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Abstract

This paper seeks to identify and discuss the determinants of happiness of expatriates 

in Thailand. The questionnaire used was designed to collect information about happiness 

and life satisfaction, personal background, family ties and social support network, work, health, 

living conditions, acculturation strategies and cultural awareness, government policies, guiding 

principles in life, perceived past and future happiness and the happiness of others. 

Summary happiness statistics reveal that on average expatriates living in Thailand are happy 
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that age, gender, income aspirations and health are important for happiness, whereas income 

aspirations, health and being integrated seem to matter most for life satisfaction.
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1. Motivation

 International migration is a global matter and understanding the issues 
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focuses on the happiness of migrants themselves.   
 Thailand contributes to international migration by sending and receiving
persons from abroad, including refugees, displaced persons, professional migrants,
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(excluding registered workers and dependants from neighbouring countries, i.e. labour 
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private-sector companies. 18% of these working registered foreign professionals are 
Japanese, while 7% are from the UK, 5% from the US and 3% from Australia. Not included 
in these estimates are those foreigners, who have lived in Thailand for a considerable 
period of time on a sequence of short-term visas and without work permit or those on 
retirement visas2. The former typically work for businesses that do not want or are
not eligible to apply for work permits and their number is estimated to exceed 10,000 
�'����
�����`����	����������
 Foreign professionals are important for multinational and transnational
companies and the problems arising from expatriates returning home prematurely or 
not performing well due to their inability to adequately deal with the transition to a new 
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country in case of unsuccessful adjustment.
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may also contribute to the socio-economic development in Thailand. The Thai partner
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partner’s steady stream of income from abroad, especially in rural areas, such as the 
Northeast. In addition, cross-cultural couples may persuade their friends and families to 
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2 Data on foreigners on spouse/marriage visas are also not available.
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 well-being or experienced happiness, the former is often viewed as life satisfaction and entails
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 Closely related to how well the move to Thailand works out, is the happiness3 
of foreigners in their adopted country and its determinants. The literature has
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income, personal characteristics, socially developed characteristics, how individuals
spend their time, attitudes towards self, others and/or life, relationships and the wider
economic, social and political environment. In addition, as for example reported in
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determinants of happiness, there are actually few studies that look at immigration and 
happiness.4  

2. Prior Work

 Happiness studies largely rely on evidence from survey data, where
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happiness data thus validated, a large body of literature has emerged that deals with 
happiness and its determinants. A common approach to estimate happiness equations 
is to simply regress happiness or life satisfaction on a set of socio-economic and other 
controls such as for example age, age squared, demographic and work characteristics, 
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 The domains-of-life literature states that life satisfaction is determined by 
satisfaction in life domains, i.e. certain areas in life such as health, family, work,
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happiness data as well as the determinants of and their relationship with happiness,
this paper simply refers to articles dealing with reliability and validity and reviewing
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 Few studies examine possible links between immigration and happiness. 
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and reports lower satisfaction with life as a whole, but higher satisfaction with societal 
conditions (in the sense of state of the economy, national government, democracy, 
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of social comparison and adaptation and interpreted to mean that in the former case
the reference country is the receiving country whereas in the latter case it is the
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of friends, satisfaction with finances, perceived discrimination and information
received prior to the foreign sojourn. In addition to these general factors, acculturation 
is found to be of importance in a number of studies when examining the determinants of 
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namely integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization5, and their relationship 
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Chinese students in Australia. They found that integrated Chinese students had higher
subjective well-being scores than their assimilated, separated and marginalized 
peers. In addition, strong host and co-national identification seems to increase
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among adolescents with immigrant background and its determinants. Using data for 
Portuguese, Angolan, Cape Verdean and Indian adolescents in Portugal, the results
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adjustment, but not psychological adjustment. The former, however, turned out to be 
of little importance in the long-run underlining that the length of stay in the foreign
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3. Data Collection6

 This study relies on evidence from a survey. Four geographic areas are
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 Questionnaires were designed to collect information about happiness and life 
satisfaction, personal background, family ties and social support network, work,
health and related aspects, living conditions (including family and friends living
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of which 43 had to be discarded due to missing or inconsistent responses. The remaining 
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and 123 in Udon Thani. In addition, a number of questionnaires are incomplete.    

