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The determinants of life satisfaction in Serbia:
Findings from the Gallup World Poll

Veljko Jovanovi¢ - Mohsen Joshanloo

Abstract: Research on life satisfaction in non-Western countries has grown somewhat in recent
years, but still lags far behind that of developed countries. The present study was aimed at
investigating determinants of life satisfaction in Serbia, a developing country that has
experienced a number of difficulties over the past three decades. A large, representative Serbian
sample (a total of 11,618 participants; 54.6% females, Mage = 47.02) from the Gallup World Poll
was used. The results showed substantial gender differences in life satisfaction only among the
oldest old (aged 81-99), with elderly women reporting substantially lower life satisfaction than
elderly men (Cohen’s d = 0.38). Life satisfaction showed a steady, progressive decline among
women, whereas men’s life satisfaction declined until approximately 50 years of age, and then
remained relatively stable. The relationship between income and life satisfaction was positive,
but much stronger at lower income levels. Robust predictors of life satisfaction in both men and
women and across age groups were satisfaction with standard of living and household income,
negative affect, and social support.
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1. Introduction

Subjective wellbeing (SWB) has become one of the most lively and rapidly developing research
areas in the field of social sciences over the past three decades. SWB is typically defined in
terms of two components that capture an individual’s subjective evaluations about life:
cognitive (i.e., life satisfaction) and affective (positive affect and negative affect) (Diener &
Ryan, 2009). A great deal of research has been devoted to the understanding of the nature of
SWB (Busseri & Sadava, 2011), its predictors (Galinha & Pais-Ribeiro, 2011), and its potential
benefits (De Neve, Diener, Tay, & Xuereb, 2013; Diener & Chan, 2011). Moreover, many leading
authors in the field have debated the importance of SWB for public policy decisions and its
value as a measure of social progress (e.g., Dolan & Metcalfe, 2012; Easterlin, 2013; Oishi &
Diener, 2014).

Although increasing attention has been paid to investigating SWB across different cultural
contexts (Tov & Diener, 2007), the vast majority of studies on predictors of life satisfaction have
been conducted on WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic; Henrich,
Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010) samples. On the other hand, detailed research on wellbeing in
developing countries still lags behind research in developed and English-speaking countries.
The present study is the first to use the large data set from the Gallup World Poll (GWP) to
investigate predictors of SWB in Serbia.

There may be many important reasons for wellbeing researchers to study life satisfaction in
under-researched countries. Most conclusions about life satisfaction, and wellbeing generally,
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have been based on the findings in Western countries, and are usually assumed to hold true for
people in most, if not all countries (e.g.,, Lomas, 2015). This universalist perspective fails to
recognize that determinants of wellbeing may have different importance for people across
different countries, which might also lead to different policy implications. To help us
understand whether factors found to be important for life satisfaction in Western countries are
universally applicable across cultures, research comprising individuals from different socio-
economic background needs to be executed.

1.1 Subjective wellbeing in Serbia

Serbia is a developing country located in southeast Europe’s Balkan peninsula, with a
population of approximately 7 million people, and it was a part of the Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia until its breakup in 1991. Given the turbulence of the past few decades (e.g., the war
in former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995, sanctions during the 1990s, hyperinflation, the
NATO bombing in 1999, the overthrow of the MiloSevi¢ regime in 2000, etc.), the issue of
Serbians’ quality of life and wellbeing deserves careful inspection. A rough sketch of SWB in
Serbia over the past decade can be drawn from reports that use data from large-scale,
international studies of wellbeing and quality of life. These studies have consistently shown
that levels of SWB and quality of life in Serbia are among the lowest in Europe. For example,
the European Quality of Life Survey 2012 (Eurofound, 2012) conducted in 34 European
countries found that Serbia ranked 28th in life satisfaction, with the inhabitants of Serbia rating
their life satisfaction at 6.3 on average (on a scale from 1 to 10), compared with an average of 7.1
found in EU countries. Similar results have been reported in the most recent edition of the
World Happiness Report (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2018), with an average life satisfaction in
Serbia of 5.398 (on a scale from 0 to 10) during the period 2015-2017. This ranks Serbia 78th out
of the 156 countries included in the report, with average life satisfaction similar to the other
countries of the former Yugoslavia (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro,
and Slovenia) but well below developed European countries such as Norway and Austria.
According to the Gallup-Healthways Global Well-Being Index for 2014 (Gallup, 2015), only
15.3% people in Serbia are thriving in three or more wellbeing elements (purpose, social,
financial, community, and physical), which is below the global average of 17%.

