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1. Introduction & Rationale 

 

The wellbeing of a society is more than the sum of its parts, or in other words, more than the 
aggregate of its members’ individual wellbeing. Consequently, the perception of the quality of a 
society – or societal well-being – might well be influenced by other factors than those that affect 
personal well-being.  This strand of the project aims to provide a better understanding of how 
satisfied citizens are with the processual aspects of their society and the outcomes it produces. 
Following the terminology of the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) we call this ‘perceived 
quality of society’ (PQOS). Armed with a better understanding of this concept, its drivers and 
implications, policy makers can identify those subgroups of the population among which society is 
perceived negatively, and consider how to change these for the better.  
 
There are two reasons for wanting to focus on citizen perceptions of society. Firstly it provides a 
useful corrective to the extensive focus on individual wellbeing in the last decade. While this has 
been useful in raising the profile of wellbeing research, it is primarily psychological in nature. The 
focus on the broader society is more in tune with the welfare tradition in political science, so there is 
much to be gained from bringing a wider range of perspectives to bear on the problem. Besides the 
policies required to create and maintain 'good lives' (reflected in increased individual life 
satisfaction) may be quite different from those leading to the ‘good society’. Secondly there is 
already a great deal of information about the ‘wellbeing’ of countries at the aggregate level. Data on 
GDP, educational attainment, income inequality and a myriad other topics is publicly available and 
used by analysts to model the drivers of social differences between countries. The ‘objective’ 
circumstances of countries may be at odds with the way they are perceived by their populations, so 
citizen perceptions can be regarded as the ‘missing link’ in the wellbeing data jigsaw. 
 
Influenced by the work of Hooghe (2011), our aim was to investigate whether ‘perceived quality of 
society’ is a distinct construct or (as has been argued by others) simply a component of the 
evaluative judgements that are part of individual wellbeing.  Hooghe’s work using Belgian data has 
shown that happiness and life satisfaction form a single factor that is distinct from what he calls 
'view on society’. Our analysis looks to examine whether this holds for other countries and at 
multiple points in time. If PQOS does exist independently we can look at how it may be related to 
personal and social wellbeing, both overall and for different countries and/or subgroups of the 
population. By doing so, we aim to get a broader understanding of well-being and its implications 
which should be of equal interest for researchers and policy makers alike. 
 

Research questions 
 
The specific questions we wanted to explore in this project were:  
 

1) Is there a difference in the perceived quality of society over time and between 
countries? 

2) How does the perceived quality of society differ for different sub-groups of the 
populations? 

3) What drives the perceived quality of society? 
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4) How are measures of personal, subjective well-being related to the perceived quality of 
society? 

5) How does the UK fare in terms of the rest of Europe with regards to the perceived 
quality of society? 

 

Measures 

Data 

The entire European Social Survey dataset amounts to more than 300,000 cases with some 
representation from 36 countries at six points in time between 2002 and 2012. Unfortunately, not all 
countries have taken part in all rounds of the survey. In particular countries such as Iceland or 
Croatia, which have only participated in two rounds, prove to be problematic when analysing 
changes over time. Thus, for comparative purposes and in order to ensure consistency of our 
analyses, we decided to concentrate on a subset of 19 countriesi for which we have data of at least 
five of the six rounds. Not only does this constitute a solid time series but we feel more confident in 
pooling the data to examine its internal structure. Using the pooled data to examine the internal 
structure of the data but more importantly to explicitly explore changes over time, it also restricted 
our analyses to the subset of items included in so-called ‘core module’. The core module is the set of 
questions that have been repeated in every round of the ESS, thus can be compared over time.  
Despite the smaller dataset and the more restricted geographical coverage, this left us with a 
consistent, high-quality dataset with over 210,000 observations. For some of the analyses with a 
focus on the United Kingdom only, we used the UK data from all six rounds (n>14,500). However, 
unless noted otherwise, the analyses use the full 19 country sample.  
 

Dependent Variable: Perceived Quality of Society (PQOS) 

Perceptions of the quality of society can potentially include numerous dimensions at a number of 
spatial levels. Thus respondents can be asked to evaluate many aspects of social life at the national, 
municipal or neighbourhood level. . However, our focus was restricted by two considerations. Firstly, 
we wanted to focus exclusively on the national level and avoid mixing units of evaluation. Secondly, 
we were restricted by the availability of items in the dataset. Ideally a measure of PQOS should be 
comprehensive and cover both values and functioning of a society (see Harrison et al, 2011). 
However, we managed to identify a specific subset of relevant variables that measure three different 
aspects of the perceived quality of society: (1) societal satisfaction, (2) political trust (3) views on 
public service provision (see appendices for full questions):  

1) Societal satisfaction includes: satisfaction with the economy; satisfaction with the national 
government; and satisfaction with the way democracy works. 

