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Life Satisfaction and Subjective Well-being in 
a Sustainability Perspective 
 
Paola Conigliaro1 
Sapienza University of Rome 
 
 

Sustainability is the mainstream issue of this century, while sustainable human 
development leans mainly on quality of life and subjective well-being for the whole 
of humankind. The present study starts to introduce in synthesis the concept of 
sustainability; it proceeds to describe fundamental tools and methodologies, 
adopted in international contexts, to measure subjective well-being; it then 
dedicates an operative paragraph to examine data from a statistical survey. The 
analysis explores available contents and investigates the presence of hidden, useful 
information not yet exploited. The underlying idea is that subjective well-being is 
strictly connected to social relations and, in particular, social identity. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND MAIN LITERATURE 

The Issues of Sustainability 

For a considerable length of time the concepts of growth and development have been 
associated with the attribute “sustainable”, but it has almost been a decade since 
Sustainability became a very relevant and meaningful issue.   

 To define the concept of sustainability we commonly refer to the so-called 
“Brundtland Report”:  sustainability is the capability to maintain at least the actual level 
of well-being for future generations and for the present generation’s future. "Humanity 
has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(Brundtland, 1987, §27, p. 16). The Brundtland Report is mostly centred on the 
availability of natural resources; nevertheless, claiming a social equity between 
generations, the authors assumed that questions go beyond the crucial respect of natural 
balances and environmental sustainability. Human needs involve justice, dignity, quality 
and meaning of life. 

A relevant stimulus towards a more reflexive and responsible approach to the concept 
of growth came from the predictions of the Club of Rome. In the renowned report “The 
Limits of Growth” (Meadows et al., 1972), the authors delineated most of what we are 
experiencing today, identifying risks that would become actual problems. Describing 
trends of the growth of world population, they advised that it would be necessary to 
reconsider the whole resource consumption system.  However, very few people paid 
attention to that “alarm bell”.  Now a large part, although not the majority, of the 
population feel themselves threaten by forecasted trends and become more sensitive and 
demanding. The common belief that material growth is always a good and necessary goal 
is, in fact, largely criticised. 
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 Nevertheless, the linear relationship between economic growth, the material wealth 
of nations and the well-being of respective populations has been taken for granted for 
decades by the mainstream economy. Consequently, even now, most policies assume the 
goal of material growth as obvious. On the other hand, in the same period, a minority of 
economists and politicians questioned this assumption.  Starting from 1960 Nicholas 
Georgescu-Roegen, for example, elaborated a systemic reflection about economy, justice 
and nature, which took the name of “bioeconomy” (Georgescu-Roegen, 2003). Richard 
Easterlin (Easterlin, 1974) affirmed and demonstrated that, beyond given limits of 
economic growth, people’s happiness does not grow any further, but starts to decrease. 
This phenomenon is commonly known as “Easterlin paradox”.   

Concurrently, many social scholars promoted the study of new social indicators capable 
of describing the multidimensional impact of public policies. The purpose was to find an 
operative answer in order to deal with the complex emerging phenomena. Based on these 
premises, the Social Indicators Movement developed during the late 1960s. Governments 
started to regard it worthwhile knowing the conditions of life of its citizens, and the 
quality of life of individuals, not solely in terms of economic status. A new line of studies 
found legitimation and support.  Studies conducted on governments’ and institutional 
behalf can be comparative (mainly in geographical terms), prescriptive or both. 

Since 1990, the United Nations, in order to integrate information provided by the GDP, 
adopted the Human Development Index. The Index is constructed by adding the 
measurements of life expectancy, adult literacy and infant mortality. The annual Human 
Development Report also analyse many other measures concerning, e.g. equity, civil 
rights, and participation. 

In 2000, the Millennium Summit of the United Nations undertook eight goals, called 
Millennium Development Goals, to be reached within fifteen years. In October 2015, a 
long lasting debate that involved politicians, institutions and scholars concluded with the 
definition of Sustainable Development Goals. In the whole process, participants 
implemented and fine-tuned a synergistic action model. 

A very relevant contribution that widely influenced these studies came from the 
“Report on Measurement of economic performance and social progress” (Stiglitz, Sen, 
and Fitoussi, 2009). 

