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   Development, Globalization, 
and the Quality of Life 

    More than 2,000 years ago, it seemed as if the main 
regions on earth were rather equal in respect to their 
economic power, but then, a development process took 
place characterized by growth, differentiation, and 
inequality. The economic growth was not continuous. 
There was a slow growth in the fi rst millennium and a 
rapid growth after 1820 when industrialization came 
into power (Maddison  2001  ) . The growth tendency 
was accompanied by an increasing disparity between 
richer and poorer regions. The world map of the distri-
bution of wealth (measured by GDP per capita) shows 
that Europe was leading and “the Western offshoots” 
which are constituted by the USA, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand, belonged also to the most wealthy 
world regions (Maddison  2001 , p. 264). In terms of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), they were part of the 
highly developed areas of the world, and only a few 
additional countries of the world like Japan attained 
similar economic success. 

 Many nations joined and are still joining the path of 
industrialization and economic growth. This has been 
accompanied by a challenging discussion about the 
reasons for different developmental paths in terms of 
performance and exploitation. 

 The ongoing, long-term process of the developed 
world is often defi ned as modernization, and in its lat-
est stage, it is characterized as globalization. This is a 
worldwide process of increasing interdependency of 
people, goods, capital, and information. New features 
of the modern world in recent decades result from the 
enforcement of international networks in economic, 
social, and cultural terms. The arguments that global-
ization infl uences quality of life are often to be found 
in the sense that “globalization brings good and bad 
news” (Henderson  2002    ). As described sometimes, a 
“global village” seems to emerge, but it is also shown 
that developments are running in different directions; 
inconsistencies and ambivalences are characterizing 
the world of the twenty-fi rst century (Camfi eld  2004 ). 

 Aside from the highly developed countries, we fi nd 
many less-developed countries especially in Africa 
and South America and also a number of better-off 
countries; for example, the tiger countries in Southeast 
Asia. Due to the availability of scarce resources like 
oil, there are also newcomers among the wealthy coun-
tries. Nevertheless, this chapter is concentrated on 
countries with the experience of a long-term industri-
alization and modernization. 

 Beginning in the 1960s of the last century, the ques-
tion of quality of life arose due to continuing economic 
success. The social costs of economic growth got more 
and more into public awareness, especially the envi-
ronmental damages and the loss of future resources. 
Also, the doubts grew that increasing GDP at a high 
level could not contribute to increasing quality of life. 
Already in the last century, conventions about national 
accounts were developed worldwide for measuring 
economic activities and wealth, but this was not the 
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same for measuring quality of life. Nevertheless, a 
number of different concepts for defi ning and measur-
ing quality of life in objective as well as in subjective 
terms are now available (Nussbaum and Sen  1993 ; 
Offer  1996 ; Rapley  2003 ). 

 One question is the same for modernization and glo-
balization as it is for quality of life: Is there one pattern or 
are there some competing models or perhaps a multi-
variety? The discussion of this issue will be kept to the 
end of this chapter. First, there is the issue of defi nitions.  

   Defi nitions of Quality of Life 
in the Developed World 

 While the term quality of life was already mentioned 
in the 1920s (by Cecil Pigou), the character of this as a 
societal goal was attained later in the 1970s (Glatzer 
et al.  2004 ). The process of discussing and defi ning 
quality of life began in the USA earlier than in Europe. 
There was one very signifi cant difference: in the USA, 
a strong preference for the subjective approach to qual-
ity of life gained acceptance whereas in Europe—at 
least in Scandinavia and to a certain degree in Central 
Europe—more emphasis was given on objective indi-
cators which measure social conditions independent 
from individual awareness. In both areas, more and 
more concepts (and also indicators) were developed, 
which are roughly shown in the scheme below. 

 As shown in Overview  18.1 , quality of life and social 
well-being are basically defi ned as a constellation of 
components which can consist of objective living con-
ditions and/or of subjectively perceived well-being. 
Experts from the social and natural sciences usually 
monitor the objective living conditions, which exist to a 
certain degree independently from the awareness of the 
population exposed to them. Their range may vary from 
the personal context through the community domain to 
the world’s environmental conditions. Some approaches 
prefer to focus on social problems, preferably on pov-
erty, social exclusion, and social inequality.  

 Subjectively perceived well-being consists of evalu-
ations made by individuals; subjective quality of life 
is here in the eye of the beholder. Investigations of 
the subjective perceptions of well-being have demon-
strated that it is a multifaceted concept. It has a positive 
side, which is mostly described in terms of satisfaction, 
happiness, and others. Its negative side is defi ned in 
terms of worries, anxieties, and further aspects. For the 

 subjectively perceived part of reality, there are compre-
hensive concepts like satisfaction with life as a whole 
and happiness in general; these concepts can be decon-
structed down to many life domains. 

 The relationship between objective conditions and 
subjective perceptions is usually not very strong, and 
there are typical constellations of good and bad levels. 
For example, the type of quality of life called well-
being is described as good conditions and good feelings 
whereas deprivation is characterized by low levels of 
living conditions and bad feelings of the people exposed 
to them. Dissonance—good conditions with bad feel-
ings—and adaptation—bad conditions with good feel-
ings—are the inconsistent types (Zapf  1987 , p. 17). 

 Several investigations have shown that negative 
well-being is only modestly correlated with positive 
well-being. This means some people are satisfi ed and 
happy though they have a high burden of worries, 
while others are unhappy though they have only few 
worries. In consequence, subjective well-being is a 
somewhat complicated and ambivalent concept. 

 In addition to positive and negative dimensions of 
well-being, another dimension has to be regarded: 
future expectations: It is a very different experience if 
somebody in a bad situation looks optimistic into the 
future compared with them seeing no way out. This is 
the reason why future expectations should also be 
emphasized as a component of quality of life. Optimism 
and pessimism become an essential part of the concept 
of quality of life.  

   Objective Measurement of Quality of Life 

 In the tradition of objective measurement, there are a 
few approaches which are designed and implemented in 
a worldwide perspective. Comprehensive indices have 
been developed and counted for most countries (Sharpe 
 1999 ; Noll 2004). The most interesting indicators are 
the Human Development Index (HDI), Human Well-
being Index (HWI), and the Weighted Index of Social 
Progress (WISP). Beside these well-documented well-
being indicators, there are additional ones presented in 
newspapers, in journals, and on Internet pages often 
with a scientifi c origin. The three indicators named 
above play a signifi cant role in scientifi c discussion, and 
they are statistically available for all the developed 
countries are included in this chapter. Often, the main 
indicators are not seen as suffi cient, and therefore a 
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number of satellite indicators are added in order to give 
a more detailed picture of the conditions in societies. 

