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Abstract
This study uses representative samples of 10- and 12-year-olds from the third wave 
of the Children’s Words international survey (N = 48,499 10-year-olds from 35 
countries, and N= 44,692 12-year-olds from 30 countries) to explore the relation-
ship between four main economic indicators at the country level and a selection of 
children’s subjective well-being (SWB) indicators. The economic indicators includ-
ed measures of wealth and wealth inequality, while the SWB indicators included 
general cognitive and affective indicators of the components of SWB and a selec-
tion of satisfaction items with specific life domains or aspects of children’s lives. 
Separated systematic linear regressions were calculated for each age group—each 
economic indicator being regressed on each SWB general indicator and on each 
of the selected satisfaction items. As is the case with previous research, the results 
do not display significant associations between economic indicators and cognitive 
SWB when using children’s data at the population level. In contrast, associations 
were identified between economic and affective indicators, and between the for-
mer and the correlation between affective and cognitive SWB at the country level. 
These results suggest that the affective and cognitive components of children’s 
SWB display idiosyncratic associations with both wealth and inequality indicators 
at this level, and that it is very important to analyse SWB components separately. 
This study also shows that satisfaction with some specific life domains (e.g.: with 
life as a student, time use or the freedom the child has) may display associations 
with some economic indicators at the macro level, while satisfaction with other 
life domains may not, meaning that overall life satisfaction may offer different 
associations with economic indicators, depending on children’s satisfaction with 
various life domains in each country. These associations may change with age in 
some cases. Findings contribute to questioning the hitherto widespread belief that a 
country’s macro-economic situation has little or no impact on children’s well-being 
and invite the use of children’s SWB indicators from a quadripartite conception—
including overall satisfaction with life and life domains, positive affect and negative 
affect—to monitor the implementation of public policies aimed at children.
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1  Introduction

Children’s well-being has traditionally been considered to be influenced by objec-
tive (material) and subjective indicators (perceptions and evaluations regarding one’s 
life) operating at both the microsocial and macrosocial level (Land, Lamb, & Fu, 
2015). With regard to the latter, there has been scarce scientific interest in deter-
mining whether economic variables have the same influence in children’s lives as 
adults’, particularly in contrast with the considerable attention that has been devoted 
to studying subjective well-being in the adult population (see, for example, the work 
by Diener and Oishi, 2000).

The lack of international databases including these issues and use of diverse indi-
cators by different studies has prevented any progress being made in research on 
children in this respect, with a subsequent lack of empirical knowledge regarding the 
extent to which the economic situation and economic policies might affect children’s 
lives from their own perspective. In other words, identifying how children’s material 
disadvantage relates to SWB may help improve child policies (Gross-Manos, 2017) 
and even public health monitoring at these ages (Levin et al. 2011).

The present study forms part of this ongoing debate, since it provides an analysis 
of new data that allows a more comprehensive approach to be adopted to the poten-
tial relationships existing between objective—economic variables, in this case—and 
subjective indicators of children’s well-being. The latter are considered in terms of a 
quadripartite model of SWB, including overall satisfaction with life and life domains, 
positive affect and negative affect (Savahl, Casas, & Adams, 2021). This is followed 
by a summary of the most noteworthy results published on the central elements of 
this debate to date.

Using a sample of 12,077 12-year-old children from 11 countries in the first wave 
of the Children’s Worlds (ChW; www.isciweb.org) international project, Lee and 
Yoo (2015) found that the economic variables of GDP (Gross Domestic Product per 
capita) and inequality (Gini coefficient, a measure of statistical dispersion intended 
to represent the income inequality or wealth inequality within a nation or any other 
group of people) were not significant factors in predicting children’s subjective well-
being (SWB)—that is, how children perceive and evaluate their lives globally and 
for different life domains. These authors used the General Domain Satisfaction Index 
(GDSI, Casas et al., 2013) as an indicator of SWB, which includes cognitive domain-
based SWB scales such as the PWI-SC (Cummins & Lau, 2005) and the BMSLSS 
(Seligson et al., 2003).

