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INTRODUCTION 

  
 Research on subjective well-being, life satisfaction or happiness has been growing 

dramatically in recent decades (Austin 2016; Diego-Rosell et al. 2016; Veenhoven 2005). 

 By definition, subjective well-being refers to a comprehensive evaluation of one’s 

life as a whole, either in terms of current emotional states (i.e., positive and negative 

emotions) and in relation to the fulfilment of one’s goals, expectations, standards of living 

and relatives (Diener 1994; Diener et al. 1985). Results from cross-sectional, longitudinal 

and experimental studies indicate that well-being is systematically associated with 

desirable life outcomes, including better physical and mental health (Taylor and Brown 

1988; Scheier and Carver 1987), longevity (Sadler et al. 2011), altruistic behaviours 

(Aknin et al. 2013), social connectedness (Ryan and Deci 2001) and, to a lesser extent, 

with high productivity (Sparks et al. 2011) and greater involvement in social activities 

(e.g., political participation and volunteering) (see Helliwell 2006 and Morrow 1999). As a 

result, governments around the world are starting to revisit the ways in which they promote 

the well-being of their citizens and despite some initial reluctances, many national and 

international social surveys account directly citizens’ opinions about how is going their life 

(Austin 2015; Veenhoven 2005) (e.g., World Value Survey1, European Social Survey2, 

Gallup World Poll3 and Better Life Index4). Tracking citizens’ perceptions of well-being is 

a declared goal for many political agendas (in theory) because policy-makers could use this 

information to drive public policies and improve people’s quality of life (Hicks et al. 

2013). However, in practice, current measurements of well-being are limited by conceptual 

and methodological concerns (Fernàndez-Ballestreros et al. 2010) with different studies 

assessing different concepts in different ways (Diener and Seligman 2004). Although this 

mismatch has been stressed either by researchers and practitioners, what constitutes a 

reliable measure of subjective well-being is a matter that has not received much attention 

in the scientific literature and a clear conceptualisation of the term has been needed by 

several public institutions (see WHO 2013).   

                                                
1 http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp  
2 http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/  
3 http://www.gallup.com/services/170945/worldpoll.aspx  
4 http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/  
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 This dissertation aims at improving our knowledge about subjective well-being 

(either in theory and in practice) by addressing the crucial question of which mechanisms 

explain people’s sense of well-being. We support the general hypothesis that while 

economic growth plays an essential role in increasing people’s life standards, subjective 

well-being is in part explained by noneconomic factors (see Frey and Stutzer 2000; 

McGillivray 2005). These include individual psychological traits (see Chapter 1), 

generalised levels of trust (see Chapter 2), social support and involvement in social 

activities (see Chapter 3). Our results may serve as a reference point for educators, 

researchers, policy-makers, and all those working in the field. 

 In Chapter 1, we addressed the crucial question of how people actually conceive 

subjective well-being by examining definitions spontaneously answered by individuals 

about the meaning of the term. We performed a Prototype Analysis (Rosh 1975) in order to 

check whether individual’ perception of well-being matches exactly with the academic 

definitions. We have surveyed two samples of Italian high school students and we have 

found, above all, that people often associate the term well-being with internal 

psychological states (e.g., peacefulness, happiness and self-acceptance), but people do not 

necessarily have a psychological concept in mind when they think about well-being. For 

example, participants frequently answered definitions of well-being referring to a broad 

range of objective life domains, such as good physical health, economic security, good 

social relations, family and education. Our analysis has shown that conceptions of well-

being resemble with scholars’ definitions but, in some cases, individuals conceive it in a 

different way from how literature suggests. This mismatch indicates a lack of alignment 

between individuals’ meaning of well-being and researchers’ perspective. Results from this 

study could refine the existing theoretical models of well-being and may elicit scholars in 

the elaborations of new evidence-based measurement tools.   

 In Chapter 2, we investigated the complex relationship between perceived 

corruption, individual’s life satisfaction and institutional trust. Although previous studies 

have dealt with the harmful effects of corruption on the economic performance, very little 

is known about the negative consequences of corruption on trust and well-being. We 

examine such relationships and propose that corruption reduces individuals’ life 

satisfaction by undermining confidence that individuals have in judicial, economic and 

governmental bodies. We contribute to the literature on subjective well-being and policy-

making by providing evidence that reliable public institutions (i.e., low in corruption) 

encourage people’s life satisfaction (i.e., a component of subjective well-being; see Diener 
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et al. 1985) because they make the external environment stable, controllable and thus more 

predictable. This research contributes to our understanding of how the institutional-level 

factors (as opposed to individuals’ traits) may potentially determine peoples’ well-being. 

 Finally, Chapter 3 explored what influence religious involvement (i.e., religious 

identity and church services attendance) exerts on people’s subjective well-being across 

the European Countries. Inspired by previous studies, we examined the role played by 

religious community in boosting people’s life satisfaction. A logistic regression analysis 

indicates that actually religious involvement has a positive effect on one’s life satisfaction, 

because the social bonds formed within the religious community provide people social and 

emotional support, especially in times of need. However, we did not find similar results for 

all countries and religions. This suggests that the religious effect varies across countries 

and between religious denominations. Results from this study may support evidence-based 

interventions aimed at improving well-being within or outside the religious contexts.  

 In conclusion, we have attempted to shed further lights on the elusive structure of 

subjective well-being. In order to overcome the opposite perspectives conceiving well-

being either as the result of one’s personal income or, in contrast, a state of mind, we have 

suggested a cross-disciplinary approach (both in theory and in practice) to provide 

additional insights for researchers and practitioners.





 

- 1 - 
 

 
CHAPTER 1 

THE LAY CONCEPTIONS OF SUBJECTIVE 

WELL-BEING:  
A PROTOTYPE ANALYSIS 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

 Interest in subjective well-being (SWB) has grown dramatically in the last decades 

and a great deal of research has investigated factors associated with the “good life” (Kim et 

al. 2007). For example, studies indicate that people experience greater well-being when 

their institutional bodies perform well and ensure them democracy (Hraba et al. 1996), 

economic prosperity (Helliwell 2007; Layard 2005), social equality (Veenhoven and 

Ouweneel 1995), and the respect of human rights (Kurian 1979). Other studies have linked 

well-being to demographic characteristics or to individual psychological traits (Muñoz 

Sastre 1999). These include age and gender (Inglehart 1990), religion (Rosmarin et al. 

2009; Maton and Wells 1995), personal income (Diener and Fujuita 1995), marital status 

(Lee et al. 1991), but also social relations (Requena 1995) physical and mental health 

(Okun and Stock 1987), self-esteem (Rector and Roger 1996) and the belief in a just world 

(Lipkus et al. 1996).  

 Research on well-being is usually to survey the levels of satisfaction in the general 

population or with specific areas of life (as indicated by the list given above). However, the 

ingredients of subjective well-being are generally chosen a priori by scholars (Bojanowska 

and Zalewska 2016) and they neglect the crucial question of how individuals actually 

conceive it. In other words, it is the researcher that implicit decides which components are 

important for individuals (Torras 2008) and, apart from few exceptions (see Delle Fave et 

al. 2011; Oishi et. al 2013), well-being has been rarely investigated per se. The need for 

increasing conceptual clarity of well-being has been stressed either by scholars and 

policymakers (Carlquist et al. 2017) and investigations on the lay conceptions are essential 

to determine what is actually researched in subjective well-being studies (Bojanowska and 

Zalewska 2016). Improve our understanding of well-being have several implications for 

researchers and practitioners. On the one hand, a more detailed definition of well-being 
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may elicit scholars in elaborating reliable indicators of societal progress, as recommended 

by the HWO (2013). On the other hand, it could be used to inform decision-makers about 

the effects of their policies and help them to address evidenced-based interventions. 

 In this research, we are interested in what people think when they refer about the 

term well-being. A total of 238 Italian high school students participated in two studies. In 

study 1, we collected a set of definitions of well-being via an open-ended response format. 

In study 2, we measured the centrality ratings of the endorsements obtained in 

study 1, involving an independent sample of respondents. A Prototype Analysis (Rosh 

1975), shows that well-being has an internal structure and not all its definitions have equal 

meaning for respondents. Results indicate substantial differences both in how people 

describe well-being (i.e., some features are cited more frequently) and in how they judge 

these features in terms of importance (i.e., some features are considered more central than 

others). Our analysis shows that health, self-acceptance, peacefulness, inner harmony and 

goals achievement are essential to describe well-being for respondents. We find that people 

conceive the term well-being differently by literature, but certain aspects of well-being 

appear to be almost universal. Insights for further research and limitation of the studies are 

discussed.   

 

1.2 CONCEPTUALISE SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING: THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUND   

 Subjective Well-Being (SWB) is usually defined as the evaluation of one’s life as a 

whole, either in terms of life satisfaction or emotional response to life events (i.e., positive 

and negative emotions) (Diener et al. 1985; Diener et al. 2002). There is now a burgeoning 

literature on the nature of the good life around the world (Chuluun et al. 2016) and 

extensive studies have dealt with desirable conditions for people’s well-being. For 

example, empirical research indicates that subjective well-being is frequently associated 

with social activities (Veenhoven 1999), community involvement and volunteering, 

(Helliwell 2003; Helliwell and Putnam 2004), financial satisfaction (Van Praag et al. 

2003), political participation (Zheng et al. 2017), and with the opportunities offered to 

individuals by the external environment (Muñoz Sastre 1999).  

 However, little studies have investigated how people define well-being and, apart 

from few exceptions (see Muñoz Sastre 1999 and Hone et al. 2015), studies on the lay 

conception of well-being are limited. Existing literature shows that people understand well-

being as a system of beliefs about anything is important in their life (McMahan and Estes 

2011; Diener 1985). These include internal psychological states and the satisfaction of 
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basic needs (Carlquist et al. 2017). Recent findings also suggest that cultural and 

demographic characteristics of individuals may affect their conception of well-being. For 

example, Mogilner et al. (2011) demonstrated that the representations of happiness shift 

over the life course. They have shown that younger people are more likely to associate 

happiness with sense of excitement, while when they get older tend to link happiness with 

peacefulness. Delle Fave et al. (2016) have found national and cultural differences in 

adults’ definition of happiness. Diener et al. (1995) have shown that individualistic cultures 

mostly associate well-being with self-esteem and personal freedom, whereas in developing 

countries it is frequently linked to financial satisfaction. Chiasson et al. (1996) investigated 

the meaning of happiness in a sample of people from USA, Canada and El Salvador. They 

have found that respondents place particular emphasis on family relations and positive 

attitude toward oneself when one’s asked what make them happy. However, other studies 

have demonstrated that certain aspects of well-being are to some extent universal. These 

include family environment (Pflug 2009), social relationships (Delle Fave et al. 2011), 

pursuit valued goals and self-acceptance (Oishi et al. 2013). Chuluun et al. (2016) have 

conducted an extensive study of well-being in Mongolia, drawing to the conclusion that 

there are not broad differences in what promotes well-being in Mongolia (i.e., individual 

income, health, marital status) than in other parts of the world.  