Therefore, it is fair to say that in the last ten years, we have been heading towards a 
paradigmatic change, though not as yet accomplished, away from a world view founded 
on growth and development to a sustainability imperative. 

Well-Being, Happiness, Quality of life 

International official institutions carried out a consistent investment in studies on well-
being and quality of life in order to answer the emerging knowledge demand. They paid 
great attention to measuring subjective well-being, applying indicators that allowed them 
to compare human conditions in different social systems, i.e. across geographical areas 
or in a historical perspective.   

UE Statistical Office (Eurostat) developed a harmonised system of indicators on 
quality of life and produced Quality of Life in Europe,2 the Quality of Life Index, and, in 
2016, the Analytical Report on Subjective Well-being. 

In 2011 the OECD produced the Better Life Index, and later published the 
methodological volume Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-being (2013). This 
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volume provided common standards for statistics and the production of social studies 
dealing with subjective well-being. 

It is also important to mention studies on happiness that present many intersections 
with studies on well-being; one interesting example is the “World Happiness Report” 
(2012 and ss.), produced by the UN Sustainable Development Solution Network. 

Values are also a very important topic in the study of well-being. The World Values 
Survey, 3 for example, collects information in 100 countries through harmonized 
questionnaires, amounting to almost 90 percent of the world’s population. The survey, 
active since 1981, registers how values change over time.    

As regards Italy, the National Institute of Statistics (Istat), and the National Council of 
Economy and Labour (CNEL) developed the Equitable and Sustainable Well-being (BES) 
model. A Steering Committee representing main stakeholders, supported by a Scientific 
Commission, started work in 2011 with the aim of picking out effective indicators for 
measuring well-being. The first BES Report was published in 2013. It described 134 
indicators divided into 12 dimensions. In the following issues (particularly Istat, 2015: 
13-66), the report was enriched by scientific reflection and more refined applications, 
such as composite indicators, local indicators (Mazziotta, 2017), and sustainability 
(Riccardini, 2015, 2016) 

Measuring Subjective Well-Being 

The term subjective, usually connected with something unstable and debatable, contrasts 
with objective, usually associated with features like safe, reassuring, “scientific”. This 
implicit assumption can lead to the fallacy that a subjective dimension cannot be 
described in scientific terms, and that it would not make sense to discuss it in public 
policies. There is always an undisputed preference for what we consider certain and not 
subject to the influence of fallible human sense. Nevertheless, many accurate tools for 
measuring subjective well-being are available nowadays. Pertinent subjective indicators 
analyse cognitive and affective aspects. 

In cognitive terms, individuals value their level of satisfaction according to different 
aspects of their life, or to life overall. They formulate a balanced evaluation of their life 
related to their reference standards, based on a personal set of relevant aspects. Evaluation 
involves comparison with past conditions, ambitions, performances of other people that 
the respondents consider more similar or closer to themselves. 

On the emotional side, researchers observe affect, that can be positive (trust, joy, 
happiness) or negative (worry, fear). Subjects declare their emotional states as they feel 
them in a specific moment, whereas they cannot recall past feelings in a survey; 
nevertheless, people are able to perform a balanced evaluation between negative and 
positive feelings, solely related to strong or long lasting emotions. 

In many approaches, a third relevant dimension emerges defined as Eudaimonia. The 
word refers to the concept used by Aristotle, and it is common to find it in studies on 
happiness. It denotes a sense of purpose. It corresponds to a good psychological 
functionality that goes beyond conscious evaluation or emotional feelings, and regards 
self-realization. It emerges as a satisfactory integration with the surrounding world. 
Functional autonomy is characterized by competence, interest in learning, goal 
orientation, resilience, social commitment, caring and altruism (Huppert et al., 2009). 
Measurements are more complex for these topics, and rely on a set of observations and 
questions. 
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Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-being (OECD, 2013) adopted the above-
mentioned three dimensions, suggesting that the indicators’ choice must represent the 
multidimensionality of concepts. Each dimension refers to concepts that are not 
elementary. It is not always possible to classify an indicator as determinant or as an effect 
of well-being (Maggino, 2015). For these reasons, attention focuses on interrelation, 
rather than on causality. 