In the study conducted by Main et al. (2019), the authors were not able to identify 
any relationship between these two same economic indicators and an indicator of 
children’s cognitive subjective well-being (the PWI-SC) at the national level in a 
sample of 35,417 children from 15 countries, aged 10 and 12, using the Children’s 
Worlds second wave international database. This, despite the authors acknowledging 

http://www.isciweb.org
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that national wealth is associated with country variations in SWB for adults, as shown 
in Helliwell, Layard and Sachs (2015), for example.

In a similar vein, Levin et al. (2011) studied the HBSC 2006 dataset of 13-year-olds 
from 35 countries and found that the GDP (PPP US$) and the Gini coefficient did not 
explain between-country variance in socioeconomic inequalities in life satisfaction.

Prior to that, Bradshaw and Richardson (2009) reported moderate positive asso-
ciations between children’s well-being in different age groups and GDP per capita 
using data from 29 European countries. However, this study did not include a sepa-
rate analysis with only SWB indicators—the well-being index including both objec-
tive and subjective indicators. A subsequent study conducted by Bradshaw and Rees 
(2017) using the data from 10 and 12-year-ols age-groups of the second wave of the 
Children’s Worlds survey found that economic factors like deprivation can explain 
variations in children’s life satisfaction, although such influences vary considerably 
between countries. Specifically, they observed that deprivation has a greater impact 
on the life satisfaction of children in poorer countries. However, although this study 
took into account the cognitive subjective component of SWB, it did not consider the 
affective component. Another interesting conclusion of this study was that notable 
variations are found in the importance of different life domains in children’s life 
satisfaction across countries.

Casas, Oriol and González-Carrasco (2020) also found non-significant correla-
tions between economic indicators (UN GDP nominal per capita and Mean Wealth 
per Adult in US dollars) and two SWB-related indicators (Positive Affect -PA- and a 
single-item cognitive scale on life satisfaction, the OLS) using representative sam-
ples from 18 countries from the second wave of the Children’s Worlds international 
project (N = 41,599, 10 and 12-year-olds groups). However, these authors contributed 
the surprising result that both economic indicators displayed a significant associa-
tion with the correlation between PA and the OLS, which is to say, between affective 
and cognitive components of SWB. These results were consistent with findings by 
Busseri (2018), namely that a country’s economic development may be one of the 
factors that explains variability in the correlation between the affective and cognitive 
components of SWB in samples of different ages. In a similar vein, results obtained 
for an adult population by Kikutani et al. (2016) showed emotional structure to be 
influenced by the socioeconomic situation in each country. In respect of this, fur-
ther results published by Casas et al. (2020) suggested that the socioeconomic factor 
should be considered in cross-cultural comparisons of SWB involving children. In 
addition, future research should also investigate how these factors can influence the 
value attributed to PA, which constitute a key aspect in understanding the relationship 
between PA and more global appraisals of SWB (Tamir et al. 2016).

GDP per capita is not the only economic indicator frequently used at the national 
level. It is also calculated differently by different organizations (e.g. the International 
Monetary Fund -IMF-, the United Nations -UN-, the World Bank, among others), 
yielding varying results. In fact, the IMF even has two ways of calculating this value: 
PPP (Purchasing Power Parity) and nominal. It is therefore unclear to what extent the 
failure to identify a relationship between economic and children’s SWB indicators at 
the national level may be due to the concrete indicators chosen, given that the four 
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previously quoted studies employed different SWB indicators and only one or two 
economic indicators each.

According to Newland et al. (2019), “GDP was weakly predictive of life satis-
faction, and the Gini coefficient was not a significant predictor of life satisfaction” 
(page 409), even if they also state that “GDP, an indicator of a country’s income and 
economic growth, has been related to other indices of well-being, including health 
and happiness” (page 399), it can be seen as only a limited indicator of economic 
well-being, and additional indices, such as the Gini coefficient, have been recom-
mended as a supplementary indicator to capture country-level economic health more 
holistically (Conceição & Bandura, 2008; Ovaska & Takashima, 2006; Schyns, 1998, 
2002).