Despite discouraging results about the levels of wellbeing among those living in Serbia,
there is a lack of studies aimed at trying to explain these findings. However, due to poor socio-
economic and political conditions in Serbia over the past few decades, relatively low levels of
wellbeing are not surprising. For example, the state of the economy in Serbia is characterized
by frequent recessions, a high unemployment rate (especially among youth), high levels of
poverty (The World Bank Group, 2015), and high income inequality (Krsti¢, 2016). In addition,
institutional corruption in Serbia is widespread (CLDS, 2014), the quality of the health system is
among the worst in Europe (Health Consumer Powerhouse, 2016), human rights violations are
pervasive (Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, 2017), and the level of social capital is rather low
(Legatum Institute, 2017). Despite these adverse conditions, no study to date has examined the
associations between socio-economic conditions and SWB in Serbia using representative
samples.
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1.2 Predictors of life satisfaction

Research into predictors of SWB has revealed a complex network of socio-demographic,
political, economic, cultural, interpersonal, and intrapersonal factors associated with life
satisfaction. Most pioneering studies have been interested in external and situational factors
influencing life satisfaction and they have come to the surprising conclusion that socio-
demographic variables (e.g., age, education, marital status, income) have only a limited
predictive value for explaining an individual’s life satisfaction (Veenhoven, 2015). However,
the conclusions about the small effects of objective living conditions on life satisfaction have
probably been misinterpreted. As Lucas and Diener (2015) argue, “[T]he very fact that we can
come up with a large list of such intuitively appealing predictors means that the size of any one
of those effects likely will be small. As should be obvious, the more predictors there are of a
single criterion, the smaller the association between any one predictor and that criterion can be”
(p. 585). This implies that a thorough investigation of life satisfaction determinants needs to
include a broad range of socio-demographic variables, since many of them, despite small
statistical effects, have a meaningful contribution to an understanding of life satisfaction.

As previously noted, most wellbeing studies take a universalist stance, assuming that
predictors of life satisfaction may be context-free. However, it has been found that the
significance of many specific predictors of SWB varies across cultures, i.e., that the relationship
between SWB and both internal and external factors is often moderated by socio-cultural
context. For example, income has been shown to play an important role in determining SWB in
both within-country and between-country analyses (Sacks, Stevenson, & Wolfers, 2012), but the
relationship between economic status and SWB has been found to be stronger among poorer
countries (Howell & Howell, 2008; but see Sacks et al., 2012 for a different view). Similarly,
religiosity has been found to be associated with higher SWB (Stavrova, Fetchenhauer, &
Schldsser, 2013), but this appears to be true only for countries experiencing adverse socio-
economic conditions, whereas in countries with favorable circumstances, religiosity and SWB
are not correlated (Diener, Tay, & Myers, 2011). Recently, Ng and Diener (2014) have revealed
that the relationships between SWB and both financial satisfaction and post-materialist needs
(autonomy, respect, social support) were stronger in affluent nations than in poorer ones.

Previous studies have also indicated a complex relationship between age and SWB across
different countries. Although most studies have found a U-shaped relationship between life
satisfaction and age, with the lowest levels of life satisfaction in middle adulthood (Cheng,
Powdthavee, & Oswald, 2017), this does not hold for all regions of the world. For example, a
steady decline of life satisfaction with age has been reported for individuals from Eastern
Europe, the former Soviet Union, and Latin America (Steptoe, Deaton, & Stone, 2015).
Furthermore, the results regarding the relationships between socio-demographic variables and
SWB have often been inconsistent, and probably the best example of this inconsistency is
research on gender differences in SWB (for a detailed review, see Batz & Tay, 2018). To sum up,
these studies highlight the importance of understanding SWB in relation to the socio-cultural
context, and emphasize the need to examine the factors associated with SWB across different
nations or cultures, since the results obtained in a single country cannot be generalized to other
countries.

1.3 The present study

To date, no research on life satisfaction in Serbia has been conducted using representative
samples, and the determinants of life satisfaction in Serbia remain largely unknown. The
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limited number of research findings about SWB in Serbia limits comparability with the results
of research conducted in other countries. This also hinders the development of a debate about
the policy implications of research on wellbeing in Serbia, as there is no solid empirical base
about the state of wellbeing among Serbian inhabitants.

