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Abstract	
The	 present	 study	 seeks	 to	 investigate	 self‐improvement	 efforts	 of	 individuals	 in	
European	 nations	 using	 the	 European	 Social	 Survey	 (ESS)	 instrument	 and	 addresses	
whether	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 systematically	 differ	 from	 non‐self‐improvement	
seekers	 in	 regards	 to	 life	 success	 factors	 and	 entrepreneurial	 characteristics.	 Our	
analysis	 showed	 that	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 were	 found	 to	 be	 better	 educated,	
happier,	tend	to	watch	less	hours	of	TV,	generally	healthier,	tend	to	feel	less	depressed,	
and	more	 satisfied	with	 their	 life	 than	non‐self‐improvement	 seekers.	 They	were	 also	
found	to	be	having	more	supervisory	responsibilities	and	autonomy	at	work,	and	having	
better	household	income	than	non‐self‐improvement	seekers.		
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Introduction	

Self‐improvement	 refers	 to	 individuals’	 generic	 efforts	 to	 seek	knowledge	and	acquire	

skills	 to	 improve	 themselves	 in	 relation	 to	 their	 professional,	 personal,	 psychological,	

social,	 financial	 and	 other	 aspects	 of	 well‐being	 (Bergsma,	 2010).	 Although	 self‐

improvement	has	been	examined	 in	a	variety	of	contexts	(e,g,	Phang,	Kankanhalli,	and	

Sabherwal	 2009),	 systematic	 investigation	 of	 individuals’	 self‐improvement	 efforts	

warrants	 some	 attention.	 	 Self‐improvement	 broadly	 relates	 to	 and	 overlaps	 with	

professional	 development,	 adult	 education,	 knowledge	 management,	 information	

seeking,	 self‐help,	 and	 personal	 development.	 Individuals	 generally	 consume	 self‐

improvement	 through	 attending	 courses,	 lectures,	 conferences,	 seminars,	 workshops;	

listening	to	audio	visual	materials;	participating	 in	social	media	outlets	 in	professional	

or	non‐professional	settings.	 	Due	 to	 increased	presence	of	social	media	clutter,	books	

and	magazines,	and	other	written	materials	and	audio	visuals,	individuals	serious	about	

self‐improvement	have	a	preference	for	some	personal	touch	where	they	like	to	attend	a	

live	event	such	as	a	lecture,	a	conference	or	a	course	to	consume	such	services	(Rahman,	

2014).	When	it	comes	to	work	related	self‐improvement	activities,	live	event	is	generally	

preferred.		

	

Research	questions	

	

The	 present	 study	 seeks	 to	 investigate	 self‐improvement	 efforts	 of	 individuals	 in	

European	 nations	 using	 the	 European	 Social	 Survey	 (ESS)	 instrument	 and	 addresses	

whether	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 systematically	 differ	 from	 non	 self‐improvement	

seekers	 in	regards	to	 life	success	factors	and	entrepreneurial	characteristics.	Based	on	

theories	 and	 concepts	 drawn	 from	 entrepreneurship,	 adult	 education,	 knowledge	

management,	information	seeking,	self‐help,	and	personal	development,	we	examine	the	

following	two	broad	areas:		

	

1. Do	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 differ	 from	 non	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 in	

regards	to	entrepreneurial	and	work	related	variables	such	as	self‐employment,	

supervising	responsibilities,	work	autonomy,	and	investment	income.	
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2. Do	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 differ	 from	 non	 self‐improvement	 seekers	 in	

regards	 to	 life	 success	 factors	 such	 as	 lifestyle,	 general	 health,	 education,	

happiness,	and	life	satisfaction.	

	

	

Hypotheses	

	

Based	on	the	above	questions,	having	reviewed	the	related	theories	and	concepts,	we	

developed	the	following	hypotheses:	

	

H1:	Self‐improvement	seekers	are	generally	better	educated	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H2:	Self‐improvement	seekers	are	generally	happier	than	non‐self‐improvement	

seekers.		

	

H3:	Self‐improvement	seekers	generally	watch	less	television	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H4:	Self‐improvement	seekers	are	generally	healthier	than	non‐self‐improvement	

seekers.		

	

H5:	Self‐improvement	seekers	are	generally	less	depressed	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H6:	Self‐improvement	seekers	are	generally	more	satisfied	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H7:	Self‐improvement	seekers	tend	to	be	more	self‐employed	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H8:	Self‐improvement	seekers	tend	to	have	more	supervising	responsibilities	

than	non‐self‐improvement	seekers.		
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H9:	Self‐improvement	seekers	tend	to	have	more	work	autonomy	than	non‐self‐

improvement	seekers.		

