 
the role of the most important factor. Economic 
development by improving population incomes 
and the stability of the situation in the country 
enables satisfaction of basic survival needs and 
allows to move on the next step of Maslow’s pyr-
amid of needs which changes also the values sys-
tem of the individual and the society. This shift 
of values has been described as switch from sur-
vival values toward self-expression values and 
free choice which appeared to be a “more direct 
way to maximize happiness and life satisfaction” 
[12]. Thus, the strongest correlation between 
economic factors and population well-being is 
observed in the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa 
and MENA region which belong to societies with 
prevailing traditional and survival values and 
lower GDP per capita. It is necessary to add that 
numerous studies have proved that rising pros-
perity has a time-limited effect on happiness 
(Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Kahneman, 
Krueger, Schkade, Schwartz, & Stone, 2004). In 
long-term perspective, once economic well-being 
of population reaches a certain mark, further 
increase in income affects happiness very insub-
stantially. In short-term perspective, following 
the increase in income and after a period of ad-
justment, people return to their baseline level of 
happiness and well-being which is described by 
the concept of «hedonic treadmill» [22].

Group of factors comprising dimensions of 
individual’s physical and psychological health 
are raking on the second place in terms of their 
influence on happiness. Here special role belongs 
to freedom of choice and control over own life 

which affect well-being and happiness across all 
major cultural zones [23]. People value freedom 
and free choice in many societies; the role of per-
sonal freedom in predicting happiness and well-
being increases with improvement of economic 
situation and rising economic security. Possibil-
ity to control your own life and to have freedom 
of choice is especially important in countries of 
Europe, USA, Australia and Canada which have 
crossed the poverty line long ago and where the 
role of economic factors is getting less decisive 
with evolved self-expression and emancipative 
values moving the issue of personal freedom to 
the foreground. CiƟ zens of new independent states es-
tablished in post-Soviet Eurasia also value freedom of 
choice and possibility to control own life. Despite re-
maining unresolved issues of economic transiƟ on with 
the majority of populaƟ on being unsaƟ sfi ed with their 
incomes, high value of personal freedom could be ex-
plained by both past experience of life in a controlled 
authoritarian society and newly emerged need for 
a stable social structures and poliƟ cal insƟ tuƟ ons which 
allow to transform everyday life from a patchwork of 
unpredictable experiences into a system of social ex-
changes with more or less expected outcomes and thus 
a possibility to infl uence them and to control own life. 

Link between physical and psychological health and 
well-being is well described in the literature and self-
evident: bad psychological health – depression, psycho-
logical disorder – is characterized by condiƟ on being 
opposite to happiness and thus negaƟ vely aff ects well-
being. However, such psychological condiƟ ons like feel-
ing of insecurity, lack of confi dence, feeling of inability 
to control own life which are common for transiƟ onal 
socieƟ es when old social insƟ tuƟ ons and mechanisms 
do not work anymore and the new one haven not been 
established or fully developed yet, also negaƟ vely af-
fect well-being and happiness. Health remains an im-
portant predictor of well-being in post-Soviet socieƟ es 
as well as in African countries and Western socieƟ es.

The link between population well-being and 
democratic rule is probably one of the best stud-
ied by both sociologists and political scientists; 
theoretical explanation as well as numerous sur-
vey evidence are broadly described in the litera-

Table 1
Predictors of Subjective Wellbeing (1)**

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Satisfaction with fi nancial situation .487 .421 .363 .335
State of health .287 .263 .250
Freedom of choice, control over own life .215 .191
Emancipative values .074
Democratic rule in the country .073
Security in the neighbourhood .070
National pride .054
Marital status (having a family/ partner) .049
Secular values -.046
Explained variance .238 .316 .357 .381

* Regression model based on WVS-6 data (2010-2014)
** Standardized coefficients Beta are presented in the table; significance of all coefficients at the level 

0.000
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ture. In short, democratic regimes provide a wid-
er range of freedoms and free choices which con-
tribute to increase of individual’s happiness and 
well-being, and thus democratic rule and demo-
cratic government are one of predictors of popu-
lation well-being. However, democratization per 
se does not automatically make population hap-
pier; an important factor remains performance 
of political institutions and the way how democ-
racy works in the country. Successful and well-
functioning democracies not only contribute to 
higher well-being of society, but also tend to re-
duce gaps in the level of happiness between dif-
ferent social groups and classes in society [24].

Declared democratic vector of political trans-
formations in post-Soviet states did not auto-
matically provide higher level of population 
well-being. The effect from democracy on well-
being in these countries will be more clearly ob-
served after political systems finish the transi-
tion and after the final shaping of the political 
regimes. An important dimension in defining 
the influence of democratic government and 
political regime on population well-being is the 
performance of the political system and political 
institutions. If performance of the government, 
parliament, political parties and other bodies 
is estimated by population as very low – like in 
Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, for example – this 
might cause a negative correlation between well-
being and development of political system de-
spite its declared ideology. 