The main goal of the present study was to examine predictors of life satisfaction using
large, representative Serbian samples from the GWP. We investigated: (a) age and gender
differences in life satisfaction; and (b) the predictive value of socio-demographic variables,
domain satisfactions, needs satisfaction, affective wellbeing (positive and negative affect) and
some indicators of social capital in predicting life satisfaction. Given the lack of research on life
satisfaction in Serbia, our expectations have been derived from previous cross-cultural studies
that included countries with a similar socio-economic background to Serbia. First, in
accordance with previous findings which have shown that positive affect, income, and social
support are robust predictors of life satisfaction across different cultures (for a review, see
Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2018), we expected these well-known predictors to be positively
associated with life satisfaction in Serbia. Second, similar to findings in other post-communist
countries (e.g., Steptoe et al., 2015), we expected that life satisfaction would decline with age.
Third, as previous studies have demonstrated that the positive associations between indicators
of social capital and life satisfaction were weaker in low- and middle-income countries than in
rich countries (Calvo, Zheng, Kumar, Olgiati, & Berkman, 2012), we hypothesized that social
capital indicators included in the present study would have significant, but weak association
with life satisfaction in Serbia. Finally, socio-demographic variables (except age and income)
were expected to yield weak or non-significant associations with life satisfaction (e.g., Diener,
Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). To evaluate whether there were gender and age differences in the
predictors of life satisfaction, separate analyses were conducted for men and women, and for
different age groups.

2. Method
2.1 Participants

The data were from the Gallup World Poll (GWP), which has collected nationally
representative samples from Serbia since 2007. Each year, participants (aged 15 and older) have
been contacted via landline and/or mobile telephones for participation in the survey. Sample
sizes are about 1,000 for each year, except for the year 2007, with a sample of 1,556. We used all
available data from 2007 to 2017 in the present analyses, consisting of 11,618 participants (54.6%
females, Mage = 47.02, SDage = 17.38). The age distribution is shown in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. Age distribution

2.2 Measures

We used several items from the collection of Gallup World Poll items. These items measure
variables that are generally identified in the literature as relevant predictors of SWB. The items
and their response formats are presented in the Supplementary Material (see Table A).
Included was the Cantril Ladder of Life Scale (Cantril, 1965) to measure life satisfaction, which
is the main outcome of the present study.

Given that the intercorrelations between the items were weak, all of the items were used
separately as variables. However, we were able to calculate and use three composite variables,
based on the results of separate reliability and factor analyses. The results of a principal axis
factoring showed that stress, worry, sadness, and anger formed a single factor (Eigenvalue =
2.02, variance explained = 50.37%), with factor loadings ranging from .52 to .61 (a = .67).
Laughter and enjoyment formed a single factor (Eigenvalue = 1.45, variance explained =
72.49%), with factor loadings of .67 (a = .62). Finally, perceptions of corruption in businesses
and the government also formed a single factor (Eigenvalue = 1.60, variance explained =
80.11%), with factor loadings of .77 (ot =.75).

3. Results

3.1 Life satisfaction by age and gender

The results showed that there was no substantial gender difference in life satisfaction (Cohen’s
d = 0.00; for both males and females M =4.95, SD = 2.21). Figure 2 below shows the distribution
of life satisfaction by age and gender. Locally Weighted Smoothing (LOESS) was used in the
scatter graphs for a more accurate representation of the data. The graph shows that life
satisfaction declines with age in Serbia. A steady progressive decline of life satisfaction is
evident among women, whereas men’s life satisfaction shows a steady decline until
approximately 50 years of age, and remains relatively stable afterwards. A detailed inspection
of gender differences in life satisfaction across age (see Table B in the Supplementary Material)
indicated that the largest differences were found among the oldest old (aged 81-99), with
elderly women reporting substantially lower life satisfaction than elderly men (Cohen’s d =
0.38).
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Figure 2. Life satisfaction by age and gender

As a supplementary analysis, we also looked at gender differences in affect. The results showed
that women reported higher negative affect than men, but a small effect size was found
(Cohen’s d = 0.13; Mtemales = 0.36, SDtemates = 0.33, Mmates = 0.32, SDmales = 0.32). No gender difference
was found in positive affect (Cohen’s d = 0.01; Mtemales = 0.49, SDtemates = 0.43, Mmates = 0.49, SDimales
=0.42).