 

1.3 METHOD AND MATERIALS  

1.3.1 THE PROTOTYPE ANALYSIS  

 The classical category membership study defines a set of conditions (necessary and 

sufficient) that attributes must meet to be included within a category (Kearns and Fincham 

2004). In contrast with this view, the prototype analysis approach assumes that some 

concepts are prototypically organised around an internal structure and they could be 

ordered according to their degree of similarity to a prototype (Rosh 1975). For example, 

scholars have explored the prototypical structure of concepts such as forgiveness (Kearns 

and Fincham 2004), the hero (Kinsella et al 2015), love (Fehr 1994), honour (Travaglino et 

al. 2016) and modesty (Gregg et al. 2008). Prototype approach has been also used to 

investigate the differences of concepts related to each other, such as love and commitment 

(Fehr 1988). In this research, a prototype analysis of the concept of well-being is used to 

explore the everyday meaning of this term in two samples of high school students. We 

hypothesise that well-being presents an internal structure (i.e., is prototypically organised) 

and not all its attributes are equally important for individuals. To perform a prototype 
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analysis it must meet two conditions: the first is that participants are able to list a set of 

features representative of the concept (study 1). The second, is that respondents give 

meaningful judgments about which features are more central (i.e., important) or peripheral 

(i.e., less important) to define the prototype (study 2).  

 

1.4 STUDY 1  

 Participants: Study 1 was based on a sample of 118 high school students (20 

males, 98 female)5. Participants were, on average, 17.169 years old (SDage= .574). 

Individuals were selected using a convenience sampling. In order to obtain a 

sample as balanced as possible, we have chosen exclusively the 4th and 5th classes students.  

 Procedure: The goal of study 1 was collected features and attributes of the concept 

of well-being. We asked participants to list features they usually associated with the term 

well-being by using an open-ended format. Before the submission of the questionnaire, 

participants were briefly introduced to the aims of the research. Subsequently, they 

received the following instructions adapted from previous studies (Fehr and Russel 1984, 

Study 6):  

  

 [In this research, we are interested in exploring the most common features and attributes 

that people link to the concept of well-being. For example, if you were asked to list the 

characteristics of a person experience fear, you might write: danger occurs, escape, run fast. In this 

study, we are interested in the attributes of well-being. Imagine that you having to describe the 

word well-being to a person who has never experienced it before and list a series of features. You 

might include words or brief statements. Finally, remember that these features may be positive or 

negative].   

 

 Analysis: Following the Rosenberg and Jones (1972) and Rosenberg and Sedlak 

(1972) procedure, the amounts of features generated by study 1 were extracted and 

classified into linguistic units. Monolexemic terms such as health, relax and friends were 

rapidly identified. When a participant used a phrase to describe well-being, the statement 

was divided in one or more linguistic unit. For example, “Well-being is the love of my 

parents, but it is also having an economic security” was coded as two different linguistic 

units: be loved by parents and economic security. The statement referring to a 

superordinate category of the concept, such as the tautological expressions (e.g., “well-

                                                
5 Participants were recruited from “Liceo Statale G.A. De Cosmi”, Palermo (Italy).  
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being is essential in one’s life”), were excluded. The total number of linguistic units 

extracted was 734. Of these, a small number of responses (15) were idiosyncratic (i.e., 

mentioned by respondents only once) and thus were discarded from the analysis. The 

amount of linguistic units included in the analysis was 719. Subsequently, the linguistic 

units were grouped into categories. Following the Fehr (1988) procedure, linguistic units 

have fallen into a category if they were:  

 1. different grammatical form of the same word (e.g., “friend” and “friends”).  

 2. modified by terms, adverbs, such as sometimes, frequently or adjectives such as 

 extremely or very (e.g., “social relations” and “good social relations”).  

 3. identical in meaning. The aim of the study was to be as conservative as possible. 

 However, we coded words or statements substantially similar (i.e., identical in 

 meaning) into the same category. For example, be respected and be a respectable 

 person were collapsed in the category “respect”.   

 The final coding scheme offers a more detailed definition of certain categories 

considered by literature (Ryff 1989; Seligman 2012) strong predictors of well-being. For 

example, due to the high frequency of respondents who mentioned “social relations”, three 

categories were created to differentiate social relations (in general), friends and family. 

 Similarly, the categories “wealth” and “economic security” were created to 

distinguish people referring to wealth in general, from those referring to sufficient money 

to meet basic needs.    

 

1.4.1 RESULTS STUDY 1  

 Table 1.1 shows well-being categories generated by Study 1. A total of 719 

linguistic units were extracted from the questionnaires. For each participant, on average, 

6.1 linguistic units were mentioned (SDLinguisticUnits=1.825). Subsequently, the 719 linguistic 

units were reduced to 39 categories of well-being according the procedure mentioned 

above. Frequency scores for categories were calculated by summing the number of 

occurrences (linguistic units) who have fallen into each category. A substantial variability 

results from our analysis, with certain categories cited more frequently than others. Over 

half the sample (54.2%) endorsed most frequently peacefulness as the primary component 

of well-being, followed by happiness (39.8%) and love (38.9%). A substantial agreement 

existed among the following categories: good physical health (38.1%), self-acceptance 

(37.3%) and good social relations (34.7%). 
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Notably, categories such as freedom (3.4%), respect (2.5%), meaning in life (1.7%) 

leisure time (1.7%) were the last mentioned by respondents in terms of frequency.   

 

1.5 STUDY 2  

 Participants: 120 high school students participated in Study 2 (30 males, 90 

female)6. Participants were, on average, 17.758 years old (SDage= .869). As in study 1, we 

used a convenience sample composed by last classes students.  

 Procedure: The aim of study 2 was to explore the prototype structure of well-

being. We investigated whether well-being definitions generated from study 1 were 

considered central (i.e., important) or peripheral (i.e., less important) to describe well-

being by another sample of respondents. We submitted to participants the list of categories 

processed in study 1 and then we asked them to rate, for each category, its degree of 

centrality (i.e., importance) with well-being by using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (poor 

central) to 8 (extremely central). We expected that not all categories have the same degree 

of importance to describe well-being and that certain definitions it would be seen as more 

central (i.e., prototypical) than others. Before the submission of the questionnaire, 

participants were provided with the following instruction adapted from Kearns and 

Fincham (2004):  

     

 [In a previous study we have asked to a sample of high school students to list attributes of 

the concept of well-being. The most frequent definitions are presented in the list below. Now, we 

are interested in discovering how these definitions are important or central to describe well-being 

according to you. For each feature of well-being given below, please get a score from 1 (poor 

central with well-being) to 8 (extremely central with well-being)]. 

 

1.5.1 RESULTS STUDY 2  

 In study 2 we calculated the mean score for each category of well-being generated 

by study 1. Our analysis has shown that participants considered certain definitions of well-

being more important (i.e., central) than others. Our results show that achieve value goals 

(6.96), self-esteem (6.87) and life satisfaction (6.82) are perceived as central components 

of well-being, with respect to wealth (4.87) and sports activities (5.30).  

 Comparing the mean centrality ratings from study 2 with the endorsement’s 

frequencies from study 1 (see Table 1.2), we have found that some attributes frequently 
                                                
6 Participants were recruited from “Istituto Magistrale Statale “Regina Margherita”, Palermo (Italy). 
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mentioned (study 1) were also viewed as more central (i.e., important) in defining well-

being in study 2. These include good physical health (7.41), self-acceptance (7.40), 

peacefulness (7.01), and happiness (6.93). Furthermore, the analysis indicates that in some 

cases features endorsed relatively small in study 1, have obtained a high centrality rate in 

study 2. These are respect (6.92), meaning in life (6.84), freedom (6.76) and help other 

people (6.47), among others.  Our analysis has shown that the categories faith/spirituality 

and be accepted were both the less mentioned in study 1 and few important (i.e., 

peripheral) in study 2. To comparing results drown from the two studies, we ranked 

categories of well-being according to both centrality rates (study 2) and individuals’ 

endorsements frequencies (study 1). The association between study 1 and study 2 is 

presented in Fig. 1.1. For example, good physical health was ranked 2nd in study 2 and 4th 

in study 1, whereas other categories such as achieve value goals were ranked among the 

top five in study 2 (5th), but 19th in study 1. 
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Table 1.1 Well-being features generated by Study 1 (N=118; linguistic units=719).  
Features Frequencies  Frequencies (%) % Participants 

Peacefulness  64 8.9 54.24 
Happiness  47 6.5 39.83 
Love 46 6.4 38.98 
Good physical health  45 6.3 38.14 
Self-acceptance  44 6.1 37.29 
Good social relations  41 5.7 34.75 
Family  36 5.0 30.51 
Friends  34 4.7 28.81 
Inner harmony  34 4.7 28.81 
Economic security  33 4.6 27.97 
Not a care in the world  29 4.0 24.58 
Relax 27 3.8 22.88 
Good mental health  23 3.2 19.49 
Entertainment  20 2.8 16.95 
Healthy lifestyle  20 2.8 16.95 
Wealth  18 2.5 15.25 
Life satisfaction  16 2.2 13.56 
Travel  16 2.2 13.56 
Achieve value goals  12 1.7 10.17 
Carefreeness  12 1.7 10.17 
Hobbies  11 1.5 9.32 
Sport  10 1.4 8.47 
Have a good job  10 1.4 8.47 
Education  10 1.4 8.47 
Wellness  10 1.4 8.47 
Sense of fulfilment  9 1.3 7.63 
Listen my favourite music  6 0.8 5.08 
Self-esteem  6 0.8 5.08 
Faith/Spirituality  5 0.7 4.24 
Be positive  4 0.6 3.39 
Freedom  4 0.6 3.39 
Sleep well  3 0.4 2.54 
Be accepted  3 0.4 2.54 
Respect  3 0.4 2.54 
Help other people  2 0.3 1.69 
Meaning in life  2 0.3 1.69 
Not be alone  2 0.3 1.69 
Leisure time  2 0.3 1.69 
  



 

- 9 - 
 

1.6 GENERAL DISCUSSION  

 In this research, we have explored the everyday meaning of well-being by 

performing a Prototype Analysis on two samples of Italians high school students. In study 

1, we collected a set of definitions via a free-response format. The aim of the study 1 was 

to explore which attributes were frequently associated with the term well-being. 

 Preliminary analysis has lead to a set of 39 categories representative of the concept, 

coded by using the Kearns and Fincham (2004) and Fehr (1988) procedure. We have found 

that respondents often associated well-being with internal psychological states (such as 

sense of peacefulness and self-acceptance), but individuals do not necessarily have a 

psychological concept in mind when they think about well-being. Indeed, results from 

study 1 have shown that people’s conceptions of well-being are not limited to the 

psychological sphere, but they also include more objective and external components. For 

example, answers comprised definitions referring to a broad range of objective life 

domains, such as good physical health, economic security, good social relations, family 

and education. This finding is consistent with Carlquist et al. (2017). They have 

investigated the everyday understanding of happiness, good life and life satisfaction (i.e., 

terms related to well-being) in a Norwegian sample and they have found that participants 

mentioned relations components (i.e., family and interpersonal relationships) as the most 

frequent topics linked to well-being. Delle Fave et al. (2016) studied the cultural and 

demographic differences in the lay conceptions of happiness, drawing to the conclusion 

that, across countries, family and interpersonal relationships were the most frequent 

categories cited. Bojanowska and Zalewska (2016) have investigated the associations’ 

networks recalled by the term happiness in a Polish sample. They found that participants 

most frequently linked happiness with physical health and social relations, rather than with 

positive emotions.  

