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TWO EMPIRICAL QUESTIONS

a) How much happy are children, young, adults, 
mature, and old people?  

b) How is the relationship between age and 
happiness?  

TWO ETHICAL QUESTIONS:
EQUALITY vs. EQUITY

Are ages inequalities in emotional well-being fair?

Have some age groups more right to happiness than 
others?



Are the old as happy as the young?

THE  
DESCRIPTIVE 
ANSWER IS …

It  depends on how we measure happiness.

Life satisfaction scale: YES 
(a cognitive measure)

Socio-emotional Well-Being Index: NO
(a hedonic measure)
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Satisfaction with life scale (mean), by age. Europe-27, 2006-2012.
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Figure 1. Social distribution of happiness in Europe

% Population  (EUR-20, 2006-12)
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Satisfied (189,8)

Unsatisfied (147.5)

Happy (261,8)

Content      (226,6)

Unhappy (96,1)

(244)

(211)

(164)

(126)

A composite indicator of 4 
dimensions and 9 variables:

STATUS
- Sadness
- Depression
- Loneliness

SITUATION
- Enjoyment
- Happiness

SELF
- Pride
- Optimism

POWER
- Calm
- Energy

Bericat (2014) The Socioemotional Well-Being Index (SEWBI):
Theoretical Framework and Empirical Operationalization.
Social Indicators Research, 119: 599-626.

The Socio-Emotional
Well-Being Index (SEWBI)

Typology of 
happiness:

- Happy 
- Content
- Satisfied
- Unsatisfied
- Unhappy





SOCIOEMOTIONAL WEL-BEING, BY AGE (SEWBI). Europe-27, 2006-2012

AGE (10Years) Mean N Standard Deviation
15-24 9,43 10117 42,40

25-34 5,22 10384 44,57

35-44 2,63 12820 46,03

45-54 -,91 13482 47,60

55-64 -,32 11616 48,11

65-74 -,80 8670 49,04

75 + -8,30 5826 50,02

Total 1,54 72915 46,89

- Young people enjoy the highest average level of happiness (+9,43), and their happiness
distribution is more homogenous.

- Older people have the lowest average level of happiness (-8,30).

- The standard deviation of happiness rises progressively with age (from 42,40 to 50,02).
(it seems that the happiness of older people depends much more on social factors).



- 54,7% of young people 15-24 years old are happy or content, but only the
- 38,8%  of old people 75 and more years old are happy or content.  

- 13,9% of young people 15-24 years old are unsatisfied or unhappy. However, 
- 26,3% of people 75 and more years old are unsatisfied or unhappy.

 

TYPES OF HAPPYNESS, BY AGE (10 YEARS). Europe 27, 2006+2012 
15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75 y+ Total 

        
 Happy 20,1% 18,9% 17,5% 16,6% 16,7% 17,8% 14,0% 17,5% 

Content 34,6% 31,6% 31,5% 28,7% 29,6% 28,1% 24,6% 30,2% 
Satisfy 31,5% 32,6% 32,5% 33,9% 32,9% 32,3% 34,8% 32,9% 
Unsatisfied 9,4% 11,4% 12,0% 13,2% 13,0% 13,6% 16,3% 12,5% 
Unhappy 4,5% 5,5% 6,6% 7,6% 7,8% 8,2% 10,3% 7,0% 
Total 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 

 



Are the old as happy 
as the young?

THE  
EXPLANATORY 
ANSWER IS …

YES



The levels of emotional well-being by age that we have just seen are 
mere descriptive data that hides the true or the “real” relationship 
between age and happiness. They are raw data that only show how 
observed happiness varies over the life course.

But as the explanation is the key aim of social science, social scientists 
are far more interested in answering questions like these: 
- Does happiness increase or decrease with age? 
- Is there a personal crisis around the middle part of the life course? 
- Are always young people happy, independently of their social and 
personal situation?

