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Abstract

Studies of subjective well-being can be and have been done at both 
micro and macro levels. Most studies, however, are done for Western 
countries. For lack of appropriate data, only community-level or provincial-

level studies have been done for Thailand. This paper considers data of 
Thailand’s neighbor countries, based on which regression analyses provide 
a preview of what subjective well-being might look like in Thailand. Despite 
cultural, political, and economic differences between East Asian and Western 
countries, findings based on these East Asian countries are consistent with 
what have been found for Western countries. At the macro level, South Korea, 
having shared the experience of the Financial Crisis with Thailand, is 
specially considered. Both per capita GDP and subjective well-being 
trend upwards following the crisis.
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1. Introduction

As with other branches of economics, studies on subjective
well-being have been done at both the micro and the macro levels. At
the micro level, relationships between subjective well-being and
various socio-economic characteristics and life circumstances have
been established. Males are known to be less happy than females
with the gap between the two genders closing over time (see, for
example, Marcelli and Easterlin; Zimmermann and Easterlin; and
Stevenson and Wolfers, all working papers). Happiness over a life
cycle is found to take a U-shaped pattern, bottoming at age about 50.
The employed tend to report being happier than the unemployed; the
married than the single; the better educated than the less educated; and
at a given time the rich than the poor, although, without appropriate
data, causality cannot be established. Due to availability and quality of
data, most of these micro studies involve developed countries – most
notably, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany.

At the macro level, it has been found that people’s subjective
well-being suffers from high inflation and high unemployment in the
economy (see Di Tella et al., 2001; Clark and Oswald, 1994). The
focus, however, is on the relationship between subjective well-being
and income. Starting it all is Easterlin’s 1974 paper that finds no rise
in happiness level of people in Western countries despite a growing
level of real income. An extension of this study to a wider group of
countries indicates that happiness rises with income at low levels of
income, but past a certain level of income, greater income does not
necessarily translate into greater happiness.

Due to lack of high-quality subjective well-being data, happiness
research involving Thailand has been almost non-existent until recent
years. The only survey that considers subjective well-being is conducted
by the University of Bath’s Wellbeing in Developing Countries
Research Group (WeD). Even then, surveys are only conducted at a
community or a provincial level (see Camfield, 2007; Mahaarcha
and Kittisuksathit, 2007; Gray and Kramanon, 2007; Masae, 2007).
To paint a rough picture of what subjective well-being might look like
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in Thailand, I resort to Thailand’s neighboring countries, including
China, India, Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore,
and Vietnam.  It is clear that Thailand shares a great deal of economic
history with these countries, and they among themselves. Following
Japan’s success, South Korea and Singapore experienced a spurt of
economic growth in the second half of the twentieth century. Just like
South Korea and Singapore, Thailand has later experienced a period
of ‘growth miracle’, which China now enjoys. As Vietnam becomes
more open to the world market, discussions that it will soon catch
up with Thailand become louder. Also, just like the South Korean
and the Indonesian, the Thai economy was disrupted by the Asian
Financial Crisis in 1997. Although these countries do not perfectly
represent Thailand, they should provide reasonable hypotheses of
the pattern of subjective well-being in Thailand. If not, I believe
it would be interesting to see how countries at different stages of
economic development compare in term of subjective well-being.

Notwithstanding many similarities and differences in Thailand’s
and South Korea’s economies, the two countries share one important
economic experience – the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis. Moreover, it
is the one country that has recorded life satisfaction in successive
years after the crisis. Therefore, I would like to use South Korea as
a case study in taking a macro look at the relationship between life
satisfaction and economic performance with a special notice on the
Financial Crisis.

2. Data and Methodology

An advantage of using the World Values Survey (WVS) is its
universal. Similar questions on socio-economic characteristics,
beliefs, and interests are asked in scores of countries around the
world for four rounds of surveys. Two of the questions on subjective
well-being are: “Taking all things together, would you say you are: (1)
very happy, (2) quite happy, (3) not very happy, or (4) not at all
happy” and “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your
life as a whole these days? [from 1 to 10 scale, with 1 being dissatisfied
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and 10 being satisfied].” I choose to life satisfaction as the primary
dependent variable for its wider scale should provide a greater variation
in survey response. For most countries, histograms of response to
life satisfaction skewed to the left, except for India.