In summary, all of the above being said, despite country-level indicators, including 
GDP and the Gini coefficient, having been examined in a handful of studies predict-
ing children’s SWB (Klocke, Clair, & Bradshaw, 2014; Lee & Yoo, 2015; Levin et 
al., 2011), findings have been inconclusive. The relationship of affective components 
of SWB with economic indicators at national level have been rarely explored, and 
still more scarcely using children’s SWB indicators. More work therefore needs to be 
done to tease apart potential macro- and microsystem influences on children’s SWB.

Most prior research on the topic has analysed the relationship between the afore-
mentioned objective and subjective indicators in children’s populations without 
carrying out a separate analysis by age group. There is cumulative evidence that chil-
dren’s SWB decreases with age from 10 to 16 (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2020), 
and it is possible that the association between objective and subjective indicators 
will be observed for some age groups but not for others. It may even happen that 
economic indicators increase their association with children’s age, provided previous 
research found no association with children’s SWB but identified association with 
adults, at national level.

Important gaps can still be found in those studies that have explored variations in 
children’s SWB at the country level to date. Firstly, only few studies have examined 
the impact of economic indicators on cognitive and affective components of SWB 
at these ages, and even fewer have explored the relationship between these com-
ponents among countries. Secondly, considering that childhood is a developmental 
stage comprising constant physical, cognitive and emotional changes, it is not clear 
how these economic indicators may influence the different components of SWB in 
different children’s age groups.

The present study therefore makes two new contributions: on the one hand, it 
includes four economic indicators to provide a more comprehensive knowledge of 
economic wealth and wealth inequality at the country level, and four overall SWB 
indicators (plus two indicators relating cognitive and affective measures), and on the 
other, it explores the relationships between the economic indicators and more specific 
SWB items. This is done by separating 10 and 12-year-olds into different age groups 
for each data analysis in order to offer a more detailed overall panorama of the rela-
tionship between children’s subjective and objective indicators at the macrosocial 
level.

Since Andrews and Withey (1976) found that life satisfaction formed a separate 
factor from the two major types of affect, many authors have made further contribu-
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tions to develop the “Tripartite Theory” of SWB (Arthaud-Day et al., 2005; Bus-
seri, 2018; Metler & Busseri, 2017). At the end of the last century, Diener et al. 
(1999, page 277) already recommended that “the major components of SWB should 
be assessed separately in future research” (page 277). In the present study we will 
therefore not only use cognitive measures of SWB like most previous research, but 
also affective measures, and the quadripartite perspective of SWB, including overall 
satisfaction with life and life domains, positive affect and negative affect (Savahl, 
Casas, & Adams, 2021) will be considered.

2  The present study

The aims of this study are twofold:

1.	 To explore whether associations are observed between any of the economic indi-
cators and SWB indicators used here at the national level for age groups 10 and 
12.

2.	 To explore which economic indicators have predictive capacity for any of the 
SWB indicators used here at the national level for age-groups 10 and 12.

3  Method

3.1  Participants

The data-set was obtained from 10 and 12-year-old groups of the ChW international 
survey (third wave) by means of group-administered questionnaires in the school 
context within each country. An international committee of the Children’s Worlds 
survey supervised the design of data collection in each country to guarantee the 
appropriate representativeness of the data for each region or country. More details 
on the data collection procedure in each country can be obtained from the project’s 
website (www.isciweb.org) and from the third wave report by Rees et al. (2020).

The sample was composed of N = 48,499 10-year-olds from 35 countries, and 
N = 44,692 12-year-olds from 30 countries.