2) Political trust consists of: trust in parliament; trust in politicians; trust in the police and trust 
in the legal system. 

3) Views on public service provision include: evaluations of the state of the health and the state 
of the education systems. 

 
While all three aspects are theoretically distinct, they all tap into the same diffuse concept of 
‘evaluations of the society’. Indeed, empirical evidence from our own analyses as well as other, 
related studies have confirmed a correlation between measures of institutional and societal trust 
and satisfaction. Sanders et. al. (2012) point out that the measure of satisfaction with democracy, for 
example, “correlates with specific and diffuse support (Klingemann 1999; Kornberg and Clarke 
1994), with political trust (Dalton, 1999) and with perceptions of economic satisfaction (Castillo 
2006)”ii. Hooghe and Zmerli (2011) attribute this to, in part, cognitive processes in the survey 
process: “if respondents have a favourable view of political parties, they most likely have a positive 
attitude to their parliament, the police, the courts and other political institutions as well”iii but also 
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the fact that the performance of these institutions are both interrelated as well as usually on even 
parity within each country in line with its own political and institutional culture. 
 
Given the perennial debates in the wellbeing literature about the merits of composite indicators 
resulting in a single number, versus the virtues of reporting disaggregated items, we were interested 
to see whether it would be possible to combine these nine items into a single measure. We decided 
to use exploratory factor (see Table 1) analyses to assesses whether the nine perceived quality of 
society indicators were inter-related and measuring one, or a number of different underlying 
concepts, or ‘factors’.iv Although we found evaluations of health services and the education system 
to have a slightly weaker relationship with the remaining variables, we found sufficient evidence to 
establish that there is an underlying relationship between all questions that persists across time and 
space: 
 

TABLE 1: EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS OF SOCIETAL WELL-BEING VARIABLES  

Variable Loading 
Trust in the legal system .520 
Trust in the police .392 
Trust in country's parliament .586 
Trust in politicians .573 
State of education in country nowadays .283 
State of health services in country nowadays .280 
How satisfied with the way democracy works in country .475 
How satisfied with the national government .544 
How satisfied with present state of economy in country .416 

Unrotated Factor Solution, Extraction Method: Maximum Likelihood. 
Weighted data; Pooled across Country and Time 
 

Given the strong support for a one factor solution, we decided to analyse the reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha) of the whole set of items as well the three dimensions in order to ascertain the internal 
consistency between different sets of the satisfaction and trust variables. As table 2 shows, the trust 
and satisfaction questions – both as separate dimensions and when merged - had a value of over .8, 
confirming the strong relation between these variables. The public services variables had a lower 
(but still acceptable) value of .65.  
 

TABLE 2: RELIABILITY ANALYSES OF THE SOCIETAL WELL-BEING ANALYSES  

 N Cronbach’s Alpha  
TRUST VARIABLES 4 .854  
SATISFACTION VARIABLES  3 .822  
TRUST & SATISFACTION VARIABLES 7 .890  
EVALUATION OF PUBLIC SERVICES VARIABLES 2 .652  
ALL VARIABLES 9 .889  
 

We thus decided to create an averaged additive scale called ‘PQOS’ or ‘Perceived Quality of Society’ 
as a composite indicator, which includes all nine items on satisfaction with economy/ democracy/ 
government, state of health/education, and trust in police/politicians/legal system/parliament. This 
PQOS scale ranges from 0 to 10, with ‘0’ indicating the lowest and ‘10’ the highest perceived quality 
and is used as the dependent variable in our analyses.  
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Independent Variables 
  
As well as the subjective well-being questions, which, according to Veenhoven (2002) are 
“indispensable in social policy, both for assessing policy success and for selecting policy goals’’ 
(Veenhoven 2002, p. 40), the independent variables we chose for initial consideration included:  

(1) core demographics (age, gender, ethnicity, citizenship, marital status, etc.);  
(2) income;  
(3) employment status and conditions (including working hours, and contract type);  
(4) religiosity;  
(5) political and social engagement;  
(6) social trust and feelings of safety. 

These latter subjective measures are not directly related to well-being but although “indicators of 
subjective well-being, such as feelings of happiness and satisfaction, are most prominent examples 
of subjective indicators, there exist many other kinds of subjective measures as well….measuring 
expectations, perceptions and assessments of risks and opportunities, identification with social 
classes, nations or communities, value orientations and preferences, importance ratings, concerns as 
well as trust in persons and institutions….[which] may provide most relevant information elements 
for a comprehensive quality of life measurement and may also contribute useful information inputs 
for policy making” (Noll 2013, p. 3). 
As all of these items appear in the core sections of the questionnaire in every round of the ESS, we 
were able to explore the performance on these questions across time as well as between countries. 
 