Two social characteristics of subjective well-being are particularly relevant: the 
apportioning of well-being between subjects (equity dimension) and the capability to 
maintain in the future at least today’s level of well-being (sustainability). 
Within the Scientific Commission on Equitable and Sustainable Well-being (BES), a 
working group composed of scholars and experts in different disciplines expounded an 
in-depth reflection on the issue of Sustainability. In two years of debate, the experts dwelt 
repeatedly upon relationships between subjective and social dimensions of well-being, on 
the interaction between different components and, above all, on the evolution of the well-
being concept in a sustainability perspective. It is, in fact, evident that improving the 
availability of some resources, not only material but also social resources, implies a cost 
that affects other relevant conditions. It is therefore necessary to operate a trade-off 
evaluation to measure costs and benefits of current development trends with respect to 
each significant dimension of well-being. Nevertheless, we hypothesise that the 
improvement of relational resources would produce virtuous circles able to enhance 
sustainability. 

Relationships between Subjective, Objective and Collective Well-Being 

Subjective well-being is not just a subjective matter. There are social and objective 
dimensions of subjective conditions that transcend the sum, or the synthesis value, of an 
individual’s perception. Moreover, social relationships impact on subjective well-being 
in terms of trust, identity, social values, solidarity perception, exclusion (Maggino, 2015) 
sense of belonging, freedom of choice and commitment. 

Sometimes, it happens that the level of satisfaction expressed by some individuals does 
not correspond to the living conditions experienced. Wolfgang Zapf and colleagues, 
during the 1980s, compared objective living conditions and subjective perceptions of 
quality of life in Germany. They defined a square pattern, describing a typology of four 
possible combinations:  good conditions and good levels of satisfaction determine a well-
being state; bad living conditions and the perception of discomfort is defined as 
deprivation; to perceive a discomforting condition as satisfactory is symptomatic of 
adaptation, while the opposite combination (good conditions, associated with bad 
perception) denotes dissonance (Zapf, 1987). This pattern has a great heuristic value. 
Each identified status is associable with a particular attitude. According to many authors, 
adaptation is often due to resignation; a listless acceptance that prevents any effort to get 
better. This disposition can be perceived in the poorest and most deprived areas, in which 
there is no awareness of rights, or vice-versa, where there is a complete awareness of 
impotence against too strong a power. On the other hand, it is more frequent to meet 
dissonance in wealthy societies, in which an individual’s expectations, created by the 
daily comparison to dummy models, are extremely high and often neglected. For 
individuals, this may be connected to psychologically bad conditions. As a social 
phenomenon, dissonance appears as a lack of commitment, participation, interest, and 
apathetic or anti-social behaviour. Politics needs to pay great attention when adaptation 
or dissonance assume significant dimensions in a community. For this reason, these 
aspects ought to be measured regularly. 
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Statistical surveys that measure subjective well-being in a community often use tools 
and techniques borrowed from social psychology to reveal subjective perception, such as 
attitude scales and trust tests, but they also use direct questions about feelings. On rare 
occasions, they apply qualitative and ideographical methods mostly used in cultural 
anthropology and sociology, for example, biographical narratives and direct observation. 
Surveys which put information into context, revealing the structural conditions of 
respondents, life styles and habits, create a real wealth of knowledge which is very 
significant in analysing interactions between different dimensions of subjective well-
being. 

 

NEED FOR FURTHER DETAILED STUDIES 

The sustainability way of thinking requires looking towards the future. For some topics, 
it is possible to forecast future scenarios by adopting estimating and projecting 
methodologies. It is universally recognized that resources such as fresh water and air are 
essential, and it is natural to suppose that they will remain essential in the future. We also 
know that availability of food, access to education and health care and freedom of choice 
are assets to protect and promote in order to guarantee a population’s well-being in the 
future. However, concerning subjective perceptions, it is not immediately clear which 
aspects of current conditions we have the duty to protect or promote in order to guarantee 
the sustainability of current levels of well-being. It is, in fact, more difficult to make 
forecasts about something intangible like desires, expectations and referring values to 
people living in the future. The dimension of identity, especially social identity, may be 
particularly fruitful to explore for these knowledge purposes. We conject that values of a 
reference community may influence people’s expectancy and well-being perception. 
Identity, as a sense of belonging, represents a resilience factor against adverse events and 
threats arising from a complex and interrelated social system (Bachelet, Maggino, 
Riccardini, 2016). How can we measure and put this dimension in relation to well-being?  

