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Abstract 

 

In this paper, we investigate the effect of individual and community level characteristics 

on subjective well-being in Flanders (Belgium). The analysis is based on the SCIF 2009 

survey (n=2,080), that was designed specifically to allow for this kind of multilevel 

investigation. On the individual level, most hypotheses on the determinants of subjective 

well-being were confirmed. Having a partner and satisfaction with one’s income level 

were shown to have strong effects, but also social capital indicators had a significant 

positive effect on well-being. All these effects remained significant controlling for 

optimism. On the community level, however, income, crime and population density did 

not have any effect. It is speculated that in homogenous societies with low levels of 

income inequality like Belgium, community level determinants might matter less than in 

more unequal societies. 
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1 Introduction 
 

While it can be safely assumed that subjective well-being is determined mainly by 

individual characteristics (DeNeve & Cooper 1998), research has also confirmed the 

impact of community characteristics on well-being (Farrell, Aubry & Coulombe 2004). 

The expectation is that specific features of communities or neighbourhoods will have an 

impact on the general quality of life of citizens, even controlling for individual 

background characteristics (Rahn & Yoon 2009). Recent comparative research suggests 

that the context of an individual accounts for a substantive part of his or her happiness 

level (Frey & Stutzer 2000, 2002; Helliwell 2003; Helliwell & Putnam 2004). Societies 

show strong and persistent differences with regard to their average level of subjective 

well-being and it is a reasonable expectation that these differences cannot be contributed 

to individual psychological differences (Diener, Oishi & Lucas 2003; Christoph & Noll 

2003). Less is known, however, about which specific community characteristics could 

have an impact on subjective well-being. Since most of the currently available studies 

tend to focus on explaining differences between countries, relatively little attention has 

been given to the neighbourhood or community level (Helliwell 2003). Of the studies that 

are available on the community level, most are based in the US (Fernandez & Kulik 1981; 

Subramanian, Kim & Kawachi 2005) and we have access to few studies from a European 

context. 

 

In this paper we report on the distribution of subjective well-being in Belgian 

communities, based on a representative population survey in Flanders, Belgium (n=2080). 

The Belgian case is theoretically relevant because, together with the Scandinavian 

countries, Belgium is one of the countries in the world with the lowest level of income 

inequality (OECD 2009). While previously it has been demonstrated that community 

characteristics matter in highly unequal and/or segregated societies, it remains to be 

ascertained whether community effects can also be detected in more equal and less 

segregated societies like Belgium. The data from the Social Cohesion Indicators Flanders 

(SCIF) Survey 2009 were collected in such a manner that they are ideally suited for 

multilevel research. The data allow us to disentangle individual and community 

determinants of subjective well-being in Belgium. 
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2 Subjective Well-being 
 

In recent years, subjective well-being has received increasing attention within social 

sciences in general and more specifically within community studies (Noll 2002; Helliwell 

2003). Subjective well-being is usually considered as “a broad category of phenomena 

that include people’s emotional responses, domain satisfactions and global judgments of 

life satisfaction” (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith 1999, 277). While positive or negative 

affects, such as moods and emotions, can be regarded as short-term indicators of 

subjective well-being, satisfaction with life or with specific domains of life reflects a more 

cognitive and long term evaluation (Lucas, Diener, & Suh 1996). 

 

Happiness, or its more cognitive counterpart life satisfaction or subjective well-being, can 

be regarded as a paramount striving throughout human history. On a collective level, 

democratic political systems ideally try to achieve the highest level of life satisfaction for 

most citizens. One of the rationales behind the welfare state is that by supporting citizens 

to achieve a minimum level of income and resources, their well-being is enhanced 

significantly, and avoidable suffering is reduced. On an individual level, people achieve 

happiness or satisfaction through self realisation on a number of life domains, such as 

work, family, social life, etc. This means that well-being depends not only on individual 

abilities, or social position, but that it is also dependent on the context, on the ‘goodness 

of others’, as Nussbaum (2001) phrased it. This insight carries a long tradition, going from 

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics up until contemporary authors like Martha Nussbaum.  