The usual way in which social scientists try to answer these kinds of 
relevant questions is estimating the effect of one variable 
(independent) over another one (dependent) controlling for different 
factors. Social scientists make use of multivariate statistical techniques. 
Particularly, some kind of regression analysis. As all of you know very 
well, these techniques aim to reveal the “real” relationship between 
two variables, for instance, between age and subjective well-being. 
The principle of ceteris paribus always applies to this kind of analysis.

How is the relationship between age and happiness?  



The most accepted answer in the academic literature is that the relationship
between age and subjective well-being (mostly measured as "life
satisfaction") adopt a U-Shape. This seems a very surprising and
counterintuitive discovery. According to this, “happiness decreases from a
high-point in young adulthood, reaches a low-point in midlife, and thereafter
increases to arrive at another high-point in old age” (Beja, 2017).

Blanchflower and Oswald are the authors who support most eagerly this
idea.

“First, using data on 500,000 randomly sampled Americans and West Europeans, the
paper designs a test that can control for cohort effects. Holding other factors constant,
we show that a typical individual’s happiness reaches its minimum -on both sides of
the Atlantic and for both males and females- in middle age. Second, evidence is
provided for the existence of a similar U-shape through the life-course in East
European, Latin American and Asian nations” (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2008: 1733)

Blanchflower & Oswald (2008) Is well-being U-shaped over the life cycle? In Social
Science & Medicine 66: 1733-1749.

Age Subjective Well-being

U-Shape Hypothesis





The age squared coefficient show that the relationship
between age and satisfaction is curvilinear.



Age 45-49 coefficient is the lowest.



Beja (2017) The U-shaped relationship between 
happiness and age: evidence using world values survey 
data. In Qual Quant DOI 10.1007/s11135-017-0570-z

Fig. 1 Deviation of happiness from the mean 
of happiness, by age, period, and cohort

Darbonne et al (2013) What Mediates Links Between Age and Well-being? A Test 
of Social Support and Interpersonal Conflict.

Blanchflower & Oswald (2008) Is well-being U-shaped over
the life cycle? In Social Science & Medicine 66: 1733-1749.

Depression probability
Jivraj et al (2013) Aging and wellbeing in later life

Predicted satisfaction



The explanatory results we have just seen contrasts very much with the 
descriptive data we showed at the beginning of the presentation.

And the truth is that not all social scientists agree with the U-Shape
hypothesis.

Frijters & Beatton (2012), in their article “The mystery of the U-shape
relationships between happiness and age”, analyze three panel data
(GSOEP, German Socio-economic Panel; HILDA: Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia; BHPS: and British Household Panel Survey)
to check that hypothesis.



“In summary, the raw data is conflicted about whether there is a U-shape or not. A ‘wave’ is perhaps a
more accurate description for both the GSOEP and the BHPS”.

“The reduction in happiness at old age for Germany and Britain is for instance in line with the postulate of
Dear et al. (2002) that the elderly are less frequently very happy”.

Frijters & Beatton (2012: 5030-31)



Usual suspects: income, gender, education, number of children, marriage, employment, non-participant, and unemployed.
Usual suspects + health: adds self-reported health and indicators of wealth (regional income, assets, imputed rent).
Kitchen sink: adds available life-events (divorce, death in the family, promotion, being fired, marriage in a year, pregnancy, etc.).

“Summarising, a strong U-shape pattern emerges in all three datasets when adding controls 
usually included in the economic happiness literature, particularly in the GSOEP and in the BHPS, 
but less so in the HILDA where the raw data is most supportive of a U-shape”. 

“Fig. 2a shows that adding the ‘Usual suspects’ yields a dramatic deepening of the U-shape”.

Frijters & Beatton (2012: 531)

But, what happen when we control for other variables (ceteris paribus principle)?



Males Females

A comment about Blankflower & Oswald, 2008

“Controlling marital status accounts substantially for the U-shaped curve in 
Blanchflower and Oswald’s happiness findings, at least in the United States and 
very likely in other countries as well” (page 482)

Glenn (2009) Is the apparent U-shape of well-being over the life course a result of 
inappropriate use of control variables?