Among the other important groups of factors 
affecting well-being could be mentioned value 
system in the society. Intolerant social norms 
which are often elements of non-democratic po-
litical regimes narrow and restrict people’s life 
choices and reduce well-being of population. 
Support for gender equality and tolerance of 
outgroups are strongly linked with happiness 
because living in a tolerant society enhances eve-
ryone’s freedom of choice. Feeling of security in 

the neighbourhood to a certain extent affects 
well-being in all countries, but most important 
this factor is in the MENA region where in the 
last several years characterized by population 
uprisings and activation of terrorism people 
started valuing security much higher. Among 
demographical characteristics being relevant 
for all cultural zones as predictor of happiness 
and well-being is marital status: those respond-
ents who report being in registered relationship 
or unregistered partnership both reveal higher 
level of happiness.

Previous section considers a number of fac-
tors affecting population well-being. However, 
only one of the analysed factors belong to the 
group of social and demographic characteristics. 
Does it mean that members of all different social 
groups are equally happy and have same levels 
of well-being? No at all. The reason for omitting 
demographic factors in regression model is that 
their influence on well-being in different parts 
of the world is ambivalent. We will consider now 
the level of happiness inside different social and 
demographic groups on the example of 5 coun-
tries: Ukraine, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, Sweden 
and Brazil. Three out of five countries represent 
Post-Soviet Eurasia while Sweden and Brazil 
belong to societies with high level of population 
happiness and well-being and could be used for 
comparison. Inside each of the national data-
sets we have built 2 groups: a group of «happy» 
people (those who reported about high level of 
both personal happiness and life satisfaction) 
and «unhappy» people (those respondents who 
noted that they are both unhappy and unsatis-
fied with their life). Groups have different size 
inside each of the samples. Comparing social 
and demographic portrait of «happy» and «un-
happy» people the first finding is that there is no 
different in the level of happiness between male 
and female respondents and thus they are more 
or less equal in the level of subjective well-being. 

Table 2
Predictors of Subjective Wellbeing (2)**

  LA Eur

asia

Asia Africa USA, Europe,

AU, NZ

MENA

Economic

factors

Satisfaction with fi nancial 

situation

.264 .269 .345 .379 .305 .387

Physical & 

psychological 

health

State of health .242 .317 .226 .301 .302 .240
Freedom of choice, control 

over own life

.165 .188 .181 .167 .189 .151

Values
Emancipative values * .028 .045 * .045 .044
Secular values -.101 -.025 -.059 * -.068 -.088

Social & political 

factors

Democratic rule in the country * .064 .089 .057 .044 .069
National pride .093 .088 .067 .024 .044 *
Security in the neighbourhood .05 * .079 .084 .067 .169

Demography
Marital status (having a 

family/ partner)

.065 .080 * * .089 .035

 Explained variance .266 .367 .370 .405 .411 .437

* Regression model based on WVS-6 data (2010-2014)
** Standardized coefficients beta are presented in the table; significance of all coefficients at the level 0.000
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The first characteristic which has essential in-
fluence on happiness is age. This observation 
is particularly relevant for Ukraine and Bela-
rus (and we have reasons to extend it to other 
Eastern-European post-communist countries) 
where the part of «hapy people» among those 
aged 18-35 is 41% and 30% correspondingly 
while among respondents in the age of 56 and 
older – only 20% and 16%. This means that in 
the group of people who are older than 55 only 
one out of five respondents consider themselves 
being happy while the other four report being 
unhappy and much less satisfied with their life. 
Looking at the link between age and happiness, 
we can observe a completely different pattern in 
the other countries. In particular, in the popula-
tion of Qatar and Sweden older people (55 years 
and more) appear to be happier than young and 
middle-aged respondents: 68-73% «happy» 
among older respondents while only 52-61% 
are «happy» among young people in the age of 
18- 35. Population of Kyrgyzstan does not reveal 
any difference in the level of happiness among 
people of different age. Such countries like Ger-
many and Spain, despite having a lower level of 
population happiness than Qatar, Sweden and 
Kyrgyzstan, also have equally happy age groups 
in their population.

