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However, Figure 3 also shows that while the World Poll 
data show a smooth relationship between life satisfaction 
and income, with a slope that falls gradually as we move to 
the richer countries, the data from the World Values Sur-
veys present an impression of a much steeper, almost verti-
cal, slope among the poor countries, and apparently little 
increase in life satisfaction above about $10,000 per capita.

What accounts for this difference in the pattern? There are 
several factors. First, the World Values Surveys include very 
few of the poorest countries in the world, many of which 
are included in the World Poll, and which can be seen in the 
bottom left of Figure 3. If Figure 3 were to be redrawn with 
a log scale for income, as in Figure 2, most of the countries 
that help establish the 
bottom left of the close-
to-straight line in Figure 
2 are missing from the 
World Values Survey.

Second, a substantial 
number of the poor-
est countries in the 
World Values Survey 
are in Eastern Europe 
or were once part of the Soviet Union, including Mol-
dova, Ukraine, Armenia, Belarus, Russia, Bulgaria, Latvia, 
Estonia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mace-
donia, Romania, Estonia, and Slovakia. People in those 
countries are exceptionally dissatisfied with their lives, 
and much more so in the earlier World Values Surveys 
than in the 2006 World Poll. And because these coun-
tries are not among the global poorest, at least according 
to the standard GDP measures, they establish a cluster 
of countries that lies well below the relationship between 
life satisfaction and income that holds in the World Poll.

Third, the World Values Survey, especially in its earlier 
rounds, sampled mostly literate and urban people in coun-
tries such as India, China, Ghana, and Nigeria, who were 
purposely selected to be more comparable with people in 

richer countries. Given the general relationship between life 
satisfaction and income, these people are almost certainly 
more satisfied with their lives than the typical inhabitant of 
their countries, and they establish another cluster of relatively 
poor countries, but now with high life satisfaction. The poor 
countries in the World Values Survey are therefore a mix-
ture of unusually dissatisfied people from Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union, and unusually satisfied people 
from a small group of poorer countries. As a result the shaded 
circles in Figure 3 show close to no relationship between life 
satisfaction and income among the poor countries, which 
given the presence of the group of richer and more satisfied 
countries, creates the impression of a vertical relationship 

capped by a flat one. Yet 
when Figure 3 is drawn 
on a log scale to mimic 
Figure 2, the positive 
relationship between 
life satisfaction and 
GDP per head remains 
clear, even among the 
rich countries, though 
the scatter around the 
line is much greater.

In summary, there is nothing in the data from the 
World Values Survey that casts doubt on the World Poll 
data, nor on the close-to-linear global relationship be-
tween average life satisfaction and GDP per head. A 
similar point is also made by Leigh and Wolfers (2006).

Growth of Income, Life Expectancy, and Life 

Satisfaction

In looking at these correlations between income and life sat-
isfaction, it is of course possible that income is standing in 
for something else, such as relative income, income relative 
to expectations or to past income (that is, economic growth), 
or for other variables correlated with income, of which some 
aspect of health is plausibly the most important. Indeed, the 
international pattern of life satisfaction in relation to per cap-

Table 1
Cross-Country Regressions of Average Life Satisfaction on the Logarithm
of Per Capita GDP

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Income cutoff None y 12,000 y 12,000 y 20,000
0.838 0.690 1.625 0.384

ln( y )287.0()213.0()280.0()150.0()

R2 0.694 0.458 0.430 0.010
Number of countries 123 85 38 25

Notes: y is real chained GDP per capita in 2003 in 2000 international dollars 
version 6.2. Regressions are not weighted by population. Standard errors are in parentheses.

from the Penn World Table







8 Copyright © 2007 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved.

ror, in addition to relying on the specific numbers, I con-
structed a dummy variable that identifies the 13 countries 
with an estimated 2003 HIV prevalence of 5% or more: 
Botswana, Burundi, Cameroon, Haiti, Kenya, Mozambique, 
Malawi, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Zam-
bia, and Zimbabwe. Whether added to the regressions in 
column 1 or column 3 of Table 2, neither the dummy nor 
the prevalence estimate attracts a statistically or economi-
cally significant coefficient (not shown). It seems astonish-
ing that reported life satisfaction should be unaffected by 
a plague whose severity is unparalleled in modern times. 
Even if people do not know that they are HIV-positive, 
it is hard to believe that their life satisfaction is unaffect-
ed when more than a fifth of adults in their country are 
infected and burials of the victims are a daily occurrence.

Life Satisfaction, Age, and GDP

Figure 2 shows the global relationship of life satisfaction 
and per capita GDP on a log scale. It also contains three 
lines. The middle line shows average life satisfaction for 
each level of per capita GDP while the outer two lines 
show the same thing, but for two age groups, ages 15 to 
25 — the upper line for most of the figure — and ages 60 
and over — which is usually the lower line. For most of 
the world, life satisfaction declines with age; the excep-
tions being among the very highest-income countries — 
including the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, 
Australia, and New Zealand — where life satisfaction is 
U-shaped with age, falling at first and rising after middle 
age. For example, in the United States average life satisfac-
tion scores go from about 7.8 at 20, fall to about 6.8 by the 
late 30s, and then rise back to about 7.8 by the early 60s.

The decline of life satisfaction with age is largest among 
the middle-income countries of Figure 2 and is particu-
larly marked among the countries of Eastern Europe and 
the former Soviet Union, where there is an almost uniform 
pattern of life satisfaction declining with age, often quite 
sharply. In Russia, for example, the average life satisfac-
tion score for 15- to 19-year-olds is 5.95, while the average 
life satisfaction score for those aged 65 and over is 4.28; 

in Hungary, the corresponding figures are 6.88 and 4.77. 
(These patterns are unconditional averages of life satisfac-
tion with age, with no adjustments for cohorts or other 
covariates.) Whatever aspects of the economic transition 
are making the citizens of these countries dissatisfied with 
their lives, the effects are much more pronounced among 
the elderly. Perhaps it is they who have suffered the adverse 
consequences of disruption, who were most satisfied with 
their old lives, and who cannot expect to live long enough 
to see any improvements that might occur in the future.

For most of the world, life 

satisfaction declines with age; 

the exceptions being among the 

very highest-income countries.

Figure 2 has one other notable feature. In the low-in-
come countries, the decline in life satisfaction with age 
is relatively small; in the middle-income countries, it is 
larger; and then it diminishes with GDP per capita un-
til there is a reversal among the rich. At least in 2006, 
and in countries with per capita GDP of more than 
$5,000, living in a higher-income country appears to pro-
tect people against the effects of age on life satisfaction.

I have replicated the income results in Tables 1 and 2 by 
age group, and the results are qualitatively similar to those 
for all age groups combined. For each of the age groups, 
the level of national income is an important positive de-
terminant of life satisfaction, and the rate of growth of 
income a negative determinant. In further work, when the 
individual income numbers from the World Poll are more 
developed, it may be possible to use the data to look at in-
come distribution across age groups, or to compare the ef-
fects of income on life satisfaction within each country with 
those estimated here from the international comparisons.
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