2. Timeline of work 

Our work was broadly divided into three stages, starting with data cleaning and preparation, 
followed by descriptive statistics and analyses (including cross-country comparisons and the analyses 
of subgroups for the UK sample) and succeeded by regression and multilevel analyses to identify 
drivers of the perceived quality of society.  
 
Data cleaning and preparation  
 
We began the analytical phase of our work by preparing the data for the analyses to follow. This 
included data cleaning and manipulation in order to:  

 Ensure all missing values were deleted listwise 
 Calculate a combined weight to account for the survey design as well as different population 

sizes in pooled analyses 
 Recode age into categories for easier analyses, as well as computing an age squared variable 

to test for non-linear effects 
 Compute dichotomous variables, for example for marital and employment status 
 Recode any ordinal variables to a more intuitive order (always ranging from less to more) 

 
Descriptive analyses 
 
We then produced frequency tables and descriptive statistics – values of mean, median, standard 
deviation and skewness – for all the countries in the sample for each round for both, our three 
subsets of societal well-being related variables as well as the composite indicator of the perceived 
quality of society. The objective here was to explore and describe any patterns over time and across 
countries, and in particular to see whether countries with similar means had polarised distributions.  
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Regression Analyses and Multilevel Model 
 
Following this, we began blockwise linear regression models, firstly using the three societal 
satisfaction variables as outcome variables to ascertain each of their potential sets of drivers, adding 
each sets of the following indicators at each step: 

1) Standard demographic variables (age, gender, years of education, subjective perception of 
household income, marital status, citizenship, born in the country) 

2) Subjective perceptions of self (religion, member of a discriminated group, debilitating 
disability/illness, subjective health assessment) 

3) Subjective perceptions of society (political interest, voting behaviour, political orientation, 
social trust – this also included the four institutional trust variables)  

4) Variables of social capital and safety (meeting with others, social activities, burglary feeling, 
feeling of safety) 

5) Life satisfaction and happiness 
 

We produced output for each country, so we could assess the results both across the European 
sample as a whole as well as country-by-country. We also added in dummy variables for each round 
to account for differences time. Just in terms of the extent to which each block accounted for the 
variance in each of our dependent variables, it was the inclusion of the institutional trust variables, 
the political behaviour and social trust variables in the third step that prompted the most 
pronounced jump in the model fit, which we saw across the majority of countries (see Table 3): 
 

TABLE 3:  EXPLAINED VARIANCE BLOCKWISE REGRESSION MODEL 

 Explained Variance (R2 ) 
 

 Satisfaction 
with 
Government 

Satisfaction with 
Economy 

Satisfaction with 
Democracy 

BLOCK 1) .080 .170 .112 
BLOCK 2) .098 .186 .136 
BLOCK 3)^ .402 .372 .405 
BLOCK 4) .396 .370 .400 
BLOCK 5) .406 .403 .414 
^Largest proportional increase in R

2
 comes in model 3 for all three dependent variables 

 

This jump in explained variance through the inclusion of the institutional trust items led us to 
consider them for (and finally include them in) the composite measure of the perceived quality of 
society. We also decided to include various measures of employment, thus prepared a number of 
indicators regarding employment type, contract type and occupation for our multivariate analyses 
for the final regression model.  
 
Lastly, we decided to explore the effect of ‘objective differences’ between the societies, in other 
words, we wanted to explore how country characteristics might influence the perceived quality of 
society. Thus, we also performed a multilevel analysis with the same indicator used in the regression 
model and a number of additional context-level variables from different data sources.  
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5. Final results 
 

a. Descriptive statistics 

We began our descriptive analyses by exploring how societal satisfaction (satisfaction with economy, 
government and democracy only) varies across time and across separate subgroups of the society: 
age groups, gender and education. Unsurprisingly, we found significant differences for most of these 
subgroups. Looking at figures 1-3, we can see that on average young people, men and those at 
degree level are marginally more satisfied with the functioning of society and its institutions than the 
older age groups, women, and those with lower levels of education (see appendix). All of these 
differences are statistically significant for both the UK and the ESS sample for all rounds (with the 
exception of the gender differences in the UK in the last two rounds).  
 
There are significant within-gender differences for societal satisfaction that differ by age and 
education, however. Men aged 65 and over are, in some rounds, more satisfied than men in the 
youngest age group, for example. Men with higher education, i.e. university degrees, held the most 
stable and positive perceptions of the quality of society across all combinations of gender and 
education, closely followed by women with higher education. 
 