However, since WVS is not longitudinal in structure, only
cross-sectional results can be established, and since all countries of
my interest participate in the fourth wave, this most recent wave, which
took place in the years 2001 and 2002, will be the focus of this paper.
Since it is possible that the pattern of subjective well-being may differ
between males and females, the same analysis is done for males and
females separately, and for the two genders combined. Included
variables are gender when the two genders are combined, age and
its square, marital status with being married as the omitted category,
education dummy that takes the value of one if the individual has
finished high school or equivalent level of schooling, employment
status with being employed as the omitted category, family savings,
social class, and size of town in which the individual lives (when
available). Because the interested dependent variable, life satisfaction,
is recorded as discrete, ordinal variables, ordered logit or order
probit model is appropriate. For simpler interpretation of estimated
coefficients, ordinary least squares (OLS) results will also be presented.
According to Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004), the two methods
should produce similar results.

To effectively study the relationship between South Korea’s
economic performance and its people’s life satisfaction over time, it is
ideal to follow the same group of people from one period to another
so as to avoid sample selection bias.2  Among countries of our interest,
South Korea is the one country that has a longitudinal record of life
satisfaction. The record is part of the Korean Labor Institute’s labor
survey called the Korean Labor and Income Panel Study (KLIPS),
which began in 1998 and has been annually conducted since then. In

2 If the sample of people is changed over periods of time, then the observed changes in
life satisfaction could result from changes in the sample. Following the same group
of people over time eliminates this possibility.



Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics 19(3), December 2007228

this paper, I analyze South Korea’s life satisfaction from the first
wave of survey in 1998 and the sixth wave of survey in 2003. Mean
values of life satisfaction from the WVS and the KLIPS data are
plotted along with index of GDP per capita in Figure 2.

3. Micro-level Results

The variable that is consistently significant in both genders
and all countries, with an exception of Indonesia, is family’s saving
behavior, which could proxy for income, which is not surveyed in
all countries of our interest. A family’s saving behavior is recorded as
‘1’ if it saved money, ‘2’ if it just got by, ‘3’ if it spent some savings
and borrowed money, and ‘4’ if it spent all savings and borrowed
money, in the past year. The negative coefficients thus indicate that,
the worse the family’s financial situation, the less happy the individual
is. Since it is highly plausible that rich families are able to save more
than poorer ones, these negative coefficients could be viewed as
reflecting a positive cross-sectional relationship between income and
life satisfaction, another confirmation of the same relationship found in
Western countries.

Also consistently significant is an individual’s subjective
evaluation of his or her social class, except for South Korea, where the
variable is not observed, and among Indonesian males. First, a positive
relationship between subjective life satisfaction and social class may
directly reflect a positive cross-sectional relationship between life
satisfaction and income, which is very likely positively correlated
with social class. Second, it may also reflect an effect of social
comparison on life satisfaction. Corresponding to the idea that it is
relative income but not absolute income that matters to happiness,
an individual who feels better off, when comparing himself or herself
to other people should feel more satisfied. Finally, it is also possible
that an individual who is optimistic about life and, thus, views
himself or herself as being better off or no worse off than other
people also has personality traits that are conducive to happiness.
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Apart from social class and family savings, no other variables
are consistently significant across countries and genders. There is
some evidence indicating that the unemployed are less happy than
the employed. Understandably, this relationship is more prominent
among males than females as males are more likely main income
earners of the family. Whenever the coefficient on the high-school
dummy variable is significant, it is positive, which again may reflect
a positive cross-sectional relationship between income and life
satisfaction above and beyond what is represented by subjective
evaluation of social class and family savings. Whether education can
improve subjective well-being outside the income channel is not
certain. As expected, single people report being less satisfied than
married people. The effect is more significant in more countries
when the analysis is done for the two genders together than when
it is for each gender separately. The negative relationship between
divorce, separation, or widowhood and life satisfaction is significant
only in China and Singapore, in which case, the coefficients are more
negative for males.