Fixed-effect regressions

- As one can see in Fig. 4a, the predicted U-shape apparent previously completely 
disappears, i.e. the age-squared coefficient becomes tiny and insignificant. Indeed, 
the age-squared coefficient has become significantly negative.

- Summarising, we can indeed see that the inclusion of fixed-effects reduces the 
coefficients of variables that themselves systematically vary by age (incomes and 
marriage peak in middle age) and that this in turn reduces the predicted inverted 
U-profile of their effects.

“The thick dark dashed line is
the result of running the same
regression as for the pooled
regression but including fixed
effects”.

“The third thin solid line shows
the result of just running a
fixed effect regression with
only age and age-squared as
regressors”.



To answer this question we need to consider

SOME KEY IDEAS ABOUT
CORRELATIONAL STUDIES

In the light of we have just seen, we need to reconsider 
which is the correct answer to our first question:

ARE THE OLD AS HAPPY AS THE YOUNG?

Which one of the two answers, the descriptive (NO) or 
the explanatory one (YES), is true and refers to 
something more real and socially relevant?



Suppose that the older people living in a society are poor, lonely and in poor
health (or at least poorer, lonelier and in a worse health).

And suppose income, loneliness, and health are correlated with happiness

If we estimate the effect of age on happiness by controlling for (ceteris paribus
principle), say, income, marital status, and state of health (direct effect), the
predicted happiness of older people will be necessarily much higher than the
observed happiness of older people in that particular society (total effect).

In this kind of correlational analysis  …

What is the content of “age” left when controlling for as many social variables as
possible, say, all social variables we have in our survey or database (workable
variables)?

Will it be the biological, psychological, or physiological concept of age”? But what
exactly mean biological, psychological or physiological age? Which causal
mechanisms operate in each case to alter happiness?

And beyond this, are we, as social scientists, really interested in knowing what is
the direct effect of biological age, even worse, or of a variable, "age", totally
devoid of any definite or specific social content?



a) We must distinguish between direct, indirect and total effects [of age], “total effects being defined as the 
sum of direct effects and of any indirect effects through other variables included in the model”. 

b) “If all mechanisms through which the effects [of age] occur could be identified, represented by variables, 
and held constant, the estimates of direct effects would be zero”. 

Corollary: We need to define the content of the independent variable [for instance,  age] if we want to know 
its direct effects, “direct effects” being defined as the effects of all variables included under the concept of 
that independent variable.
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1º GLENN’s key comments about correlational studies



2º GLENN’s key comments about the interpretation of correlational results.

“Most if not all of the several journalists who wrote stories about the 
Blanchflower and Oswald research interpreted the regression results to 
represent what really has happened to people as they have aged, not 
what would have happened if income and marital status had not changed 
as people grew older”. (page 483).

In fact, not only journalists, but also academics and, worse than that, the same social scientists
who develop these different kinds of regression analysis write confusing statements. These
sentences confuse a) the subjective experience of people (for instance, the happiness felt by older
people) with b) the analytically estimated impact of a variable (for instance, age) when controlled
for some others variables.

This error of interpretation is prompted by the graphics display of
the estimated happiness scores by the regression models (predicted
satisfaction or happiness). Of course, these scores are not levels of
happiness felt by none specific human being, but only analytical
estimations. Therefore, my suggestion here would be to present and
comment the standardized coefficients (Beta) estimated by the
model, since they represent clearly we are talking about effects, not
about happiness really felt by any human being.

Predicted satisfaction

In sum, people cannot experience their lives “ceteris paribus”, putting in brackets
their income, state of health, marital status, migrant condition, working conditions,
gender, etc.. They live their lives enjoying or suffering all circumstances of their life.
They have not the power of taking into account only some life conditions but no
others.