4. A First Look at the Data: Sample Statistics

 The mean and median age of respondents is 45 years, with the oldest being
80 and the youngest 21 years old. The sample is divided in three age groups, namely
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Interestingly, only 3% are of Japanese nationality, which is different from the data 
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foreign professionals are Japanese, while 7% are from the UK, 5% from the US and
3% from Australia. The authors note, however, that not included in these estimates are
those foreigners, who have lived in Thailand for a considerable period of time on 
a sequence of short-term visas and without work permit or those on retirement visas.   
Summary statistics further show that 41% of respondents are married, 32% single, 15% 
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do not seem to pursue a clear-cut acculturation strategy.   

5. Summary Statistics of Subjective Well-being

 Summary statistics of happiness, life satisfaction and satisfaction with various
life domains as well as the happiness of spouse/partner and children are presented
in Table 1. 
 The results show that expatriates living in Thailand are on average happy and 
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spouse and children than with their siblings and parents, which may be due to the fact 
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obs. mean obs. mean obs. mean obs. mean obs. mean obs. mean
Happiness 377 4.40 297 4.35 80 4.56 139 4.48 155 4.29 83 4.46
Life satisfaction 362 4.32 288 4.29 74 4.45 130 4.37 150 4.29 82 4.30

Satisfaction with relationship with spouse 209 4.41 170 4.35 39 4.64 55 4.49 98 4.35 56 4.43
Satisfaction with relationship with children 160 4.34 128 4.32 32 4.44 27 4.67 87 4.29 46 4.26
Satisfaction with relationship with siblings 148 4.09 107 4.02 41 4.29 71 4.24 53 3.92 24 4.04
Satisfaction with relationship with parents 311 3.94 243 3.90 68 4.09 121 4.11 123 3.93 67 3.66

Satisfaction with relationship with friends 367 4.34 289 4.33 78 4.38 140 4.44 145 4.23 82 4.37
Satisfaction with work 202 4.24 142 4.17 60 4.43 91 4.31 96 4.18 15 4.33
Satisfaction with financial status 380 3.98 300 3.97 80 3.99 139 3.82 159 4.05 82 4.10
Satisfaction with health status 374 4.13 295 4.11 79 4.20 141 4.15 152 4.13 81 4.09
Satisfaction with religion 345 2.46 274 2.24 71 3.30 128 2.71 143 2.57 74 1.80
Satisfaction with living conditions 374 4.32 299 4.31 75 4.32 138 4.31 152 4.31 84 4.33
Satisfaction with government 376 3.11 298 3.03 78 3.41 141 3.11 154 3.27 81 2.80
(visa and work permit procedures)

Happiness of spouse/partner 198 4.25 163 4.21 35 4.43 52 4.35 90 4.28 56 4.13
Happiness of children 150 4.44 120 4.45 30 4.40 26 4.77 82 4.32 42 4.48
Note: n.r.: no response, obs.: observation 

Middle age Old ageTotal Male Female Young age
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than male expatriates. Interestingly, female expatriates are also on average more
satisfied with the relationship they have with their family members than males,
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extent with siblings and parents than with their spouse and children. Similarly, across
all other life domains females also report themselves on average happier, especially
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their spouse and children to be happy.
 The summary statistics obtained from splitting the sample across three age
groups, namely young age, middle age and old age, seem to support the U-shaped 
relationship discussed in the literature, although cohort effects may be present. 

6. Determinants of Happiness: Scale of Importance
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Table 2�����
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mean obs. mean obs. mean obs. 
family ties 3.39 284 family ties 3.51 216 family ties 3.01 68
health 4.02 284 health 3.87 216 work 3.97 68
financial security 4.08 284 financial security 4.06 216 financial security 4.15 68
work 4.54 284 work 4.72 216 health 4.50 68
social network 5.10 284 social support 5.08 216 social support 5.16 68
personal values 5.24 284 personal values 5.25 216 personal values 5.21 68
living conditions 5.68 284 living condition 5.63 216 living conditions 5.85 68
religion 6.86 284 religion 7.07 216 religion 6.19 68

mean obs. mean obs. mean obs.
family ties 3.48 126 family ties 3.36 98 health 2.98 60
work 4.01 126 financial security 3.72 98 family ties 3.28 60
financial security 4.33 126 health 4.11 98 financial security 4.13 60
health 4.44 126 work 4.27 98 living condition 5.07 60
social support 4.76 126 social support 5.33 98 personal values 5.30 60
personal values 5.05 126 personal values 5.46 98 social support 5.43 60
living conditions 6.10 126 living conditions 5.51 98 work 6.12 60
religion 6.47 126 religion 7.23 98 religion 7.07 60