 

Figure 1: Societal satisfaction scores over time for men in different age categories (UK only) 
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Figure 2: Societal satisfaction scores over time for women in different age categories (UK only) 

 

 

Figure 3: Societal satisfaction scores over time for men and women at different education levels 

(UK only) 

 
Numerous studies have identified a link between education and institutional trust and satisfaction. 
Tiemeijer’s 2010 study of education and conceptions of democracy in the Netherlands found a 
consistent pattern on higher satisfaction with democracy over time for higher educated than lower 
educated people. This pattern also held for trust in politicians, which arguably indicates that the 
lower educated feel more acutely that their interests and opinion are not being taken into accountv.  
We also ran descriptive statisticsvi for the three societal satisfaction variables separately for all 19 
countries in the sample for each round. The objective here was primarily to ascertain if there was a 
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gross change of the country means of these three variables over time, and whether countries with 
similar means had polarised distributions.  
 
There was a lot of similarity between countries when it came to peoples’ satisfaction with the 
economy, government and democracy. In a number of cases – Croatia, Poland, Lithuania being 
notable – people tended to be more dissatisfied with the government and the economy, although 
there were a more balanced set of responses for satisfaction with democracy. Finland, Sweden, the 
Netherlands and Luxembourg were some of the few countries that scored highly on democracy, 
government and the economy. For certain cases such as Spain, Greece and Portugal there seem to 
be a decrease in the average response to all these questions over time. Nearly all the countries 
exhibited a considerable dip in economic satisfaction in 2008, at the height of the recession. The UK 
fares averagely compared to the other countries included although the decline in economic 
satisfaction from 2006 to 2008 is visibly more pronounced (see figure 4). 
 

 

Figure 4: Societal satisfaction scores over time for the UK and for the European sample as a whole 
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A number of findings were also identified relating to political and institutional trust. Trust in 
politicians was low in all countries, whereas trust in the police has been generally high and  
 

 
Figure 5: Political trust scores over time for the UK and for the European sample as a whole 

unwavering. Peoples’ trust in institutions was somewhat steadier over time compared to the 
questions on satisfaction with democracy, government and the economy. For example, in the UK, 
there was little change, including over the 2008 recession. There has been a considerable decline in 
trust over time for some of the Mediterranean and Eastern European countries, including Italy, 
Portugal, Slovenia, Slovakia and the Ukraine. 

 
On a more local, UK level, we also observed a number of differences across different regions of the 
UK (see appendix). London and the South East have high levels of economic and governmental 
satisfaction compared to the other regions, particularly the Midlands. However, they fare more 
similarly to the other regions on trust in politicians and trust in the legal system. Trust in the police in 
particular is consistently high, particularly in the South of England, but also in some Northern 
regions, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
 
We finally looked at our composite nine measure societal well-being or PQOS score across country 
and ESS round:  
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Figure 6: Composite perceived quality of society (PQOS) scores over time for the UK and for the 
European sample as a whole 

 
As can be seen from figure 6, the UK’s overall PQOS score largely followed the Europe average 
between 2002 and 2012. There is no discernible pattern here in terms of time, but for some 
countries there is a clear decline and recovery from ESS rounds 3 (2006) to 4 (2008) and 5/6 
(2010/12). Like Germany, France, Belgium and Denmark it is also relatively stable over time. This 
compares to others such as Hungary and Ireland which experienced much more volatility, 
particularly after 2008.  

 
b.       Regression analyses 
 

We carried out a series of linear regression analyses which allowed us to assess how well a range of 
variables, including the demographics we delved into above, predicted variations in the overall PQOS 
‘perceived quality of society’ measure.  The methodology we used allowed multiple factors to be 
tested at the same time, meaning that each effect is true independent of other effects. 
 
As aforementioned, we ran reliability and factor analyses in the initial stages of the research to 
assess the extent of consistency and correlation between our separate societal well-being questions 
and whether we could reliably incorporate them into a composite measure of ‘perceived quality of 
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society’. The variables comprising a factor score can be considered to represent an underlying latent 
construct and on this basis we decided to run a set of linear regression analyses with the saved 
factor score (forced one-factor solution) as well as the composite PQOS measure as our dependent 
variable. 
 
The factor score is weighted most heavily towards those items with the highest loadings – trust in 
parliament, trust in politicians, and satisfaction with the national government. A factor score is 
standardised, so a 1-unit change can be considered a change in standard deviation. However, we 
must bear in mind the issue of measurement error – that the measurement reliability of the score is 
affected by measurement error in the original variables – and also the uncertainty of interpretation 
given that factor scores are estimates and not direct observations. 
 
We also concurrently run the same set of models with individual life satisfaction as the dependent 
variable to assess the difference or similarity between drivers of societal and individual well-being. 
 
