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Abstract
We test for differences in subjective well-being across four pre-defined generations 
in Australia born between 1928 and 1994: The Lucky Generation, Baby Boomers, 
Generation X, and Generation Y. We focus on overall life satisfaction and range of 
domain satisfactions. We find that Baby Boomers are less satisfied with life than 
thosce born before and after them. We observe similar patterns when considering 
domains such as finances and housing. However, differences in satisfaction with 
employment opportunities show the opposite pattern, with Baby Boomers and Gen-
eration X’s reporting higher satisfaction as compared to the Lucky Generation and 
especially those from Generation Y. Family and labour marketcv status have greater 
effects than cohort of birth on many of the domains studied; however, the cohort 
effects are significant and non-negligible, particularly concerning satisfaction with 
life, employment opportunities, and housing.
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Introduction

Individuals’ responses to questions about their subjective well-being represent more 
than just an assessment of the current situation. Apart from aspects related to their 
personality, socio-demographic characteristics, and other everyday life experiences, 
the socio-cultural environment and historical moments individuals grew up in are 
also likely to affect how they rate their well-being. Hence, 60-year-old individuals 
may report lower subjective well-being than 40-year-old ones because of (a) the 
effect of ageing, (b) the different moments in time they may have been interviewed, 
but also (c) because they belong to different birth cohorts.

Ryder (1965) argued that studying cohort differences-and by extension genera-
tional differences-enables an understanding of social change. A generation is defined 
as a distinguishable group of individuals, which shares birth years, place, and sig-
nificant life events at different developmental stages. These groups develop a unique 
pattern of behaviour and life perceptions based on these common experiences 
(Bardo, 2017). In essence, cohort differences constitute a significant source of social 
difference, which significantly impact individuals’ perceptions towards life (Ryder, 
1965; Roger, 1982; Settersten, 2002; Yang, 2008; George, 2010). Thus, the essence 
of subjective well-being is likely to vary across cohorts.

In this paper, we use Australian longitudinal data to test for subjective well-being 
differences across generations. To date, few studies have explicitly studied generational 
differences in subjective well-being. Yang (2008) used US data from the General Social 
Survey (GSS) for 1972–2004 to study happiness differences over the life course and 
over time. Yang uses hierarchical age-period-cohort models, and finds that the Baby-
Boomer cohort reports lower happiness than other birth cohorts. Similarly, de Ree 
and Alessie (2011) find that although the detrended cohort profile tends to be highest 
among the younger and older cohorts, no meaningful pattern could be observed (based 
on the German Socio-Economic Panel-GSOEP). Bardo et al. (2017) also emphasised 
the general finding that Baby Boomers tend to report lower well-being than cohorts 
before and after them and, as Yang (2008), report a similar pattern using GSS data.

This study contributes to the existing literature in at least three ways. First, we use 
Chauvel’s (2011, 2012) age-period-cohort-detrended (APCD) approach to identify 
and estimate non-linearities in all available age groups, periods and cohorts, with 
our primary interest in birth cohort (generation) differences. The longitudinal nature 
of the Household, Income, and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey 
allows to detect subjective well-being differences across four theoretically defined 
generations in Australia (i.e., The Lucky Generation (1928–1945), Baby Boomers 
(1946–1964), Generation X (1965–1979), and Generation Y (1980–1994)).1 We 

1 To the best of our knowledge, the APCD approach has not yet been used to examine generational dif-
ferences in subjective well-being though it has produced reliable estimates in studies on political partici-
pation (Chauvel & Smits, 2015), earnings (Chauvel & Schröder, 2014; Kim & Cheung, 2015; Karonen & 
Niemela, 2020), suicide research (Chauvel et al., 2016), attitudes towards marriage (Yoonjoo Lee, 2019), 
occupational mismatch (Vera-Toscano & Meroni, 2021a), and family values and religious beliefs (Vera-
Toscano & Meroni, 2021b).
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extend Yang’s (2008) approach and focus on distinct cohort patterns but also report 
on age and time trends.

Second, the frequent interchangeable use of subjective well-being terms2 has 
made it challenging for previous research to fully understand the effects of birth 
cohorts on particular subjective well-being constructs. Yang (2008) warned about 
simplifying her cohort effects’ results on happiness to different subjective well-
being measures. Thus, we provide further insights by focusing not only on life sat-
isfaction but also on a wide range of domain satisfactions available in the HILDA 
data, namely satisfaction with employment opportunities, finances, housing, health, 
leisure, safety, neighbourhood, and local community. Differences in formative life 
experiences can affect the relative importance of domain satisfactions within and 
across cohorts (Bardo & Yamashita, 2014). Thus, we expect to observe relative dif-
ferences in levels of domain satisfaction across generations.