	

H10:	Self‐improvement	seekers	tend	to	have	more	household	income	than	non‐

self‐improvement	seekers.		

	

	

Method	

In	this	article,	we	use	ESS	data	that	has	been	made	available.	As	this	is	our	preliminary	

work,	 we	 used	 the	 latest	 wave,	 ESS	 round	 seven	 (2014)	 of	 the	 survey	 to	 test	 the	

differences,	treating	the	whole	of	Europe	as	one	market.	We	used	independent	sample	t‐

test	to	evaluate	the	differences	in	mean	between	self‐improvement	seekers	versus	non	

self‐improvement	 seekers.	 	 As	 needed,	 we	 also	 used	 cross	 tabulation	 to	 categorical	

variables.	We	used	SPSS	program	to	do	the	analysis.	

The	 survey	participants	were	asked	an	 important	question	as	 follows:	 “during	the	last	

twelve	 months,	 have	 you	 taken	 any	 course	 or	 attended	 any	 lecture	 or	 conference	 to	

improve	your	knowledge	or	skills	for	work?”	(Code	F60).	Those	who	answered	‘yes’	to	this	

question	were	considered	as	self‐improvement	seekers.			

	

Other	items	considered	for	testing,	for	example,	included	the	following:		

	

How	satisfied	are	you	with	your	life	as	a	whole	nowadays?	(11‐point	scale,	extremely	

dissatisfied	=	0,	to	extremely	satisfied	=	10)	(Code	B20);		

	

Taking	all	things	together,	how	happy	would	you	say	you	are?	(11‐point	scale,	Extremely	

unhappy	=	0,	extremely	happy	=	10,	)	(Code	C1).		

	

On	average	per	weekday,	how	much	time,	in	total,	do	you	spend	watching	television?	(7‐

point	scale,	less	than	half	hour	=	1;	more	than	3	hours	=	7).	(Code	A1)	

	

How	is	your	health	in	general?	5‐point	scale,	very	good=1,	very	bad	=	5)	(Code	C7)	
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In	your	main	job	are/were	you…?	(Self‐employed	etc)	(Code	F21)	

	

In	your	main	job,	do/did	you	have	any	responsibility	for	supervising?	(Yes/	No)	(Code	

F25)	

	

	

Results	

	

Our	results	strongly	supported	 the	hypotheses	 in	regards	 to	differences	 in	 life	success	

factors	 and	 generally	 supported	 the	 hypotheses	 in	 regards	 to	 differences	 in	

entrepreneurial	 and	 work	 related	 factors.	 Specifically,	 for	 example,	 self‐improvement	

seekers	 had	 longer	 years	 of	 education	 (M	 =	 14.78,	 SD	 =	 3.67)	 than	 did	 non	 self‐

improvement	seekers	in	our	sample	(M	=	12.21,	SD	=	3.44),	p	=	.000.	Self‐improvement	

seekers	 also	 reported	 that	 they	 are	 happier	 (M	 =	 7.86,	 SD	 =	 1.51)	 than	 non‐self‐

improvement	seekers	(M	=	7.35,	SD	=	1.89,	p	=	 .000).	The	remainder	of	the	results	are	

summarised	in	Table	1.			

	

In	terms	of	entrepreneurial	and	work	related	factors,	strongest	difference	between	self‐

improvement	seekers	and	non	self‐improvement	seekers	was	found	in	‘work	autonomy’	

(M	=	7.25,	SD	=	2.77	vs.	M	=	5.95,	SD	=	3.54).		However,	in	regards	to	‘self‐employment’,	

there	 is	 no	 statistically	 significant	 difference	 between	 self‐improvement	 seekers	

(10.8%)	 and	 non	 self‐mprovement	 seekers	 (11.7%).	 Yet,	 at	 work,	 self‐improvement	

seekers	 reported	 having	 more	 supervising	 responsibilities	 (38.2%)	 than	 non	 self‐

improvement	seekers	(27.8%)	although	this	difference	is	statistically	not	significant.		
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Table	1:	Summary	of	Results.	
	