 In study 2 we submitted the pre-determined list of well-being components from 

study 1 to another sample of students. We asked them to score which components were 

central (i.e. important) for well-being, and which were peripheral (i.e., less important). Our 

results have demonstrated that not all components frequently mentioned in study 1 were 

also considered important to define well-being in study 2. For example, terms such as love 

and relax often answered in study 1, were subsequently considered peripheral (i.e., few 

important) in describing well-being in study 2. This finding is consistent with Hone et al. 

(2015). They have conducted a prototype analysis of the term well-being in a sample of 
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New Zealander’s workers and have found that some components frequently listed by 

participants, were subsequently scored low in terms of importance in defining well-being.  

 Collectively, results from study 1 and study 2 demonstrated that the term well-

being shares all the features of the prototype (Rosh 1975). In other words, some 

components of well-being have been recognized as more typical (i.e., central) than others 

and they could be ordered according to their degree of similarity or centrality to a 

prototype.  

 Our results have shown that subjective (and psychological) dimensions of well-

being are considered more important than objective material conditions. For example, self-

acceptance, peacefulness and the achievement of value goals were scored higher than 

economic security and education. This finding is consistent with Muñoz Sastre (1999) that 

have found as health, self-acceptance, positive relations and purpose in life were judge 

essential to assess well-being.  

 In overall, we have found that conceptions of well-being resemble with scholars’ 

definitions, but there are certain components omitted from the current academic models 

(e.g., help other people, respect or freedom). In some cases, people conceive their well-

being in a different way from how literature indicates. This mismatch indicates a lack of 

alignment between peoples’ meaning of well-being and researchers’ perspective. 

 
Fig. 1.1 Correlation between frequencies ranking (from study 1) and centrality ranking (from 
study 2). 
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1.7 LIMITS OF THE STUDY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The term well-being has not received any unanimously accepted definition in the 

scientific discourse (Fernàndez-Ballestreros et al. 2010; Gasper 2010) and, more important, 

scholars are not agreed in what constitutes a “gold standard” for measuring well-being 

(Huppert 2009). However, research on well-being has been considered an emerging 

science (Diener 2006) and governments spend time and effort to promote the happiness of 

their citizens. Despite the growing interest in well-being research, too little attention has 

been paid to how people experience it in their lives and few studies have matched people’s 

conceptions with definitions provided by academia. This is a crucial question because 

improve our understanding about the nature of well-being could refine the existing 

theoretical models and may elicit researchers in the elaboration of new measurement tools. 

 In this research, we have attempted to fill this gap by examining definitions 

spontaneously answered by individuals about the meaning of well-being. We have 

surveyed two samples of Italian high school students and we have found, above all, that 

individuals have no problem answering questions about their well-being. Their responses 

reflect conceptions which, in certain aspects, coincides with that of researchers in the field. 

In terms of similarities, we have found that self-acceptance, positive relations and 

purpose in life were components of well-being frequently mentioned by literature and also 

featured by Ryff (1989), and Seligman (2012) models’. However, our analysis has shown a 

partial lack of alignment between the current academic models of well-being and some 

definitions resulted from our studies. This mismatching has at least two explanations. First, 

we used a convenience sample mainly composed by female young students (from 16 to 18 

years old). Because the nature of our data do not allow the generalization of the findings, 

our results have no universal value but are exclusively referred to the reality we observed 

(a limit of this study).  Second, the lack of alignment between researchers’ perspectives and 

some categories resulted from our studies may be explained by differentiations in the use 

of terms related to well-being (i.e., synonyms). Our results reflect a pitfall in the 

conceptualization of well-being within the academia, with definitions often used 

interchangeably by researchers. Future research should pay more attention to people’s 

understanding of well-being in order to clarify the terms related with it and improve its 

theoretical background. Finally, a potential limit of the current research may be constituted 

by the researcher’s opinion in collapsing linguistic units into categories. Although we have 

followed procedures previously used in other studies, the coding scheme may present some 

interpretation biases.  Further explorations of the individuals’ conceptions are needed to 
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consolidate the current theoretical models and to allow the development of more reliable 

statistical indices of well-being.  
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Table 1.2 Well-being features generated in study 1, sorted by centrality ratings in study 2.   

 
Study 1  Study 2  

Features Frequency % Participants Mean SD 

Good physical health  45 38.14 7.41 1.127 
Self-acceptance  44 37.29 7.40 1.145 
Peacefulness  64 54.24 7.01 1.318 
Inner harmony  34 28.81 6.99 1.482 
Achieve value goals  12 10.17 6.96 1.356 
Be happy  47 39.83 6.93 1.329 
Respect 3 2.54 6.92 1.596 
Family  36 30.51 6.91 1.652 
Self-esteem  6 5.08 6.87 1.315 
Meaning in life  2 1.69 6.84 1.501 
Life satisfaction  16 13.56 6.82 1.430 
Freedom  4 3.39 6.76 1.501 
Good mental health  23 19.49 6.74 1.498 
Not a care in the world  29 24.58 6.63 1.911 
Sleep well  3 2.54 6.50 1.614 
Help other people  2 1.69 6.47 1.614 
Education  10 8.47 6.46 1.714 
Good social relations  41 34.75 6.43 1.559 
Hobbies  11 9.32 6.41 1.458 
Have a good job  10 8.47 6.41 1.606 
Friends  34 28.81 6.38 1.445 
Relax 27 22.88 6.35 1.612 
Wellness  10 8.47 6.34 1.617 
Be positive  4 3.39 6.18 1.747 
Leisure time  2 1.69 6.17 1.871 
Love 46 38.98 6.14 1.921 
Economic security  33 27.97 6.13 1.658 
Healthy lifestyle  20 16.95 6.13 1.752 
Sense of fulfilment  9 7.63 6.07 1.834 
Not be alone  2 1.69 5.98 2.056 
Be accepted  3 2.54 5.91 1.870 
Entertainment  20 16.95 5.85 1.809 
Listen my favourite music  6 5.08 5.85 1.986 
Carefreeness  12 10.17 5.80 1.904 
Travel  16 13.56 5.77 2.016 
Sport  10 8.47 5.30 1.886 
Wealth  18 15.25 4.87 2.198 
Faith/Spirituality  5 4.24 4.51 2.490 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE HARMFUL EFFECTS OF PERCEIVED 
CORRUPTION ON PEOPLE’S LIFE 

SATISFACTION 
 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Corruption is the misuse of public power in order to obtain private gains (Akçay 

2006; Ko and Weng 2011). It distorts public decisions, penalizes innovation, and 

discourages legal investments (Akçay 2006; Kaufmann and Wei 1999; Murphy et al. 

1993).  The negative consequences of corruption are not only restricted to economic 

performance. Recent findings indicate that corruption is associated with reduced levels of 

subjective well-being and life satisfaction (Bjørnskov et al. 2008; Helliwell 2006; 

Rothstein 2010; Tavits 2008). 

However, the question of how corruption affects well-being has not received much 

attention in the scientific literature (for an exception see Wu and Zhu 2016). This is an 

important question because identifying the mechanisms that explain the association 

between corruption and well-being may improve our understanding of how individuals 

experience the presence of corruption. This may in turn enable practitioners and policy 

makers to design more effective, evidence-based interventions aimed at improving 

people’s well-being. 

In this research, we examine this question empirically and test the role of 

institutional trust in mediating the relationship between corruption and life satisfaction.  

The concept of institutional trust refers to the degree of confidence that individuals 

have in legislative, economic and governmental bodies. Institutional trust is essential for 

the correct functioning of modern democracies, because stronger trust is associated with 

several predictors of life satisfaction, including better civic participation, sense of 

reciprocity, endorsement of shared rules and a more predictable environment (Bjørnskov 

2003; Pretty and Ward 2001). 

Corruption does not only weaken public institutions. It also corrodes individuals’ 

trust in them because it implies that institutions are unable to manage public goods fairly 

(Chang and Chu 2006). Thus, we hypothesize that perceived corruption reduces indirectly 
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life satisfaction via institutional trust. We test this hypothesis by using two studies 

involving different geographical and socio-political contexts. In study 1, we investigate the 

indirect effect of corruption on people’s life satisfaction in a sample of 251 American 

people. In study 2 we use the same empirical strategy in a larger and representative sample 

of 9508 individuals from countries belonging to the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) region. 

 

2.2 LITERATURE REVIEW  

 2.2.1 PERCEIVED CORRUPTION AND INSTITUTIONAL TRUST  

Institutional trust is defined as the degree of confidence that people have in 

different types of institutions, including the government, political parties and the judicial 

system (Putnam 1993), as well as citizens’ evaluations of the performance of such 

institutions. High levels of trust enable citizens to live in a predictable, stable and 

controllable environment and at the same time contribute to maintaining social cohesion 

because they elicit cooperative behaviours among citizens (Levi and Stoker 2000).  

Perceived corruption reduces social trust in general (Morris and Klesner 2010), and 

confidence in public institutions in particular (Kostadinova 2009). This is because high 

levels of corruption mean that institutions tend to represent particular interests rather than 

general ones (Kotzian 2011). Moreover, when individuals perceive public institutions as 

corrupted, such institutions lose credibility in their eyes and are seen as inefficient 

(Pellagata and Memoli 2015; see also Seligson 2002; Rothstein and Stolle 2008). 

Recently, Clausen et al. (2011) examined the issue of the causal directionality of 

the relationship between perceived corruption and institutional trust. The authors provided 

convincing evidence that such a relationship was more likely to flow from corruption to 

institutional trust, rather than vice versa.  

Importantly, there is also evidence that institutional trust predicts people’s sense of 

well-being and life satisfaction (Rose-Ackerman 1999). Trust is based on the expectation 

that others behave predictably (Kubble 2013: 121). In the context of institutional trust, 

such expectations are about the institutions’ social and economic performance, their ability 

to foster equality, justice and economic prosperity. Thus, societies with higher levels of 

institutional trust tend also to be characterised by better governance, higher standards of 

living and more efficient market economies (Di Tella et al. 2003; Frey and Stutzer 2002; 

Rothstein and Uslaner 2005). For instance, Leung et al. (2011) demonstrated the existence 

of a strong association between the three components of social capital (Coleman 1988), 
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whose core element is trust (Fukuyama 1995; Putnam 1993), and happiness. In addition, 

Hudson (2006) investigated the impact of institutional trust on well-being across European 

countries. He showed that confidence in a range of different institutions, including the 

National Government, the European Central Bank, the judicial system, the European 

Union, the UN and big business, had a considerable impact on individuals’ life satisfaction.  

 

 2.2.2 LIFE SATISFACTION AND PERCEIVED CORRUPTION  

Corruption is an economic evil that strongly affects people’s material environment, 

increases inequality (Uslaner 2008) and crime (Montinola and Jackman 2002), and lowers 

the quality of public decisions (Akçay 2006). Because corruption distorts the allocation of 

resources, it also hampers government performance, undermining economic growth and 

decreasing the efficiency of public and private institutions (Voliotis 2011). Despite the 

argument that in some contexts (e.g., underdeveloped countries) corruption may have some 

positive effects because it eases bureaucratic procedures and encourages extra-legal 

investments (Leff 1964), overall authors seem to agree on the fact that corruption slows 

economic growth and impairs the government’s effectiveness (Montes and Paschoal 2016). 