   Human Development: The Human 
Development Index (HDI) 

 The concept of human development was derived by the 
United Nations. It is embedded in a broader goal dis-
cussion about millennium development goals, human 
development, and human rights (Human Development 
Report  2005  ) . Certain components, which are related 
to the concept of quality of life, are defi ned as key 
capabilities for human development. They concern 
preferably three goal areas which are:

   To lead a long and healthy life  • 
  To acquire knowledge  • 
  To have access to resources needed for a decent • 
standard of living    
 Thus, only three components—length of life, knowl-

edge enlargement, and standard of living—are the main 
criteria for quality of life. Additionally in the concept, 
but not considered essential conditions for human devel-
opment, are environmental sustainability, the protection 
of personal security, and political rights as well as equity 
and gender equity. 

 According to the HDI, the three goal areas are oper-
ationalized in the following way:

   A long and healthy life as measured by life expec-• 
tancy at birth  

Positive Well-being

Life Satisfaction, Happiness

Negative Well-being

Worries, Anxieties

Domains of Satisfaction with Life

Marriage, Family, Work, Leisure, Income, Health, Security,
Environment, Religion

Perceived Social Problems

Poverty, Social Exclusion, Social Conflicts, Inequality

Domains

Personal Context 

Family and Household 

Neighbourhood 

Community 

Nation 

Supranational Unions 

Environmental Condition 

Social Problems

Poverty 

Social Exclusion 

Social Conflicts 

Social Inequality 

Future Expectations

↓ ↓ 

Optimism, Pessimism 

Quality of Life 
resp. Social 
Well-Being

Objective Living 
Conditions 

Subjective Perceived 
Well-being 

  Overview 18.1    Quality of life and its components (Source: Self designed)       
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  Knowledge as measured by the adult literacy rate • 
(with two-thirds weight) and the combined primary, 
secondary, and tertiary gross enrollment ratio (with 
one-third weight)  
  A decent standard of living as measured by GDP • 
per capita 1     
 The HDI indicator is available for many countries. 

Its range varies from 0.968 for the best countries 
(Iceland and Norway) to 0.336    for the weakest country 
(Sierra Leone) (Human Development Report  2007/2008 , 
p. 229–232). In the concept of the United Nations, 
the value of 0.800    marks the border between “high 
human development” and “medium human develop-
ment.” Among the countries classifi ed as highly devel-
oped, we fi nd 70 countries, among them are all European 
countries and the other highly industrialized countries 
(see Overview  18.2 ).  

 According to the HDI of 2005, Norway and Iceland 
are the most highly developed countries in the world 
followed by two non-European countries—Australia 
and Canada. Ireland, Sweden, and Switzerland closely 
follow. A little bit lagging behind are Japan, then the 
USA, and New Zealand. It is remarkable that they score 
higher than the bigger European countries like Germany 
and Great Britain. Within the European countries, there 

is a downward shift from the northern through the cen-
tral and southern to the eastern countries. 

 With such well-documented data, it is possible to 
show for each country what the different indicators 
contribute to the overall indicator. For example, the 
good position of the USA in relation to Germany and 
the UK is due to their high GDP index and not so much 
to their life expectancy index and their education index. 
Thus, the superior position of the USA is mainly a 
consequence of its economic success. 

 As the time series of the HDI go back to the year 
1975, it is possible to demonstrate how the leading 
position of the USA at the beginning of these interna-
tional comparisons has changed. Indeed, in 1975, only 
one European country—namely Denmark—showed a 
slightly higher HDI than the USA. Between 1975 and 
1990, only few changes in the relative positions of the 
European countries and the USA occurred, but from 
1995 onward, more and more European countries 
claimed a level equivalent to that of the USA, and today, 
there are eight European countries above the level of 
the USA. Additionally, Australia and Canada have also 
surpassed the USA. Thus, the USA lost its leading posi-
tion to several European and non-European nations in 
the past two decades. 

 Additional Comparisons: The human development 
concept goes far beyond the HDI. Quality of life indi-
cators in the core sense are enlarged through indicators 
of negative well-being and social problems. In conse-
quence within the HDI approach, signifi cant satellite 

Bulgaria (0,824)

Croatia (0,850)Latvia (0,855)

Estonia (0,860)Lithuania (0,862)

Slovakia (0,863)Poland (0,870)

Hungary (0,874)Malta (0,878)

Czech Republic (0,891)Portugal (0,897)

Slovenia (0,917)Greece (0,926)

Germany (0,935)Italy (0,941)

Luxembourg (0,944)Belgium (0,946)

United Kingdom (0,946)Austria (0,948)

Denmark (0,949)Spain (0,949)

Finland (0,952)France (0,952)

Netherlands (0,953)Switzerland (0,955)

Sweden (0,956)Ireland (0,959)

Iceland (0,968)Norway (0,968)

New Zealand (0,943)

United States (0,951)

Japan (0,953)

Canada (0,961)

Australia (0,962)

European Countries

Highest HDI-Values

Lowest HDI-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.2    Human 
development index ( HDI ) for 
developed countries 2003 
(Source: Human Development 
Report 2007/2008, p. 229)       

   1   To calculate the HDI, an index is developed for each of the 
three dimensions, which ranges from 0 (minimum value) to 100 
(maximum value). The HDI is the simple average of the three 
index values.  
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indicators are related to human poverty, unemploy-
ment, the impact of HIV/Aids on health, and to victim-
ization, but also female economic activity and the 
mechanization of everyday life are included into the 
presentation. 

 Output indicators from a comprehensive collection 
of development indicators enlarge the picture given by 
the HDI. The good position of the USA as measured 
by the HDI is challenged by the Human Poverty Index 
for developed countries (declared as HPI-2) which 
includes the population below the poverty line as well 
as some additional aspects. This shows that no country 
in Europe shows a higher Human Poverty Index than 
the USA. That is, the high economic success of the 
USA in terms of GDP is accompanied by overpropor-
tional poverty in terms of HPI. This can be further 
demonstrated by the percentage of income that goes to 
the lowest 10% of a country’s population. Again, there 
is no country in Europe which gives such a small share 
to the poor as the USA. Additionally, there is no coun-
try in Europe which leaves a higher income share to 
the top 10% than the USA (it is 30% of total income). 
But some of the European countries are not very far 
behind on this measure. 

 Another important indicator for quality of life and 
economic performance is the unemployment rate, which 
is in the European context is related to social exclusion. 
It is not always defi ned and counted in fully comparable 
ways among the countries; this requires expansion. 