Finally, to understand the relevance of the birth cohort effects relative to other 
socio-economic characteristics, we further control for gender, education, income, 
family, health and labour market status, and place of residence. These covariates are 
all related to overall life satisfaction and its various domains. Yet, the cohort effects 
are significant and non-negligible, particularly concerning overall life satisfaction, 
satisfaction with employment opportunities and housing. These findings may have 
important public policy implications for younger generations especially.

Background

A growing strand of literature examines how subjective well-being varies as indi-
viduals age while also adjusting for potential period and cohort effects (see for 
example, Rodgers, 1982; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; de Ree & Alessie, 2011; 
Fukuda, 2013; Tang, 2014; Bardo, 2017; Bauer et al., 2017; Zhang, 2020). These 
studies considered cohort differences in subjective well-being as a secondary objec-
tive to focusing on age or period but did not systematically analyse cohorts differ-
ences within the context of pre-defined and theoretically meaningful generations.

Research on cohort effects suggests that time-specific macro-level factors reflected 
in cohort variations play a significant role in influencing individual subjective well-
being (George, 2010). Various academic contributions have tried to explain these 
changes across birth cohorts. According to the post-materialist hypothesis, economic 
development has brought wealth and financial security, making individuals less eco-
nomically dependent on family and community and giving them the opportunity for 
self-realisation (Inglehart & Baker, 2000). This shift in values is associated with 
smaller increases in well-being among more recent cohorts (Rodgers, 1982). Yet, 
Easterlin (1987) relates the size of birth cohorts to subjective well-being. Larger 
cohorts are more likely to face greater competition for education and jobs, which 
acts as pathways towards higher levels of subjective well-being. In contrast, Ryder’s 
(1965) proposition highlights that individuals are most sensitive and influenceable 
during their formative years (e.g., childhood and young adulthood). A difficult child-
hood may result in lower subjective well-being.
2 For example, Yang (2008) uses ‘happiness’ whereas de Ree and Alessie (2011) used‘life satisfaction’.

2905



 F. Botha, E. Vera-Toscano 

1 3

One way to better understand the impact of generational membership on these 
changes is by separating the population into generations and looking at their differ-
ent socio-economic experiences. Based on information provided by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS), we categorise Australians born from 1930 to the early 
1990s in four different generations: (1) the Lucky Generation (1926–1946) which 
experienced full employment and prosperity during the post-World War II economic 
boom; (2) the Baby Boomers generation (1946–1964) which, as in many developed 
economics, lived through enormous social change (e.g., rising rates of female labour 
market participation, and marital separation) and was exposed to world events 
including the Cold War, the Vietnam War, the sexual revolution and peace move-
ments; (3) Generation X (1965–1979), which is seen as a ‘bridge generation’ and 
is regarded as having fewer opportunities than their Baby Boomer predecessors 
and feeling closer in age to the next generation members (Generation Y) and so can 
connect somewhat with their culture, views, and even values; and (4) Generation Y 
(1980–1994), or Millennials, who grew up in the era of globalization and techologi-
cal progress.

Data and Variables

Data

We use data from 18 waves of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
(HILDA) survey, covering the period 2001–2018. The HILDA Survey is a house-
hold panel study collecting annual information from individuals from the same 
households since 2001. The HILDA Survey sample was drawn following a com-
plex, probabilistic design, and is largely representative of the population aged 15 
and older in Australia (Summerfield et al., 2019). Our sample is reduced to individu-
als aged between 19 and 78.3 We thus use an unbalanced panel of 31,653 individuals 
from a total of 253,986 person-year observations.4

Variables

To measure subjective well-being in the HILDA Survey, respondents are asked to 
rate their satisfaction on a 0–10-point scale. For example, the overall life satisfac-
tion question asks: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life over-
all?” Domain satisfactions are rated on the same 11-point scale as life satisfaction. 
The relevant domains we consider, as available in the data, are satisfaction with 

3 It is important to highlight that older individuals represent those who survived up until a given age. 
Their responses may therefore not be entirely representative of the original overall population born in 
that year. This caveat may be problematic for the APC model if the probability of surviving up to age t 
was somehow correlated with the answers to overall satisfaction and their domains.
4 Also see Vera-Toscano and Meroni (2021b), who investigated generational differences in religious 
beliefs and family values in Australia, and use a similar underlying dataset and analytical approach.
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employment opportunities, finances, housing, safety, leisure, health, feeling part of 
the local community, and neighbourhood.