3.2 Explaining gender differences in life satisfaction across age

In an attempt to explain the gender patterns observed in life satisfaction in Serbia, we looked at
the distributions of some of the predictors of wellbeing across age and gender. Figure 3 below
shows the distributions of six variables, which partially explains why life satisfaction is lower
in women than men at advanced ages. Over the age of 50, women are less educated than men,
and are less satisfied with their standard of living and household income than men. They also
experience more worry, sadness, and health problems than men at advanced ages.
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Figure 3. Age and gender patterns in the predictors of life satisfaction

3.3 Demographic predictors of life satisfaction

In addition to the analysis of age and gender, we also examined the contribution of other
important demographic variables. Table 1 presents the results of seven separate ANOVAs,
using demographic variables as independent variables explaining life satisfaction. For religious
affiliation, several categories with very small sample sizes (e.g., “Hinduism” and “atheist”)
were combined with the “other” category. The strongest predictor of life satisfaction was
income quintiles (explaining 7.2% of the variance), followed by education (explaining 4.9% of
the variance), and relationship status (explaining 3.9% of the variance). As shown in Table 1
(see also Figure A in the Supplementary Material), low-income, less educated, and divorced
and widowed individuals were less satisfied than high-income, more educated, and
individuals with other relationship statuses.

Table 1. ANOVA results predicting life satisfaction

M SD N
Employment Employed full time for an employer 5.51 2.00 2696
df=15, 8002 Employed full time for self 4.86 2.32 604
F=36.15 Employed part time, do not want full time  5.34 222 354
p <.001 Unemployed 4.42 2.34 271
partial n?=.022 Employed part time, want full time 4.87 2.21 374
Out of workforce 4.85 2.32 3709
Total 5.08 2.25 8008
Education Elementary 4.17 2.29 2370
df=2,10537 Secondary 5.04 212 6610
F=268.98 Tertiary (four years beyond high school) 5.76 2.09 1560
p <.001 Total 4.95 221 10540

partial n?>=.049
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Location Rural or farm 4.60 2.24 3163
df=3,10475 Small town or village 4.95 2.20 3605
F=53.97 Large city 5.30 2.14 3219
p<.001 Suburb of a large city 4.90 2.25 492
partial n>=.015 Total 4.95 221 10479

Religious affiliation = Christian 4.99 2.23 8330
df=2,9011 Muslim 4.99 2.13 375
F=174 Other 5.24 2.36 309
p=.175 Total 5.00 2.24 9014
partial n>=.000

Relationship status ~ Single 5.59 2.12 2530
df=5,10431 Married 4.90 2.14 5731
F=285.56 Separated 4.61 222 249
p <.001 Divorced 4.26 2.47 436
partial n>=.039 Widow 422 2.24 1322

Domestic 5.10 2.35 169
Total 4.95 221 10437

Income quintiles 1 Poorest 20% 4.08 2.27 1565
df =4, 9009 2 Second 20% 4.57 221 1733
F=175.12 3 Middle 20% 5.01 217 1749
p<.001 4 Fourth 20% 5.24 211 1881
partial n?=.072 5 Richest 20% 5.84 2.04 2086

Total 5.00 2.24 9014

Country of birth Born in Serbia 5.00 2.23 8176
df=1, 8991 Born in another country 5.00 2.33 817
F=0.01 Total 5.00 2.24 8993
p=.936

partial n>=.000

Employment status explained 2.2% of the variance, with individuals who were employed full
time for an employer and those who were employed part time with no intention to have a full-
time job being the most satisfied. Location explained 1.5% of the variance, with people living in
large cities being more satisfied than those living in other locations. Religious affiliation and
country of birth were not significant predictors. An overall ANOVA including all of the seven
variables showed that the variables collectively explained about 12.5% of the variance in life
satisfaction. When entered alongside each other, the unique contributions of the variables were
reduced to .5%, 9%, .1%, 0%, 3.3%, 4.3%, 0% for employment, education, location, religious
affiliation, relationship status, income quintile, and birth country, respectively.