Certain influence on population well-being 
has the level of education. In particular, in 
Ukraine, Sweden and Kyrgyzstan respondents 
who obtained higher education tend to be happier 
and report higher level of well-being. Should be 
added, that the link between education and hap-
piness is much stronger than, for example, be-
tween education and life satisfaction. In Belarus 
which similar to Ukraine has quite a high percent 
(over 40%) of population with higher education, 
there is no significant difference in the level of 
education between «happy» and «unhappy» peo-
ple. In Brazil the percent of people with higher 
education is essentially low (16%) and it does 
not affect population happiness essentially. In 
general, countries of Central and Latin America 
which are characterized by very high level of pop-
ulation happiness (Mexico – happiest country, 
according to WVS-6) constitute one of the main 
«puzzles» in explaining this happiness. Taking 
into account the leading role of GDP in affecting 
nation’s happiness, in OECD countries high GDP 
could be used to explain high happiness while in 
post-communist countries low level of GDP could 
be used to explain correspondingly low level of 
population happiness. Latin American coun-
tries in this regard stay out of the trend, having 
low GDP per capita and high level of population 
happiness. As a partial confirmation of the chal-
lenging nature of population happiness in Latin 
American countries, the regression model devel-
oped in previous section has the weakest explana-
tory capacity exactly for LA region. 

Another characteristic which was tested is 
the settlement type. According to the analysis 
results for 5 selected countries, there is no dif-
ferent in settlement patterns of «happy» and 
«unhappy»people. Approximately equal parts of 
them live in small towns and villages and big cit-
ies. This observation is valid despite the differ-
ent level of urbanisation in the selected 5 coun-
tries as well as different traditions of city size. 
Two other characteristics which have certain 
impact on population well-being is social class 
and level of income. «Happy» respondents in 
general put themselves on higher steps on social 
ladder as well as report higher level of income. 
This correlation is working for all the analysed 
countries except for Brazil where only the level 
of income matters. The biggest difference in so-
cial class and level of income between «happy» 
and «unhappy» people is in Ukraine and Bela-
rus. In the other countries it constitutes only 
few percent. Finally, absent of work affects 
population happiness and well-being primarily 
in Ukraine where among unhappy people around 
50% reported that they do not have paid job 
(this groups in addition to unemployed economi-
cally active population, includes also pension-
ers, housewives etc.).

Conclusions
Population happiness and well-being have 

been essentially affected by social, political and 
economic transformations in the former Soviet 
Republics of Eastern Europe, Southern Caucasus 
and Central Asia. The curve reflecting dynamics 
of population well-being in this period of time 
has a well-formed U-shape with both indicators 
going rapidly down in the 90s during the times of 
political and economic crisis and their slow recov-
ery after 2000. None of the countries has reached 
yet the pre-transition level of well-being as fixed 
in 1984. Population happiness and well-being 
represent a complex assessment of life in the 
country and thus a pre-condition of further res-
toration of population well-being in these states 
would be finalization of post-soviet transforma-
tions and establishment of stable and flourishing 
economic, political and social systems.

Summarizing the description of happy peo-
pled, we can conclude that «happy» people are 
often better educated, have higher income, be-
long to a higher social class, are equally often 
male or female and – depending on the particu-
lar country or world region – can belong to dif-
ferent age groups. A peculiarity of post-Soviet 
Eurasia is that in most of these countries happi-
ness is a distinctive feature of youngsters while 
middle-aged and older generation feel much less 
happy and less satisfied with their life. 

Among the factors affecting population well-
being in Post-Soviet states are malfunction of 
economic system and low incomes, poor perfor-
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mance of social and political institutions, situ-
ation of instability and uncertainty in the coun-
try. All 10 analysed post-Soviet societies have 
different patterns of population well-being. 
Countries of Central Asia are characterized by 
much higher levels of population happiness than 
Eastern European societies. Possible explana-
tion lies in the field of cultural, religious and 
social peculiarities of these societies. Despite 
higher scores of democratic development given 
to Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova by Freedom 
house, population happiness is higher in such 
less democratic countries like Russia and Azer-
baijan which is explained by higher stability of 
political and economic situation in these states. 
Except for economic and political factors, free-
dom of choice and possibility to control own life 
and make own choices plays an essential role in 
defining peoples’ happiness. For this reason, 

population happiness could be low in more con-
trolling states like Belarus, for example.

The latest wave of the World Values Survey 
is dated with 2012 and thus does not cover the 
recently emerged period of political tension in 
Eastern Europe. We expect that developed mili-
tary conflict and consequent economic crisis in 
Ukraine, Russia as well as on-going political ten-
sions in Ukraine and Moldova and recently ac-
tivated military conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan contribute to further destabilization 
of national systems in these countries and thus 
most likely affect negatively population well-be-
ing in these states. At the same time, in countries 
less affected by geopolitical crisis in the region 
(like Belarus and Central Asians states) the level 
of population happiness and well-being might by 
characterized by further positive dynamics. 
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