The main independent variables measure age, period and birth cohort. The 
respondents’ birth cohorts are calculated by subtracting age from the year of the 
survey. Cohort variables were constructed to be consistent with previous research 
and with the orthogonal requirements of the age–period–cohort models described 
in Analytical Method (Chauvel, 2011; Chancel, 2014; Chauvel & Schroder, 2015). 
We conducted initial sensitivity tests to find the optimal cut-off values for the 
age–period–cohort variable grouping. Cohorts were cut in 3-year intervals span-
ning the period 1928 to 1994, to alleviate possible instability linked to measurement 
range and observation sizes within groups (Luo et al., 2016). Birth cohorts were fur-
ther grouped into the four different generations (i.e., Lucky generation, Baby Boom-
ers, Generation X and Generation Y). For the sake of consistency, the period vari-
ables were also divided into 3-year intervals.

Key individual-level variables that we also control for include the respond-
ent’s sex (female = 1; male = 0), immigrant background (immigrant = 1; Australian 
born = 0), and education, which is coded as two dummy variables (less than a high 
school degree (CHS) and college education or more; reference = CHS and Diploma/
Cert 3–4). We also adjust for other characteristics expected to be correlated with 
subjective well-being. Household income is coded as two dummy variables indi-
cating the lowest and highest terciles (reference = middle tercile) in family income 
(converted to December 2018 prices and adjusted for family size). Marital status 
categories include married (reference), de facto relationship, separated, divorced, 
widowed, and never married. For health status we use the SF–36 measure of gen-
eral health with scores from 0 to 100. We define a person as being in poor health if 
their SF-36 score is less than or equal to 37, on the basis that approximately 10% of 
the population are at or below this threshold. Employment status includes employed 
(reference), unemployed, not in the labour force and full-time student. Number of 
children is dichotomized as having one or more children (= 1) versus having no chil-
dren. Religious involvement is measured by frequency of attending religious ser-
vices, which ranges from never (0) to several times a week (8). Finally, place of 
residence includes: Major city and Inner regional (reference) and outer regional or 
remote.

Analytical Method

In general terms, Age–Period–Cohort (APC) models explain outcomes through the 
combined effect of three components: the individual’s age a ( �a ), birth cohort c ( �c ), 
and period of measurement ( �p ) such that:

Thus, an APC model can detect how an outcome is explained by position in the 
life cycle (age effect), the date of birth (cohort effect) and the time of measurement 

(1)yapc = � + �a + �c + �p
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(period effect). Although empirical estimations of the three effects have been pro-
posed (Fienberg & Mason, 1979; Mason et  al., 1973), an ‘identification prob-
lem’ besets all APC models (Glenn, 2005; Mason & Wolfinger, 2001): because 
age = period – cohort, each variable is a combination of the other two. Because of 
this collinearity, no statistical model can solve this inherent indetermination (Holford, 
1991; Luo, 2013).

In our analysis, we rely on the APC-detrended (APCD) model developed by 
Chauvel (2011, 2012).5 The APCD model recognizes that linear trends in APC 
models cannot be robustly attributed to age, period and cohort. Therefore, it identi-
fies cohort effects by assuming a set of constraints where the age, period, and cohort 
parameters have a zero-sum and zero-slope shape, and where the first and last cohort 
are excluded (Chauvel, 2011, 2012). These constraints absorb the linear age, period, 
and cohort trends, which allow the model to estimate the detrended age, period, and 
cohort effects. Thus, the “detrended” approach focuses on how the effects of age, 
period and cohort fluctuate around a linear trend. The APCD method shows how dif-
ferent cohorts (averaged over the available lifespan of the cohort) diverge from the 
linear trend.6

We investigate whether individuals born in different years (birth cohort) report 
significantly lower or higher levels of subjective well-being, suggesting differences 
in the influence of early life conditions and formative experiences. Hence, we con-
sider the dependent variable [yiapc], observed in all years, for individual i of age a in 
period p and belonging to cohort c = p – a. The latter equation indexes the vectors of 
coefficients �a , �c and �p . Including constraints, the model is written as:

where �a,�p, �c are, respectively, age, period, and cohort effect vectors, which reflect 
the non-linear effect of age, period, and cohort. These have two main constraints: 
each vector sums up to zero and has a zero slope. This implies that these vectors are 
null when the age, period, or cohort effects are linear. The terms �0rescale(a) and 
�0rescale(c) absorb the linear trends. The rescaling is a transformation that standard-
izes the coefficients �a and �c by transforming age from the initial code amin to amax 
to the interval -1 to + 1. Finally, as the first and last cohorts appear just once in the 
model (the oldest age group of the first period and the youngest of the last), their 
coefficients are unstable; we obtain better estimates by excluding them.