Qualitative information about well-being usually resides in a background of social 
statistical information that juxtaposes different domains of knowledge, drawing only a 
metaphorically-mirrored individual experience. Instead, an articulated dataset from a 
single survey registers choices and conditions of real and concrete individuals. The 
analysis of such datasets makes it possible to observe relationships between different 
aspects currently experienced somewhere and somehow. Official statistic datasets, in 
particular, have high informative potential, thanks to the wide sets of variables measured 
the vast dimension of samples, the local representativeness of the results, the availability 
of time series, and the transnational comparability. Maybe these are the best sources of 
information to make associations between objective conditions and subjective well-being. 
The greatest limitation consists of the fact that questions might not fit with the research 
subject. In this study, for instance, the main issue concerns how we can evaluate current 
subjective well-being in terms of sustainability. From among all the Italian official 
statistics complied, more than one survey collects sets of useful information.  However, 
no one survey supplies the elements to analyse current conditions in a sustainability 
perspective. The present article describes the first step of a study addressed to define some 
useful tools, starting with a better-explored field: life satisfaction. The research demand 
induces the hypothesis that life satisfaction relies on personal attitudes, material 
conditions and social relationships. It conjects that the third element is too often neglected 
in official studies, and that the instruments to register this dimension are not developed 
enough. 
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METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

Starting from the point that we cannot associate the entire sum of personal well-being to 
material conditions and goods consumption, the present analysis aims to verify if life 
satisfaction is connected to particular life styles or consumption patterns.  According to 
the Tibor Scitovsky theory (1976), it is in fact possible to presume that different 
consumption patterns may have different effects on people’s happiness. The author 
identified a comfort consumption and a stimulus consumption. Albeit that wealth is 
commonly measured on the basis of the availability of goods in order to satisfy comfort 
needs, the author affirms that, instead, joy is connected to stimuli and creativity. For a 
“good life”, therefore, it is then necessary to combine comfort and stimuli.  According to 
this hypothesis, well-being is not related to availability of goods, but to the quality of 
consumption. 

In all the evidence, any kind of consumption has both a stimulating and a comforting 
function; moreover, the trait of each good and its social function changes over time and 
according to context. It is much more effective to adopt the definition of relational goods, 
assuming as stimulating factors those activities that require or develop social relationships 
(for a review of the concept, see Bruni, 2013). The role of comfort goods is instead 
attributed to material goods, particularly characterized by private use, which does not 
involve sharing and is strictly connected to the possession of things.  

The analysis considers sporting and cultural associative activities as relational goods. 
Of course, personal relationships, community commitment, voluntary activities and 
religious practice, in the role of relational actions, assume the status of relational assets.  
Reading, books and newspapers, listening to the radio, watching television, and even time 
spent working, match with the conditions of an active life. The analysis puts all these 
items in relation to a life satisfaction evaluation. An analogous comparison involved items 
able to indicate material resources, considering them on a par with comfort goods. It 
should be noted that information about these goods came from a household questionnaire 
that revealed goods owned by the family.  

The dataset used to conduct the analysis comes from the “Daily Life” survey (AVQ), 
the most important Italian official statistic survey in terms of quality of life. The survey 
belongs to the integrated system of social surveys, Multipurpose on households.  Istat has 
conducted this survey since 1993. The contents are harmonized at UE level. The survey 
collects inter alia information about satisfaction with different aspects of life; satisfaction 
with life as a whole, the vision of life in the future, trust and the sense of safety. It also 
allows for the designing of trends about studied phenomena. Collected data contribute to 
the construction of well-being indicators and supply the BES Report.   