Out of eight countries of interest, the relationship between age
and life satisfaction shows up significantly in only three countries,
namely, Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines. For all these three
countries, life satisfaction is u-shaped in age – consistent with what is
commonly found by similar studies of Western countries. This u-shaped
relationship holds up for males in these three countries, although age is
barely significant at the ten-percent significance level in case of South
Korea. Interestingly, however, the coefficients on age and its square
are not significant in any countries. Last but not least, contrary to my
expectation, when the two genders are combined for the regression
analysis, the male dummy variable is not statistically significant.

4. A Look at Macro Level

The relationship between income per capita and happiness has
been established: happiness only increases with income up to a certain
level of income; beyond that level, happiness stays flat. But what
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happens when an economy’s growth path is disrupted? History has
provided us with natural experiments of such case. Most studied is the
transition of former communist countries into the market economy,
including the reunification of East and West Germany. At the advent
of transition in the late 1980s or the early 1990s, these countries
experience a sharp drop in GDP as well as life satisfaction (see
Easterlin, 2006). Less studied are financial crises that happened in
various parts of the world. Most familiar to the Thai people is the 1997
Asian Financial Crisis. Although the impact of the Crisis on GDP is
widely discussed, its impact on people, especially in term of subjective
well-being, is less well-known.

Taking advantage of the availability of South Korea’s subjective
well-being data before and after the Crisis, I can deduce the impact of
the Financial Crisis on happiness of the South Korean people. In 1998,
the year after the crisis, South Korea registered a negative economic
growth at -7.5 percent, but it quickly recovered, regaining the 1996 level
of GDP per capita in 1999 (Beja, 2007; also see Figure 2). Based on
Figure 2, life satisfaction, as recorded by the World Values Survey
and per capita GDP index both increase during South Korea’s
prosperous decade of 1980s. Although the World Values Survey
shows a decrease in life satisfaction between 1990 and 2001, it is
uncertain what happens in the interim; hence, it is not known what
happens to life satisfaction of the South Korean people in 1997 and
1998. However, an upward trend in life satisfaction, as recorded
by the Korean Labor and Income Panel Study, corresponds to the
continuous recovery in per capita GDP following the 1997 Financial
Crisis. This upward trend could reflect a quick recovery of the South
Korean economy, a quick adjustment to the crisis of the South Korean
people that cannot be captured by the data of this frequency, or both.

5. Conclusion

Despite cultural, political, and economic differences, neither
micro nor macro relationships involving life satisfaction in East Asian
countries discussed in this paper breaks with previous findings for
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Western countries. Life satisfaction is u-shaped in age, less for the
unemployed, and more for the married. The coefficients on social
class and family savings can be explained by the established theory
of income and happiness: relative status matters for one’s subjective
well-being, and the rich are happier at a given time. Due to a quick
recovery of the South Korean economy from the 1997 Asian Financial
Crisis, life satisfaction seems unaffected by the macroeconomic
collapse although this pattern can possibly result from a quick
adaptation to the crisis of the South Korean people themselves.

It must be stressed that this study of East Asian countries does
not come close to representing a complete picture of subjective
well-being in Thailand. Rather, this paper has previewed what
Thailand stands to learn by consistently collecting subjective well-
being data or incorporating subjective well-being questions into
existent national surveys. As Powdthavee’s paper in this same
volume would attest to, cross-sectional data are hardly good enough
to provide reliable policy recommendations. To make happiness a
national agenda and to create public policies with happiness as a
goal, good-quality longitudinal data are needed.

References

Beja, E. (2007). “The Tenth Anniversary of the Asian Financial Crisis”
Challenge, 50(5), pp. 57-72.

Blanchflower, D.G. and Oswald, A.J. (2004). “Well-being over Time in
Britain and the USA.” Journal of Public Economics, 88, pp. 1359-
1386.