 A further problem of comparability is that yearly 
results of the unemployment rate sometimes vary by 
chance. Because of this, it is better to compare the whole 
decade from 1991 to 2001. On this measure, the average 
unemployment rate shows the USA to be in a medium 
position. Most of the smaller European countries have a 
lower value than the USA, but the bigger countries such 
as France, Germany, the UK, Spain, and Italy are above. 
Far above are the newcomers in the European Union 
like Poland and Slovenia who had much lower unem-
ployment rates in the decades before the dissolution of 
the Soviet Empire but which are now much higher. 
Overall it can be said that unemployment is an increas-
ing burden in Europe, more so than in the USA. 

 The goal of leading a long and healthy life has been 
challenged by the HIV virus, which remains a continu-
ing danger. The impact on a society is shown by the 
proportion of people living with HIV/AIDS, as a per-
centage of adults aged between 15 and 49 (United 
Nations  2005 , p. 258). The fi gure for the USA (0.61%) 

is higher than for all European countries in 2001. Only 
Spain, Italy, and Portugal get near to the USA, whereas 
Northern Europe and Central Europe show very low 
fi gures. Clearly, in terms of HIV/Aids risk, the USA 
has worse conditions compared to Europe. 

 Security, which is a high value on both continents, is 
expected to be different due to the differences in societal 
conditions and the respective approaches to law and 
punishment. One outcome measure for security is the 
percentage of people victimized by crime as a percent of 
the total population measured in representative surveys. 
These data refer to people victimized by one or more of 
the following 11 crimes: robbery, burglary, car theft, car 
vandalism, bicycle theft, sexual assault, theft from car, 
theft of personal property, assault, and threats, and theft 
of motorcycle or moped (United Nations  2005 , p. 308/9). 
The position of the USA in the International Crime 
Victim Surveys from the years 1995 to 1999 is above 
some of the European countries, the highest of which are 
Portugal (15.5%), Switzerland (18.2%), Austria (18.8%), 
and Finland (19.1%). Many European countries are 
close to the USA with 21.1%, but some have signifi -
cantly higher values. The percentage of victims of crime 
varies substantially across the European countries, such 
that the USA does not constitute an exceptional case. 

 The human development approach as a whole is in 
the tradition of social reporting broad and fl exible; its 
index is rather narrow and a compromise between tra-
ditional and rising concerns.  

   Well-Being Assessment: The Human 
Well-Being Index (HWI) 

 The approach called “well-being assessment” is con-
cerned especially with the relationship between people 
and the ecosystem and how they affect one other 
(Prescott-Allen  2001  ) . This form of assessment is 
related to human concerns in fi ve dimensions, as:

    • Health and population  are related to the goal of 
people enjoying long lives in good health while 
keeping their numbers within the bounds of human 
and natural resources.  
   • Wealth,  in terms of private and national wealth, 
implies that individuals and households have the 
material goods and income to secure basic needs 
and decent livelihoods and that the community has 
the resources to support enterprise and maintain 
prosperity.  
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   • Knowledge  assures that people have the capacity to 
innovate and cope with change, live well and sustain-
ably, and fulfi ll their potential, and  culture  is con-
cerned with avenues for spiritual growth, creativity, 
and self-expression.  
   • Community  means freedom and governance, where 
human rights are fully respected, and individuals 
are free to choose which decisions are made and 
who should make them as well as peace and order. 
Communities coexist peacefully and protect their 
members from crime and violence.  
   • Household and gender equity  assures that benefi ts 
and burdens are shared fairly among households, all 
groups, and between males and females.    
 The index constructed for these dimensions runs 

from 0 to 100 2 : In practice, the countries attain values 
between 3 (Sierra Leone) and 82 (Norway). On the basis 
of the well-being index, the differences between the 
nations are described in qualitative terms: “good,” “fair,” 
“medium,” “poor,” and “bad.” All the developed coun-
tries are classifi ed as fair. Worldwide, there are only two 
“good” countries which belong to the Nordic countries 
namely Norway and Finland. Denmark also scores 71 in 

the table below. For a more detailed analysis, it may be 
useful to show the differences between the USA and 
Germany, which is the biggest country in the EU, for the 
domains of human well-being. Germany is better off in 
respect to “community” and “equity” whereas the USA 
scores higher on “wealth” and “knowledge.” “Health” is 
about the same in both countries. These comparisons 
give hints where all the 180 countries of the world have 
their advantages and their defi cits. 

 An enlightening view on the differences between 
Europe and North America is attained when the European 
countries are separated into the group above and the 
group below the USA, which rates 73 points on the HWI 
scale. There is a very clear result in the sense that com-
pared to the HDI, the HWI positions more European 
countries above the level of the USA. According to the 
concept of the HWI, all countries of Northern and 
Western Europe together with Italy and Spain are better-
off than the USA. All the Eastern and the remaining 
Southern European countries are less advanced than 
the USA. 

 The perspective of this approach is in the course of 
the argument broadened into the ecosystem. The well-
being method starts with the intention of covering both 
people and the ecosystem and ascribes equal weight to 
them. Again, as in the case of the HDI approach, there 
is an enlargement of dimensions with emphasis on eco-
system well-being, which is in the end combined into a 
comprehensive index. The fl exibility of the approaches 
for enlarging demands is rather high (Overview     18.3 ).   

Croatia (57)

Bulgaria (58)Slovakia (61)

Lithuania (61)Latvia (62)

Estonia (62)Poland (65)

Hungary (65)Malta (70)

Czech Republic (70)Greece (70)

Slovenia (71)Portugal (72)

United Kingdom (73)Spain (73)

Italy (74)France (75)

Ireland (76)Germany (77)

Luxembourg (77)Netherlands (78)

Switzerland (78)Sweden (79)

Belgium (80)Austria (80)

Iceland (80)Denmark (81)

Finland (81)Norway (82)

New Zealand (73)

United States (73)

Canada (78)

Australia (79)

Japan (80)

European Countries

Highest HWI-Values

Lowest HWI-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.3    Human 
well-being index ( HWI ) for 
developed countries 2000 
(Source: Prescott-Allen  2001 , 
p. 150–152)       

   2   The construction of the HWI is as a composite index, where 
each country is positioned in a range between 0 and 100, the best 
and the worst empirical value. Using benchmarks, which were 
developed by the author, the different countries of the world are 
evaluated from fair/good to bad (Prescott-Allen  2001  ) .  