Note on Glenn’s comment: I do not believe neither total effects are of greater theoretical and practical
importance than direct effects, nor the other way around. Social science needs both, descriptive and
explanatory studies. I disapprove the attitude of some academics that disparage descriptive research. They
believe they are the real social scientists. However, most of them explain nothing because what they do are not
explanatory studies, but only correlational research. Most of them have no theories to test, no hypothesis to
check, no clear concepts to measure, etc.

It is very important to know the effect of age on happiness, but we need to clarify what is both the conceptual
content of age (biological, psychological o social) and the conceptual content of happiness (cognitive, hedonic
or eudemonic). We need to describe and measure appropriately these concepts and organize multivariate
analysis in order to test our hypothesis and theories. So we have three types of research:

3º GLENN’s key comments about the social relevance of total and direct effects

Types of research

- Descriptive
- Correlational
- Explanatory

- “I argue that [total effects] are of greater theoretical and practical
importance than estimates of direct effects. The latter alone are not very
useful because they are too dependent on which variables, through
which the total effects occur, are included in the analyses. For instance,
Blanchflower and Oswald’s estimates would change, probably
substantially, if measures of physical health were controlled” (page 483).



OLS regression analysis of happiness (SWBI) and age,
controlled for

subjective health, financial situation, social respect and social activities.

The R squared of the Model without the variable age is 
0,319.

Devoid of social content, “age” by itself exerts very little 
influence on happiness.

Model

R R squared
R squared 
adjusted

Standar error 
of the estimate

,566 ,320 ,320 38,47507
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15-34          No sig.

35-55          Sig.

60-74          Sig.

75+              No sig.

Baseline 15-19
Coefficientsa

Modelo

Non-standardized coefficients
Standardized 

Coefficient

t Sig.B Standard Error Beta

1 (Constante)
Age2024
Age2529
Age3034
Age3539
Age4044
Age4549
Age5054
Age5559
Age6064
Age6569
Age7074
Age7579
Age8084
Age8589
Age90ymas
HealthGood
HealthFair
HealthBadVbad
AccomplishYes1
AccomplishNo345
Respect6
Respect5
RespectNo0123
Incomefeel1
Incomefeel3
Incomefeel4
SocialActivities45
SocialActivities2
SocialActivities1

-10,516 ,301 -34,954 ,000
,566 ,576 ,004 ,982 ,326
,240 ,582 ,002 ,413 ,680

- ,823 ,552 - ,007 -1 ,490 ,136
-2 ,286 ,533 - ,019 -4 ,291 ,000
-1 ,097 ,502 - ,009 -2 ,187 ,029
-2 ,121 ,499 - ,018 -4 ,253 ,000
-2 ,121 ,509 - ,018 -4 ,166 ,000

- ,919 ,526 - ,008 -1 ,748 ,080
1,923 ,546 ,016 3,525 ,000
1,170 ,583 ,009 2,007 ,045
3,525 ,639 ,026 5,518 ,000
1,338 ,729 ,009 1,835 ,066
- ,085 ,912 - ,001 - ,093 ,926

-1 ,698 1,346 - ,010 -1 ,261 ,207
1,843 2,501 ,010 ,737 ,461
9,007 ,243 ,150 37,097 ,000

-4 ,488 ,271 - ,066 -16,536 ,000
-25,869 ,433 - ,290 -59,767 ,000

18,237 ,284 ,288 64,186 ,000
-20,837 ,248 - ,384 -84,120 ,000

8,794 ,288 ,125 30,506 ,000
3,806 ,229 ,064 16,603 ,000

-10,758 ,300 - ,149 -35,823 ,000
12,356 ,295 ,229 41,879 ,000
-3 ,235 ,326 - ,052 -9 ,916 ,000

-16,631 ,524 - ,209 -31,757 ,000
8,391 ,307 ,133 27,326 ,000

-2 ,672 ,265 - ,047 -10,071 ,000
-10,233 ,372 - ,145 -27,477 ,000

Dependent Variable: SEWB Indexa. 
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The analysis reveals four 
distinctive social ages:

- Youth            15-34
- Adulthood   35-54
- Maturity      55-74
- Old age        75 and +

- The effects of social factors
are much stronger than that
of age.