3.4 Regression analysis

We used all of the predictors of life satisfaction, along with important demographic variables,
in a multiple regression analysis, using the enter method. A total sample of 5,738 participants
had no missing values on all of the 28 variables and were included in the analysis. The results
are shown in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. Results of regression analysis

B 95%ClIforB t p B Tsp
(Constant) 245  (2.16,2.79) 1536 .000 - -
Female 0.07 (-.03, .17) 134  .180 .02 .01
Age -0.02  (-.02,-01) 943 .000 -13 -10
Age squared 0.00 (.00, .00) 131 191 .02 .01
Negative affect -0.78  (-.96,-61) -887 .000 -11 -.09
Positive affect 0.49 (.35, .64) 6.86 .000 .09 .07
Health problems -0.28  (-40,-16) 443 .000 -.06 -.05
HH income satisfaction 0.51 (.45, .57) 1574 .000 .20 a7
Satisfied with standard of living 0.88 (.77,1.000 14.76 .000 .19 15
Satisfied with healthcare 0.14 (.04, .25) 268 .007 .03 .03
Satisfied with housing 0.07 (-.04, .17) 1.24 214 .01 .01
Confidence in government -0.11  (-.22,-.00) -1.99 .047 -02  -.02
Corruption -0.06 (-.20, .07) -093 351 -01 -01
City satisfaction 0.25 (.14, .36) 440 .000 .05 .05
Helped 0.06 (-.05, .17) 1.03 305 .01 .01
Volunteered 0.14 (-.08, .35) 1.25 213 .01 .01
Donated 0.21 (.09, .32) 356 .000 .04 .04
Religion important 0.07 (-.03,.17) 144 149 .02 .02
Social support 0.59 (.46, .73) 885 .000 .10 .09
Mastery 0.09 (-.02, .20) 1.61 .107 .02 .02
Freedom 0.16 (.05, .26) 288 .004 .034 .03
Safe at night 0.08 (-.03,.19) 141 159 016 .02
Respect 0.00 (-.13,.14) 0.02 985 .000 .00
Education 0.14 (.05, .23) 3.08 .002 .037 .03
Unemployed -050  (-.75,-24) -3.79 .000 -.040 -.04
Large city -0.03 (-.13,.08) -048 632 -.005 -.01
Widow -0.10 (-.26, .07) -1.18 239 -.015 -.01
Divorced -0.09 (-.32,.14) -0.78 434 -008 -.01

Note: HH = household income, CI = confidence interval, rsp = semipartial correlation

The predictors collectively explained about 37.5% of the variance in life satisfaction, F(27, 5710)
= 127.01, p < .001, R? = .375. Thirteen out of 27 variables were not significant predictors of life
satisfaction at the .05 level. Based on the results of a separate stepwise regression analysis,
household income satisfaction was the strongest predictor, explaining about 20.8% of the
variance. The second strongest predictor was satisfaction with standard of living, contributing
an additional 6.1%. Age, negative affect, positive affect, and social support came next,
explaining 4.1%, 2.5%, 1.2%, and 1.1%, respectively. These six variables jointly explained 36% of
the variance in life satisfaction scores. The other variables collectively added about 1.5% of
additional variance. Based on the results of the stepwise regression, gender, squared age,
satisfaction with housing, confidence in the government, perceptions of corruption, helping
behavior, volunteering, religiosity, mastery, feeling safe at night, feeling respected, living in a
large city, and being a widow or divorced did not contribute significantly over and above other
variables and were therefore excluded from the equation.

We also conducted regression analyses separately across age and gender groups, using the
enter procedure, the results of which are shown in Tables 3 and 4 below.
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Table 3. Unstandardized regression coefficients for age and gender groups