(2)

⎧⎪⎪⎨⎪⎪⎩

y
apc

i
= 𝛼a + 𝜋p + 𝛾c + 𝛼0rescale(a) + 𝛾0rescale(c) + 𝛽0 +

∑
j

𝛽jxi,j + 𝜖i

⎧⎪⎨⎪⎩

p = c + a∑
a𝛼a =

∑
p𝜋p =

∑
c𝛾c = 0

slopea
�
𝛼a
�
= slopep

�
𝜋p
�
= slopec

�
𝛾c
�

cmin < c < cmax

6 For more information on the APCD model, see http:// www. louis chauv el. org/ apcdm ethodo. pdf.

5 See Vera-Toscano and Meroni (2021b) for a detailed discussion of the advantages of the APDC 
approach over alternative approaches.
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The model also includes several socio-economic covariates ( xj ) as described 
in the previous section. The main explanatory variable of interest is the detrended 
cohort effect �c where estimates that are statistically different from zero are inde-
pendent cohort effects. We estimate the models both with and without covariates 
(full results are provided in Tables 2 and 3 in the Appendix).7 A comparison of the 
results between these two models indicates the degree to which cohort effects are the 
consequence of changes in population characteristics or not.

Two important limitations of the APCD model are worth highlighting (Vera-
Toscano & Meroni, 2021b). First, the APCD model estimates cohort effects. Thus, 
results are more informative for cohorts we repeatedly observe in the data, as these 
estimates can be understood as lifetime effects. In contrast, the model provides esti-
mates for part of their lifetime for more recent cohorts (and the oldest cohorts), who 
are observed fewer times in the data. If we believe that more recent/older cohorts 
will not progress linearly, then the APCD results may be less informative. Second, 
APCD models imply the existence of cohort effects but do not indicate to what 
extent these differences are stable, increase, or decrease over the life cycle of a given 
cohort. Accordingly, we complement the APCD analysis with two graphs: (1) a 
‘synthetic cohort’ diagram and (2) a ‘cohort diagram’. The ‘synthetic cohort’ graph 
shows the development of the relevant variables for different birth cohorts over the 
years, helping to examine the degree of change in opinion over these cohorts’ lives. 
Alternatively, ‘cohort diagrams’ compare different cohorts at the same age. These 
diagrams identify differences between birth cohorts for each age category studied.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports summary statistics on the responses to life satisfaction and the satis-
faction domains by age group, year of observation, and birth cohort. In addition, the 
first column provides the share of individuals represented in each age, year and cohort 
group. Results show that birth cohorts related to the Lucky Generation are smallest 
(comprising 12% of our sample), whereas in our sample the cohorts relating to the Baby 
Boomer generation and Generation X are the largest (31% and 35.1% respectively).

Regarding life satisfaction, individuals report lowest life satisfaction when they 
are 40–42  years old, after which it starts to increase and reaches the maximum 
reported level at 70–72 years old (Table 1, Panel A). For domain satisfactions we 
find that satisfaction with finances, housing, neighbourhood and local community 
tend to increase as individuals age. The opposite trend is observed, as expected, for 
satisfaction with employment opportunities and health. Satisfaction with leisure 
time is stable across different ages, and for safety satisfaction we observe high levels 
except for those aged 37–48 years old.

Regarding changes across time (Panel B), whereas life satisfaction seemed to 
decrease between 2004–2009 to rise again in recent years, satisfaction with finances, 

7 All APCD models are estimated using the apcd add-on package in Stata.
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housing, leisure, safety and neighbourhood displayed an increasing trend. We 
observe a decrease in health satisfaction in recent years. Surprisingly, satisfaction 
with employment opportunities was highest in 2007–2009 (during the GFC), after 
which it declined and began rising again in 2016–2018. No clear pattern is observed 
for satisfaction with the local community across time.

Results in panel C show that life satisfaction is lowest for individuals born 
between 1964–1969, sligthly increasing for younger cohorts. Younger cohorts report 
higher values of satisfaction with employment opportunities, health, and safety, 
whereas they report lower values than their older counterparts in satisfaction with 
finances, housing, neighbourhood and local community.

To gain further insights into how birth cohorts’ subjective well-being evolves 
across time and to compare them to each other, we construct ‘synthetic cohort’ 
and ‘cohort diagrams’ for life satisfaction. In Fig.  1, we present changes in over-
all life satisfaction for different birth cohorts over observation periods. Given that 
we use 3-year intervals and there are up to 20 cohorts, to better identify trends not 
all cohorts included in the analysis are shown in Fig.  1. The oldest cohorts born 
between 1928–1930 or 1937–1939 report the highest levels of overall life satisfac-
tion in each survey year. Those born between 1964–1966 have the lowest life satis-
faction, whereas the younger cohorts on average report higher life satisfaction over 
time. Figure 1 therefore suggests that the middle birth cohorts, especially compris-
ing the Baby Boomer generation, report the lowest levels of life satisfaction.