However, the consequences of corruption are not only limited to the spheres of 

economy and governance. Individuals tend to be acutely aware of the presence of 

corruption in their environment and perceive accurately how corrupted their country is 

(Lancaster and Montinola 2001; Ko and Samajdar 2010; Mishler and Rose 2001; Wallace 

and Latcheva 2006). For instance, Pellegata and Memoli (2016) matched citizens’ 

perceptions to experts’ opinions concerning the levels of corruption across different EU 

member states. They found that, overall, citizens’ estimates matched those of experts. 

Thus, research has examined the implications of corruption at the individual level 

of analysis (Tavits 2008; Uslaner 2003; Seligson 2002). An important finding is that there 

is an association between the subjective experience of corruption and individuals’ well-

being and satisfaction with life (Wu and Zhu 2016; Zheng et al. 2016). For instance, using 

cross-national data from 68 different countries, Tavits (2008) demonstrated that individuals 

tend to report higher levels of happiness when – among other factors – the government 

performs well (i.e., the levels of corruption are lower). More recently, Wu and Zhu (2016) 

used data from the Asian Barometer Survey to demonstrate that perceived corruption 

impacts negatively on people’s life satisfaction in China, especially when the external 

environment is overall low in corruption. Although these results provide evidence that 
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corruption affects people’s life satisfaction, the explanatory process underlying this 

relationship remains unclear. 

 

2.3 RESEARCH HYPOTHESES AND METHOD 

In this research, we investigate the relationship between corruption and life 

satisfaction in two different samples and geographical contexts, the USA (a richer and 

developed economy) and countries from the MENA region (poorer and developing 

economies). Furthermore, we test the proposition that institutional trust mediates this 

relationship. Specifically, we test the contention that one of the ways in which perceived 

corruption reduces an individual’s level of life satisfaction is by undermining her trust in 

institutions. 

On the basis of previous research on corruption and trust (e.g., Clausen et al. 2011; 

Kostadinova 2009) and trust and well-being (Rose-Ackerman 1999; Hudson 2006), we 

hypothesize that perceived corruption is associated with a reduced level of institutional 

trust (H1) and that lower institutional trust predicts lower levels of life satisfaction (H2). 

Finally, we hypothesize the existence of an indirect effect of perceived corruption on life 

satisfaction, through institutional trust (H3). 

To test H3, we use a mediation analysis (Hayes 2013) and the SPSS Process 

Macro7 (model 4). Mediation analyses enable researchers to investigate the mechanism 

through which one variable may affect another through a third explanatory variable. They 

are useful tools to test hypotheses about whether the effect of a variable X (perceived 

corruption in the context of this research) is transmitted on variable Y (life satisfaction) 

through another variable M (institutional trust) (see Fig. 2.1). 

 
Fig. 2.1 Mediation model of institutional trust in the relationship between perceived 
corruption and people’s life satisfaction.  

 
 

                                                
7 For more details about the PROCESS macro see: http://www.processmacro.org/index.html. 
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In study 1, we test our hypotheses in a sample of 251 Americans’ citizens, whereas 

in study 2 we used a larger and representative sample of 9,508 individuals from Mena 

region countries. In both studies, age, sex, education level and annual income of 

participants were entered as covariates in the model to control for their effects and 

influence. Equations 1 and 2 express the model for i-th individual: 

 

TRUST% = 	β( + β*COR% + -./012304% + ε*                                                              (2.1) 

LIFE% = γ( + γ*TRUST% + γ.COR% + 9:/012304% + ε.		            (2.2) 

 

 where β1 is the effect of perceived corruption on institutional trust (the mediator), 

β2 is a vector of coefficients for the control variables (i.e., age, sex, education level and 

annual income) and ε1 is the error (equation 1). In the equation (2), γ*is the effect of the 

mediator (institutional trust) on life satisfaction controlled for γ. (i.e., the effect of 

perceived corruption) and γ: (i.e., a vector of coefficients for the control variables included 

in the model), whilst ε2 is the error. According the product of coefficients approach 

(MacKinnon et al. 2002), the indirect effect is given by the simple product of β* ∗ γ* 

(standard errors estimated via bootstrap). Note that the circumflex accents above each 

parameter indicate the estimate of the coefficient in equations (2.1) and (2.2). 

 

2.4 STUDY 1: THE US SAMPLE 

 2.4.1 MATERIALS  

Participants and Procedure. A total of 251 American citizens (107 males and 144 

females) participated in the study. Participants were aged between 19 and 74 years old 

(Mage = 34.21, SDage = 11.12). Annual income was measured using four categories, ranging 

from “$0.00 level income” to “$100.000 and more”. Just over a third (34.3%) of 

participants reported an annual income of less than, or equal to $14.999, 28.7% reported an 

annual income ranging between $15.000 and $39.999, 27.6% had annual income between 

$40.000 and $79.999, and only 9.4% reported an annual income greater than $79.999. The 

ratio of participants with a college-education or a higher education level (i.e., master 

degree and doctoral degree) was 85.7 % and 14.3 % had received only a primary or lower 

level of education. Participants were recruited via on-line data collection software8, in 

April 2016. They were invited to participate in a study “about social issues” and were 
                                                
8 Individuals were selected using a convenience sampling. For details see: https://www.qualtrics.com/login/ 
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informed that participation in the study was completely anonymous. Participants received a 

small monetary incentive at the end of the survey. The overall response rate was 

approximately 99%. This response rate is based on the number of questionnaires started vs. 

completed. 

Perceived Corruption. A three-item measure of perceived corruption was used in 

the study. The items were adapted from previous studies (Tan et al. 2016; Li et al. 2016) 

and from The Corruption perception index (2015) provided by Transparency International9. 

All items were measured on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 

strongly agree. Sample items were “In general, corruption is a very common phenomenon 

in my country and spreads to almost every industry” and “Every civil servant and politician 

in my country is corrupted”. The average score of the items was calculated as a general 

indicator of perceived corruption. The reliability of the scale reached conventional levels 

of acceptability (α = .72).  

Institutional trust. A five-item measure of confidence in institutions was used as a 

measure of institutional trust. The variable was assessed by asking respondents to express 

their degree of confidence in Police, Banks, Judicial System, Health Care System and 

Government. All items were measured on a seven-point scale, ranging from 1 = no 

confidence at all to 7 = a great deal of confidence. The average score was calculated as 

indicator of institutional trust. To check that all the five trust items loaded on the same 

factor, we performed a factor analysis by using principal components as method of 

extraction. The analysis yielded a one-factor solution (range factor loadings .78 to .84) and 

the scale had a good reliability (α = .86). 

 Life satisfaction. A five-item measure drawn from the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(Diener et al. 1985) was used to assess people’s satisfaction with their lives. Sample items 

were “I am satisfied with my life” and “So far I have gotten the important things I want in 

life”. All items were measured on a seven-point scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 

to 7 = strongly agree. The average score was calculated as indicator of people’s life 

satisfaction. Higher scores indicated greater satisfaction with life. This was a very reliable 

scale (α = .93). 

 

 

 

                                                
9 http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015 
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2.4.2 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Preliminary analyses. Items’ means and standard deviations are reported in Table 

2.1. Correlation coefficients among variables are presented in Table 2.2. Perceived 

corruption was negatively associated with institutional trust (in line with H1) and age. 

Notably, and seemingly in contrast with previous literature, the correlation between 

perceived corruption and life satisfaction was not statistically significant. Supporting H2, 

institutional trust was strongly correlated with life satisfaction and only weakly related to 

income. Finally, individual’s annual income was associated with all other variables but 

perceived corruption. 

In order to investigate further the relationship between perceived corruption and 

life satisfaction we ran a regression analysis. Control variables added in the model were, 

age, sex (coded: 0 = male, 1 = female) education level and annual income. All the 

continuous variables were standardized prior to analyses. Results of these preliminary 

analyses do not support the existence of a direct link between perceived corruption and life 

satisfaction. We then proceeded to test the indirect effect of perceived corruption to life 

satisfaction through institutional trust. 
 
 
Table 2.1 Means and standard deviations for all items used in study 1. 
Items  M SD 

Corruption perception (average scale score)  4.42 1.088 

1. In general, corruption is a very common phenomenon in my country and spreads 

to almost every industry 
5.12 1.314 

2. Most people who have opportunities to be corrupted, will be corrupted 4.65 1.369 

3. Every civil servant and politician in my country is corrupted 3.51 1.638 

Institutional trust (average scale score) 3.78 1.355 

1. I have confidence in the Police 4.37 1.730 

2. I have confidence in the Banks 3.92 1.774 

3. I have confidence in the Health Care System 3.75 1.658 

4. I have confidence in the Judicial Systems 3.65 1.649 

5. I have confidence in the Government 3.24 1.590 

Life satisfaction (average scale score) 4.42 1.557 

1. In most way my life is close to my ideal 4.40 1.700 

2. The conditions of my life are excellent 4.45 1.699 

3. I am satisfied with my life 4.67 1.785 

4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life 4.75 1.652 

5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing 3.84 1.909 
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Table 2.2 Correlation matrix for all variables used in study 1. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Perceived Corrupt. (1) -       

Institutional Trust (2) -.284** -      

Life Satisfaction (3) -.010 .345** -     

Age (4) -.185** .048 -.095 -    

Gender (5) .004 -.059 .110 .187 -   

Education (6) -.086 .099 .090 .058 -.080 -  

Income (7) -.115 .148** .212** .179** -.132* .360** - 

*p < .05, **p < .01 

 

Mediation analysis The models predicting trust in institutions (the mediator), F (5, 

244) = 5.40, p < .001, R2 = .01, and life satisfaction (the outcome), F (6, 243) = 10.88, p < 

.001, R2 = .21, were both significant. As predicted, and in line with H1 higher level of 

perceived corruption were significantly associated to lower institutional trust, b = -.34, SE 

= .08, p < .001. In line with H2, institutional trust (the mediator) positively predicted 

people’s life satisfaction b = .42, SE = .07, p < .001. After controlling for demographic 

variables and for the effect of the mediator, the direct effect of perceived corruption was 

not significantly associated with people’s life satisfaction b = .14, SE = .09, p = .115. We 

then estimated the indirect effect of perceived corruption on life satisfaction through 

institutional trust using five-thousand bootstraps for the estimates (see Table 2.3). 

 
Table 2.3 Results of Mediation Analysis: direct and indirect effects of corruption perception 
(X) on people’s life satisfaction (Y) considering institutional trust (M). 

Model without mediator       

 b SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Perceived corruption  .1364 .0864 1.5786 .1157 -.0338 .3067 

Model with mediator      

 b Boot SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Perceived corruption -.1427 .0442 - - -.2427 -.0684 

*p < .05, **p < .01  
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In line with H3, the indirect effect was significant demonstrating that institutional 

trust mediated the negative effect of perceived corruption on people’s life satisfaction b = -

.14, SE = .04. The indirect effect was significant as indicated by the absence of 0 in the 

95% confidence interval [95%CI = -.25 to -.07]10. 