Gender Age group

Male Female 1524 2544 45-64 65+
(Constant) 260" 247" 4.01™ 283" 195"  2.19™
Female - - 0.17 0.07 -0.00 0.11
Age -0.02  -0.02" - - - -
Age squared 0.00 0.00 - - - -
Negative affect -0.69™"  -0.86™ -0.75"  -0.69" -0.65"  -1.15™
Positive affect 0.50"  0.50™ 0.22 039"  056™  0.82™
Health problems -0.30"  -0.26" -0.43 -025  -0.34™  -0.16
HH income satisfaction 0.56™ 047" 037 041™ 057"  0.62™
Satisfied with standard of living  0.87  0.89™ 1.19* 090"  0.83"  0.82™
Satisfied with healthcare 0.08 0.19" 0.06 0.07 0.25" 0.11
Satisfied with housing 0.06 0.08 -0.06 0.13 0.06 0.03
Confidence in government -0.13 -0.09 -0.06 -0.13 -0.13 -0.10
Corruption -0.11 -0.03 -0.20 -0.03 -0.17 0.04
City satisfaction 0.26" 0.26" 0.27 027" 0.34" 0.00
Helped 0.00 0.11 0.06 0.02 0.04 0.22
Volunteered 0.10 0.17 0.52 0.10 -0.29 0.42
Donated 0.13 0.26" 0.33 0.20° 0.25° 0.00
Religion important 0.07 0.08 0.12 -0.09 0.16 0.20
Social support 0.51™  0.67 0.86" 050"  0.69" 047"
Mastery 0.26" -0.05 0.26 0.02 0.05 0.26
Freedom 0.12 0.19" 0.06 0.24" 0.14 0.09
Safe at night 0.02 0.11 0.14 0.02 0.07 0.13
Respect -0.03 0.02 -0.01 0.24 -0.14 -0.16
Education 0.10 0.18" -0.33° 0200  0.32™ 0.02
Unemployed -0.55"  -0.46" -0.61°  -042° -0.57 0.13
Large city 0.01 -0.06 -0.03 -0.09  -0.02 0.10
Widow -0.23 -0.05 -1.08 -0.18  -0.14 -0.07
Divorced 0.11 -0.20 0.59 -0.12 -0.13 0.02

Note: HH = household income.
*p <.05; **p <.01; **p <.001

Table 4 below also presents the five most important predictors for each group, based on
separate regression analyses using the stepwise procedure for each group. We used four age
categories, to represent emerging adulthood (15-24), young adulthood (25-44), middle
adulthood (45-64), and late adulthood (65 and older). The age categorization was based on
previous work by Steger, Oishi and Kashdan (2009), inspired by the classic works of Erikson
(1968) and Arnett (2000). The results revealed that there were some slight differences in the
predictors of life satisfaction across the age and gender groups, yet similarities are much more
apparent than differences.
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Table 4. Regression results across age and gender groups

R? F df Most important predictors
Gender
Male 362 55.62 26,2554 HH income, SWSL, age, PA, NA
Female 390 77.12 26,3130 HH income, SWSL, age, PA, NA
Age group
15-24 370 13.15 25,559 SWSL, HH income, social support, NA, mastery
25-44 295  32.38 25,1938 SWSL, HH income, social support, NA, PA
45-64 356  43.57 25,1974 SWSL, HH income, social support, NA, PA
65+ 364 2659 25,1163 SWSL, HH income, social support, NA, PA

Note: The estimates come from regression analyses using the method of enter. The important predictors
come from separate regression analyses using the stepwise method. SWSL = satisfaction with standard of
living; HH income = satisfaction with household income; PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect.

3.5 Relationship between household income and life satisfaction

The relationship between per capita annual household income (in international dollars) and life
satisfaction is shown in Figure 4. Incomes higher than $40,000 are rare and not included in the
graph. As can be seen, at extremely low levels of income, the relationship between income and
life satisfaction is very strong. At higher levels of income, the relationship is still positive but it
constantly becomes less steep with increasing income.
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Figure 4. The relationship between annual household income (in international dollars) and
life satisfaction in Serbia

4. Discussion

The main goal of the present study was to investigate the main predictors of life satisfaction in
Serbia using representative samples from the Gallup World Poll (GWP) in the period from 2007
to 2017.

The results of the present study revealed no gender differences in life satisfaction when the
analysis was conducted using the total sample. However, a more detailed inspection of the
results, which took into consideration the participants” age, showed that this did not hold true
in late adulthood. Gender differences in life satisfaction become evident in late adulthood
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among the oldest old, with elderly women reporting substantially lower life satisfaction then
elderly men. A number of factors may explain gender differences in life satisfaction among the
elderly, such as a greater number of health problems, higher levels of negative emotions, and
lower satisfaction with income and standard of living among elderly women in comparison to
elderly men. These results are in accordance with the explanations for gender differences in
SWB offered by Batz and Tay (2018), who suggest that inequalities between men and women in
access to educational, economic, and social resources might lead to lower life satisfaction
among women who experience greater disadvantages in comparison to men. Findings from
Serbia show that, indeed, women do have a lower rate of economic activity and a higher
unemployment rate than men (Sobot, 2014), which probably has a detrimental effect on the
fulfillment of women’s needs, especially in their later years.