3.2  Instruments

Four economic indicators were used in this study, three pertaining to wealth and one 
to wealth inequality. These were: the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Purchasing 
Power Parity per capita (GDP PPP) estimations made by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) for 2021; the GDP nominal per capita estimated by the IMF for 2021; the 
Wealth per Adult (WpA) mean in United States dollars calculated by Credit Suisse 
for 2019; and the Gini coefficient calculated by the World Bank for 2018, respec-
tively. GDP estimates by the IMF were chosen because the same estimations by the 
United Nations or the World Bank do not include Taiwan, which was included in the 
third wave of the Children’s Worlds international dataset.

http://www.isciweb.org
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Four overall SWB indicators were used. The first one was the five-item version 
of the Children’s Worlds Subjective Well-Being (CW-SWBS5) multi-item context-
free cognitive psychometric scale, which Casas and González-Carrasco (2021) vali-
dated and tested for cross-country comparison for the same countries included in 
the present study; items were: ‘My life is just as it should be’, ‘The things in my life 
are excellent’, ‘I like my life’, ‘I enjoy my life’, and ‘I’m happy with my life’—its 
scores presented in an 11-point scale, from Do not agree at all to Totally agree. The 
second and third ones were the Positive Affect (PA) and Negative Affect (NA) scales 
included on the Children’s Worlds Positive and Negative Affect Scale (CW-PNAS) 
(Casas & González-Carrasco, 2021)—the wording of these was To what extent have 
you felt like this in the last two weeks? and answers were provided on a 0–10 scale 
from Not at all to Extremely (PA included ‘happy’, ‘calm’, and ‘full of energy’, and 
NA ‘sad’, ‘stressed’, and ‘bored’). The fourth one was the single-item cognitive 
scale on overall life satisfaction (OLS), as used in the third wave of the Children’s 
Worlds project—scores being presented on a 0–10 scale from Not satisfied at all 
to Completely satisfied. Correlations were calculated between the PA and the OLS 
(PA↔OLS), and between the NA and the OLS (NA↔OLS), and the findings were 
used as additional SWB indicators.

Twelve items on satisfaction with specific life domains were also used as SWB 
indicators, as detailed in Table 2. These were also taken from the third wave of the 
Children’s Worlds project. Answers were on 0–10 scales, ranging from Not satisfied 
at all to Completely satisfied.

3.3  Procedure

The data-set used for this analysis was cleaned and prepared within the international 
project prior to the database being made available. This process included identify-
ing and excluding cases with high proportions of missing data and identifying and 
excluding cases with systematic response patterns. The latter point is of relevance 
to this article given that some authors, such as Cummins and Lau (2005), recom-
mend excluding from the analysis respondents who score at the top or bottom of the 
scale for all items on the PWI-SC, because constant extreme answers tend not to be 
reliable. There are problems with this approach, however, in that it automatically 
excludes anyone who expresses complete satisfaction with all aspects of their life 
covered by one instrument—and many children at these ages seem to be extremely 
satisfied with many aspects of their lives, even if that does not mean they are satis-
fied with all aspects measured by other instruments. According to Rees and Main 
(2015), it is possible to adopt a broader approach when using Children’s Worlds data 
sets because the questionnaire includes different sets of items. Therefore, uniform 
response patterns were identified for five different sets of items in the data set and 
cases were excluded if they exhibited such patterns for more than one of these sets 
(Rees & Main, 2015).

The sample used in this paper was subjected to a second cleaning. Children who 
did no answer three or more items on any of the psychometric scales were excluded 
from the analysis, while the scores of those not answering one or two items were 
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substituted by means of multiple imputation using regression, as implemented via 
the AMOS25 software.

3.4  Data Analysis

Separate correlations were calculated between all economic and SWB indicators for 
each age group, and also between all economic indicators and the selected satisfac-
tion items. Next, systematic linear regressions were calculated for each economic 
indicator on each SWB general indicator, and also for each economic indicator on 
the selected satisfaction items. Because this is a preliminary exploratory analysis, 
examining interaction effects among variables was not the aim. Regressions were 
carried out separately for the 10 and 12-year-old groups using the SPSS27 software.