 



38718 Cross-National Comparisons of Quality of Life in Developed Nations, Including the Impact of Globalization

   Social Progress: The Weighted Index 
of Social Progress (WISP) 

 Social progress is a very traditional goal, which is used 
as fi nal objective (Estes  1984 , p. 17). The starting idea 
is to defi ne indicators which are clearly accepted as 
signs of progress if they move to the better. Altogether 
there are 40 indicators as measures of progress. An 
aggregation of the 40 indicators to ten subindices is 
performed. Many more dimensions are included than 
in the previous approaches. The WISP is fi nally com-
puted with weights for the dimensions derived from a 
factor analysis. 

 The areas of the subindices are Education, Health 
Status, Women Status, Defense Effort; Economic Sub-
index; Demographic Sub-index; Environmental Sub-
index; Social Chaos Sub-index; Cultural Diversity 
Sub-index; Welfare Effort Sub-index (Overview  18.4 ).  

 The four North European countries are at the top of 
world social leaders: Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and 
Finland with index values of 101–107. The middle-
performing countries include Estonia, Romania, and 
others. The lowest value in Europe was attained for 
Albania (63), one of the socially least development 
countries. Germany is the reference point with the 
index value of 100. The order of countries is changing 
compared with HDI and HWI. Most astonishing is that 
the USA is now in a rather low position just above 
some East European countries (Estes  1988 ,  1997 ). 

 Overall, it turns out that the Northern European, 
followed by Western European countries, are the top 
ones according to the WISP. The leading position of 
the northwest of Europe is the result of the infl uence of 
a broad variety of societal dimensions. As in respect to 
HDI and HWI, the highest score for the USA can be 
found in the economic subindex whereas the lowest 
score shows up in the poverty burden. While Europe as 
a whole scores higher than the USA, due to the higher 
scores of the West and the North, South and the East 
Europe are below the scores of the USA. 

 The WISP has been computed between 1970 and 
2000. Consequently, there are results in long-term per-
spective as follows: 

 The USA and the regions of Europe had improved 
between 1970 and 1990 according to the WISP, but 
they have lost indicator points between 1990 and 2000. 
Thus, two decades of success were followed by one 
decade of backward movement.  

   Comparisons Between Objective 
Comprehensive Indices 

 Looking at the previous sections, one could argue that it 
is possible to create statistically rather different results. 
But despite different indicators, the similarities are also 
striking. Northern European countries are always at the 
top of the measures of well-being. However, depending 

Croatia (70)Lithuania (74)

Latvia (77)Estonia (81)

Slovenia (85)Poland (85)

Slovakia (87)Czech Republic (88)

Bulgaria (89)Greece (90)

Portugal (90)Hungary (91)

Switzerland (93)Ireland (94)

France (94)Netherlands (95)

Spain (96)United Kingdom (96)

Belgium (97)Italy (98)

Iceland (98)Germany (100)

Luxembourg (100)Austria (100)

Finland (101)Norway (104)

Sweden (107)Denmark (107)

United States (85)

Canada (86)

Australia (89)

Japan (91)

New Zealand (93)

European Countries

Highest WISP-Values

Lowest WISP-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.4    Weighted 
index of social progress 
( WISP ) for developed 
countries 2000 (Source: Estes 
2004, p. 132;   http://www.sp2.
upennn.edu/~restes/
WISP2000/Table %2045c 
00pdf, 11.10.2011    )       

 

http://www.sp2.upennn.edu/~restes/WISP2000/Table
http://www.sp2.upennn.edu/~restes/WISP2000/Table
http://www.sp2.upennn.edu/~restes/WISP2000/Table
http://www.sp2.upennn.edu/~restes/WISP2000/Table
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on the type of index used, the USA may be above Europe, 
on the middle level of Europe or behind Europe. This is 
no arbitrariness. The point is that we have fi rst to defi ne 
our values and criteria, and then we can estimate the 
well-being of our nations. If values and criteria are differ-
ent, then the outcomes are different. The HDI contains 
only three criteria and gives a high weight to GDP (one-
third); HWI uses around ten criteria, and WISP uses 
about 40 indicators concerning many soft social domains 
and giving only marginal weight to conventional GDP. 
The rather high scores for the USA depend to a high 
degree on the emphasis on economic indicators.   

   Subjective Measurement of Quality of Life 

 The approach of subjective perception of quality of 
life developed on the basis of survey research and was, 
in the beginning, mainly elaborated in the USA. But 
not much time elapsed until most of the Europeans and 
also the Australians utilized the subjective approach. 
There are now a large number of indicators for the per-
ceived quality of life. One of the main steps forward in 
this research fi eld was the central archive, built at 
Rotterdam, called the World Database of Happiness 
(Veenhoven  1984,   2005a,   b  ) . This constitutes a sys-
tematic collection of subjective indicators and statis-
tics from all over the world. In the following account, 
three types of indicators are illustrated as the Overall 
Satisfaction with Life (OSL) as a one-item indicator, 
the Affect Balance Scale (ABS) as an indicator which 
contains positive and negative dimensions of affect, 
and the Personal Well-being Index (PWI) as a multi-
domain indicator. 

   Satisfaction and Happiness: Overall 
Satisfaction with Life (OSL) 

 Both satisfaction with life and happiness are often con-
ceived as a concept in the sense of a subjective overall 
evaluation of life. They are regarded as the most sim-
ple and effi cient measures of how a population per-
ceives its quality of life. It is an astonishing performance 
of our brain to express satisfaction for all the aspects of 
life in one evaluation. No other term than satisfaction 
could be used for evaluating the mood at a dinner, the 
beauty of one’s spouse, the attractiveness of a region, 
and the tensions in the world system. Of course, satis-

faction is a subjective expression, and it is not always 
absolutely sure that people give the “true” answer. The 
answer to the question “how satisfi ed are you, all in all, 
with your life” seems, after long scientifi c experience, 
the best description that we can get with respect to a 
personal assessment of life for a large number of peo-
ple. And the answer scale from 0 to 10 seems to have 
the most useful capabilities. 

 Examples for this kind of survey question have 
been collected in the World Database of Happiness 
(Veenhoven  2005a,   b  ) , and some are available on the 
Internet for accounting procedures as the World Value 
Surveys (Halman et al.  2008 ). These data about life 
satisfaction allow international comparisons, based 
on the same scales, investigating the satisfaction hier-
archy of countries, regarding the satisfaction distribu-
tion in the countries, and showing changes in the past 
decades. According to these data rather stable pattern 
have emerged. 