 

Previous research has demonstrated that well-being data can be used to compare the 

quality of life between countries. Subjective well-being therefore can be used as an 

indicator to monitor policies aimed at improving well-being at a national level (Diener 

2000; Helliwell 2003). Although historical, religious and cultural differences play an 

important role in the explanations offered, a significant share of the observed cross-

cultural differences can be explained in terms of socio-demographics, community 

integration and material wealth, although some recent studies have also questioned the 

cross-cultural measurement equivalence of these scales (Eckersley 2009). 
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Not just the national level has been investigated with regard to variations in well-being, 

but also the local or community level. Some studies find significant differences between 

communities and regions within a country, as is the case in Switzerland (Frey & Stutzer 

2000; Frey & Stutzer 2002), Italy (Rampichini & Schifini d'Andrea 1998) or the US 

(Fernandez & Kulik 1981; Bjørnskov 2008). Frey and Stutzer (2000), e.g., demonstrate 

that the presence of procedures for direct democracy and the degree of decentralization of 

political institutions have a positive impact on the subjective well-being of residents. Not 

all studies, however, confirm these local differences. For the United Kingdom, Duncan et 

al. (1995) did not discover any significant community differences with regard to mental 

health, controlled for composition of the population in those communities. Research in the 

United States (Plaut, Markus, & Lachman 2002), too, fails to reveal significant 

community determinants for general life satisfaction.  

 

While previous research has shown strong inter-state and regional variations with regard 

to happiness (Bjørnskov 2008), countries appear to be more homogeneous with regard to 

general life satisfaction (Plaut, Markus, & Lachman 2002; Cummins 1995). This might 

imply that life satisfaction is partly dependent on cultural mechanisms, and we can assume 

these cultural traits to be present throughout society, no matter any specific community 

characteristics. Life satisfaction apparently is not just a mechanical sum scale, 

summarizing one’s self-realisation in various life domains. It can be considered as part of 

a cultural process of interpretation and giving meaning to one’s life, and we can assume 

that this process is present throughout society without too much local variation within that 

society. Individualism, the quintessential feature of the American value system (Bellah et 

al. 1985), implies that realizing one’s well-being is a personal responsibility, since 

everyone is responsible for his/her own happiness (Suh 2000). Admitting in a survey that 

one is not satisfied with life in an individualistic culture implies that one has not been able 

to maximise his/her opportunities, talents and capabilities. Within these cultures one can 

therefore observe a strong social pressure to evaluate life satisfaction in a positive manner. 

Comparative research convincingly illustrates that individualism is a substantial part of 

the explanation of subjective well-being (Diener, Diener & Diener 1995). There is some 

disagreement in the literature, however, on the precise causal mechanism to explain the 

positive relation between individualism and subjective well-being. Inglehart (1997) and 

others have noted that a cultural climate of individualism creates more opportunities for 
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self-realisation, thus enhancing the satisfaction with life among the citizens of these 

communities. 

The current state of the literature, therefore, leads to a number of clear research questions. 

While local communities apparently have an impact on happiness levels, this is not 

necessarily the case for subjective well-being. Subjective well-being indicators are 

strongly influenced by national-level determinants (culture, income levels, ...) but it 

remains to be investigated what kind of community levels can have an impact on 

subjective well-being. In this article, we therefore will investigate the impact of 

community level characteristics on subjective well-being, controlling for individual level 

determinants and for composition effects. 

 
 

3 Determinants of subjective well-being 

 

Given the current literature, it can be expected that both individual characteristics as 

community level characteristics will have an impact on subjective well-being. These 

determinants will be briefly reviewed in this section. We start with individual level 

determinants. 