Study 1 provided preliminary evidence for the hypothesis that institutional trust 

explains the relationship between perceived corruption and life satisfaction. Individuals 

who perceived their country as more corrupt also reported lower trust in their institutions, 

which in turn lowered their satisfaction with life. However, Study 1 had some limitations. 

In this study, we tested our hypotheses in a relatively small, ad hoc sample from the richer 

region of the world. To provide a stronger test of the hypotheses we used data from the 

World Value Survey and investigated the model in a larger and representative sample of 

9,508 individuals from a relatively less developed region. 

 

2.5 STUDY 2: THE MENA REGION SAMPLE 

 2.5.1 MATERIALS  

Study 2 aimed to replicate results from Study 1 in another geographical context and 

with a larger and representative sample. Data were retrieved from the World Value Survey 

(WVS) – Wave 6 (2010-2014) which included measures of perceived corruption, 

institutional trust, and life satisfaction, among others. Perceived corruption items were only 

available for the following countries from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

region: Algeria, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Tunisia and Yemen. We therefore 

focus on this sub-set of countries to test our hypotheses. MENA Countries are relatively 

poorer economies and therefore provide an interesting setting to investigate the 

relationship between corruption and life satisfaction, and the mediating role of institutional 

trust in institutions.  

Participants and Procedure. A total of 9,508 people (Mage = 37.89, SDage = 14.38) 

from eight countries belonging to the MENA region were included in the analyses. Table 4 

summarizes sample characteristics in each country. Across countries, the sample included 

5,018 males and 4,445 females (45 participants did not report their gender). Education was 

measured using an ordinal-level scale from 1 = no formal education to 9 = university-level 

education, with degree. About 34.9% of the sample had completed primary school 

education or less, 40% had at least some form of secondary education, and 25.1% had at 

                                                
10 As a further check, we also tested the statistical significance of the indirect effect of institutional trust 
using the Sobel test (1982), obtaining the same results [b = -.14, SE = .044, z = -3.53, p = .004]. 
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least some form of university level education. In the WVS, annual income is measured 

using a scale with ten steps ranging from 1 (lowest income group) to 10 (highest income 

group). The average income was 5.15 (SDincome = 2.17). 

Perceived Corruption. A two-item scale was used to tap participants’ perception 

of corruption in their country. The two items asked “How widespread do you think that 

corruption is within businesses in your country?” and “How widespread do you think that 

corruption is within the government in your country?” (from 1 = none/low corruption to 

10 = high corruption). The two items were strongly correlated (r = .82) and were therefore 

averaged in a scale. 

Institutional trust. In this study, a fourteen-item measure of confidence in 

institutions was used. The stem of the item was “I am going to name a number of 

organizations. For each one, could you tell me how much confidence you have in them?” 

(from 1 = a great deal to 4 = none at all). The list of 14 institutions included in this study 

were drawn from a larger list of 17 institutions. Selection of an institution for inclusion 

depended on whether it was used in all the countries included in the analysis (to limit 

number of missing data and preserve sample characteristics). The institutions were: the 

churches, the press, television, the police, the courts, the government, parliament, the civil 

service, universities, companies, banks, environmental organisations, women’s 

organisations and charitable or humanitarian organisations. This is a wider range of 

institutions relative to those used in Study 1. To examine whether all items loaded on the 

same factor, we performed a factor analysis on the fourteen items using principal 

components as method of extraction. The analysis yielded a two-factor solution with one 

major factor explaining 49.17% of the variance and a lesser factor explaining only 8.69% 

of the variance. Items were therefore averaged to form a scale of institutional trust (α = 

.92). The scale was reversed and in the following analyses higher score indicates stronger 

trust in institutions. 

Life satisfaction. The WVS uses one item to measure satisfaction with life, “All 

things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?”, (from 1 = 

completely dissatisfied to 10 = completely satisfied). 

 

 2.5.2 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Preliminary analyses. Items’ means and standard deviations are reported in Table 

2.4. Intercorrelations among variables are summarised in Table 2.5. Interestingly, and in 

line with previous literature (Tavits 2008; Helliwell 2008; Welsch 2008), in this study the 
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direct link between perceived corruption and life satisfaction was significant albeit small (r 

= -.03, p = .002). Perceived corruption was associated negatively with life satisfaction, 

demonstrating that people who perceived their environment as more corrupt were also 

more likely to be less satisfied with life. Table 2.5 shows that there were small, but 

systematic associations between the covariates, perceived corruption, institutional trust and 

life satisfaction. Therefore, and in line with Study 1, in the subsequent analyses we control 

for the influence of age, gender, income and education levels on both the mediator and the 

outcome. 
 
 
Table 2.4 Means and standard deviations for all items used in study 2. 
Items  M SD 

Corruption perception (average scale score)  6.57 2.924 

1. How widespread corruption is within businesses in your country? 6.48 3.052 

2. How widespread corruption is within the government in your country? 6.67 3.082 

Institutional trust (average scale score) 2.46 .671 
1. I have confidence in the Churches  2.02 .984 
2. I have confidence in the Press 2.80 .921 
3. I have confidence in Television 2.65 .934 
4. I have confidence in the Police 2.25 1.000 
5. I have confidence in the Courts  2.32 1.017 
6. I have confidence in the Government  2.62 1.049 
7. I have confidence in the Parliament  2.95 1.001 
8. I have confidence in the Civil service  2.69 .972 
9. I have confidence in the Universities 2.37 .958 
10. I have confidence in the Major companies  2.61 .962 
11. I have confidence in the Banks  2.48 .989 
12. I have confidence in the Environmental organizations 2.59 .974 
13. I have confidence in the Women's organizations 2.71 .970 
14. I have confidence in the Charitable or humanitarian organizations 2.44 .987 
Life satisfaction    

1. I am satisfied with my life 6.36 2.329 
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Table 2.5 Correlation matrix for all variables used in study 2. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Perceived Corrupt. (1) -       

Institutional Trust (2) -.227** -      

Life Satisfaction (3) -.032* .151** -     

Age (4) .003 .063** -.051** -    

Gender (5) -.007 .037** 0.21* .008 -   

Education (6) -.010 .043** .168** -.281** -.102** -  

Income (7) -.054** .147** .294** -.087** -.010 .313** - 

*p < .05, **p < .01 

 
 

Mediation analysis. To test the hypothesis that institutional trust mediates the 

relationship between perceived corruption and life satisfaction, and in line with Study 1, 

we ran a mediation analysis using Hayes’ (2013) Process macro (model 4). Differences in 

the degrees of freedom in the models below are due to missing observations in the dataset. 

The models predicting trust in institutions (the mediator), F (5, 8783) = 146.12, p < 

.001, R2 = .08, and life satisfaction (the outcome), F (6, 8782) = 172.41, p < .001, R2 = .11, 

were both significant. In line with H1, higher levels of perceived corruption were 

systematically associated with lower levels of institutional trust, b = -.05 SE = .01, p < 

.001. In line with H2, institutional trust (the mediator) positively predicted people’s life 

satisfaction, b = .42 SE = .04, p < .001. People who had more confidence in their 

institutions, also reported more satisfaction with life. Controlling for the demographics and 

the effect of the mediator, the direct effect of perceived corruption was not significantly 

related to satisfaction with life, b = -.012 SE = .01, p = .16. 

Supporting H3, the indirect effect of perceived corruption on life satisfaction 

through institutional trust was significant and negative, b = -.02 SE = .002, [95 %CI = -.03 

to -.02]11. 

Replicating Study 1 and in line with the hypotheses, we found evidence that 

institutional trust mediates the relationship between perceived corruption and life 

satisfaction. Individuals who perceived their environment as more corrupted, also have less 

confidence in their institutions. This in turn predicted lower satisfaction with life. The 

effects held also controlling for gender, age and income (see Table 2.6). 

                                                
11 The Sobel test provided equivalent results, b = -.02, SE = .002, z = -10.08, p < .001. 
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Table 2.6 Results of Mediation Analysis: direct and indirect effects of corruption perception 
(X) on people’s life satisfaction (Y) considering institutional trust (M) in study 2. 

Model without mediator       

 b SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Perceived corruption  0.119 .0084 1.4175 .1564 -.0046 .0285 

Model with mediator      

 b Boot SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Perceived corruption -.0215 .0023 - - -.0261 -.0171 

*p < .05, **p < .01  

 

2.6 GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This research investigated the important question of how perceived corruption 

affects individuals’ satisfaction with life. We drew on research on corruption and well-

being (Tavits 2008; Hudson 2006; Welsch 2008), and institutional trust (Seligson 2002; 

Rothstein and Stolle 2008) and proposed that the degree of trust individuals have in their 

institutions explains (i.e., mediates) the relationship between perceived corruption and 

satisfaction with life. Specifically, we hypothesized that the more individuals perceive their 

environment as corrupt, the less they trust institutions. In turn, we hypothesized that lower 

trust in institutions is associated with lower satisfaction with one’s life. Using two studies 

and two different samples from the USA (a richer context) and the MENA region (a poorer 

context) we found convincing evidence in support of these hypotheses.  

Study 1 involved a convenience sample of 251 people from the USA. In this study, 

there was no direct association between perceived corruption and life satisfaction. Wu and 

Zhu (2016) demonstrated that the environment plays an important role in the association 

between these two variables, in the Chinese context. Future research should investigate the 

role of the environment in moderating the link between perceived corruption and life 

satisfaction also in the North American context. 

Importantly, in line with our hypotheses, results from Study 1 showed an indirect 

effect of perceived corruption on life satisfaction through institutional trust. This result is 

consistent with previous research demonstrating that the credibility of institutions 

influences people’s life satisfaction (Kotzain 2011; Bjørnskov 2006; Helliwell 2006; 

Hudson 2006). For instance, when citizens have confidence in the judicial system, the 

Government or the banks they feel their rights are more strongly protected, which is then 

reflected in stronger satisfaction with life (Frey and Stutzer 2000). Perceived corruption is 
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detrimental to individuals’ confidence in institutions because it implies that public goods 

are not managed fairly (Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Chang and Chu 2006).  

Study 2 replicated these findings in a different geographical and socio-economic 

context. A limitation of Study 1 was that it was based on relatively small sample, which 

was not representative of the North American population. In study 2 we used data from the 

WVS and focused on the subset of countries which had data on the constructs needed to 

test our hypotheses. This enabled us to test our model on a total sample of 9,508, 

representative of 8 countries belonging to MENA region (see Table 4 for full list). 

Supporting our hypotheses, and replicating results from Study 1, Study 2 

demonstrated that when people perceive corruption to be widespread in their environment 

they lose confidence in institutions and tend to be more dissatisfied with life (see also Ryan 

and Deci 2001; Warren 2004). This result supports the generalization of the findings to 

countries with a different type of governance system and characterized by different types 

of institutions. This result also contributes to the literature on corruption by examining the 

relationship between perceived corruption and life satisfaction in poorer, developing 

economies (i.e., MENA region). It is a task future research to investigate differences and 

similarities between the two contexts directly, designing studies with comparable measures 

and samples across the two regions. 