Figure 2 displays differences life satisfaction across different birth cohorts given 
certain ages. Overall, for those aged 70 or older, there is only a slight decline in 

Fig. 1  Period trends in overall life satisfaction within birth cohorts. ‘Synthetic cohort’ graph, by cohort 
of birth. For simplicity and clarity, this Figure does not report all identified cohorts
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life satisfaction over time. Such declines become more noticeable across cohorts for 
those aged between 52 and 64 (from age groups 52–54 to 64–66). In contrast, for 
those aged 49 (age group 49–51) life satisfaction remains roughly flat whereas for 
younger persons we observe an increase in life satisfaction as they age.

Figure  1 showed overall life satisfaction differences across birth cohorts given 
certain periods without controlling for their age, whereas Fig. 2 showed cohort dif-
ferences in life satisfaction given certain ages without controlling for the periods of 
observation.8 In the next sub-section, we report the results from estimating differ-
ences in overall life satisfaction across birth cohorts after controlling for both age 
and period effects, as well as selected control variables.

APCD Models: Overall Life Satisfaction

We begin with a general analysis of the APCD results. This analysis shows relative 
changes in overall life satisfaction concerning the linear trend, revealing which age, 
period or birth cohort categories report significantly higher or lower life satisfaction 
compared to other groups.

We first estimate a model of life satisfaction for person i of a (age), c (cohort) 
and p (period) without controls, after which we introduce control variables in a 
second model. Figure  3 shows the results. The period effects in the model with-
out controls (top left) show the relative effects of economic fluctuations. Recalling 

Fig. 2  Cohort trends in overall life satisfaction within age groups.‘Cohort diagram’ graph, by age. Lines 
are age groups

8 Similar figures for each of the domain satisfactions are available upon request.
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that period coefficients are in 3-year intervals, there is a positive peak for the period 
2001–2003, a negative one for 2007–2009 and another positive peak in the most 
recent 2016–2018 period. A similar pattern is observed in the model with control 
variables (top right), in which the nonlinear slope maintains the same overall shape.

The age effects show a U-shaped relationship between life satisfaction and age, 
where the middle-aged are the least satisfied with life and the youngest and oldest 
age groups are the most satisfied (middle left and middle right). However, results 
appear more consistent with a cubic relationship between age and life satisfaction, 
with life satisfaction decreasing again at old age; typically, after 70. This cubic 
relationship between life satisfaction and age is consistent with what de Ree and 
Alessie (2011) reported. Introducing control variables intensifies the age effects, 
though the shape of the figure is very similar as the deviation relative to the linear 

Fig. 3  APCD results for overall life satisfaction. Statistical years were coded as representative 3-year 
periods for methodological reasons (see Analytical Method). Because the focus of this paper is on birth 
cohort differences, periods are also presented in 3-year intervals. The model with controls is adjusted for 
sex, immigrant status, education, income, marital status, health status, work status, number of children, 
religious involvement and place of residence. The vertical axis shows the APCD coefficient, and the 
horizontal axis shows the range of each APC component. Dotted lines represent 95 percent confidence 
intervals. The four sections divided by the red vertical reference lines in the bottom right Figure broadly 
denote the four different generations. Starting from the left, the first cohort group is the Lucky Genera-
tion, followed by the Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Generation Y
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trend persists. Thus, the composition of the different age groups in terms of these 
socio-economic and demographic characteristics is not the source of the observed 
bumps in life satisfaction.

The results with respect to cohort effects show that cohorts born between 1958 
and 1969 report the lowest levels of life satisfaction, whereas older and younger gen-
erations are more satisfied with life. The strongest negative effects are for the birth 
cohorts of 1958–1960 (-0.164 points on the 0–10 scale) and 1967–1969 (-0.163 
points). The largest positive effects are for birth cohorts of 1928–1930 (+ 0.159 points) 
and 1994–1996 (+ 0.19 points). Starting at the 1946 cohort, older cohorts cross over 
from a positive to a negative trend, and the increase back to a positive life satisfaction 
score is observed from the 1985 birth cohort onwards. Controlling for socio-economic 
and demographic characteristics hardly changes the pattern of cohort effects. This sug-
gests that the birth cohort non-linearities in overall life satisfaction do not derive from 
individual characteristics (even in terms of health, work status, or family composition) 
but from other sources, such as unobserved cohort specific contexts.

To better illustrate the regression results, the bottom right graph in Fig. 3 plots 
the cohort effects with 95 per cent confidence intervals, including red vertical lines, 
which help distinguish the four generations identified in Australian society accord-
ing to individuals’ birth cohorts. Consistent with Yang (2008) and Bardo et  al. 
(2017), Australia’s Baby Boomer generation is less satisfied with life than the gen-
erations before and after them (see Conclusions for further discussion). This also 
seems to be partly true for early Generation X’s; Baby Boomers and (early) Genera-
tion X’s are less satisfied with life than the generations before and after them relative 
to what would have been a linear trend.