- Age coefficients are
generally weak and half of
them no statistically
significant.



AGE, WELL-BEING AND SOCIETAL QUALITY
Is the relationship between age and happiness socially universal?
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The Five Europes Typology

Happiness inequality by age in countries
with high societal quality, like Nordic and
Continental ones, is very low (D= 4.1 and
10.5). On the contrary, this inequality is
much higher in countries with low
societal quality, like Eastern and Balkan
ones (D= 35.5 and 58.8).

The model of social factors (health, financial situation, respect and 
social activities) explains much more the happiness level in Balkan 
countries than in Nordic countries  (R squared= 0,457 vs. 0,280)

Modelo
R squared 
adjusted

Standard error 
of the estimateR R squared

Nordic
Contiental
Mditerranean
Eastern
Balkan
EUROPE-27

,529 ,280 ,277 35,680
,551 ,303 ,303 37,572
,558 ,311 ,310 40,394
,594 ,353 ,351 39,793
,676 ,457 ,443 40,340
,566 ,320 ,320 38,475

Page 1

SEWBI (mean), BY AGE GROUPS AND 5 EUROPES TYPOLOGY
MediaMediaMedia

5 Europes
AGE

15-24 25 -34 35 -44 45 -54 55 -64 65 -74 75  + Total D

Nordic
Continental
Mediterranean
Eastern
Balkan
Total

12,4 14,4 11,4 11,8 14,2 15,8 8,3 12,8 4,1
9,6 4,5 3,9 2,2 5,1 6,5 - , 9 4,6 10,5
7,2 3,5 - , 7 - 7 , 8 - 9 , 3 -11 ,3 -20 ,9 - 4 , 5 28,1
9,4 5,0 - 2 , 4 - 9 , 9 -16 ,1 -24 ,4 -26 ,1 - 6 , 6 35,5

17,8 5,2 - 5 , 5 -14 ,2 -25 ,6 -26 ,4 -41 ,0 -13 ,7 58,8
9,4 5,2 2,6 - , 9 - , 3 - , 8 - 8 , 3 1,5 17,7

MediaMedia
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Morgan, Robinson & Thompson
(2015) Happiness and Age in
European Adults: The moderating
Role of Gross Domestic Product per
Capita. In Psychology and Aging
2015, Vol. 30, No. 3, 544–551.

Hapiness by age, within 
rich and poor countries. 

All ages and particularly old age
have very distinct social
content in different societies.

“Employment opportunities, leisure
facilities, public services, pension provision,
and more may contribute to the
maintenance of happiness in older adults in
affluent countries”.

“Eudaimonic and hedonic happiness remain
relatively stable across the life span only in
the most affluent nations; in poorer nations,
there is either a fluctuating or steady age-
associated decline.”

SOCIAL CONTEXT MATTERS



THE SOCIAL STRATIFICATION OF EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING BY AGES, IN EUROPE.
How many and how much happy are they?

General idea: We need to investigate happiness and unhappiness at
different ages (childhood, youth, adulthood, maturity and old age),
analysing categories or groups defined by the most relevant social
factors associated with happiness in each period of the life course.

In this sense, It will be interesting to know the following data about each 
social category or group.

HOW MANY THEY ARE

a) The percentage of the total population.
b) The percentage of the population in each age period.

HOW MUCH HAPPY THEY ARE

a) The level of happiness of each social category or group (SEWBI mean).
b) The percentages of happiness types.

I call this “descriptive multivariate analysis”.