AVQ survey reveals life satisfaction since 2010. The value of satisfaction has been 
rather high although it has changed over the course of time, probably due to the influence 
of the economic crisis and overall instability. In fact, from 2010 to 2012, the survey shows 
life satisfaction decreased from an average grade of 7.2 to 6.8, was stable until 2015 and 
then rose to 7.0 in 2016 (Istat, 2016). During the period 2013-2014, the amount of 
optimistic people rose, and the amount of people worrying about their future decreased 
(Istat, 2015). Respondents that assigned a grade of 8 to 10 to their life satisfaction were 
35.1% in 2015 and 41.0% in 2016. There were no particular differences between males 
and females, whereas there were differences according to geographical area (average 
satisfaction 7.2 in the North, 7.0 in the Centre and 6.8 in the South).  Young people 
between 14 and 19 gave higher grades: 54.1% of respondents valued their satisfaction 
from 8 to 10 and the average grade was 7.5. From 14 to 19 years old, respondents were 
also more satisfied with leisure time. The most unsatisfied were respondents over 75.   
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The present work uses the database from the 2014 edition of the survey. The sample 
amounts to approximately 19,000 households and 45,000 individuals (48.5% male, 11.2% 
over 74, and 19.0% minor). The information collected in the AVQ survey embraces many 
potential meaningful dimensions.  It has been necessary to select only those considered 
more significant.  While the dataset contains more than 800 variables, the variables 
selected are less than a hundred. Moreover, the evaluation of relationships between life 
satisfaction and the selected variables only considered respondents from 14 to 65 years 
old. Respondents under 14 were excluded de facto by the analysis because questions 
about trust, satisfaction, safety and future are addressed to respondents of 14 years old 
and above. The choice to exclude respondents over 65 is mainly due to the high 
occurrence in this age group of some significant characteristics strictly related to life 
satisfaction. Elderly people have on average a lower educational level, poorer relationship 
networks and they are less culturally active. These circumstances may influence the 
results interpretation, pointing out spurious relationships. It might be worth conducting a 
specific analysis for people over 65.  

This work is an explorative bi-variate analysis. Nevertheless, results refer solely to 
answers registered in the database, without considering the weighting of each respondent.  

The subset considered represents 64.6% of the sample, and amounts to a bit more than 
29,000 respondents. According to the level of educational attainment, 14.4% of 
respondents have a master’s degree (the percentage amounts to 16.6% for people aged 
between 25-64), 41.9% have a high school level of education, 36.4% a lower secondary 
school level and 7.4% have a primary school level or no scholastic level. The educational 
attainment level is related to age. 

In the whole sample, one-person households are 30.6% (12.8% of respondents). The 
analysis considers only families in which at least one member is from 14 to 64, and only 
answers from these members. For this reason, the analysis concerns just 13,943 
households (Table 1). These are almost 4,900 families less than those present in the whole 
sample. 

Table 1. Number and percentage of households by number of members for the whole sample and 
for the subset of 14-64 year-olds (data from AVQ Survey, 2014) 

Number of 
members 

Whole sample   
Households with at least one re-

spondent 14-64 years old 

Households Respondents  Households Respondents 
(Obs) (%) (Obs) (%)  (Obs) (%) (Obs) (%) 

1 5770 30.6 5770 12.8  2924 21.0 2924 10.1 
2 5353 28.4 10706 23.8  3312 23.8 5369 18.5 
3 3723 19.7 11169 24.8  3692 26.5 8232 28.3 
4 3046 16.1 12184 27.1  3045 21.8 8966 30.9 
5 749 4.0 3745 8.3  748 5.4 2614 9.0 
6 171 0.9 1026 2.3  171 1.2 683 2.4 
7 37 0.2 259 0.6  37 0.3 173 0.6 
8 11 0.1 88 0.2  11 0.1 62 0.2 
9 3 0.0 27 0.1  3 0.0 21 0.1 

Total 18863 100.0 44974 100.0   13943 100.0 29044 100.0 
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To make the results more legible, it has been necessary to simplify some variables by 
reducing the number of modalities. Life satisfaction grades originally had a range of 11 
modalities, from 0 to 10. These values were organized into classes (0 to 2= No satisfaction; 
3 to 5 = Low satisfaction; 6 to 7 = Satisfaction; 8 to10 = High satisfaction).  The name of 
the new variable is Life satisfaction class. 

Sport and Physical activity is instead a derived variable made by merging the answers 
of three different questions on these topics. It identifies four kinds of physical practices: 
Regular sport (for respondents that regularly practice one or more sports); Occasional 
sport; Occasional activity (respondents that do not practice any sport, but used to do some 
physical and unorganized activity); No activity. 