Regression Analyses, UK only 
 
The majority of our independent variables load on the perceived quality of society indicator as 
expected. In the control model (demographic variables), the strongest statistically significant 
predictors were: a subjective feeling of household income as ‘comfortable’, and tertiary i.e. 
university education. Also, those in the 45-64 age range have a particularly strong negative 
correlation with the y variable, as do those who claim membership to a discriminated group. In the 
second model, this pattern largely holds. We find with the inclusion of variables about religion and 
subjective general health, that that religiosity and good or very good subjective general health and 
strongly positively correlated with the perceived quality of society. With the inclusion of political 
behaviour/attitudes and work variable, we find high, positive beta coefficients for political interest 
and left-right self-placement and high negative coefficients for those in managerial and professional 
work, far more so that for unemployed. In the fourth model, our social trust variables – particularly 
‘most people can be trusted’ – is strongly positively correlated with our factor score, as is a feeling of 
safety walking in the local are after dark. 
 
In the final model (below) which includes life satisfaction and happiness, the previous relationships 
we found with age, education, political interest, work, social trust and safety endure. Life satisfaction 
is, again intuitively, the most strongly positively correlated with our factor score (β = 0.21). In the 
final model, life satisfaction, religiosity, trust in people and political conservatism are all strongly and 
positively associated with perceived quality of society. A one point increase on the ‘religiosity scale’ 
is associated with an almost 0.14 point increase (β = 0.138) on the PQOS scale. This effect is similar 
for those further right on the left-right scale of political orientation (β = 0.137). Being in a managerial 
position and being in the middle age group - i.e. the latter working age group - of 45-64 years are 
both strongly and negatively associated with PQOS. Those who fall in this particular age group score 
about 0.12 points lower on the PQOS scale than those in our reference category of 16-24 year olds.   
 

TABLE 4: OLS REGRESSION FINAL MODEL WITH PQOS COMPOSITE MEASURE AS DEPENDENT VARIABLE – 
UK ONLY 

 Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized   

B Std. Error Beta 
 (Constant) 2.675 .301   

ESS round 6 .475 .103 .154**  
Age: 25 to 44 years -.198 .084 -.060*  
Age: 45 to 64 years -.394 .089 -.123**  
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Age: 65 to 74 years -.457 .109 -.095**  
Age: 75 and over -.351 .120 -.060**  
Female -.092 .048 -.030  
ES-ISCED: Upper secondary and vocational .037 .054 .011  
ES-ISCED: Tertiary education (BA/MA) .202 .067 .055**  
Feeling about HH income: Difficult .022 .120 .005  
Feeling about HH income: Coping .142 .114 .046  
Feeling about HH income: Living comfortably .201 .118 .064  
Married or in civil union -.011 .051 -.004  
Citizen of country -.473 .128 -.067**  
Born in country -.243 .082 -.053**  
Member of a group discriminated against in 
this country 

-.454 .071 -.094**  

Belonging to particular religion or 
denomination 

-.015 .058 -.005  

How religious are you .072 .011 .138**  
Frequent attendance at religious services -.014 .070 -.003  
Subjective general health: Bad -.071 .227 -.011  
Subjective general health: Fair .074 .220 .019  
Subjective general health: Good .273 .225 .088  
Subjective general health: Very good .177 .229 .053  
Hampered in daily activities by 
illness/disability/infirmity/mental problem 

.000 .050 .000  

Interested in Politics .138 .049 .044**  
Voted in last election .005 .055 .001  
Placement on left right scale .113 .012 .137**  
In Paid Work -.029 .126 -.009  
Managers and Professionals -.506 .116 -.116**  
Technicians, clerical, service and sales -.323 .111 -.083**  
Skilled and non-skilled manual -.385 .118 -.081**  
Contract type: Permanent -.136 .168 -.043  
Contract type: Temporary -.193 .193 -.027  
Contract type: No contract -.203 .183 -.026  
Employment relation: Employee .067 .171 .022  
Employment relation: Self-employed -.053 .140 -.010  
Employment relation: Unemployed -.082 .122 -.011  
Most people can be trusted .491 .051 .160**  
Most people try to be fair .254 .051 .083**  
People mostly try to be helpful .279 .049 .090**  
Meet people socially at least once a week -.032 .048 -.010  
Take part in social activities more than most -.014 .057 -.004  
Respondent victim of burglary/assault last 5 
years 

-.141 .056 -.037*  

Feel safe walking in my local area after dark .151 .056 .041**  
How satisfied with life as a whole .163 .017 .212**  
How happy are you .042 .018 .050*  