15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

Subjective 
General 
Health

Very good

Good

Fair

Bad

Very bad

Total

9,9 7,4 3,3 ,6 21,1
12,8 17,4 11,7 2,4 44,3
3,7 8,7 10,7 3,7 26,8
,6 1,7 2,9 1,4 6,5
,0 ,3 ,6 ,4 1,3

27,0 35,5 29,1 8,4 100,0

Page 1

Total population percentage, by ages and subjective health. Europe-
27, 2012.

In Europe, mature (55-74 years old)
contribute the largest number of
people who are not in good health
(fair, bad or very bad), exactly a
14.2% of the population 15 and more
years old. But the number of young
(4,3%) and old people (5,5%) sick are
similar.

In Europe, 64.8% of people 75 and 
more years old is not in good 
health.

Conversely, 84% of young people 
(15-34 years old) is in good or very 
good health.

Health & ages, HOW MANY are they?

15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

                              
Subjective 
general 
health

Very good
Good
Fair
Bad
Very bad
Total

36,6 20,8 11,2 7,1 21,1
47,4 49,1 40,1 28,1 44,3
13,8 24,4 36,8 43,8 26,8

2,1 4,8 9,9 16,6 6,5
,2 ,9 2,0 4,4 1,3

100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Page 1

Ages, by Subjective health. Europe-27, 2012. (%)



Mature as well as old people in
good or very good health enjoys
higher levels of happiness than both
young or adult people.

Bad health produces similar levels
of unhappiness at any ages.

Comparatively, the emotional
disaster that sickness causes in
young people is more devastating
than that caused in older people.
D=9,42-(-40,15)= 49,57

15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

                              
Subjective 
general 
health

Very good

Good
Fair
Bad
Very bad
Total

25,28 24,74 30,86 34,33 26,21

6,39 5,09 13,57 16,67 8,32
-13,41 -12,47 -7 ,61 -6 ,75 -9 ,87
-40,15 -40,80 -37,16 -38,23 -38,59

(-97,46) -57,42 -60,11 -77,54 -65,74
9,42 2,14 1,23 -5 ,61 3,19

Page 1

Happiness (SEWBI mean), by ages and subjective health. Europe-27, 2012.

1 out of 4 old people (24,4%) feels
unsatisfied or unhappy.

But when the subjective health of old
people is very bad, the proportion rises
to 3 out of 4 (75,5%).

However, if they enjoy a very good
state of health only 3,1% feels
unsatisfied or unhappy.

Health & ages, HOW MUCH happy are they?

15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75 y más Total

                                   
Subjective 
general 
health

Very good
Good
Fair
Bad
Very bad
Total

7,0% 8,5% 6,3% 3,1% 7,3%
16,0% 15,9% 11,6% 7,2% 14,3%
29,2% 27,2% 24,7% 24,4% 26,1%
50,9% 52,6% 49,5% 49,0% 50,3%
88,6% 55,8% 63,3% 76,5% 66,1%
15,4% 19,2% 20,6% 24,4% 19,0%

Page 1

Percentage of Unsatisfied+Unhappy, by ages & subjective health. Europe-27, 2012.



Marital status & ages, HOW MANY are they?

Marital status is also a condition
unevenly distributed across ages.

Nearly all married people are 35-74
years old.

Nearly all widowed people are 55
years old or older.

Nearly all never married people are
15-34.

15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

                                           
Marital 
Status

Married/partner
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Never married/Other
DK, NA
Total

5,3% 23,9% 20,8% 4,4% 54,4%
0,0% 0,3% 0,2% 0,0% 0,6%
0,3% 3,5% 2,7% 0,4% 6,9%
0,0% 0,4% 3,2% 3,1% 6,8%

20,7% 6,9% 1,8% 0,4% 29,8%
0,5% 0,4% 0,4% 0,1% 1,5%

27,0% 35,5% 29,1% 8,4% 100%

Page 1

Total population percentage, by ages and marital status. Europe-27, 2012.

In Europe, 37.1% of people 75 and
more years old are widowed.

In Europe, 76,6% of young people (15-
34 years old) are single.