The number of books variable registers the number of books read in 12 months. This 
quantitative variable has been aggregated into five classes: None; 1 to 2 books; 3 to 4 
books; 5 to 8 books; More than 8 books. For newspapers, the original classification has 
been reduced to three groups: No reading; 1 to 4 times a week; Every day. 

A set of questions asks how many times in 12 months respondents go to the theatre, 
cinema, museums, classic music concerts, other music concerts, sport events, dancing, 
and visiting monuments. The answers are all aggregated into three groups: Never, 
Maximum 6 times, 7 times and more. 

DATA ANALYSIS AND MAIN RESULTS 

The Life satisfaction of the analysed group is generally higher when compared to the 
whole sample: 26.0% of respondents valued their satisfaction at 7, and 24.4% at level 8. 
The average life satisfaction value amounts to 6.9 (Figure 1). Moreover, the percentage 
of respondents that forecast improvements in the future is higher than in the whole sample 
(32.9% respect 26.3%). 

Figure 1. Life satisfaction evaluation. Percentage of 14-64 year-old respondents 

 
 
 
Taking into account satisfaction with different aspects of life, respondents are very or 

quite satisfied, except with economic conditions (Table 2).  
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Table 2. Satisfaction for different aspects of life – (row percentage; 14-64 year-old respondents)  

   Satisfaction level 

Satisfied with 
No 
satisfaction 

Low 
satisfaction 

Satisfaction 
High 
satisfaction 

Economic conditions 18.6 38.1 40.4 2.9 
Health 2.4 9.6 67.5 20.5 
Relationships with relatives 1.5 6.1 57.8 34.6 
Relationships with friends 2.0 10.6 61.0 26.4 
Leisure time 6.2 28.0 51.3 14.5 
Environment 5.9 20.1 59.9 14.1 
Job* 5.1 19.7 60.7 14.5 
* Respondents are only people who work 

The distribution in classes of Life satisfaction registers, for its part, 38.2% of 
respondents that declared a high satisfaction, 44.3% that valued themselves satisfied, 15.1% 
that expressed low levels of satisfaction and 2.3% not satisfied at all. There are notable 
differences in the distribution of answers according to age group [χ2, (24, N=28,360) = 
323.9, p< 0,001] and educational attainment level [χ2, (9, N=28,360) = 516.0, p< 0,001], 
but not according to gender [χ2, (3, N=28,360) = 0.509, p=0,917] (Table 3).  

Table 3. Life satisfaction class according to gender, educational level and age group 
   (row percentage; 14-64 year-old respondents) 

  Life satisfaction class 

Variables 
No 
satisfaction 

Low 
satisfaction Satisfaction 

High 
satisfaction 

     Gender     

Males 2.3 15.2 44.4 38.1 
Females 2.4 15.0 44.3 38.3 
Pearson χ2    0.509        df  3 sig. 0.917    

     
Educational Level     

Degree 1.2 9.2 45.6 44.0 
High school 2.0 13.1 45.5 39.3 
Lower secondary school 2.6 17.9 42.9 36.5 
Primary school and no school 5.2 24.6 41.7 28.5 

     Pearson χ2    516.0        df  9 sig. 0.000    
     

Age Group     

14 – 15 0.5 8.2 37.6 53.7 
16 - 17 0.7 9.0 37.2 53.1 
18 – 19 1.4 10.1 40.3 48.3 
20 – 24 1.7 14.0 43.8 40.4 
25 – 34 2.1 14.7 45.2 38.0 
35 – 44 2.1 14.8 45.3 37.8 
45 – 54 3.0 17.1 45.0 34.9 
55 – 59 3.0 17.1 44.6 35.3 
60 – 64 2.6 15.5 44.8 37.1 
Pearson χ2    323.9        df  24 sig. 0.000    

     Total 2.3 15.1 44.3 38.2 
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The study analyses, in particular, relationships between life satisfaction and social, 
cultural, and physical activities. Thanks to bi-variate analysis, it can be noticed that there 
is a common feature in all the observed activities: Life satisfaction values are generally 
greater at higher levels of activity, whereas, for each activity, they deploy at lower levels 
when respondents do not participate. This observation is valid for cultural and amusement 
activities, sporting, visiting nature reserves, reading books and reading newspapers. Re-
lationships are not always linear; e.g., respondents that spend two hours per day watching 
TV declare a higher average satisfaction level if compared with people who spend more 
time in this activity, or those that do not watch TV at all.  