   The Satisfaction Hierarchy 
of Developed Countries 
 It is a privilege of the small countries in Europe to show 
the highest satisfaction level for their population (com-
pare Delhey  2004 ). The indicators at the change of the 
last century show the top satisfaction countries: 
Switzerland, Denmark, and Malta joined by Ireland, 
Iceland, and Austria which are followed by the 
Netherlands and Luxembourg. All these countries have 
less than ten million inhabitants, and this suggests that 
small countries are more easily able to develop high sat-
isfaction levels. A big country like the USA or Germany 
has never attained the satisfaction level of small coun-
tries like Denmark, which is often the highest. It must be 
a specifi c advantage connected with the size of small 
countries which produces high satisfaction, among them 
surely the feelings of identity and of belonging together. 

 The USA is a nation which shows relatively high 
satisfaction but below the small European countries 
and Canada. All the bigger countries of Europe have 
a lower satisfaction level than the USA: Germany, 
Great Britain, France, Italy, Spain. Below all the West 
European and North American countries is the satis-
faction level of Japan. Below the Japanese satisfac-
tion level, we fi nd only some East European countries 
(Overview  18.5 ).  

 The European Union as a whole contains very differ-
ent satisfaction levels; the range of European countries 
is broader than the range of the remaining developed 
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countries. This hierarchy among developed countries is 
rather stable between different surveys.  

   The Distributions of Satisfaction 
Scores Within Nations 
 The question of how satisfaction scores are distributed 
indicates the potentials of satisfaction and dissatisfac-
tion in society. Among the developed countries, we do 
not fi nd a low satisfaction level. We know for sure that 
all developed countries show a negatively skewed dis-
tribution with the most numerous values in the positive 

area. This means that in all these societies, the satisfi ed 
fraction overwhelms the dissatisfi ed fraction. We never 
fi nd a bipolar distribution or a right skewed distribution 
which probably would be an indicator of far-reaching 
political instability and confrontation. The left skewed 
distribution represents a mixture of satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction which allows dissatisfaction of some 
few individuals. Nevertheless, it leads to a rather stable 
situation in the society. The following table exhibits 
the distribution of satisfaction scores for three types of 
countries: Denmark for a rather high satisfaction, the 

Lithuania (5,09)

Latvia (5,27)Bulgaria (5,34)

Hungary (5,69)Estonia (5,90)

Slovakia (6,03)Poland (6,37)

Croatia (6,46)Greece (6,67)

France (6,78)Portugal (7,06)

Czech Republic (7,06)Spain (7,09)

Italy (7,17)Slovenia (7,23)

United Kingdom (7,40)Germany (7,45)

Sweden (7,65)Belgium (7,65)

Norway (7,66)Finland (7,78)

Luxembourg (7,87)Netherlands (7,88)

Austria (8,02)Iceland (8,05)

Ireland (8,17)Malta (8,21)

Denmark (8,24)Switzerland (8,39)

Japan (6,48)

Australia (7,55)

United States (7,65)

Canada (7,80)

European Countries

Highest OSL-Values

Lowest OSL-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.5    Overall 
satisfaction with life ( OSL ) 
for developed countries 
1999/2000 (Mean Values on 
Satisfaction Scale: 11-point 
scale from 0 (dissatisfi ed) to 
10 (fully satisfi ed) Source: 
The Value Surveys 1981–2004 
(  http://www.jdsurvey.net/
bdasepjds/QuestionMarginals.
jsp 06.06.2008    ))       
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  Overview 18.6    The distribution of life satisfaction scores measured with a ten-point scale in Denmark, the USA, and Japan 
1999/2000 (Source: The Value Surveys 1981–2004 (  http://www.jdsurvey.net/bdasepjds/QuestionMarginals.jsp 06.06.2008    ))       
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USA for a middle satisfaction, and Japan for a rela-
tively low satisfaction among the developed countries 
(Overview  18.6 ).  

 The question of inequality of satisfaction takes us a 
step further. Satisfaction could be equally or unequally 
distributed, and it is a core question to fi nd out whether 
the distributions are developing in the direction of more 

or less equality. It is a deep philosophical-political 
question as to whether it is more important that people 
should  feel  equal in subjective terms or if people should 
 be  equal in objective terms. 

 Most people in the highly developed world reached 
about the same satisfaction level from 1981 to 2000 
(Overview  18.7 ). This is especially true for Denmark 
with the highest level, the USA as the biggest country 
in the middle of the satisfaction scale, and Japan at the 
end (see Overview  18.8 ).   

 The stability of satisfaction in the societal average 
does not mean that the individuals are stable in respect 
to their quality of life. Many individuals may change 
while the whole society remains stable. If the same 
number of individuals increase their satisfaction as 
reduce their satisfaction, this could sum up to no 
change of the societal satisfaction level.  

   Historical Comparisons of Perceived 
Quality of Life 
 The content of quality of life was some time ago not a 
developed concept, even though questions in relation 
to perceived quality of life already emerged more than 
50 years ago (see Overview  18.9 ). One set of interna-
tionally comparable data goes back to 1975, with data 
from Gallup surveys. Quality of life was examined by 
using an 11-point response scale (see Overview  18.8 ). 
Researcher discovered a higher satisfaction with life in 
the USA than in the European Union.  

1981 1990  1995 2000 

Denmark 84 86 86

Canada 82 83 81

81

Australia  83

78

77

7977USA     

Germany     71 71 70 80

Spain   6757

54 53 58 53

55 65

Japan    

  Overview 18.7    Satisfaction with life in developed nations from 
1981 to 2000 (Explanation: Different researchers prefer different 
representations of the same indicator dimension. Most often, they 
give the mean for the satisfaction scale from 0 to 10; the table 
here shows another possibility, the percentage of respondents 
who score higher than 5. The idea here is to show the satisfi ed 
share of the population. Source: World Value Surveys 1981–2004, 
Online)       

1975: All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied
are you with your life as a whole these days?

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

high (7-10)

life satisfaction

%

USA (N=1014)

EU (N=1912)

medium (4-6) low (0-3) no answer

  Overview 18.8    Perceived quality of life in Europe and the USA 1975       
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 Even earlier, in 1948, a three-step way of life satis-
faction scale was used, which is today unusual. The 
question was related to the “satisfaction about the way 
of getting on.” Satisfaction is much higher in the USA 
compared with Western Europe. This is reasonable in 
the light of postwar conditions, which were much more 
destructive for Europe than for the USA.   

   Affect: The Affect Balance Scale (ABS) 

 Another type of multidimensional construct for mea-
suring quality of life in international terms is the Affect 
Balance Scale, which was used in the context of early, 
more psychological investigations of quality of life 
(Bradburn  1969  ) . As with the Personal Well-Being 
Index, the Affect Balance Scale is multidimensional 
but in a different way; it is not only related to positive 
life dimensions but also includes negative affect in the 
recent past experience of individuals. It is a ten-item 
rating scale including fi ve statements refl ecting posi-
tive feelings and fi ve statements refl ecting negative 
feelings. The items are related to a high degree to posi-
tive and negative events in everyday life, which happen 
usually to everybody. The answers to the questions are 
offered in a yes or no format. Respondents are asked to 
focus on feelings that they have experienced during the 
past few weeks. 