AGE_20Years
15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

                
Marital 
Status

Married/partner
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Never married/Other
DK, NA
Total

19,7% 67,2% 71,5% 52,3% 54,4%
0,2% 1,0% 0,8% 0,1% 0,6%
1,2% 9,9% 9,3% 4,4% 6,9%
0,1% 1,2% 10,9% 37,1% 6,8%

76,7% 19,5% 6,0% 5,0% 29,8%
2,0% 1,1% 1,5% 1,2% 1,5%

100,0% 100,0% 100% 100% 100%

Page 1

Marital status, by ages. Europe-27, 2012.



Marital status & age, HOW MUCH happy are they?

Are there Interaction effects?

- The level of happiness of singles 35-
54 years old is lower (-3.38) than
that of the 15-34 (+9.54).

- Separated and divorced young
people have a very low level of
happiness (-16,33), being much
lower than that of the adult and
mature (-5.5).

- Widowed people has a very low
level of happiness (-16,8).

1 out of 3 widowed of 55-74 and 75
and more years old are unsatisfied or
unhappy (32.3% and 32.8%).

1 out of 4 single at 35-54 years old
are unsatisfied or unhappy (23,4%).
This percentage goes down to 15,1%
among young people.

AGE_20Years
15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

                
Marital 
Status

Married/partner
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Never married/Other
Total

12,45 5,33 5,97 1,32 5,95
(-77,08) -10,79 -8 ,41 - - - -14 ,9

-16,33 -5 ,26 -5 ,50 - , 5 4 -5 ,65
(-45,64) -14,36 -17 ,8 -16 ,8 -17 ,2

9,54 -3 ,38 -1 ,88 1,28 5,75
9,39 2,12 1,24 -5 ,64 3,18
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Happiness (SEWBI mean), by ages and marital status. Europe-27, 2012.

15 -34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total
Young Adul Mature Old

                
Marital 
Status

Married/partner
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Never married/Other
Total

13,5% 16,6% 17,7% 19,7% 16,9%
(78,5%) 27,4% 22,2% - - - 29,2%

30,3% 27,3% 25,8% 18,4% 26,4%
(51,1%) 29,0% 32,3% 32,8% 32,4%

15,1% 23,4% 22,9% 18,1% 17,5%
15,4% 19,2% 20,6% 24,5% 19,0%
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Percentage of Unsatisfied+Unhappy, by ages & marital status. Europe-27, 2012.



We find the highest difference between the percentage of
“unsatisfied/unhappy” of poor and rich people in adulthood (35-54 years
old).

However, OLS regressions made for each one of the four ages show that the
coefficient (Beta) of the "subjective financial situation" variable rise as age
rise, getting its highest score in the old age.

Therefore, maybe due to normative pressures and social expectations, the
fact of being poor or rich (objective income) seems to affect happiness the
most in adulthood (35-54).

However, maybe because the sense of vulnerability, subjective financial
situation affects happiness the most in maturity and old ages.

AGES
15-34 35 -54 55 -74 75  + Total

         
INCOME 
Deciles

Poor (1ª y 
2ª)

Unsatisfied or 
Unhappy

Rich (9ª y 
10ª)

Unsatisfied or 
Unhappy

24,1% 34,6% 27,9% 31,6% 29,5%

9,3% 12,0% 14,6% 18,1% 12,1%
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D (Poor-Rich)=        14,8        22,6          13,3         13.5           17,4 