Comparing different levels of activity with the four classes of Life satisfaction, the 
Chi-Square Test confirms a relationship between intensity of activity and satisfaction for 
life, as a result we always have to reject the null hypothesis of independence between 
variables. High values of Chi Square are more likely to be registered when we observe a 
large number of cases. For this reason, we support the analysis with another test. Somers’ 
d, in particular, is a nonparametric measure of the strength and direction of association 
that exists between an ordinal dependent variable and an ordinal independent variable.  In 
this case, the Life satisfaction class is the independent variable.  Table 4, for example, 
shows the test results of some of the variables considered.  

Table 4.  Participation for each activity (categorical variables) and Life satisfaction class (4 classes) 
Pearson Chi-Squared and Somers’ d 
Activity Chi-square  df     Sig.  Modalities Somers’d* 
Sport and physical activity 778.4 9 0.000 4 0.134 
Time spent watching TV 368.9 15 0.000 6 -0.055 
Number of books read (class) 449.2 12 0.000 5 0.105 
Theatre 378.7 6 0.000 3 0.145 
Newspapers 358.3 6 0.000 3 0.098 
Cinema 754.2 6 0.000 3 0.134 
Museum 699.6 6 0.000 3 0.170 
Classic music 108.3 6 0.000 3 0.101 
Other musical events 249.1 6 0.000 3 0.101 
Sport events 401.7 6 0.000 3 0.120 
Dancing 156.2 6 0.000 3 0.075 
Monument 474.9 6 0.000 3 0.152 
* p-value = 0.000 for all kinds of activity   

Nevertheless, graphic representation is sometimes more eloquent at presenting rela-
tionships. Figure 2, shows an example of a chart describing the relationship between 
Sporting and physical activity and the Life satisfaction class (4 classes). We can see that 
even if most of respondents find themselves satisfied, among not active respondents, there 
is a larger quota of not satisfied and barely satisfied, and a smaller quota of highly satisfied. 
It is the reverse for respondents that are more active. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of respondents, according to different levels of participation in Sporting and 
physical activity, for Life satisfaction class; 14-64 year-old respondents. 

 
 
Of course, satisfaction profiles present different shapes according to different activities 

and characteristics of respondents, such as, for example, the age group. It is also necessary 
to consider that many variables present a highly unbalanced distribution between groups. 
The satisfaction level of the modal modality in these cases almost overlaps the average 
satisfaction distribution. 

Figure 3, shows the cases of attendance at theatrical events where 80.3% of the re-
spondents declared that they had not seen a play in a theatre in the last 12 months. In this 
chart, it is more significant to observe how much the evaluation of people who chose the 
other options diverged from the average value. 

Figure 3. Percentage of respondents, according to the different levels of attendance at theatrical 
events over 12 months, for Life satisfaction class; 14-64 year-old respondents. 
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Regarding social and political commitments, some activities produce a more satisfac-
tion-oriented distribution. Providing activities at no charge and financially supporting ac-
tivities seems to produce higher satisfaction; on the other hand, participation in demon-
strations, assemblies, and debates does not have the same relationship with satisfaction. 
Regarding the characteristics of beneficiaries: activities for volunteering associations and 
for syndicates, appear more relevant to satisfaction levels than other loyalties. 

As expected, people who spend time with friends, and people who may count on a 
social network (relatives, neighbours), outside of the immediate family context, express 
a higher satisfaction state. 

The study also observes the relationship between the ownership of some goods and life 
satisfaction.  Information on the amount of goods concerns the whole family, while life 
satisfaction is an evaluation expressed by each respondent. In households that declare the 
presence of discomforting conditions in the neighbourhood, individual life satisfaction 
outlines a tendency towards lower values, even though the difference from the average 
trend is not so marked. Greater association with levels of satisfaction concerns discomfort, 
which we can define as related to mobility (road pavement, public transport, parking, and 
traffic). 