 The questions    refl ecting positive feelings are:
   Pleased about having accomplished something?  • 

  That things were going your way?  • 
  Proud because someone complimented you on • 
something you had done?  
  Particular excited or interested in something?  • 
  On top of the world?    • 

 The questions refl ecting negative feelings are:
   So restless that you could not sit long in a chair?  • 
  Bored?  • 
  Depressed or very unhappy?  • 
  Very lonely or remote from other people?  • 
  Upset because someone criticized you?    • 
 Source: Bradburn  1969 , p. 3 ff 
 The list of items makes clear that the concern is 

more on psychological rewards, which most people 
experience in everyday life. The concept is related to 
“process benefi ts” (Juster) and is not taking account of 
the evaluation of living conditions. The average score 
on the scale between −5 and +5 on the Affect Balance 
Scale at the top is 2.9    for Sweden and at the bottom is 
0.39 for Japan. 3  It is only partially the same order as 
overall satisfaction with life. If the index is regarded 
with respect to its separate positive and negative parts, 

1948: How satisfied are you with the way you are getting on
now?

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

very satisfied

satisfaction with way of life

%

USA (N=1015)

Western Europe
(N=8616)

all right dissatisfied no answer

  Overview 18.9    Perceived quality of life in Europe and the USA 1948       

   3   A score on the Positive Affect Scale is obtained by summing up 
ratings for the 5 positive affect questions; the score for the 
Negative Affect Scale is obtained by summing up the ratings for 
the 5 negative affect questions. The Affect Balance Scale score 
is computed by subtracting Negative Affect Scale scores from 
Positive Affect Scale scores. Scores range then from −5 (lowest 
affect balance score) to +5 (highest affect balance score).  
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it is evident that in the USA, people have on average a 
much higher positive affect, but the negative affect is 
similar to other countries. The Affect Balance Scale 
shows that the negative burden of life and the positive 
side of life vary somewhat independently. The differ-
ent patterns that Bradburn’s Affect Balance Scale is 
indicating for the various societies of the world refl ect 
mainly their differences in their cultures of everyday 
life (Overview  18.10 ).   

   Perceived Well-Being: The Personal 
Well-Being Index (PWI) 4  

 In the debate about quality of life, there are always 
voices saying that it is not possible to reduce quality of 
life to one dimension. Indeed, one item alone can never 
meet the differentiation and intricacy of subjective well-
being. Moreover, a certain number of items would lead 
to a more informative representation of subjective well-
being. One of the most interesting approaches in the 
line of a deconstruction of life satisfaction is the dif-
ferentiation between personal and national well-being 
as shown in the items of Overview  18.11 . The Personal 
Well-Being Index (PWI) contains eight items, and its 

complement, the National Well-Being Index (NWI), 
consists of six items (Cummins et al.  2003 ; Lau  2005  ) . 5  
According to the underlying idea, a small number of 
items should be developed that represent a big share of 
the variance of quality of life. The list of countries 
included is up to now ad hoc (Cummins et al.  2004  ) .  

 The answers are counted on an 11-point scale from 
0 to 10, where 0 means completely dissatisfi ed and 10 
means completely satisfi ed. A lot of tests were con-
ducted using this measurement instrument, and they 
showed adequate construct validation for the well-being 
scale (Cummins 2004). 

 The results after some years of research are special 
for subjective multi-item scales. First, there are the 
same dimensions which receive a lot of positive reso-
nance in nearly all countries. Second, it is shown that 
the various indicators behave differently in direction 
and magnitude. Third, there are different levels between 
personal well-being and national well-being, which 
are both measured by  a multi-item index . Fourth, in the 
Australian time series, the infl uence of major interna-
tional events is documented. It works sometimes in 
unexpected directions: For example, the disaster in one 

Lithuania (0,6)Spain (0,73)

Czech Republic (0,76)Estonia (0,77)

Hungary (0,86)Latvia (0,92)

Italy (1,24)Finland (1,18)

France (1,33)Portugal (1,36)

Germany West (1,42)Poland (1,46)

Slovenia (1,53)United Kingdom (1,7)

Austria (1,77)Netherlands (1,86)

Denmark (1,93)

Ireland (2)

Norway (2,31)

Iceland (2,53)Sweden (2,9)

Japan (1,39)

Australia (2,04)

United States (2,21)

Canada (2,31)

European Countries

Highest ABS-Values

Lowest ABS-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.10    Affect 
balance values for selected 
countries around 1990 
(Source: World Happiness 
Data Bank)       

   4   The list includes over 50 countries, and these can be viewed at 
  http://www.deakin.edu.au/research/acqol/inter_wellbeing/
index.htm    . The international comparisons are mainly in respect 
to reliability and validity of the data.  

   5   The Personal Well-Being Index is related to a theory of homeo-
stasis of subjective well-being. According to this theory, subjec-
tive well-being is actively managed by a system that strives to 
maintain the individual level of happiness close to a genetically 
determined set point. But it is no problem to regard the concept 
of the PWI independent from this theoretical contribution.  
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country—September 11th in the USA—contributed to 
higher satisfaction in Australia because people were 
stimulated to develop more internally cohesion. So 
national comparisons may be used to detect the infl u-
ence of world events between nations.  

   Comparisons of Different Subjective 
Measures 

 In the subjective dimension, we fi nd similar results 
over many years, from a number of surveys and across 
different scales. The conclusion is that these results are 

rather good indicators for the perceived quality of life. 
Various tests for reliability and validity support this 
view. Obviously, a broader battery of indicators gives a 
more adequate picture for a whole nation than a single 
indicator. 

 With the growing awareness of the subjective dimen-
sion, there emerged various needs for subjective data. 
Two data archives should be mentioned: The World data 
archive of happiness at Rotterdam collects all the rele-
vant subjective data in a systematic manner. Another 
enterprise is the World Values Survey. It collects self-
produced data, which are related to a certain degree to 
the perception of quality of life. 

Personal well-being is represented by eight items
based on the questions: How satisfied are you with….

71,1

72

73

73,5

75,1

78,3

79,2

80,2

40 60 80 100
%

40 60 80 100
%

How safe do you feel?

your personal relationships?

your standard of living?

your health? 

what you have achieved in life?

Your future security?

Your spirituality/religion?

Feeling part of your community?

The six questions for the national well-being are:
How satisfied are you with….