Findings regarding the relationship between age and life satisfaction in Serbia showed that
men’s life satisfaction decreased with age until middle adulthood and remained stable
afterwards, whereas women’s life satisfaction continued to decrease steadily with age. The
well-established U-shaped relationship between age and life satisfaction found in previous
cross-sectional studies (e.g., Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008) was not evident in the Serbian data.
However, our findings are in accordance with the results of studies showing that life
satisfaction is U-shaped with age only in high-income and wealthy English-speaking countries,
whereas many poor, middle-income, and post-communist countries show a progressive decline
in life satisfaction with age (Deaton, 2008; Steptoe et al., 2015). It is no surprise that life
satisfaction in Serbia does not increase after middle age, given that older people in Serbia face a
number of adversities, such as poor social welfare and healthcare systems, a high poverty rate,
and weak institutional support (Sevo et al., 2015; Rasevi¢, 2010). In addition, elderly women in
Serbia are poorer than men of the same age (Rasevi¢, 2010), which might partially explain a
greater decrease in life satisfaction among elderly females in the present study.

The findings regarding the relationship between household income and life satisfaction
revealed a strong positive association at lower levels of income that remains positive but
decreases at higher levels of household income. This is in line with previous findings (Frey &
Stutzer, 2002), and it supports the notion that once basic needs are met, further increase in
income has only a limited effect on life satisfaction.

Among socio-demographic variables, when examined separately, income was the strongest
predictor of life satisfaction, followed by education, relationship status, employment, and
location. Lower life satisfaction was reported among low-income, less-educated, unemployed,
widowed and divorced individuals, and individuals not living in large cities. Our results are in
line with the findings of previous studies that examined associations between life satisfaction
and income (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010), education (Zhang, Braun, & Wu, 2017),
unemployment (Winkelmann, 2014), and marital status (Verbakel, 2012). Lower life satisfaction
among individuals living in rural areas compared to urban areas is not surprising, given that
rural areas in Serbia have much lower levels of quality of life (Beker et al., 2017), which is
typical for poorer European countries (Shucksmith, Cameron, Merridew, & Pichler, 2009).

When examined together, the socio-demographic variables explained a total of 12.5%
variance in life satisfaction, with the largest unique contributions coming from income and
relationship status. These findings are largely consistent with previous studies investigating the

54



6 I W Life satisfaction in Serbia

Jovanovié & Joshanloo

contribution of demographic variables to life satisfaction in developing countries (Camfield,
2012; Rukumnuaykit & Pholphirul, 2016). As noted by Easterlin (2001), a positive association
between happiness and income has been repeatedly found in representative national surveys,
and this income-life satisfaction relationship has been one of the most robust findings in the
field of wellbeing. The large significance of relationship status for life satisfaction can be
explained by the high level of importance placed on the family in Serbia, which has
traditionally been considered a collectivistic society (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010).
Similar findings on the effects of marital status on life satisfaction have also been found in
research on life satisfaction in collectivistic cultures, such as those found in Asia (Ngoo, Tey, &
Tan, 2015).

The analyses that, in addition to demographic variables, also included measures of domain
satisfactions (e.g., satisfaction with household income, standard of living, healthcare, housing,
place of residence), needs (e.g., social support, freedom, mastery, safety, respect), affective
wellbeing, and indicators of social capital (e.g., confidence in the government, corruption,
volunteering) revealed several robust predictors of life satisfaction across gender and age
groups. Minor differences in predictors of life satisfaction were noted among men and women
and different age groups, but the similarities were much greater.

Satisfaction with household income and standard of living, negative affect, and social
support were strong predictors of life satisfaction in all groups. In addition, positive affect was
a significant predictor of life satisfaction in all groups except among emerging adults, whereas
unemployment contributed significantly to life satisfaction in all groups, except among older
adults. These findings are in line with previous studies that used GWP data and showed that
both financial satisfaction and post-material needs were significant predictors of life satisfaction
(Ng & Diener, 2014). Among the post-material needs, only social support was a consistent
predictor of life satisfaction in both genders and across age groups, and it supported the crucial
role of interpersonal relationships in human wellbeing. Previous studies have also found that
social support was a robust predictor of life satisfaction across different periods of life
(Siedlecki, Salthouse, Oishi, & Jeswani, 2014).