DEPENDENT VARIABLE: COMPOSITE 9 SCALE ITEM PQOS 
ADJUSTED R SQUARE = .314 
* = STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT 5% LEVEL, ** = STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT 1% LEVEL 

In the final model for individual well-being (life satisfaction in this model), perceived quality of 
society, being a citizen, good subjective general health and a comfortable income are all strongly and 
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positively associated with individual well-being, unlike the model above. Age is also positively rather 
than negatively associated with our dependent variable. Being over 65 is associated with an 
approximate 0.05 point increase on the PQOS scale compared to the youngest age category in the 
data. Being in a technical, clerical, service or sales position, being self-employed or unemployed are 
all strongly negatively correlated with life satisfaction, with self-employment having the largest 
negative net effect on life satisfaction out of all the IVs in the model. 
 

TABLE 5: OLS REGRESSION MODEL WITH INDIVIDUAL LIFE SATISFACTION AS DEPENDENT VARIABLE – UK 
ONLY 

 Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardize
d  

 

B Std. Error Beta 
 (Constant) 1.207 .403   

ESS round 5 -.328 .134 -.082*  
Age: 25 to 44 years .043 .110 .010  
Age: 45 to 64 years .032 .116 .008  
Age: 65 to 74 years .315 .143 .051*  
Age: 75 and over .357 .157 .047*  
Female .086 .063 .022  
ES-ISCED: Upper secondary and vocational -.060 .071 -.014  
ES-ISCED: Tertiary education (BA/MA) -.050 .088 -.010  
Feeling about HH income: Difficult .865 .156 .145**  
Feeling about HH income: Coping 1.414 .146 .352**  
Feeling about HH income: Living comfortably 1.835 .150 .447**  
Married or in civil union .361 .066 .090**  
Citizen of country .458 .166 .050**  
Born in country .038 .108 .006  
Member of a group discriminated against in 
this country 

-.254 .093 -.041**  

Belonging to particular religion or 
denomination 

.028 .076 .007  

How religious are you .019 .014 .029  
Frequent attendance at religious services .024 .091 .005  
Subjective general health: Bad 1.673 .293 .196**  
Subjective general health: Fair 1.691 .285 .339**  
Subjective general health: Good 2.066 .291 .510**  
Subjective general health: Very good 2.395 .295 .557**  
Hampered in daily activities by 
illness/disability/infirmity/mental problem 

-.086 .065 -.026  

Interested in Politics -.014 .064 -.004  
Voted in last election -.020 .072 -.005  
Placement on left right scale .003 .016 .003  
In Paid Work .210 .165 .052  
Managers and Professionals -.176 .152 -.031  
Technicians, clerical, service and sales -.297 .145 -.059*  
Skilled and non-skilled manual -.260 .154 -.042  
Contract type: Permanent -.116 .220 -.028  
Contract type: Temporary -.353 .252 -.038  
Contract type: No contract -.165 .238 -.016  
Employment relation: Employee -.158 .223 -.040  
Employment relation: Self-employed -.557 .183 -.081**  
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Employment relation: Unemployed -.726 .158 -.073**  
Most people can be trusted .071 .067 .018  
Most people try to be fair .187 .067 .047**  
People mostly try to be helpful .168 .064 .042**  
Meet people socially at least once a week .301 .063 .072**  
Take part in social activities more than most .247 .075 .050**  
Respondent victim of burglary/assault last 5 
years 

.105 .073 .021  

Feel safe walking in my local area after dark .112 .073 .024  
Composite: 9 item scale Societal Satisfaction .321 .022 .247**  

DEPENDENT VARIABLE: HOW SATISFIED WITH LIFE AS A WHOLE 
ADJUSTED R SQUARE = .307 
* = STATISTICALLY SIGNFICANT AT 5% LEVEL 
** = STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT 1% LEVEL 
 
 

Subjective perceptions of people’s ‘goodness’ – i.e. that they are helpful and fair’ – chime strongly 
with both societal and individual well-being measures. We also included our PQOS measure in the 
IWB model and vice versa and found, unsurprisingly, that higher life satisfaction and better 
perceptions of the functioning of society are both highly correlated. However, it is clear that 
individual and societal well-being are associated with different sets of attitudes, behaviour and social 
phenomena as our measures in these analyses do not necessarily share a hugely similar underlying 
structure. 
 
Regression Analyses, ESS sample 
 
The results of the final regression model for our 19 countries Europe sample follow largely the 
pattern of the UK, except a much larger proportion of the independent variables are statistically 
significant (see table 6). Very good or good subjective general health is positively associated with 
PQOS in this model, as are those indicators tapping social trust and trust in people. Being female is 
negatively associated with PQOS, as is being in a manual occupation. None of these are statistically 
significant in the UK model. Again, the regression models with the PQOS factor and score and the 
original PQOS composite model are almost identical.  
 