56,1

58,4

62,4

64,7

70,1

69,6

the economic situation in your country?

national security in your country?

business in your country?

the social conditions in your country?

the state of the natural environment in your
country?
the government in your country?

  Overview 18.11    Personal well-being index and national well-being index 2007 (Percentage: Share of respondents who tell to be 
satisfi ed between 7 and 10. Source: Cummins et al   .  (  2007  ) , p. 4)       
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 The creation of new data for quality of life reveals 
that the Northern European countries again attain the 
best indicator values. There seem to exist societal con-
ditions which are close to the needs and values of the 
people in these countries, and therefore life is per-
ceived of better quality.   

   New Approaches of Societal Analysis 

 Whereas the monitoring of societal trends has a longer 
history, the survey-based investigation of the subjec-
tive dimension is a rather new perspective on societies. 
The investigation of this dimension is accompanied by 
new approaches for societal analysis. Three such 
approaches will be described in the following: One 
novelty concerns indicators which combine objective 
and subjective dimensions of reality. Another approach 
is the distribution of subjective data in a society espe-
cially in respect to inequality. Finally, the concomitants 
of subjective well-being including its ecological impact 
are now on the research agenda. 

   Combinations of Objective 
and Subjective Data 

 The combination of objective and subjective data into 
one index happens seldom. The reason is presumably 

that it is necessary to bring together data from differ-
ent sources and in each case one has to fi nd a com-
mon denominator. One example for such an approach 
is the Happy Life Expectancy (HLE), which was 
developed by Ruut Veenhoven  (  1996  ) . Until recently, 
the data are available for 91 countries. This index 
combines, on the objective side, the average length of 
life in years with, on the subjective side, the average 
appreciation of life on a scale from 0 to 1. The result 
of a multiplication of these two parameters is the 
HLE index, designed to indicate happy life years 
(Overview  18.12 ).  

 In this approach, the highest available value is 
attained for Switzerland with 63.9    years of happy life 
expectancy, and the lowest value is found in Bulgaria 
with 30.0 years. Above 60 years counts as “top,” below 
25 years is defi ned as “bottom,” and in between as 
middle range. According to the results of the previous 
indicators, most of the top countries are again in North 
European (Denmark, Iceland, Sweden), but here are 
joined by Switzerland, Austria, and Australia, being 
above the benchmark indicator of 60 years. The USA 
belongs to the middle range, as does also Germany and 
the UK, and somewhat behind these countries we fi nd 
Japan. Eastern European countries and Baltic countries 
are at the bottom of the European level. No developed 
country is rated as “bottom.” These results do not dif-
fer fundamentally from the quality of life indicators 
presented before.  

Bulgaria (30,0)

Latvia (32,9)Lithuania (33,2)

Estonia (35,8)Slovakia (39,4)

Hungary (40,2)Croatia (42,6)

Poland (43,2)Portugal (45,7)

Czech Republic (47,9)Greece (49,6)

Slovenia (50,4)France (51,4)

Spain (53,4)Italy (54,2)

United Kingdom (55,0)Germany (56,1)

Belgium (57,0)Malta (58,2)

Ireland (58,3)Netherlands (58,7)

Luxembourg (59,0)Norway (59,4)

Finland (59,8)Sweden (60,8)

Austria (61,0)Iceland (62,2)

Denmark (62,7)Switzerland (63,9)

Japan (50,4)

United States (57,0)

New Zealand (57,8)

Canada (59,8)

Australia (60,7)

European Countries

Highest HLE-Values

Lowest HLE-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.12    Happy life 
expectancy ( HLE ) for 
developed countries 
1995–2005 (Source:   http://
worlddatabaseofhappiness.
eur.nl/hap_nat/fi ndingreports/
RankReport2006    )       

http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/hap_nat/findingreports/RankReport2006
http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/hap_nat/findingreports/RankReport2006
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   Inequality of Subjective Well-Being 
in Societies 

 The discovery of the new dimension of subjective well-
being has also led to the question of its inequality inside 
the countries. Analogously to income inequality, there 
is assumed an inequality of satisfaction (Veenhoven 
 2005a,   b  ) . Since each individual has their own satisfac-
tion score, the degree of inequality can be measured 
and related to objective measures like income. It is 
argued that the inequality of a feeling is a better expres-
sion of the tensions of a society than the inequality of 
income which—measured by experts—is perhaps not 
well perceived by people (Overview  18.13 ).  

 The result is that the small countries in North and 
Central Europe demonstrate low inequality of life sat-
isfaction. Also Switzerland and Australia belong to the 
“top” group with low inequality of life satisfaction. 
The big countries of Europe are similar to the big non-
European countries. The past socialist countries in 
Eastern Europe and the Baltic area have the highest 
standard deviation for their satisfaction scores. No 
developed country has a standard deviation for its per-
ceived life quality above 3. The comparison over time 
shows that there is a trend toward more equality of life 
satisfaction though it is known that in the economic 
area, trends to more inequality are present. The social 
consequences of this newly discovered inequality 
should be regarded more carefully in the future.  

   Ecological Effi ciency and Quality of Life 

 There are many possibilities for correlating quality of 
life with other variables. One ecologically oriented 
example is an index, called the (Un)Happy Planet Index, 
which is an index of human well-being and environmen-
tal impact. The basic issue being addressed is “what goes 
in (natural resources), and what comes out (human lives 
of differing length and happiness).” The political chal-
lenge, then, is whether “it is possible to live long, happy 
lives with a much smaller environmental impact” (Marks 
et al.  2006 , p. 2/3). In fact, this is no pure output measure 
as are the indicators in previous sections. It is a measure 
for environmental effi ciency. “It is the fi rst ever index to 
combine environmental impact with well-being to mea-
sure the environmental effi ciency with which country by 
country, people live long and happy lives” (Marks et al. 
 2006 , p. 1). This index includes on the objective side, life 
expectancy, and on the subjective side, overall life satis-
faction; the sum is divided by a measure for the eco-
nomic footprint. This footprint is a complex concept 
insofar it measures how much land area is required to 
sustain a given population at present levels of consump-
tion, technological development, and resource effi ciency. 
Its accounting unit is global average hectares. 