Strong associations between life satisfaction and both positive and negative emotions are
not surprising, given that they are components of the overarching construct of SWB. Previous
studies have shown that positive and negative emotions are among the strongest predictors of
life satisfaction (Koots-Ausmees, Realo, & Allik, 2012), and some authors (e.g., Davern,
Cummins, & Stokes, 2007) even argue that SWB is primarily an affective construct. It is
important to note that negative affect had a somewhat greater unique contribution in
predicting life satisfaction than positive affect across both genders and all age groups. These
results are not in accordance with Kuppens and colleagues (Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 2008),
who, in a cross-national study, found that positive emotions were more strongly associated
with life satisfaction than negative emotions. However, these differences should be interpreted
with caution, because measures of affect and life satisfaction were not the same in our study
and the study conducted by Kuppens and colleagues. Positive affect in the present study was
assessed using only two indicators (enjoyment and laughter), whereas negative affect was

measured using a broader range of experiences (worry, sadness, stress, and anger). This might
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have led to a weaker unique contribution of positive affect in comparison to negative affect in
predicting life satisfaction.

Some age- and gender-specific predictors of life satisfaction were observed in the present
study. For example, volunteering was positively associated with life satisfaction only among
emerging adults (aged 15-24), and perceived freedom and respect only among young adults
(aged 25-44), whereas satisfaction with healthcare was a significant predictor of life satisfaction
only among middle adults (aged 45-64). In addition, satisfaction with healthcare, donating
behaviors, perceived freedom and education were significant predictors of life satisfaction
among women but not among men. However, small effects sizes for both age- and gender-
specific predictors of life satisfaction suggest that these findings should not be considered
robust, and that future studies should comprehensively investigate age and gender differences
in life satisfaction determinants. Our findings highlight the importance of taking gender,
particular needs, and the specificity of developmental periods into account when investigating
life satisfaction, but they also clearly indicate that strong predictors of life satisfaction (such as
affective wellbeing, satisfaction with standard of living, social support) had similar effects
among men and women and among people of different ages.

It is interesting to note that measures of social capital had only a limited value in predicting
life satisfaction. As already noted, volunteering was associated with greater life satisfaction
only among emerging adults, whereas donating behaviors were associated with greater life
satisfaction among females and all age groups except older adults. On the other hand,
corruption and confidence in the government were not significant predictors of life satisfaction
in any of the age groups. Similar findings were reported in a study conducted by Jovanovi¢
(2016), who found that trust in other people was a significant predictor of life satisfaction
among Serbian adults, whereas institutional trust was not. This result is in accordance with
previous findings that indicators of social capital and life satisfaction are more closely related in
rich countries than in poorer ones (Bjornskov, 2003; Calvo et al., 2012).

5. Limitations and conclusions

The present study has several limitations which should be addressed in future studies. First, we
examined the predictive value of a broad range of variables associated with life satisfaction, but
a number of important predictors of wellbeing were not included. Future studies should
investigate the incremental value of socio-demographic variables, needs satisfaction and
measures of social capital over and beyond personality traits, which are among the most robust
predictors of wellbeing (e.g., Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz, 2008). In addition, life events should be
included in research on determinants of cognitive wellbeing, as they can have both short- and
long-term effects on life satisfaction (Luhmann, Hofmann, Eid, & Lucas, 2012). Second, the
present data did not provide the opportunity to identify relationships between wellbeing and
predictors that hold within persons. Therefore, future studies should use longitudinal designs
to investigate causal relationships between life satisfaction and its determinants.

Despite these limitations, this study provides pioneering evidence on the state of and major
determinants of SWB in Serbia by using a representative sample. Our findings have both
theoretical and practical implications. The results of the present study clearly show that the
major predictors of life satisfaction identified in previous studies also hold true for Serbia,
suggesting that certain processes that underlie wellbeing are common across cultures. We
should bear in mind, however, that our results about predictors of life satisfaction in Serbia are
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pioneering, and that data are not yet strong enough to warrant solid conclusions about specific
policy implications. Yet, our findings do provide some general policy-relevant suggestions. For
example, the results showing that both material (e.g., household income) and socio-
psychological factors (e.g., social support, freedom) matter for life satisfaction in Serbia,
indicate that policy makers interested in improving wellbeing should not focus exclusively on
economic and material processes (e.g., reducing unemployment and increasing wages).
Unfortunately, wellbeing surveys are not currently used for policy purposes in Serbia. The
accumulation of reliable knowledge and well-confirmed conclusions about wellbeing in Serbia
appears essential for initiating public dialogue about the relevance of wellbeing for policy
issues. The present study was a preliminary step towards that goal.
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