For the individual life satisfaction model, we can see a similar pattern to the UK only models, as the 
relationship between some of the independent variables and the dependent variable are inverse to 
those in the PQOS and PQOS factor score models. Women are more likely to have a higher IWB 
score than men, those with higher education are more likely to have a lower IWB score than those 
secondary education, and those who are married are likely to have a higher IWB score than those 
who are not. 
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TABLE 6: OLS REGRESSION MODEL WITH PQOS COMPOSITE MEASURE AS DV 

 Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized   

B Std. Error Beta 
 (Constant) 2.923 .127   

Age: 25 to 44 years -.395 .039 -.105**  
Age: 45 to 64 years -.377 .041 -.105**  
Age: 65 to 74 years -.384 .045 -.078**  
Age: 75 and over -.243 .049 -.041**  
Female -.084 .019 -.024**  
ES-ISCED: Upper secondary and vocational .031 .023 .008  
ES-ISCED: Tertiary education (BA/MA) .111 .029 .027**  
Feeling about HH income: Difficult .050 .050 .011  
Feeling about HH income: Coping .319 .048 .092**  
Feeling about HH income: Living comfortably .571 .051 .154**  
Married or in civil union -.123 .020 -.035**  
Citizen of country -.508 .058 -.056**  
Born in country -.571 .036 -.098**  
Member of a group discriminated against in 
this country 

-.478 .036 -.070**  

Belonging to particular religion or 
denomination 

-.057 .023 -.016*  

How religious are you .055 .004 .098**  
Frequent attendance at religious services -.223 .025 -.054**  
Subjective general health: Bad .076 .091 .011  
Subjective general health: Fair .250 .089 .064**  
Subjective general health: Good .361 .091 .104**  
Subjective general health: Very good .435 .094 .101**  
Hampered in daily activities by 
illness/disability/infirmity/mental problem 

.187 .019 .064**  

Interested in Politics .333 .019 .096**  
Voted in last election .038 .024 .009  
Placement on left right scale .064 .004 .083**  
In Paid Work .002 .007 .002  
Managers and Professionals -.044 .026 -.011  
Skilled and non-skilled manual -.051 .023 -.014*  
Contract type: Permanent -.006 .064 -.002  
Contract type: Temporary -.114 .072 -.016  
Contract type: No contract -.041 .088 -.003  
Employment relation: Employee -.020 .065 -.006  
Employment relation: Self-employed -.274 .038 -.043**  
Employment relation: Unemployed -.072 .046 -.009  
Most people can be trusted .447 .021 .127**  
Most people try to be fair .456 .021 .131**  
People mostly try to be helpful .478 .020 .135**  
Meet people socially at least once a week .005 .019 .001  
Take part in social activities more than most -.056 .024 -.012*  
Respondent or household member victim of 
burglary/assault last 5 years 

-.216 .024 -.048**  

Feel safe walking in my local area after dark .174 .023 .041**  
How satisfied with life as a whole .167 .006 .210**  
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How happy are you .000 .007 .000  
DEPENDENT VARIABLE: COMPOSITE 9 SCALE ITEM PQOS 
ADJUSTED R SQUARE = .323 

* = STATISTICALLY SIGNFICANT AT 5% LEVEL 
** = STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT 1% LEVEL 
 
 

 

c.        Multilevel Model 

Finally, we were interested in how characteristics of the societies, in other words ‘objective’ 
differences between the countries, influence respondents’ perceived quality of society. In order to 
test this, we ran a Multilevel Analysis (MLM), which works in a similar fashion as a regression 
analysis, but allows to include, and estimate the effect of context characteristics, such as measures 
of the quality of democracy or government expenditure.  
 
Running a model without any predictors, we found that about a quarter (25.7%) of the variance in 
PQOS can be attributed to differences between the countries. As this is a rather large share of the 
variance, it made sense to further explore the reasons for these differences. Thus, we firstly run the 
analysis with a model using the same predictorsvii as in the regression analyses. However, in contrast 
to a simple linear regression model, a multilevel models allows for varying intercepts (mean values) 
of the predictor variables in the different countries. Overall, the effect sizes and directions found in 
the MLM are nearly identical to those in the regression analysis, thus confirming the robustness of 
the findings. However, the individual level predictors do not notably reduce the share of variance 
attributed to differences between the countries. This means that the country differences are likely 
to be caused by country characteristics, rather than by systematic differences of the distribution of 
individual-level variables, such as the demographic structure of the countries.  
 