 This style of thinking and counting leads to surpris-
ing results for the 180 countries of the world: Vanuatu, 
Colombia, and Costa Rica are—especially due to their 
low footprint—the best countries. The fi rst developed 

Lithuania (2,8)

Poland (2,7)Bulgaria (2,7)

Slovakia (2,6)Croatia (2,5)

Latvia (2,5)Estonia (2,4)

Hungary (2,4)Greece (2,4)

Czech Republic (2,2)Portugal (2,2)

Slovenia (2,2)France (2,2)

Spain (2,1)Italy (2,1)

Luxembourg (2,1)United Kingdom (2,1)

Malta (2,0)Belgium (2,0)

Germany (2,0)Ireland (2,0)

Norway (1,9)Austria (1,9)

Denmark (1,8)Iceland (1,8)

Sweden (1,8)Finland (1,7)

Switzerland (1,7)Netherlands (1,5)

New Zealand (2,3)

United States (2,1)

Japan (2,1)

Canada (2,1)

Australia (1,7)

European Countries

Highest IOH-Values

Lowest IOH-Values

North America,
Australia, Japan

  Overview 18.13    Inequality 
of happiness ( IOH ) in 
developed countries 
1995–2005 (IOH value: 
Standard deviation of 
four-step satisfaction scale. 
Source:   http://
worlddatabaseofhappiness.
eur.nl/hap_hat/fi ndingreports/
RankReport2006–3.htm    )       
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countries on the scale are Malta (40), Austria (61), 
Iceland (64), and the position of the biggest developed 
country, the USA, is position 150. A country is well-off 
if it achieves, with a low ecological footprint, high val-
ues for length and happiness of life. These results are 
challenging to a high degree, and this concept should 
be adopted in replication studies. While the developed 
countries attain high values in the goal dimension, their 
ecological footprints are to the heaviest in the world. 
Thus, the message of this study is to improve ecologi-
cal effi ciency to reduce the ecological footprint.   

   Comparative Results for the Quality 
of Life in the Developed World 

 Quality of life research is engaged in an ongoing pro-
cess of clarifying its measurement procedures and 
 ultimately, defi ning the comparative situation of life 
quality in countries and on continents (Diener  2006 ). 
The conclusions in methodological respects are:

   Quality of life is from a cross-cultural standpoint a  –
multivaried concept and affords inevitably political 

and cultural decisions about its relevant compo-
nents in developed societies.  
  For different views on reality, there are objective and  –
subjective perspectives available, and both are dif-
ferentiated within themselves. The decision between 
the preference for an objective and a subjective 
approach or a combination of both is never avoid-
able. Cross-cultural comparisons are elaborated with 
objective indicators (HDI, WBI, WISP), subjective 
indicators (OSL, ABS, PWI), and combined indica-
tors (HLE). Each index leads to specifi c results for 
the different developed societies.  
  The various comprehensive indexes contain between  –
one and forty subindices, and this is decisive for the 
results, which are obtained for the number and type 
of traits of developed societies and fi nally their sim-
ilarities and differences. Only an obligatory con-
stellation of values and criteria measured by one set 
of indicators would lead to a consistent evaluation 
of our societies. The different measurement proce-
dures for quality of life indicators as for traditional 
wealth measures infl uence to a certain degree the 
statistical results (Overview  18.14 ).     

Country GDP
2005

HDI
2005

HWI
2000

WISP
2000

OSL
2000

ABS
1995

HLE
1995

Average

Iceland 4 1 4 7 3 2 2 1,9
Norway 2 1 1 3 8 3 8 3,7
Denmark
Sweden

5 13 2 1 1 8 1 4,4
10 6 7 1 9 1 4 5,4

Austria 6 14 5 5 4 10 3 6,7
Ireland 3 5 12 12 2 6 10 7,1
Canada 7 4 9 19 6 3 6 7,7
Finland 11 10 2 4 7 18 6 8,3
Netherlands 9 7 9 11 5 9 9 8,4
Australia 12 3 7 17 11 7 5 8,9
USA 1 11 15 20 9 5 11 10,3
UK 8 15 17 9 13 11 13 12,3
Germany 15 17 11 6 12 14 12 12,4
Japan 13 7 5 14 20 15 17 13
France 14 9 13 12 19 15 16 14
Italy 16 16 14 7 15 17 14 14,1
Spain
Slovenia
Portugal
Czech Rep.
Poland
Hungary
Estonia
Latvia
Lithuania

17 12 15 9 16 24 15 15,4
18 18 19 20 14 12 17 16,9
20 19 18 16 17 19 20 18,4
19 20 20 18 17 23 19 19,4
24 22 21 20 21 13 21 20,3
21 21 21 14 23 21 22 20,4
22 24 25 23 22 22 23 23
25 25 24 24 24 20 25 23,9
23 23 23 25 25 25 24 24 

  Overview 18.14    Objective and subjective indicators for quality of life and economic performance (Sources: Compilation from the 
Overviews 18.2/18.3/18.4/18.5/18.10/18.12 (GDP values are per capita))       
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 There is signifi cant evidence that quality of life is 
highest in the small North European countries; 
Iceland, Norway, Denmark, and Sweden show the 
best average value for six Quality of Life Indexes and 
also GDP per capita. These are the only countries 
which take one to three times the number one posi-
tion on the different quality of life scales. This lead-
ing group of countries is joined by Austria and 
Ireland. The best non-European country Canada is 
followed by Finland and the Netherlands. Interestingly, 
the high-population countries (more than 50 million 
inhabitants) the USA, Germany, the UK, Japan, and 
France are at a similar level in the middle of the hier-
archy. The exception is the fi rst position of the USA 
in respect to GDP per capita, which documents its 
extraordinary economic performance. In the lower 
area of the quality of life scales are countries situated 
in the South of Europe (Italy, Spain) followed by the 
East (Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary) and fi nally 
the Baltic countries (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania). 
There is a clear picture of stages going down from 
Northern Europe to Southern Europe and then to 
Eastern Europe and there again up to the Baltic states, 
which refl ects, to a certain degree, the different histo-
ries of the regions. 

 An explanation of this picture is also enhanced by 
attention to the different types of welfare states: the 
social democratic welfare states of Northern Europe are 
at the top, the conservative and liberal welfare states of 
Central Europe are in the middle, and the rudimentary 
welfare states of Southern and Eastern Europe are in the 
low stratum of the well-being hierarchy. Another remark-
able point is that, in general, the level of well-being of 
the big countries (above 50 million inhabitants) is never 
at the top. These big countries show normally a signifi -
cant heterogeneity between their regions. Consequently, 
there is a tendency for large countries that their average 
indicators for their whole area are neither at the top nor 
at the bottom of well-being. 

 The differing relative positions for the various 
countries confi rm that economic success and quality of 
life are rather different dimensions and also objective 
and subjective measurement leads to different results. 
All the scales and indicators represent different views 
of the countries. Nevertheless, they represent structural 
features of the respective societies on the path of glo-
balization, which are slowly transformed by people 
and politics.      
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