Life	success	factors	
Hypotheses	 items	 self‐

improvement	
seekers	
Mean	(SD)	

non	self‐
improvement	
seekers	
Mean	(SD)	

Comment	

H1:	Better	
educated	

Years	of	full	
time	education	

14.78	(3.67)	
(n=9,782)	

12.21	(3.44)	
(n=18,078)	

Supported***	

H2:	Happier	 How	happy	are	
you	

7.86	(1.51)	
(n=9,783)	

7.35	(1.89)	
(n=18,184)	

Supported***	

H3:	Watch	less	
TV		

TV	watching	
total	time	
average	week	
day	

3.34	(1.92)	
(n=9,799)	

4.41	(2.04)	
(n=18,215)	

Supported***	

H4:	Generally	
healthier	

Subjective	
general	health	

1.91	(.77)	
(n=9,798)	

2.26	(.91)	
(n=18,227)	

Supported***	

H5:	Felt	less	
depressed	

Felt	depressed,	
how	often	past	
week	

1.31	(.56)	 1.44	(.67)	 Supported***		

H6:	Life	
Satisfaction	

How	satisfied	
are	you	with	
your	life?	

7.67	(1.76)	
(n=9,783)	

7.11	(2.16)	
(n=18,204)	

Supported***	

	 	 	 	 	
	

Entrepreneurial	and	work	related	factors	
Hypotheses	 items	 self‐

improvement	
seekers	
Mean	(SD)	

non	self‐
improvement	
seekers	
Mean	(SD)	

Comment	

H7:	More	self‐
employed		

In	your	main	
job,	you	
were/are	self‐
employed	

996/	9201		
(10.8%)	

1917/	16322	
(11.7%)	

Not	supported	

H8:	More	
supervising	
responsibilities	

In	your	main	
job,	did	you	
supervise	the	
work	of	others?	

3561/	9319	
(38.2%)	

4640/	16647	
(27.8%)	

Supported	

H9:	More	work	
autonomy	

Allowed	to	
decide	how	
daily	work	is	
organised		

7.25	(2.77)	
(n=9295)	

5.95	(3.54)	
(n=16562)	

Supported***	

H10:	More	
household	
income	

Income		 6.40	(2.70)	
(n=8156)	

4.80	(2.63)	
(n=14179)	

Supported	
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Discussion	and	Conclusions	

	

Our	 analysis	 showed	 that	 about	 one	 third	 of	 the	 respondents	 in	 the	 sample	 are	 self‐

improvement	 seekers	of	 some	 sort	 and	 there	 is	 no	 gender	difference	 in	 terms	of	 self‐

improvement	seeking.		

	

Self‐improvement	seekers	were	found	to	be	better	educated,	happier,	tend	to	watch	less	

hours	 of	 TV,	 generally	 healthier,	 tend	 to	 feel	 less	 depressed,	 and	more	 satisfied	with	

their	life	than	non‐self‐improvement	seekers.	Self‐improvement	seekers	were	also	found	

to	be	having	more	supervisory	responsibilities	and	autonomy	at	work,	and	having	better	

household	 income	 than	 non‐self‐improvement	 seekers.	 However,	 self‐improvement	

seekers	are	not	necessarily	more	into	self‐employment.		

	

What	 do	 these	 all	 mean?	 Clearly,	 there	 is	 an	 association	 between	 being	 a	 self‐

improvement	 seeker	 and	doing	 and	having	good	 things	 in	 life	 and	work.	 Yet,	 it	 is	 not	

possible	 to	 conclude	 that	 self‐improvement	 seeking	 leads	 to	 good	 things	 in	 life	 and	

work.	Maybe	it	is	the	case	where	people	who	do	good	tend	to	seek	self‐improvement	as	

part	of	their	life	projects.	Maybe	because	they	are	already	successful,	hence	they	tend	to	

seek	some	self‐improvement	activities	whenever	possible.	This	means	our	results	need	

to	be	validated	using	more	rigorous	analysis.			

	

In	 our	 future	 research,	 using	 the	 same	 survey	 instrument,	 we	 plan	 to	 address	 what	

determines	 self‐improvement	 seeking.	 In	 other	 words,	 what	 drives	 them	 to	 seek	

knowledge	and	acquire	skills?	We	also	plan	to	look	into	analysing	the	differences	across	

ESS	rounds,	and	between	countries.	Statistical	profiling	of	a	self‐improvement	seeker	is	

another	viable	project.	Even	though	it	is	not	clear	about	the	nature	of	self‐improvement	

activities	 the	 individuals	 had	 undertaken,	 it	 appears	 that	 those	 engaging	 self‐

improvement	 activities	 do	 better	 in	 life	 and	 work.	 Hence,	 another	 project	 may	 be	 to	

interview	some	of	these	representative	individuals	to	understand	specific	nature	of	their	

activities.		
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