Male Female

Old age 

All

Young age Middle age 

 Table 2 shows the results of this ranking for all expatriates, male and female 
as well as across the three age groups. These rankings suggest a number of interesting 
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elderly expatriates, health is ranked as most important and work and religion as least 
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aged expatriates, these appear to be more important for elderly expatriates. 

7. Empirical Findings

 The effects of individual characteristics on happiness and life satisfaction of 
expatriates are examined in this section. As happiness and life satisfaction are
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satisfaction are used as alternative dependent variables. Since some respondents chose 
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explanatory variables in columns two to five include age, gender, marital status,
educational attainment, perceived relative income and income aspirations. In columns 
six to nine, time spent with family, perceived health status and acculturation strategy
are also included.

Table 3��
��
���`
�%	
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���	��������
������	�|������	�������
��
�#��

����

Happiness Std. Error Satisfaction Std. Error Happiness Std. Error Satisfaction Std. Error
Age -0.074 *** 0.028 -0.029 0.027 -0.076 ** 0.032 -0.035 0.031
Age-squared 0.001 *** 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.001 ** 0.000 0.000 0.000
Male -0.372 ** 0.163 -0.172 0.163 -0.371 ** 0.189 -0.187 0.189
Graduate degree 0.030 0.154 0.016 0.152 -0.131 0.182 0.019 0.186
Marital status 0.000 0.129 0.084 0.129 0.008 0.159 0.023 0.162
Income aspirations 0.180 *** 0.065 0.141 ** 0.066 0.196 ** 0.082 0.175 ** 0.084
Relative income 0.012 0.066 0.017 0.066 0.037 0.078 0.009 0.078
Time with family -0.001 0.004 0.003 0.004
Healthy 0.325 *** 0.091 0.243 *** 0.092
Integration 0.030 0.177 0.427 ** 0.177
Obs. 360 344 277 260
*, **, *** significant at 10%, 5% and 1% level

 In line with the literature, the results seem to support a U-shaped relationship 
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as suggested above. Interestingly, neither higher education nor marital status appear

��%�����	���

������������
���������	��
����
���
���
	���	��������
	�%���	��	��	��	����
�
in all regressions. The variable that captures income aspirations, however, enters all 
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and life satisfaction. 
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 In addition, health seems to be important for happiness and life satisfaction.
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albeit not happier, than expatriates using other acculturation strategies, underlining 
that happiness and life satisfaction are different concepts as for example discussed in 
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perceived extent of being in control of one’s life. Time spent with family does not appear 
to be of importance. 

8. Concluding Remarks

 This paper seeks to identify and discuss the determinants of and examine their 
relationship with the happiness of expatriates in Thailand. The questionnaire used 
was designed to collect information about happiness and life satisfaction, personal
background, family ties and social support network, work, health, living conditions, 
acculturation strategies and cultural awareness, government policies, guiding
principles in life, perceived past and future happiness and the happiness of others.
Summary happiness statistics reveal that on average expatriates living in Thailand are 
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statistics obtained from splitting the sample across three age groups, namely young 
age, middle age and old age, seem to support the U-shaped relationship discussed in the 
literature. The data suggest further that the most important determinants of happiness 
�
����
��	����
��%�����	���
	��������
�����������	�������
	
���<	
��
��	�	�����
��	�������
least important.
 The regression results further show that age, gender, income aspirations and
health are important for happiness, whereas income aspirations, health and being
integrated seem to matter most for life satisfaction. 
 The results from this study could potentially lead to some interesting implications, 
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surrounding survey implementation, however, the results must be understood as
indicative and further research is needed. Also, this paper has neither addressed the 
causality issue inherent in many studies that deal with the economics of happiness 
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research.
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