Camfield, L. (2007). “Happiness in Thailand: Basic Needs and Wealth
in a Context of Rapid Change”, presented at International
Conference on Happiness in Bangkok, 18-19 July 2007.

Clark, A.E., Frijters, P., and Shields, M.A. (2006). “Income and
Happiness: Evidence, Explanations and Economic Implications,”
unpublished paper.

Clark, A.E. and Oswald, A.J. (1994). “Unhappiness and Unemployment”
Economic Journal, 104(424), pp. 648-59.



Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics 19(3), December 2007232

Di Tella, R., MacCulloch, R.J., and Oswald, A.J. (2001). “Preferences
over Inflation and Unemployment: Evidence from Surveys of
Happiness”

Easterlin, R. A. (1974). “Does Economic Growth Improve the Human
Lot? Some Empirical Evidence,” in P.A. David and M.W. Reder,
eds., Nations and Households in Economic Growth: Essays in
Honor of Moses Abramowitz. New York: Academic Press.

Easterlin, R.A. (2001). “Income and Happiness: Towards a Unified
Theory” Economic Journal, 111(473), pp. 465-84.

Easterlin, R.A. (2006). “Lost in Transition: Life Satisfaction on the
Road to Capitalism,” working paper.

Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. and Frijters, P. (2004). “How Important is
Methodology for the Estimates of the Determinants of
Happiness?” Economic Journal, 114, pp. 641-659.

Frey, B.S. and Stutzer, A. (2002). Happiness and Economics: How the
Economy and Institutions Affect Human Well-being. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Gray, R. and Kramanon, R. (2007). “A Feeling of Self-sufficiency and
Happiness among Thai Population” presented at International
Conference on Happiness in Bangkok, 18-19 July 2007.

Marcelli, E. and Easterlin, R.A. (2006). “The X-Relation: Life Cycle
of Happiness of American Men and Women,” working paper.

Mahaarcha, W. and Kittsuksathit, S. (2007). “Thai Youth Happiness:
Evidence from Kanchanaburi Province”, presented at
International Conference on Happiness in Bangkok, 18-19 July
2007.

Masae, A. (2007). “The Roles of Human, Social and Cultural Resources
in Adapting Livelihood Strategies to Meet Well-being Aspirations
in Contemporary Thailand”, presented at International Conference
on Happiness in Bangkok, 18-19 July 2007.

Powdthavee, N. (2007). “Causal Analysis in Happiness Research.”
Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics, Special issue on subjective
well-being.



233O. Sawangfa : The Micro and the Macro of Happiness: Case of East Asia

Stevenson, B. and Wolfers, J. (2007). “The Paradox of Declining
Female Happiness” working paper.

Winkelmann, L. and Winkelmann, R. (1998). “Why are the Unemployed
So Unhappy?” Economica, 65:257, pp. 1-15.

Zimmermann, A. and Easterlin, R.A. “Aspirations, Attainments, and
Satisfaction: Life Goal Differences between American Men and
Women,” working paper.



Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics 19(3), December 2007234

Figure 1 Distribution of response to life satisfaction question
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Source: World Values Survey, Wave 4.

Figure 1 Distribution of response to life satisfaction question (continued)

Source: GDP Index from OECD (OECD 2000=100); life satisfaction from World
Values Survey on the 1-10 scale; life satisfaction from Korean Labor and

Income Panel Study, waves 1-6, on the 1-5 scale.

Figure 2 South Korea’s GDP index and life satisfaction



Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics 19(3), December 2007236

Table 1.1 OLS regressions of life satisfaction on demographic variables by

country, both genders
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Table 1.2 OLS regressions of life satisfaction on demographic variables by

country, males
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Table 1.3 OLS regressions of life satisfaction on demographic variables by

country, females
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Table 2.1 Ordered logit regressions of life satisfaction on demographic

variables by country, both genders
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Table 2.2 Ordered logit regressions of life satisfaction on demographic

variables by country, males
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Table 2.3 Ordered logit regressions of life satisfaction on demographic

variables by country, females