4  Results

4.1  Correlations

Correlations between the four economic indicators and six children’s SWB indica-
tors at the national level are presented in Table  1, with the aggregated data base 
being used separately for each age group. As expected, the three wealth indicators 
displayed very high and significant correlations with one another, in contrast with the 
Gini coefficient, which displayed a moderate negative correlation with all three for 
both age groups—not reaching significance with WpA.

The GDP (PPP), the GDP (nominal) and the WpA displayed significant negative 
correlations with the PA for the two age groups, whereas the strongest correlation 
between one these and a general indicator of SWB was with the NA↔OLS (correla-
tion between Negative Affect and the OLS) for the two age groups. No other correla-
tion of these three wealth indicators reached significance.

The Gini coefficient displayed a significant positive correlation with NA for both 
age groups, and with NA↔OLS only for the 10-year-old group.

Table 2 presents correlations between the four economic indicators and twelve 
children’s satisfaction domains at the national level, with the aggregated data base 
being used separately for each age group.

The GDP (PPP), the GDP (nominal) and the WpA displayed significant negative 
correlations with satisfaction with life as a student for both age groups. Additionally, 
the GDP (PPP) displayed a significant moderate positive correlation with ‘satisfac-
tion with friends’ and with ‘satisfaction with the things you have’ for the 10-year-
olds, and a significant negative correlation with ‘satisfaction with the way you look’ 
for the 12-year-olds. GDP (nominal) also displayed a significant moderate positive 
correlation with ‘satisfaction with the things you have’ for the 10 year-olds and with 
‘satisfaction with friends’ for both 10 and 12-year-olds. The WpA also displayed a 
significant moderate negative correlation with ‘satisfaction with how you use your 
time’ and with ‘satisfaction with the way you look’ only for the 12-year-olds.

The Gini coefficient displayed significant negative correlations with satisfaction 
with the people you live with, satisfaction with friends, satisfaction with the area 
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you live in, and satisfaction how you are listened to by adults for both age groups, 
although most of these were stronger for the 12-year-olds. Additionally, it also dis-
played significant negative moderate to high correlations with satisfaction with what 
may happen later in your life for the 10-year-olds and satisfaction with the things you 
have, with how you use your time, with how safe you feel and with the freedom you 
have for the 12-year-olds.

4.2  Regressions

Table 3 presents systematic linear regressions for each economic indicator on each 
of the SWB indicators used here. No regression was found to be significant when 
carried out on any of the overall cognitive SWB instruments (the CW-SWBS5 and 
the OLS), or on the PA↔OLS. However, results differed when using affective SWB 
instruments or satisfaction with some specific life domains.

The three indicators of economic wealth displayed significant contributions to PA 
and to the NA↔OLS for both age groups (Table 3; see Figs. 1, 2, 3 and 4 as examples 
of the regression plots, and the supplementary materials), while the inequality indica-
tor (Gini index) displayed a significant contribution to NA for both age groups and to 
the NA↔OLS for the 10-year-olds (Table 3; see Figs. 5 and 6 as examples, and the 
supplementary materials).

When the dependent variable was one of the satisfaction items, the results were as 
follows: the three indicators of wealth displayed a significant contribution to satisfac-
tion with life as a student (two age groups) (Table 3; see Figs. 7 and 8 as examples, 
and the supplementary materials). Regression on any other satisfaction item did not 
show any other coincidence of the three wealth indicators. The GDP (PPP) displayed 
a significant contribution to satisfaction with the things you have (10-year-olds), sat-
isfaction with the way you look (12-year-olds), satisfaction with how safe you feel 
(10-year-olds), satisfaction with your friends (10-year-olds), and satisfaction with 
the freedom you have (10-year-olds). GDP (nominal) made a significant contribu-
tion to satisfaction with the things you have (10-year-olds), satisfaction with your 
friends (both age groups) and satisfaction with the freedom you have (10-year-olds). 
The WpA mean made a significant contribution to satisfaction with the way you 
look (12-year-olds) and satisfaction with how you use your time (12-year-olds) (see 
Table 3 and supplementary materials).