Overall, the APCD results confirm that generational differences are significant 
when explaining life satisfaction. Yet, to better understand the relevance of cohort 
effects in relation to other control variables, we compare them in Fig. 4. Thus, for over-
all life satisfaction, individuals born in the 1994–1996 cohort are 0.345 points apart 
from those born in 1958–1960. This effect is stronger than being female (+ 0.101), 
being an immigrant (-0.094), and even by level of education and family income, 
among others. However, the effect of having poor health is almost 2.5 times as strong 
(and similar results apply to being separated). In Australia, however, being part of the 
least satisfied birth cohort, compared with the most satisfied one, diminishes life satis-
faction more than being an immigrant, having an University degree, being in the low-
est family income tercile or not in the labour force, but not quite as much as being sep-
arated, divorced, single or unemployed. In summary, birth cohort effects are stronger 
than many of the control variables included in the analysis, which confirm the impor-
tance of understanding cohort differences in overall life satisfaction.

APCD Models: Domain Satisfactions

As with life satisfaction, we repeated the same exercise for each satisfaction domain 
assuming the same set of control variables for each of them. Figure 5 presents the 
cohort effects with 95 per cent confidence intervals, which shows the deviations of 
each domain satisfaction from the linear trend across the four generations. The verti-
cal reference lines conform to the same generations as in Fig. 3.
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Fig. 4  Coefficient summaries of the effect of birth cohorts and other socio-economic and demographic charac-
teristics on life satisfaction. Coefficients are not significant for the 1937–1939, 1940–1942 and 1946–1948 birth 
cohorts, and for the dummy reporting the presence of children in the household
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In general, the patterns for most domains are relatively consistent with the pattern 
observed for overall life satisfaction. Cohorts belonging to the Baby Boomer genera-
tion and Generation X are, in general, below the long-run trend of satisfaction with 
finances, housing, and leisure. Individuals born between 1958–1963 (and to a lesser 
extent 1955–1957) are the furthest below the long-run trend. Early Baby Boomers 
(cohort born between 1946–1954) are above the long-run trend of satisfaction with 
safety, local community, and neighbourhood. However, late Baby Boomers and those 
from Generation X are below the long-run trend of these satisfaction domains. No 
clear pattern is found for these two generations regarding satisfaction with health. 
Interestingly, in contrast to the other domains, satisfaction with employment oppor-
tunities displays an inverse U-shape pattern. Cohorts belonging to the Baby Boomer 
generation are well above the long-run trend and this situation is held by most of the 

Fig. 5  Generational differences in satisfaction domains. The four sections divided by the vertical refer-
ence lines denote the four different generations. Starting from the left, the first cohort group is the Lucky 
generation, followed by the Baby Boomer generation, Generation X, and Generation Y. Addtionals con-
trols included
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cohorts belonging to Generation X, though their (positive) deviation is smaller but 
still significant. Cohorts born after 1975 are below the long-run trend and this devia-
tion increases among the younger cohorts observed (Generations X and Y).

These results contradict to some extent those found in the USA (Slack & Jenson, 
2008) where greater underemployment and more labour force competition may be at 
the core of less happy Americans. After World War II, Australia experienced signifi-
cant economic prosperity and critical policy improvements that helped Baby Boom-
ers. However, the generations following them face changing social and economic 
circumstances that are challenging Australia’s relatively stable economic prosper-
ity (Daley et al., 2014; Kendig, 2017). Millennials face greater job instability and 
greater competition-driven in part by rising female labour force participation-for 
jobs as compared to previous generations. According to Harrington et  al. (2015), 
millennials have high expectations regarding issues such as work-life balance and 
career advancement, and also value job security (Dries et al., 2008).

To complete our analysis, we further provide some results that compare cohort 
effects with other significant control variables for each domain satisfaction (see Fig. 6). 
For employment opportunities, members of the most satisfied 1949–1951 cohort are 
0.6 points apart from the least satisfied 1982–1984 cohort. This is comparable with 
being in poor health (-0.768). However, it is larger than any of the coefficients of gen-
der, immigrant background, level of educational attainment, family income, marital 
status, regional residence or importance of religion. As expected, it is much smaller 
than the labour market status effect, particularly being unemployed (-2.393 points).

For satisfaction with finances, the largest difference is found between members 
of the least satisfied 1967–1969 cohort and the most satisfied 1988–1990 (0.315 
points). However, this difference is smaller than any coefficients of the additional 
covariates used (except of the presence of children, regional residence and reli-
gious importance). For housing satisfaction, the largest difference between cohorts 
is 0.37 points (between those born 1934–1936 and 1958–1960). This is larger than 
any of the coefficients of additional variables used except for dummies controlling 
for being separated or divorced. Finally, regarding satisfaction with local commu-
nity, neighbourhood and safety, the effects of coefficients of marital status, poor 
health status, labour force status and regional residence are always larger than the 
larger significant distance observed between two given birth cohorts.