 

2.7 LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

In this paper, we have reported evidence regarding the role played by institutional 

trusts in explaining the relationship between individuals’ perceived corruption and life 

satisfaction. The studies contribute to our understanding of the mechanisms through which 

perceived corruption is associated to individuals’ well-being. Institutions play a key role to 

maintain social order and stability within a society. This research demonstrates that, to the 

extent that perceived corruption undermines confidence in institutions, it indirectly affects 

individuals’ satisfaction with life. A priority for policy-makers should be that of 

monitoring, sustaining and creating means for boosting individuals’ confidence in 

institutions (Bjørnskov et al. 2006). 

This study is affected by some limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of the 

data does not enable us to draw strong causal conclusions about the model. It should be 

noted that previous research has tackled the issue of causal directionality between 

perceived corruption and institutional trust (Clausen et al., 2011) and between institutional 

trust and life satisfaction (Hudson 2006). Such research provides importance evidence in 
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support of the causal flow hypothesized in the present article, as discussed earlier. 

 Moreover, a cross-sectional indirect effect is a necessary step to provide evidence 

for the existence of mediation. Future research should use longitudinal and experimental 

studies to test how the relationship between perceived corruption, trust in institutions and 

life satisfaction changes over the time, as well as testing the causal directionality between 

variables directly. 

Another limitation of this study concerns the sample used in Study 1. Study 1 used 

an opportunity sample from the US. Results cannot be therefore generalized to the entire 

population. However, the hypothesized relationship also emerged in countries from MENA 

region, using a representative sample. Future research should test the relationship between 

perceived corruption, institutional trust and satisfaction with life in different contexts, and 

use samples from different populations and geographical areas. 

 

2.8 CONCLUSIONS 

This research investigated the relationship between perceived corruption and 

individuals’ life satisfaction in two different geographical contexts, the US (a richer and 

more developed economy) and the MENA region (a poorer and less developed one). 

 Across independent contexts, we found support for the proposition that institutional 

trust explains the relationship between these two variables. Results are in line with the idea 

that corruption does not only affect individuals’ material and economic conditions, but it 

also affect individuals’ psychological sphere (i.e., life satisfaction) by undermining their 

confidence in institutions. Thus, this research contributes to our understanding of how 

institutional-level factors (as opposed to individuals’ traits) may potentially determine 

peoples’ well-being. More research is needed on this topic.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Table A.1Descriptive statistics for all countries included in study 2.  

Country/Demographic variables  N M SD 

Algeria 

Gender 1200 1.49 0.500 

Age 1200 37.80 15.105 

Education 1199 4.60 2.737 

Annual income 1200 4.68 2.015 

Bahrain 

Gender  1200 1.45 0.498 

Age 1200 39.30 13.969 

Education 1200 5.55 2.420 

Annual income  971 6.03 2.117 

Iraq 

Gender  1200 1.48 0.500 

Age 1200 36.61 13.398 

Education 1198 4.91 2.619 

Annual income  1191 5.35 1.859 

Jordan 

Gender  1200 1.50 0.500 

Age 1200 39.78 15.456 

Education 1200 5.21 2.496 

Annual income  1195 4.99 2.072 

Kuwait 

Gender  1258 1.36 0.481 

Age 1245 36.49 11.705 

Education 1263 6.82 1.997 

Annual income  1143 5.92 2.054 

Lebanon 

Gender  1200 1.51 0.500 

Age 1200 38.37 14.854 

Education 1182 6.20 2.391 

Annual income  1192 5.83 1.954 

Tunisia 

Gender  1205 1.47 0.500 

Age 1205 38.82 16.208 

Education 1204 4.12 2.705 

Annual income  1154 4.68 2.066 

Yemen 

Gender  1000 1.50 0.500 

Age 1000 35.59 13.278 

Education 998 3.48 2.844 

Annual income  968 3.56 2.153 

MENA  

Gender  9463 1.47 0.048 

Age 9450 37.84 1.491 

Education 9444 5.11 1.086 

Annual income  9014 5.13 0.833 
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CHAPTER 3  

RELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT AND PEOPLE’S 

LIFE SATISFACTION: EVIDENCES FROM 

EUROPEAN STATES 
 
 

3.1 INTRODUCTION  

 Research findings show that endorsing a religion is to some extent related to 

positive health outcomes, including fewer anxiety symptoms (Rosmarin et al. 2009; 

Koenig 2009), lower levels of stress (Kendler et al. 2003) and reduced unhealthy 

behaviours, such as alcohol abuse and smoking (Jones 2004). Other studies indicate that 

religion practice increases the likelihoods of making new friends (Lu and Qin 2017), elicits 

supportive behaviours among believers (Lim and Putnam 2010) and contributes to the 

respect of shared rules (Putnam and Campbell 2012).  

 However, what effects religion exerts on the perception that people have about their 

life is a question largely neglected in the scientific discourse. Literature indicates that 

religious experience is a fertile ground for positive emotions (Van Cappellen et al. 2016) 

and those who declare themselves as religious tend to report greater self-esteem (Clemente 

and Sauer 1976), better mental health (Levin and Chatters 1998) and higher satisfaction 

with their life (Krause and Hayward 2012). However, not all researchers have found 

convincing evidence about these positive associations (Lewis et al. 2000; Ciarrocchi and 

Deneke 2005). For example, comparative studies reported better health outcomes in not 

religious people (Ventis 1995) and highest levels of happiness in most of the secular 

societies (Beit-Hallahmi 2009; Zuckerman 2008).  

 Given this background, exploring whether and how religion actually promotes, or 

hampers, people’s life satisfaction is a question that needed to be further explained. This 

because understanding the mechanism by which religion influence people’s well-being 

may enable policy makers to design evidence-based interventions within or outside the 

religious context. 
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In this research, we explore the possible effects of religious involvement on 

individuals’ life satisfaction across the EU-2812 countries. We find that having a religious 

identity increases the likelihoods to be more satisfied about one’s life, compared to not 

religious people. Our results show that people who regularly attend religious services 

report higher levels of life satisfaction than their peers who have no such religious 

practices. We contribute to the literature by offering new insights about the positive 

association between religious involvement and people’s life satisfaction in Western 

societies. Results, limits of the study and direction for future of research are discussed. 

 

3.2 LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES  

3.2.1 RELIGION AND PEOPLE’S LIFE SATISFACTION  

 Religion practices has been associated with numerous well-being outcomes 

(Strawbridge et al. 2001; Koenig et al. 2012; Steffen et al. 2017). These include the 

tendency to avoid unhealthily behaviours (Jones 2004; Wallace and Forman 1998), better 

physical health (Ellison et al. 2001; Strawbridge et al. 2001) and, in overall, a positive 

attitude towards the world (Ai et al. 2002). There is evidence that religion operates as a 

protective factor against the psychological distress (Hamblin and Gross 2013) since offers 

people a comprehensive framework for the interpretation of negative events (Ellison 1991), 

serious illnesses or relatives (Hogg et al. 2010). As a result, people who define themselves 

as more religious report higher self-esteem (Keyes and Reitzes 2007), have more coping 

skills (Banthia et al. 2007) and experience existential certainty and purpose in life (Diener 

et al. 1999; Inglehart 2010). For example, Strawdridge et al. (1998) found that religiosity is 

positively related with mental health and it buffers the harmful effects of family stressors 

on depression. Other studies indicate that religious teaching encourages a more optimistic 

worldview, which in turn may promotes personal happiness and well-being (Koenig et al. 

2001; Stark and Finke 2000). Recently, the association between religious involvement and 

life satisfaction has been explored by means of panel data from Germany (Sinnewe et al. 

2015), Australia (Kortt et al. 2015) and United States (Lim and Putnam 2010). The main 

conclusion drawn from this body of research is that religious participation boosts peoples’ 

life satisfaction by the building of social ties within the religious community. Scholars 

have found that people who regularly attend religious services receive social support from 

their churchgoers (Ellison and George 1994), have greater likelihoods to making new 

                                                
12 Currently EU-27. The research has been realised before Brexit decision and included United Kingdom 
(UK).  
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friends (Lu and Qin 2017; Argyle 2001), perceive higher the quality of their relations and 

report greater subjective well-being (Bradley 1995). These results are consistent with 

Durkheim’s argument (1951[1897]) that religious participation increases social integration 

and therefore lowers the probability of suicide. 

 However, some other studies have found that religion does not always impacts 

positively on subjective well-being. For instance, Büssing et al. (2009), in a sample of 

patients with chronic diseases, found that spirituality and a strong belief in God were not 

generally associated with better mental health. Abu-Raiya et al. (2016) examined the 

impact of several religious factors on well-being, drawing to the conclusion that there are 

some aspects of religion (e.g., religious spiritual struggle) frequently related to 

psychological disorders and lower subjective well-being. Krause (2006) using data from a 

longitudinal nationwide survey of older adults found that religious doubt is systematically 

associated with a decline in well-being over the life course.  

 In this research, we are interested in exploring whether religious identity and 

church service attendance, (i.e., standard measures of religious involvement, see Putnam 

and Campbell 2010) are associated with one’s life satisfaction. On the basis of existing 

literature, we hypothesise that being affiliated with a religious group (versus people not 

affiliated) is predictive of higher life satisfaction (H1). In line with this hypothesis, we 

expect that people who attend religious services frequently (i.e., are more involved in their 

religious community) benefit from social support provided them by religious community 

and report higher life satisfaction than people who never take part in religious activities 

(H2). 

 

3.3 DATA AND METHOD 

Data used in this study were drawn from the European Social Survey (ESS).  

 Individuals were selected using a probability-based sampling where the single 

population unit has a greater than zero probability of being included into the sample. 

 Information were collected via face-to-face interviews, with a response rate of 

about 70%. We used cross-sectional data from the ESS Round 7 (2014) involving EU-28 

countries. Data were only available for the following countries: Austria, Belgium, Czech 

Republic, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, France, United Kingdom, Hungary, Ireland, 

Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Sweden and Slovenia. We therefore focus on this 

sub-set of countries to test our hypotheses. The study included self-reported measures of 

life satisfaction, religious involvement (i.e., church attendance and religious affiliation) and 
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detailed socio-demographic information of each participant. Our analysis was based on a 

sample of 34633individuals aged 14 years and over. The 53.3% of sample was composed 

by female and the 46.7% by male. The mean age of respondents was 49.59 years (SDage = 

18.654). More than half of participants (63.7%) has attained a secondary or lower 

education level, whereas only about one third (36.3%) has received a sub-degree or upper 

education level (including Bachelor, Master degree or Ph.D.). The demographic 

characteristics of the sample are summarized in Table 3.1.  

 

 3.3.1 DATA  

 Life satisfaction. A single-item was used to measure people’s cognitive judgments 

about the satisfaction with their lives as a whole. Life satisfaction was assessed by the 

following question: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole 

nowadays?”. The item was measured on a ten-point scale, ranging from 0 (extremely 

dissatisfied) to 10 (extremely satisfied).  

 Religious involvement. Religious involvement was assessed by asking to 

respondents their religious affiliation and their frequency at religious services. The 

religious affiliation was coded by a set of categorical variables identifying Catholics 

(35.2%), Protestants (13.0%) and Other religions (6.3%). The category Other religions 

included: Orthodox (2.6%), Other Christian religion (1.7%) and Islamic (2.0%). 