The Gini index made a significant contribution to satisfaction with the things you 
have (12-year-olds), satisfaction with how safe you feel (12-year-olds), satisfaction 
with friends (both age groups), satisfaction with how you use your time (both age 
groups) and satisfaction with the freedom you have (both age groups) (see Table 3 
and supplementary materials).

5  Discussion

In this research, we have explored the correlations between economic and children’s 
SWB indicators at the country (national) level, and the regressions of the economic 
indicators on different SWB-related indicators. The inclusion of four economic indi-
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cators was found to be very useful, as their relationship with each SWB indicator 
differed in several cases, even if three of them were apparently very similar and dis-
played a high correlation with one another.

The results obtained suggest that the wealthier the country (according to the three 
economic indicators), the lower the children’s scores for Positive Affect and the lower 
the correlation between Negative Affect and the OLS for children this being the case 
for both the 10 and the 12-year-old age groups. Formulated the other way around, we 
can say that the poorer a country is in economic terms, the more consistency there is 
between NA and the cognitive SWB of their children. Children in wealthy countries 
tend to report high cognitive SWB more frequently, despite their NA also being high.

At the same time, the higher the wealth inequality within a country, the higher its 
children’s scores with regard to NA also for both age groups. Furthermore, the higher 
the inequality of a country, the higher the correlation between NA and the OLS of 
its children, although this correlation only reaches significance for the 10-year-old 
group.

Unlike with the second wave data set (which analysed 18 countries) (Casas et al., 
2020), when using the third wave, economic indicators did not significantly correlate 
with the PA↔OLS, although they did with NA↔OLS and with PA. The correlation 
between economic indicators and the OLS was non-significant for both the second 
and third waves, however.

These results reveal that the affective and cognitive components of children’s 
SWB display idiosyncratic associations with both wealth and inequality indicators at 
the national level, and that it is very important to analyse them separately. Previous 
research has mainly analysed the relationship between national income and income 
inequality indicators with measures of the cognitive component of SWB, observing 
very moderate or null associations (Levin et al., 2011; Main et al., 2019). The results 
of the present study show notable significant associations between said indicators 
and different affective components of SWB at the country level. Furthermore, the 
results also confirm that the correlation between affective measures and cognitive 
measures of SWB is influenced by the wealth and inequality of a country, support-
ing the hypothesis formulated by Busseri (2018) that economic development may 
explain the variability in said correlation in samples of different ages, and extending 
to children the hypothesis that the emotional structure of people in any given country 
or culture is influenced by its socioeconomic situation (Kikutani et al., 2016).

This research has also contributed a new way of exploring which of the above 
economic indicators have predictive capacity for any of the specific items on satis-
faction with different domains or aspects of children’s lives at the national level, for 
both of the age groups investigated here. First, we explored children’s satisfaction 
with people they live with. This satisfaction item displayed a significant associa-
tion with the Gini coefficient for both age groups, suggesting that in-country wealth 
inequalities may have a negative impact on everyday relationships within the house-
hold. However, no significant association was observed with the other three wealth 
indicators. The same results were observed for children’s satisfaction with how adults 
listen to them, which displaying a significant association with the Gini coefficient and 
a non-significant one with the other wealth indicators, suggesting that adults tend to 
listen to their children more in wealthier countries. Similar results were obtained for 
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satisfaction with the area you live in, suggesting the larger the wealth inequalities in 
a country, the more children are dissatisfied with their neighbourhood, probably due 
to areas intended for children’s leisure time activities being more poorly equipped. 
These results seem to be consistent with research on neighbourhood satisfaction 
among adolescents from different socio-economic contexts within the same country 
(Aminzadeh et al., 2013; Oyarzún et al., 2019; Wang & Fouler, 2019).