Summary

Results indicate that each generation has distinctively contributed to understanding over-
all life satisfaction and the different domains observed. More specifically, the cohorts 
belonging to the Baby Boomers generation and Generation X seem to (negatively) devi-
ate more from the linear trend (particularly late Baby Boomers and early Generation X 
cohorts) in life satisfaction, but also satisfaction with finances, housing and leisure. In 
contrast, this very same group positively deviates from the long-run trend in satisfaction 
with employment opportunities. These birth cohort effects are stronger than some of the 
control variables included in the analysis. However, family and labour market status have 
greater effects than cohort of birth on many of the domains studied. Having said that, the 
cohort effects are significant and non-negligible, particularly in relation to overall life 
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satisfaction, and to a lesser extent also for satisfaction with employment opportunities 
and housing, which confirm the importance of understanding cohort differences in sub-
jective well-being. Because our results are similar with or without covariates, we con-
clude that the effects found are not due to these different compositional effects but to the 
intrinsic specificity and life experiences of birth cohorts.

Conclusions

This paper is a first attempt at disentangling cohort, age, and period effects in 
life satisfaction and a number of domain satisfactions. Using Australian longitu-
dinal data, we investigate generational differences in overall life satisfaction and 
eight domain satisfactions. We further compare birth cohort effects to those of 

Fig. 6  Coefficient summaries of the effect of birth cohorts and other socio-economic and demographic 
characteristics on different satisfactions domains
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other socio-economic characteristics related to subjective well-being. We define 
four distinct generations, namely the Lucky Generation, Baby Boomers, Genera-
tion X, and Generation Y. The results suggest significant differences in subjective 
well-being across the generations. Consistent with studies on other world regions 
(e.g. Bardo, 2017; Bardo et al., 2017; Fukuda, 2013; Yang, 2008; Ye & Shu, 2022; 
Shu & Ye, forthcoming), we find that Baby Boomers are significantly less sat-
isfied with life relative to the generations before and after them. The relatively 
large number of children born each year for Baby Boomers as compared to earlier 
and later cohorts may, to a great extent, explain these results. Larger cohort sizes 
increase the competition to enter schools and the labour market and generate more 
tensions to accomplish expected economic success and fulfilling family life. Mem-
bers of bigger cohorts are also more likely to face greater competition related to 
the labour force, housing, and marriage. They are also more exposed to intense 
sibling competition, higher income inequality, and fewer education opportunities 
(Easterlin, 1987). As our results are similar with or without covariates, the unique 
experiences of these cohorts during childhood and early adulthood can have a last-
ing impact on their sense of subjective well-being. Given the range of challenges 
experienced by Baby Boomers, a general inherent cynisicm among individuals in 
this generation (Yang, 2008; Ye & Shu, 2022) offers at least part of the explana-
tion for why they report lower subjective well-being than other generations.

Younger generations (Generation X but, in particular, Generation Y) are more sat-
isfied with life. Note that Generation Y is growing up in a world significantly differ-
ent from their Baby Boomer parents: massive migration and cultural pluralism, pre-
carious labour market conditions, widespread consumerism, social media, increased 
anxiety, greater individualism and increased instability in families. However, the 
Australian economy was booming at the beginning of the 1980s but went into eco-
nomic recession in early 1990s to experience a record period of economic growth 
shortly after. Yet, Australian society, particularly of the 1990s was more affluent and 
able to accommodate these younger generations offering some good quality of life.

We observe broadly similar patterns when considering other domains such as 
finances and housing. Interestingly, generational differences in satisfaction with 
employment opportunities have the opposite pattern, with Baby Boomers and 
Generation X’s reporting higher satisfaction with employment opportunities as 
compared to the Lucky Generation and especially those from Generation Y. This 
pattern can in part be ascribed to greater job instability and increased job com-
petition experienced by Generation Y individuals. When Generation X and Y 
entered the workforce, unemployment levels were high (ABS, 2006). For exam-
ple, in 1991, 15% of Generation X and Y men of working age (15–24 years) were 
unemployed. In contrast, Baby Boomers started entering the workforce in the late 
1960s when unemployment levels were very low. By 1971, only 2% of working-
age Baby Boomer men (then aged 15–24 years) were unemployed, with similar 
results for women. Lower levels of unemployment experienced by Lucky Genera-
tion women partly reflect their lower levels of female labour force participation 
compared to younger generations (ABS, 2006).

This study focuses on nonlinear generational effects on overall life satisfaction and 
several satisfaction domains. Results show that while subjective well-being change 
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does not occur uniformly across these dimensions, its effect remains significant for 
most of the analysis, highlighting the importance of shared experiences unique to 
each generation over time in understanding differences in subjective well-being.