Consequently, we decided to include a number of ‘objective’ measures of the quality of society to 
‘mirror’ the subjective evaluations included in the PQOS score. These are GDP per capita as a 
measure of economic performance, quality of democracy as a measure of political performance and 
government spending on education and health services as a measure of public service provision1. For 
the sake of parsimony (and as a result of a lack of a simple indicator) we did not include measures of 
the performance of police and the legal system. However, we did include the overall government 
spending (as a percentage of the GDP). These measures (together with the individual level variables) 
explain about a third (31.2%) of the overall variance, and 78 percent of the variance attributed to 
differences between the countries.  
 
We found that the quality of democracy has a positive (and significant) effect on the perceived 
quality of society and the highest explanatory power of all variables. In substantive terms, this 
means that respondents from countries that score high on the three principles of ‘freedom’ ‘control’ 
and ‘equality’ measured by the indicator (Merkel et al. 2014) tend to evaluate the quality of their 
societies higher than those from countries with a lower quality of democracy. Also, people in richer 
countries generally perceive the quality of their societies as better, as GDP per capita has a 
moderate (significant) positive effect. Surprisingly, a higher overall government expenditure was 
found to be associated with slightly lower levels of the perceived quality of society. However, that 
being said, it should be kept in mind that spending is expressed as a percentage of the GDP and not 
in absolute terms. Thus, we can hardly infer to the effect of government spending in absolute terms. 
It might well be that countries with a high GDP but a lower relative government are in general more 
efficient, or spend money on other areas not accounted for in this model. Government spending on 
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education or the public health services have, however, no significant effect on the perceived quality 
of society.  
 
 

7.       Key trends / patterns & Conclusions 
 

The UK follows generally the same pattern for averages of the societal well-being measures as the 
other countries, with democratic satisfaction consistently outstripping satisfaction with the economy 
and the government. The UK is doing marginally better than France and Ireland, but not as well as 
Germany or the Nordic/Scandinavian countries (Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland) particularly in 
the latter rounds where dispersion of responses is also much smaller. Across the majority of 
countries, trust in politicians was low and trust in police high with averages for the UK across all four 
variables fairly steady over time. There is, in contrast, a clear decline in levels of trust over time for 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal and Slovenia, Slovakia, Ukraine. 
 
There seem to be a number of dispositions and characteristics, as well as demographic patterns, we 
can associate with having a positive evaluation of national performance which are not necessarily 
those associated with having a high level of life satisfaction. 
 
First and foremost, there is a close relationship between personal well-being, i.e. life satisfaction and 
happiness, and all elements of institution satisfaction and trust. The direction of this relationship is 
unclear however, as positive subjective evaluations of how well the government/economy/legal 
system and so on may impact individual evaluations of one’s own well-being as well as vice versa. 
The same goes for the positive relationship between perceived quality of society and political 
engagement. As we might intuitively believe, those who trust the people around them and engage 
with their community, friends and family are likely to have higher levels of societal well-being.  
 
We can say with some certainty that the more marginalised groups in society – women and those 
who claim membership to a discriminated group – have a more negative view of the functioning of 
societal institutions and particularly the efficacy of those actors implicated in the process of 
governance – politicians, the police and the parliament. We have also seen that societal well-being 
differs significantly by age, suggesting that your position in society – of working age, of parenting 
age, of retirement age – affects the way, and the extent to which you judge, societal institutions. 
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 We began our work with a time and country-pooled dataset from the core modules of the ESS which house 

the relevant societal well-being variables.  We started working with all the countries, but after the first round 

of preliminary analyses we decided to concentrate, for comparative purposes, on the 19 countries within the 

ESS sample that had five rounds of unbroken data. The countries are: Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,  Hungary, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, 

Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom 

ii
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iii
 M. Hooghe and S. Zmerli. 2011. Introduction: The Context of Political Trust. In Political Trust: Why Context 

Matters, edited by Sonja Zmerli and Marc Hooghe. Colchester: ECPR Press, p.4. 

iv
 We performed both Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor Analyses. These were performed in Stata and SPSS 

on weighted and unweighted data using Maximum-Likelihood estimation.  

v
J. Thomassen (2015) What’s gone wrong with democracy, or with theories explaining why it has? In:  T. 

Poguntke, S. Rossteutscher R. Schmitt-Beek and S. Zmerli (eds.) Citizenship and Democracy in an Era of Crisis. 
New York and London: Routledge 
vi
 Descriptive statistics comprised mean values (the average of the distribution), median values (the halfway 

point of the distribution), the standard deviation and variance (the spread and dispersion of the distribution 

and skewness (a measure of the symmetry of the distribution). 

vi
 Random Intercept Model, with three levels (individuals nested in country-years nested in countries), 

maximum likelihood estimation. 

vi
 The different occupation categories had to be excluded. 

 

 

 

 
 

 