Children’s satisfaction with their health did not display any significant association 
with any of the four economic indicators used here, suggesting that satisfaction with 

Fig. 3  Regression of WpA on 10 
year-old children’s correlation 
between Negative Affect and 
the OLS

 

Fig. 2  Regression of WpA on 
12 year-old children’s Positive 
Affect

 

Fig. 1  Regression of WpA on 
10 year-old children’s Positive 
Affect
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health is a very personal issue that depends more on individual circumstances than on 
indicators at the national level.

Our results suggest that the wealthier a country is, the lower their children’s satis-
faction with their life as students. Wealthier countries appear to have more demand-
ing, competitive and stressful school systems, which has negative consequences for 
children’s well-being at the ages of both 10 and 12 (e.g. Figures 7 and 8). Previous 
research has suggested this is particularly important among boys (Rees et al., 2020).

In contrast, the larger the wealth inequality within a country, the lower the satis-
faction with friends in both age groups, suggesting competitiveness for wealth may 

Fig. 6  Regression of Gini Index 
on 12 year-old children’s Nega-
tive Affect

 

Fig. 5  Regression of Gini Index 
on 10 year-old children’s Nega-
tive Affect

 

Fig. 4  Regression of WpA on 12 
year-old children’s correlation 
between Negative Affect and 
the OLS

 



F. Casas et al.20

1 3

negatively influence being happy with friends and doing more high-quality activities 
with friends. However, at least one economic indicator for each age group displayed a 
positive association with satisfaction with friends, suggesting a wealthy context may 
also facilitate high-quality activities with friends. Given these complex results, satis-
faction with friends appears to be a promising field for future research on children’s 
well-being at the national level.

A trend is observed that the wealthier the country, the lower the satisfaction with 
self-image reported by 12-year-olds. Interestingly, this association is only significant 
when using the GDP-PPP and the WpA, but not when using the GDP nominal indica-
tor, suggesting that not all economic indicators have the same relationship with SWB 
variables at the national level (e.g. Figure A1, in supplementary materials). Prior 
research has pointed out that a lower satisfaction with self-image may be particularly 
important among girls in wealthier countries, due to the cultural pressure to have a 
perfect body according to standards presented in the media (Rees et al., 2020).

At this same age, the wealthier the country according to the WpA, the lower chil-
dren’s satisfaction with their use of time. However, this negative correlation is not 
observed with the other two economic indicators used here, suggesting a difference 
in sensitivity in this regard (e.g. Figure A2). Children’s satisfaction with their use of 
time also displays a significant negative association with the Gini coefficient for the 
two age groups, suggesting the larger the wealth inequalities in a country, the lower 
children’s satisfaction with this life domain. This may be attributed to the fact that 

Fig. 8  Regression of WpA on 12 
year-old children’s Satisfaction 
with life as a student

 

Fig. 7  Regression of WpA on 10 
year-old children’s satisfaction 
with life as a student
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children in less wealthy countries often have a less structured daily agenda, which in 
turn may be associated with a feeling of wasting time.

The item on satisfaction with the freedom children perceive is also negatively and 
significantly associated with the Gini coefficient for the two age groups and posi-
tively associated with two of the three wealth indicators at the age of 10—none of 
the three reaching significance for the 12-year-old age group. These results suggest 
wealth inequalities within a country may have a negative impact on the feeling of 
freedom children experience.

A notable negative association is observed between the Gini coefficient and satis-
faction with the things children have at the age of 12—this not reaching significance 
among the 10-year-olds. However, a significant positive association is observed 
between two wealth indicators (GDP-PPP and GDP nominal) and this satisfaction 
domain at the age of 10—which did not reach signification for any wealth indicator 
at the age of 12.