The family’s possession of goods seems to be in some way connected to its members’ 
life satisfaction, but there is not the same evidence for all kind of goods. This relationship 
is manifest for personal computers, modems, and internet access. It is reasonable to sup-
pose that these goods acquire an added value in supporting communications. 

For many goods, the questionnaire also records the quantity of them present in each 
household. It is interesting, for example, to observe that in families that have a higher 
number of books, members are more oriented towards satisfaction. The association ap-
pears even more evident than the one resulting in comparing reading habits and life sat-
isfaction. Maybe this positive association does not come from the ownership of the book, 
but relates to a family context that shows appreciation or support of reading. 

For some comfort goods, it has been useful to divide the number of goods by the num-
ber of family members, and then to compare the satisfaction expressed by each respondent 
with the average quantity of goods shared by each member. In households that own a 
higher number of televisions, for example, members declare a higher satisfaction assess-
ment. This evidence remarkably decreases if we divide the number of televisions by the 
number of members and compare life satisfaction with this quotient. Somers’ d test de-
creases to a negative value close to 0. 

With regard to vehicles, in households that have none, members are often more inclined 
to dissatisfaction than other respondents, whereas the number of cars per person (“Less 
than one”, “One”, One to two”, “Two”) is not associated with life satisfaction.  On the 
other hand, members in households with bikes and in those with a higher number of bikes 
per person express major satisfaction. Once again, higher levels of satisfaction may be 
interpreted in connection with freedom of movement. Table 6 shows a few examples of 
results of Chi-Square test and Somers’ d test applied to some variables in relation to Life 
satisfaction class, to allow a comparison with result reported in Table 4.  
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Table 6. Possession of some goods and Life satisfaction class - Pearson Chi-Squared and Somers’ d 

Goods Chi-square df  Sig. Modalities Somers’d** 

Number of books in the house (class)* 757.1 21 0.000 8 0.106 

Number of TVs in the house 215.1 15 0.000 6 0.064 

Number of TVs per person in the house 20.1 6 0.003 3 -0.007 

Mobile phones per person 31.2 9 0.000 4 0.023 

Any bikes in the house 423.7 3 0.000 2 0.138 

Bikes per person 112.0 9 0.000 4 0.080 

Any cars in the house 509.0 3 0.000 2 0.246 

Cars per person 11.3 9 0.253  4 0.011 

Mobile phone with internet 431.3 3 0.000 2 0.148 

Personal computer 638.2 3 0.000 2 0.206 
* Included class = 0 books   
** p-value = 0.000 for all kinds of goods   

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS AND FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS 

Through the analysis of the data, we can appreciate that life satisfaction is higher when 
people spend their time acting in a social context, and it does not matter what the activities 
or the contexts are. Some forms of participation appear to be more connected to 
satisfaction, and lower values of satisfaction are currently associated with inactivity. Of 
course, material conditions are important for a satisfying life, but the significance of 
goods does not always relate to their material value. Goods that allow keeping in touch 
with the world (i.e. the Internet), or those that allow freedom of movement (private 
vehicles, bicycles) seem more connected with the life satisfaction expressed.  

The present study exploited information available from an official survey in order to 
define more appropriate instruments to reveal the association between relational assets 
and different components of well-being. It is worthwhile observing that many official 
surveys commonly collect information about some non-material resources, but it is 
uncommon to find analyses focused on the relationship between these assets and 
subjective well-being. It is even less common to find policies that support or improve 
non-material assets. Actually, investment in these resources could be highly sustainable, 
e.g. in terms of ecological footprint, so understanding the impact of non-material and 
relational goods becomes crucial in a sustainability perspective.  

Although the analysed data were not collected with the purpose of comparing the 
impact of material and relational assets on subjective life evaluation, we can draw some 
conclusions thanks to the basic exploitation of this ample dataset. The findings confirm 
that life satisfaction is based largely upon feeling active and in touch with other people. 
This observation is consistent with the concept of Eudaimonia. The explorative analysis, 
synthetized in this article, suggests to address further studies to verify the supposed 
association between some forms of social relationships and a sustainable subjective well-
being.  
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