Respondents who were not members of any religious group (i.e., not religious) (45.5%) 

were selected as reference group. The variable religious attendance was assessed by the 

following question: “Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about 

how often do you attend religious services nowadays?”. The item was measured on a 

seven-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day).  

 Control Variables. We included a wide set of control variables considered strong 

predictors of life satisfaction (Sinnewe et al. 2015; Kortt et al. 2015; Argyle 2001): sex (0 

= female; 1 = male); age of respondents (in years) and the square of respondents’ age13; 

level of education attainted (ES-ISCED classification); household total net income (a ten-

point scale ranging from 1 = lowest household income to 10 = highest household income); 

self-reported health status (a five-point scale ranging from 1 = very bad to 5 = very good) 

and employment status (0 = unemployed; 1 = employed). Moreover, we included the 

country fixed-effects to control for unobservable country specific factors which may affect 
                                                
13 Assuming a not linear relation between age of respondents and life satisfaction we included the square of 
respondents’ age for a better fitting of the model.  
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life satisfaction (i.e., a series of dummy variables indicating 1 = home country of 

respondent; 0 = otherwise). Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in Table 3.2.
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Table 3.1 Demographic statistics for each country included in the study (N=  34633).  

Countries/Demographics Gender Age 
Level of 

education (ES – 
ISCED) 

Household’s 
income 

Austria 
N 1795 1789 1794 1348 
Mean .48 49.22 3.59 4.65 
Std. Deviation .500 18.060 2.882 2.440 

Belgium 
N 1769 1769 1765 1619 
Mean .51 46.94 4.19 5.85 
Std. Deviation .500 18.967 3.929 2.463 

Czech Republic 
N 2126 2138 2132 1553 
Mean .47 46.80 3.92 5.14 
Std. Deviation .499 17.064 1.402 2.475 

Germany 
N 3045 3032 3031 2705 
Mean .51 49.90 4.19 5.88 
Std. Deviation .500 18.392 1.709 2.823 

Denmark 
N 1502 1502 1498 1327 
Mean .52 48.13 4.15 5.78 
Std. Deviation .500 18.939 2.642 2.906 

Spain 
N 1925 1925 1921 1519 
Mean .51 48.54 3.15 4.91 
Std. Deviation .500 18.649 2.092 2.689 

Finland 
N 2087 2087 2085 1941 
Mean .49 51.31 4.22 5.65 
Std. Deviation .500 19.070 2.173 2.699 

France 
N 1917 1914 1912 1799 
Mean .48 49.88 3.82 5.10 
Std. Deviation .500 18.736 1.919 2.826 

United Kingdom 
N 2264 2243 2252 1901 
Mean .45 52.20 5.03 4.95 
Std. Deviation .498 18.389 8.179 2.995 

Hungary 
N 1698 1698 1693 1207 
Mean .43 49.87 3.78 6.41 
Std. Deviation .495 18.338 2.620 2.722 

Ireland 
N 2390 2380 2360 1918 
Mean .46 49.39 3.90 4.01 
Std. Deviation .499 18.193 3.981 2.525 

Lithuania 
N 2250 2249 2239 1824 
Mean .39 49.73 4.15 5.27 
Std. Deviation .487 18.522 1.732 2.850 

Netherlands 
N 1919 1916 1917 1729 
Mean .45 50.74 4.11 5.84 
Std. Deviation .497 18.254 4.521 2.738 

Poland 
N 1615 1615 1614 1205 
Mean .46 47.30 3.52 5.25 
Std. Deviation .498 18.797 1.811 2.785 

Portugal 
N 1265 1265 1265 1069 
Mean .45 52.90 2.77 4.72 
Std. Deviation .498 19.327 2.944 2.699 

Sweden 
N 1791 1790 1784 1643 
Mean .50 49.70 4.40 6.34 
Std. Deviation .500 19.900 3.652 2.927 

Slovenia 
N 1224 1224 1219 994 
Mean .46 49.58 3.75 4.70 
Std. Deviation .499 18.648 1.431 2.598 

Total  
N 34633 34581 34530 27301 
Mean .47 49.59 4.00 5.34 
Std. Deviation .499 18.654 3.371 2.801 
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Table 3.2 Descriptive statistics for all variables used in the study (N= 34633).   

Variables  Description  Mean/ 
Percentage SD 

Dependent variable    

Life Satisfaction  All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays? (original scale from 0 to 10) 
1 = satisfied; 0 = otherwise (threshold value 7.0) 0.50 0.500 

Religious affiliation     

Catholic  1 = Catholic; 0 = otherwise  35.2 (%) - 

Protestant  1 = Protestant; 0 = otherwise 13.0 (%) - 

Other religions 1 = Other religions; 0 = otherwise   6.3 (%)  

Not religious  Reference group 45.5 (%) - 

Control variables     

Sex  1 = male; 0 = female  0.47 0.499 

Age  Age of respondents in years 49.59 18.654 

Age2  The square of age in years - - 

Education  Level of education attainted, coded as follow: 1 = ES-ISCED I; 2 = ES-ISCED II; 3 =  ES-ISCED IIIa; 4 = ES-
ISCED IIIb; 5 = ES-ISCED IV; 6 = ES-ISCED V1; 7 = ES-ISCED ES-ISCED V2  4.00 3.371 

Household’s income A ten-point scale ranging from 1 = lowest household income to 10 = highest household income 5.34 2.801 

Subjective health status  Self-reported health status (a five-point scale ranging from 1 = very bad to 5 = very good) 3.78 0.907 

Employment status 1 = employed; 0 = unemployed  0.51 0.500 

Country  1= home country of respondent 0 = otherwise - - 

Religious involvement     

Religious attendance  Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend religious services 
nowadays? (a seven-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 7 = every day) 5.53 1.492 
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 3.3.2 METHOD  

 In order to investigate the effect of religion involvement on life satisfaction, we 

performed a logistic regression analysis. Odds ratios (OR) with 95% confidence intervals 

estimate the probability to be satisfied with one’s life. In our model, we estimated the 

impact of both religious affiliation and church attendance on life satisfaction, controlling 

for a considerable set of variables indicated by existing literature as predictors of life 

satisfaction. 

Previous empirical studies reported no statistical differences in modelling life 

satisfaction either as ordinal (e.g., using a logistic regression model) or numeric variable 

(e.g., using an OLS regression model) (Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters 2004; Kortt et al. 

2015). However, in order to reduce potential selection-bias method, we used either 

methods for estimates. In our analyses with OLS regression model, we treated life 

satisfaction as a numeric variable (results are presented in Table B.1. See Appendix B). In 

setting our logistic regression model, life satisfaction has been collapsed into a binary 

format. Following the Winkelmann and Winkelmann (1998) procedure, we fixed the 

threshold value to the overall mean score, which it was approximately 7.0 (6.99). Thus, if 

the self-reported score of life satisfaction was equal or greater to 7.0 the variable was 

coded as 1, otherwise as 0. In our preliminary elaborations, we also used the median as the 

threshold value of life satisfaction, obtaining similar and broadly unchanged results. 

 Finally, the model used is: 

 

LOGIT	(()) = 	β-	 + /01 23 +	/41 5673 +	β8REL; +	ε=                       (3.1) 
 
 where πi is the probability that i-th individual is satisfied about his life, Ri is a 

vector of religious affiliation (i.e. Catholic, Protestant, Other religions, Not religious), 

CNTi is a vector of control variables including: sex, age, age2, level of education, 

household income, self-reported health status, employment status and home country of 

respondent, RELi is a measure of religious involvement and finally ε1 is the error.  
 
3.4 RESULTS  

 Results of our analysis are presented in Table 3.3 and refer to a sample of 34633 

respondents. In our model, we test the hypothesis (H1) that be affiliated with a religious 

group impacts positively on peoples’ life satisfaction with respect those who do not 

practice a religion. In order to test this hypothesis, we fixed as reference group category 

individuals declaring themselves as not religious. Overall, we have found greater 
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likelihoods of life satisfaction in Protestants (OR= 1.106) and Catholics (OR= 1.090) than 

in not religious people. Notably, our results show a not statistically significant association 

between life satisfaction and those who are members of other religious groups (i.e., 

Orthodox, Other Christian religion and Islamic). Analysis for control variables shows that 

gender (OR= .911) age2 (OR= 1.001), education level (OR= 1.015) and household income 

(OR= 1.152) contribute significantly to increase life satisfaction. Results indicate that 

female, aged, educated and wealthy people have higher probability to be more satisfied 

with their life, compared to those is male, younger, poor and less educated. Surprisingly, 

the employment status is not related to life satisfaction in this analysis, whereas subjective 

health status emerged as a predictor of life satisfaction. We have found that for an 

increasing unit of subjective health status, the probability to be satisfied about one’s life 

rises of 91% (OR= 1.910). As expected, and in line with H2, religious service attendance 

boosts people’s life satisfaction and those who regularly attend religious services have 

about the 7% (OR= 1.071) of chances to be more satisfied with one’s life. In order to 

control for the unobserved individuals’ heterogeneity, we included in our model the 

country fixed effects, with Germany as reference category (see Fig. 3.1). After control, the 

positive association between religious service attendance and subjective well-being 

remains positive and statistically significant. The inclusion of country fixed-effects in the 

model indicates that people living in the North Europe (i.e., Denmark and Finland) have 

higher chances to be more satisfied with their life compared to those living in Germany, 

whereas living in southern (e.g., Spain and Portugal) or eastern (e.g., Lithuania, Hungary, 

Czech Republic) European countries is associated with lower levels of life satisfaction.  

Fig. 3.1 Predicted levels of Life Satisfaction among Europe with Germany as reference group 
(Odds-ratio and confidence interval 95%). 

  

0,00
0,50
1,00
1,50
2,00
2,50
3,00

Ge
rm

an
y

De
nm

ar
k

Fi
nl
an
d

Sw
ed

en

N
et
he

rla
nd

s

Be
lg
iu
m

Au
st
ria

Un
ite

d	
Ki
ng
do

m

Sp
ai
n

Po
la
nd

Ire
la
nd

Sl
ov
en

ia

Fr
an
ce

Cz
ec
h	
Re

pu
bl
ic

Po
rt
ug
al

Li
th
ua
ni
a

Hu
ng
ar
y

Lif
e	
Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n

Country	



 

- 39 - 
 

Table 3.3 Logistic regressions model with life satisfaction as response variable (N= 34633). 
Odds-ratio and confidence interval 95%.  