Appendix

See Tables 2, 3 and 4.

Table 2  Cohort effects on overall life satisfaction. APCD estimations without and with controls (stand-
ard errors in brackets)

Without controls With controls

1928–1930 0.16*** (0.033) 0.16*** (0.036)
1931–1933 0.13*** (0.027) 0.14*** (0.029)
1934–1936 0.16*** (0.023) 0.16*** (0.025)
1937–1939 0.035* (0.020) 0.027 (0.021)
1940–1942 -0.014 (0.018) -0.018 (0.018)
1943–1945 0.049*** (0.017) 0.060*** (0.017)
1946–1948 -0.001 (0.016) -0.006 (0.016)
1949–1951 -0.036** (0.016) -0.054*** (0.016)
1952–1954 -0.059*** (0.016) -0.084*** (0.016)
1955–1957 -0.12*** (0.016) -0.13*** (0.016)
1958–1960 -0.16*** (0.015) -0.16*** (0.015)
1961–1963 -0.14*** (0.015) -0.13*** (0.015)
1964–1966 -0.16*** (0.014) -0.15*** (0.015)
1967–1969 -0.15*** (0.015) -0.14*** (0.015)
1970–1972 -0.053*** (0.014) -0.042*** (0.014)
1973–1975 -0.095*** (0.014) -0.076*** (0.014)
1976–1978 -0.059*** (0.014) -0.046*** (0.014)
1979–1981 -0.061*** (0.014) -0.042*** (0.014)
1982–1984 -0.016 (0.013) -0.025* (0.014)
1985–1987 0.077*** (0.014) 0.070*** (0.014)
1988–1990 0.14*** (0.015) 0.14*** (0.016)
1991–1993 0.19*** (0.016) 0.18*** (0.018)
1994–1996 0.19*** (0.020) 0.18*** (0.022)
19–21 0.15*** (0.015) 0.38*** (0.017)
22–24 0.096*** (0.014) 0.23*** (0.015)
25–27 0.045*** (0.013) 0.089*** (0.014)
28–30 0.055*** (0.013) 0.040*** (0.013)

31–33 0.034*** (0.013) -0.028** (0.013)
34–36 0.024* (0.013) -0.061*** (0.014)
37–39 -0.062*** (0.013) -0.15*** (0.014)
40–42 -0.11*** (0.014) -0.20*** (0.014)
43–45 -0.11*** (0.014) -0.19*** (0.014)
46–48 -0.14*** (0.014) -0.22*** (0.015)
49–51 -0.15*** (0.015) -0.21*** (0.015)
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Without controls With controls

52–54 -0.13*** (0.015) -0.20*** (0.015)
55–57 -0.10*** (0.015) -0.16*** (0.015)
58–60 -0.046*** (0.015) -0.070*** (0.015)
61–63 0.005 (0.015) 0.006 (0.015)
64–66 0.079*** (0.016) 0.11*** (0.016)
67–69 0.13*** (0.016) 0.17*** (0.016)
70–72 0.13*** (0.017) 0.20*** (0.017)
73–75 0.055*** (0.019) 0.13*** (0.019)
76–78 0.051** (0.022) 0.14*** (0.026)
2001–2003 0.022*** (0.0054) 0.030*** (0.006)
2004–2006 -0.006 (0.0067) -0.008 (0.007)
2007–2009 -0.024*** (0.0072) -0.026*** (0.007)
2010–2012 -0.005 (0.0065) -0.016** (0.007)
2013–2015 -0.004 (0.0058) -0.010* (0.006)
2016–2018 0.017*** (0.0049) 0.029*** (0.005)
Cohort trend -0.29*** (0.035) -0.18*** (0.037)
Age trend 0.12*** (0.018) 0.22*** (0.019)
female 0.10*** (0.006)
Immigrant -0.094*** (0.008)

Degree + -0.042*** (0.008)
 < CHS 0.070*** (0.008)
Lowest tercile -0.078*** (0.008)
Highest tercile 0.14*** (0.008)
De facto -0.11*** (0.010)
Separated -0.82*** (0.018)
Divorced -0.55*** (0.013)
Widowed -0.31*** (0.019)
Never married and not de facto -0.50*** (0.010)
In poor health -0.85*** (0.009)
Unemployed -0.47*** (0.019)
NILF -0.10*** (0.009)
Ft student 0.033** (0.017)
Children (Yes) 0.0025 (0.007)
Outer regional or remote 0.16*** (0.009)
Religion importance 0.022*** (0.002)
Constant 7.95*** (0.004) 8.20*** (0.010)
Observations 236,096 236,096 193,254 193,254

Omitted categories: Education (CHS and Diploma/Cert 3 4); Income (Middle income tercile); Marital 
status (Married); Working status (Employed)
*  p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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