At the age of 10, children’s satisfaction with what may happen to them later in life 
displays a significant negative association with the Gini coefficient. This relationship 
does not reach significance in the 12-year-old group. No association is observed with 
the three wealth indicators.

At this same age (the 10-year-old group), the wealthier the country, the higher the 
satisfaction with safety—although this positive correlation is only significant with 
the GDP-PPP and not with the other two wealth indicators, once again suggesting 
that each economic indicator may differ in terms of sensitivity depending on the 
domain. However, at the age of 12, there is a highly significant association between 
this domain and the Gini coefficient, while associations with any other wealth indica-
tor do not reach significance. These results suggest that feelings of safety may change 
between 10 and 12 years of age, perhaps due to the child’s greater autonomy and 
better knowledge of the surrounding world, while children’s greater perception of 
wealth inequalities in their country have a negative impact on their feeling of safety. 
Thus, these results also contribute evidence that different economic indicators may 
have very different relationships with children’s SWB indicators, despite all wealth 
indicators displaying a high correlation with one another.

Despite some differences have been identified in this study between in the correla-
tion of different economic and SWB indicators at the age of 10 and of 12, data do not 
allow to anticipate the evolution of these correlations at older ages. While cognitive 
SWB indicators at these ages do not correlate with economic indicators, but cumula-
tive evidence is available showing they do with adults, at national level, an important 
question raises: at what age or ages SWB indicators start to correlate with economic 
indicators at national level?

6  Conclusions

The associations between widely used economic measures (including both wealth and 
wealth inequality indicators) and affective components of children’s SWB revealed 
in this research contribute to questioning the hitherto widespread belief that a coun-
try’s macro-economic situation has little or no impact on children’s well-being. This 



F. Casas et al.22

1 3

finding invites the use of such indicators to monitor the implementation of public 
policies aimed at children, as already done with other indicators by several authors 
(e.g.: Bradshaw & Richardson, 2009; Casas et al., 2013b).

Notable relationships have also emerged in this study between economic indica-
tors and cognitive and affective components of children’s SWB, leading to an interest 
in considering children’s SWB from a quadripartite conception—including overall 
satisfaction with life and life domains, positive affect and negative affect (Savahl, 
Casas, & Adams, 2021)—as far as economic indicators are concerned. It is precisely 
this understanding of the structure of children’s SWB that has led to the observation 
that satisfaction with some specific life domains may display associations with sev-
eral economic indicators at the macro level, while satisfaction with other life domains 
may not—meaning that overall life satisfaction may offer different results depending 
on children’s satisfaction with a set of different life domains in each country. The 
comparison by age group has also revealed that these associations may change with 
age in some cases.

7  Limitations and Future Directions

All of the data used in this study were cross-sectional and no causal relationships can 
therefore be established between variables. Future research will require longitudinal 
data in order to better understand the associations between the objective and subjec-
tive indicators used here.

Future research should also investigate whether relationships between economic 
indicators and SWB indicators display gender differences at the national level, given 
that previous research has found cross-cultural gender differences in some satisfac-
tion domains, such as satisfaction with school and with the way children look. Sub-
jective economic indicators might also be explored. An analysis that considers family 
affluence as a mediating factor between both cognitive and affective indicators of 
SWB and economic variables, like the ones analysed here, would be an interest-
ing future direction for research, as would the use of regression analysis to identify 
potential interaction effects among the variables considered in this article and new 
ones.

Although the dataset used here included representative samples from 35 countries 
for the 10-year-olds and 30 for the 12-year-olds, respectively, the results cannot be 
generalized world-wide. Data from more countries and cultures should be collected 
in the future to better understand cross-cultural diversity in the phenomena stud-
ied here. Also, data from a broader range of age-groups is needed, particularly from 
older adolescents, allowing to identify at what ages SWB indicators start to correlate 
with economic indicators at national level. Future research might also incorporate 
children’s well-being indicators from an eudaimonic perspective, which were not 
considered in the present study.
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