Unsatisfied or unhappy, by ages and income. Europe, 27, 2012



SEWB Index 4f9vSEWB Index 4f9vSEWB Index 4f9v

AGE 10 
Years

Workers, 
Students and 
NEETs

SEWBI 
(mean) N

Standard 
Deviation

15 -24 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

25 -34 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

35 -44 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

45 -54 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

55 -64 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

65 -74 Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

75 y+ Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

Total Workers
Students
NEETs
Total

9,65 4603 40,50
10,25 9019 40,99

- , 7 9 2304 44,70
8,48 15925 41,58
6,77 11208 41,49
2,57 636 44,07

-7 ,79 3854 48,39
3,02 15698 43,83
2,62 14244 43,11

10,37 112 42,30
-12,73 3921 51,58

- , 6 3 18276 45,50
,33 14984 43,20

4,91 7 9 47,63
-20,11 4516 52,00

-4 ,37 19579 46,20
3,19 7201 42,63
6,32 3 3 20,95

-9 ,78 8973 49,67
-3 ,98 16208 47,08

3,35 871 42,03
11,00 8 50,35
-9 ,21 11220 50,18
-8 ,30 12100 49,74

3,20 138 45,80
6,61 1 92,08

-16,19 7623 51,58
-15,84 7762 51,55

3,55 53249 42,60
9,70 9889 41,26

-11,49 42411 50,43
-1 ,92 105548 46,49

SEWB Index 4f9vSEWB Index 4f9v
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Happiness (SEWBI) by age and activity

Neither in employment nor in education 
or training (NEET) means distinct things 
at different ages.

- NEET’s are unhappier than workers or students 
at any age.

- Unhappiness of NEET people rise progressively 
till its maximum at 45-54 years.

- NEET’s aged 45-54 are the most unhappy.

- From 65 years old on, the social meaning of 
NEET radically changes.



Intersectional perspective: Multiple happiness discrimination.
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Figure 1. Social distribution of happiness in Europe

% Population  (EUR-20, 2006-12)

Página 1

Satisfied (189,8)

Unsatisfied (147.5)

Happy (261,8)

Content      (226,6)

Unhappy (96,1)

(244)

(211)

(164)

(126)

Old people  (75 and more)

Bad Health (158,1)

BH+ Lonely (104,6)
BH+ Lonely + Poor (94,3)

Very Bad Health (126,4)

VBH+ Lonely (84,8)
VBH+ Lonely + Poor (69,3)

Very Good Health (232,2)
VGH+ Not Lonely (239,6)

Good Health (214,7)
GH+ Not Lonely (222,9)

If an old person has a
bad or very bad health,
feels lonely, and
furthermore is poor, his
level of happiness will
fall down till a very low
score. He will suffer
radical unhappiness.



Some conclusions

- It does not make any sense looking for a universal relationship between
age and happiness. The social context does really matter.

- Correlational studies need to define previously and clearly the content
of the main concepts used by them. For instance, there is not such a
thing as abstract age. Age is a reality socially structured and constructed.
The ages in a specific society always have definite content.

- Raw data (observed happiness) and correlational data (predicted
happiness) refer to two radically different realities. Both give us a
representation of the social world, but we must avoid confusing them.

- Old are less happy than young people, except in societies with a high
societal quality. In general, old people are poorer, lonelier, and live in a
poor state of health. Because of that, they feel unhappier than mature,
adult and young people.

- Social policy must improve the life factors more associated with
happiness in each age period of the life course. We can not alter the age
of the people, but of course, we can alter factors and features that
define their social situations.



Thank you very much for your attention

Eduardo Bericat

ebericat@us.es



Happy or 
Content Satisfy

Unsatisfy or 
Unhappy SEWBI (mean)

15 -24
25 -34
35 -44
45 -54
55 -64
65 -74
75  +
Total

54,6% 31,5% 13,9% 9,43
50,5% 32,6% 16,9% 5,23
48,9% 32,5% 18,6% 2,63
45,3% 33,9% 20,8% - , 9 1
46,3% 32,9% 20,8% - , 3 2
45,9% 32,3% 21,8% - , 8 0
38,6% 34,8% 26,6% -8 ,30
47,7% 32,9% 19,5% 1,54
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Types of happiness and SEWBI (mean) by age. Europe-27, 2006-12.



AGE

90 y 
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Satisfaction with life scale (mean), by age. Europe-27, 2006-2012.
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Happiness scale (mean), by age. Europe-27, 2006-2012.