 Exp(B) S.E. Lower Upper 

Religious affiliation     
Catholic 1.090* .040 1.008 1.179 
Protestant 1.106* .049 1.005 1.216 
Other religions .878 .072 .762 1.010 
Not religious 0 0 0 0 

Religious involvement     
Religious attendance 1.071** .012 1.047 1.095 

Control Variables     
Gender .911* .028 .863 .961 
Age .957** .004 .949 .965 
Age2 1.001** .000 1.000 1.001 
Education 1.015** .004 1.007 1.024 
Employment status 1.027 .034 .960 1.099 
Household income 1.152** .006 1.139 1.164 
Subjective health status 1.910** .018 1.843 1.979 

country__1[Austria] .765** .074 .661 .884 
country__2[Belgium] .811* .069 .709 .928 
country__3[Czech Republic] .405** .071 .353 .466 
country__4[Denmark] 2.659** .087 2.242 3.153 
country__5[Spain] .632** .071 .549 .726 
country__6[Finland] 1.792** .069 1.564 2.053 
country__7[France] .453** .068 .396 .517 
country__8[United Kingdom] .694** .066 .610 .789 
country__9[Hungary] .170** .084 .144 .200 
country__10[Ireland] .482** .070 .420 .552 
country__11[Lithuania] .209** .075 .180 .242 
country__12[Netherlands] 1.040 .068 .910 1.188 
country__13[Poland] .571** .080 .488 .668 
country__14[Portugal] .275** .086 .233 .325 
country__15[Sweden] 1.118 .071 .973 1.285 
country__16[Slovenia] .481** .082 .409 .565 
country__17[Germany] 0 0 0 0 
Constant .099 .135 - - 

*p < .05, **p < .01  
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3.5 GENERAL DISCUSSION  

 In this paper, we have explored what influence religious involvement (i.e., religious 

identity and church services attendance) exerts on people’s subjective well-being. By 

addressing this research question, we performed a binomial logistic regression analysis on 

a sample of 34633 individuals. We have found that people affiliated with a religious group 

tend to report higher life satisfaction than not religious people. This finding is consistent 

with Ferris (2002) who found that religious group’s members were happier than those 

without any religious affiliation. A potential explanation of this finding is that church (as 

well as any religious institution) represents a social agency by which people build their 

cultural identity and orient their behaviors (Abbruzzese 1996).  

However, endorsing a religion is not always predictor of greater subjective well-

being. Particularly, we did not find a significant statistical association between Orthodox, 

Other Christian religion and Islamic (Other religion) and life satisfaction. This finding 

need to be interpreted with some cautions, since only the 6.3% of observations fallen into 

the “Other religion” category.  

 Regarding the denomination preferences, our results indicate that Protestants have 

more chances to be satisfied with their life, compared to Catholics and those who do not 

express any religious preference. This result has been advocated by Kim (2003) who found 

greater reported well-being in Protestants than in Catholics and Buddhists, and by Sheldon 

(2006) and Argyle (2001) whom showed as Protestants are, on average, the most satisfied 

with their life. Because Protestant creed encourages the pursuit of happiness (Ferriss 2002) 

and fosters the affirmation of self-worth and self-confidence (Jung 2014), we have 

interpreted this result as a direct influence transmitted them by their religious belief.  

 In line with H2 we have found that actually regular attendance at religious services 

is associated with higher sense of well-being. We have found that people who frequently 

attend religious services are more satisfied with their life because they benefit from the 

church-based social support. Such social support represents a fertile ground for people’s 

well-being as demonstrated by previous studies. For example, Ellison and George (1994) 

have found that regular churchgoers draw comfort from their congregation members, they 

experience a reduced sense of loneliness (Ellison 1991) and they report lower suicide rates 

(Stack and Wasserman 1992; Martin 1984; see also Durkheim 1951[1897]). In support to 

our results, Lim and Putnam (2010) have found that people involved in a religious group 

are more satisfied with their life versus not religious people because they build social ties 

within their religious community and this, in turn, boosts their sense of well-being. Kortt et 
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al. (2015) investigated the association between religious participation and life satisfaction 

in an Australian sample drawing to the same conclusion. Jung (2014) demonstrated that in 

South Korea woman church attenders tend to report greater happiness and lower levels of 

stress.  

 Finally, we have exploited the cross-sectional nature of our dataset by introducing 

the country fixed-effects in our model. We have found higher likelihoods to report better 

life satisfaction in Denmark and Finland, rather than in other European countries. We 

interpreted this finding as a direct influence exerted by the welfare systems on citizens’ 

well-being (i.e., people tend to be more satisfied in countries where the economic markets 

perform well and the governments ensure them democracy and economic prosperity). In 

support to our finding, Frey and Stutzer (2002) have demonstrated that either economic 

variables (i.e., income, unemployment rates) and institutional factors in the form of direct 

democracy, systematically influence how satisfied individuals are about their life. 

 

3.6 CONCLUSIONS 

 Although this study provides convincing evidence that religious involvement 

promotes peoples’ life satisfaction, some aspects surrounding this association need to be 

further investigated. First, we did not find a statistically significant association between life 

satisfaction and some religious denominations such as Orthodox and Islamic. Our results 

were in part justified by the small number of observations referred to these subgroups of 

respondents. Further research could be focused specifically on these religions.  

Second, we have found a positive association between church services attendance 

and life satisfaction, assuming that social bonds people formed within their religious 

congregation may mediate this relationship. However, this explanation is exclusively based 

on evidences provided by previous studies (see Lim and Putnam 2010) and we are not able 

to test this association empirically (a possible limitation of the study). Further 

investigations aimed at improving well-being within the religious context should 

investigate the effect of other forms of religious participation (i.e., pray frequency or 

involvement in church-oriented activities or volunteering) on peoples’ life satisfaction.   
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APPENDIX B 
 

Table B.1 OLS regression model results. Life Satisfaction as response variable. N= 34633, 
Adjusted R2 = .239, F (326, 609), p < .001.  

 Beta S.E. T-stat Sig. 

Religious affiliation     
Catholic .015 .034 1.996 .046 
Protestant .010 .040 1.557 .119 
Other religions -.024 .061 -4.167 .000 
Not religious 0 0 0 0 

Religious involvement     

Religious attendance .070 .010 10.306 .000 

Control Variables     
Gender -.014 .023 -2.657 .008 
Age .062 .001 10.026 .000 
Education .014 .004 2.613 .009 
Employment status -.017 .027 -2.730 .006 
Household income .177 .005 29.179 .000 
Subjective health status .293 .015 48.385 .000 

country__1[Austria] -.014 .065 -2.066 .039 

country__2[Belgium] -.014 .061 -2.166 .030 

country__3[Czech Republic] -.085 .062 -12.912 .000 

country__4[Denmark] .064 .065 10.019 .000 

country__5[Spain] -.043 .063 -6.495 .000 

country__6[Finland] .050 .057 7.265 .000 

country__7[France] -.107 .059 -15.892 .000 

country__8[United Kingdom] -.036 .057 -5.348 .000 

country__9[Hungary] -.158 .066 -25.039 .000 

country__10[Ireland] -.083 .061 -11.619 .000 

country__11[Lithuania] -.186 .061 -26.613 .000 

country__12[Netherlands] .013 .059 2.015 .044 

country__13[Poland] -.059 .070 -8.762 .000 

country__14[Portugal] -.125 .071 -19.571 .000 

country__15[Sweden] .022 .060 3.303 .001 

country__16[Slovenia] -.064 .072 -10.383 .000 

country__17 [Germany] 0 0 0 0 

(Constant) 3.449 .086 39.970 .000 
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CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 
 
 Over the last twenty years, the debate surrounding the inclusion of subjective 

measures of well-being for policy uses has intensified around the world. Scholars and 

policymakers widely acknowledge that subjective well-being (SWB) may be used as 

complementary measure of individual and societal welfare, beyond the traditional national 

accounts (such as GDP, health or life expectancy). 

Many national statistical offices survey directly people’s perceptions about their 

lives and empirical studies demonstrate that subjective well-being predicts desirable life 

outcomes – including better social relations, good physical and mental health, high levels 

of generalised trust. However, these measures are not completely legitimated within the 

political arena and governments often rely on traditional economic indicators for policy 

purposes. This because the measurement of well-being is a matter subjects to theoretical 

and methodological limitations. First, the concept of well-being is variously interpreted by 

researchers and there is not a general agreement – among scholars – in what constitutes a 

standard unit for measuring individuals’ well-being. Second, perceptions that people have 

about their life (such as satisfaction with their health-status or work-place) may change 

over the life course and are strongly related to cultural and individuals’ characteristics. 

 Although these arguments against, many researchers pointed out that it is time for 

policymakers to include opinions citizens have about their lives in the evaluation of public 

choices. 

 In this thesis, we have discussed how subjective well-being may be used as reliable 

measure of social growth and a driver for policy makers. To this aim, we have addressed 

some of the theoretical concerns mentioned above. By using either qualitative (i.e., 

Prototype Analysis) and quantitative methods (i.e., Mediation analysis; Logistic regression 

analysis) we have also proposed a mixed-methods approach to the study of well-being. 

 In order to shed further lights on the elusive structure of subjective well-being, in 

Chapter 1 we explored the everyday meaning of this term. By using two samples of Italian 

high school students, we have tested whether people’s perceptions of well-being matched 

with the academic definitions. Results from our study indicated that – at the individual 

level – people conceive well-being as a complex system of internal psychological states 

(e.g., self-acceptance, peacefulness), values and beliefs (e.g., faith/spirituality, respect) and 
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personal goals (e.g., economic security, good physical health, self-actualization). However, 

we have found that not all definitions provided by the academia resemble from individuals’  

conceptions of well-being. For this reason, we recommend researchers and all those work 

in the field to pay more attention to how people understand well-being in order to 

consolidate its theoretical ground.  

 To establish whether and how – at the institutional level – the correct functioning 

of such institutions hampers or facilitate people’s sense of well-being, in Chapter 2 we 

have explored what effect perceived corruption exerts on life satisfaction. In two studies, a 

mediation analysis provided convincing results for the indirect effect of perceived 

corruption on life satisfaction through lower institutional trust. Our findings demonstrated 

that corruption does not only retard economic growth – in general – and degrade the 

quality of public institutions – in particular – but it undermines the levels of subjective 

well-being by reducing confidence people have in the public sphere (e.g., government, 

banks, police). These results may serve as reference point either for policymakers to 

elaborate more effective and evidence-based interventions aimed at reducing the spread of 

corruption in their countries. Such results may also contribute to the growing literature on 

the effects of institutional factors on well-being and prosperity.  

 In Chapter 3, we have addressed the question of how the social involvement 

contributes in maintaining individuals’ well-being. Particularly, we have explored what 

influence religious involvement (i.e., a form of social involvement) exerts on people’s life 

satisfaction on a sample of 34633 individuals from European Countries. Results from this 

comparative study demonstrated that actually higher involvement in religious activities is 

linked to greater satisfaction with life. We have found and discussed that people who 

frequently attend religious services (a proxy of religious involvement) are more satisfied 

with their life because they benefit from the church-based social support. Such social 

support represents a fertile ground for people’s well-being since contributes to the building 

of their identity, orient their behaviors and reduces the likelihoods of social exclusion. 

 However, we have found substantial differences in life satisfaction within religious 

groups and across countries. Further research could investigate which mechanisms underlie 

(i.e., explain) these differences. 

 In conclusion, this thesis provides a framework for a more comprehensive 

understanding of subjective well-being. The current findings add new evidences to the 

existing literature on well-being and its determinants, by improving our knowledge of how 

people experience it. Although these results are subject to some limitations (as every 
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scientific study), they may serve to researchers, practitioner and all those work in the field 

as a reference point for future research. In conclusion, results from this thesis offer 

valuable insights in order to evaluate the impact of public policies on well-being and 

design more accurate evidence-based interventions in different contexts and by different 

ways.  
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