 

Age, gender and family structure 

 

In most studies on subjective well-being, gender does not play a significant role. Age on 

the other hand seems to have a curvilinear effect: both the youngest and oldest age groups 

have a significantly higher level of well-being with the lowest levels being recorded 

among the middle age group (Clark & Oswald 1994; Blanchflower & Oswald 2007). 

Research shows that being married contributes significantly to the level of subjective 

well-being while being divorced, widowed or separated have an equally clear negative 

impact (Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener 2003; Clark & Oswald 1994). Having 

children, too, seems to have a negative impact on one’s level of well-being (Clark & 

Oswald 1994). 
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Health 

 

A strong connection between physical health and well-being has been demonstrated and 

health can be considered as one of the most important determinants of subjective well-

being (Deaton 2008). Health itself is influenced by socio-demographic background, so 

health status can be seen as an intermediary variable through which well-being is 

influenced. Research on health related quality of life indicates that the personal 

appreciation of one’s health status has a stronger effect on well-being than objective 

measures of physical health (Gill & Feinstein 1994). 

 

Material conditions 

 

Looking at the correlates between material conditions and subjective well-being, one can 

discern two related patterns. On the one hand, income is positively related to subjective 

well-being but more recent research shows that material well-being has only a quite 

modest effect on subjective well-being (Diener & Oishi 2000; Diener & Biswas-Diener 

2002). Furthermore it seems that the relative income level, or the comparison between 

one’s own income and the national average income, has a stronger effect on subjective 

well-being than the absolute income level (Easterlin 1974, 1995). Furthermore, being 

unemployed is a strong determinant for a lower level of well-being. The negative effect of 

unemployment by far surpasses the effect of income loss (Clark & Oswald 1994; Di Tella, 

MacCulloch, & Oswald 2001; Frey & Stutzer 2000; Oswald 1997; Kahneman & Krueger 

2006). These findings illustrate that being employed is much more than just earning an 

income, it can be seen a fundamental part of the self-realisation that is the key to 

subjective well-being. 

 

Social Capital 

 

Social capital, as it is used frequently in contemporary social science, refers to the impact 

of networks on society and individuals (Putnam 1993, 2000). Apart from having a direct 

influence on the people included in networks themselves, social networks also have an 

indirect impact on society in general (Helliwell & Putnam 2004). Both formal networks, 

through jobs and participation in organizations, and informal networks between friends 
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and neighbours, are supposed to have a positive influence on community life. Next to 

these more structural features of social capital, the concept contains a more attitudinal 

component as well: generalized trust. This can be seen as the degree to which one believes 

people are trustworthy in general (Reeskens & Hooghe 2008). It is expected that social 

capital, operationalized either through measures of the degree of participation in formal 

and informal networks or through trust in others, will have a positive influence on 

subjective well-being (Helliwell & Putnam 2004). Although research on the relation 

between social capital and subjective well-being is quite scarce the idea that inclusion in 

society and social support matters is well documented in research on well-being (Helliwell  

& Putnam 2004; Winkelmann 2009). 

 
Personality structure 

 

It is relevant to point out that happiness, or life satisfaction, cannot be reduced to a 

personality trait, as has been convincingly illustrated by Veenhoven (1994). Taking 

personality traits into account, however, allows for a more reliable assessment of the 

impact of demographics, social structure and economical situation on subjective well-

being (Hayes & Joseph 2003). Previous research has shown that higher subjective well-

being is associated especially with lower levels of neuroticism and higher levels of 

extraversion (Gutierrez et al. 2005). The tendency to have an optimistic outlook on life 

obviously has a positive effect on the evaluation of life, regardless of specific 

circumstances (Veenhoven 1994). Furthermore research on the relation between optimism 

and subjective well-being indicates significant positive correlations (Wrosch & Scheier 

2003). Taking optimism into account, therefore, allows us to assess the relevance of both 

subjective and objective factors on well-being in a more reliable manner.  

 

Community level determinants 

 

Next to all these individual level explanations, we expect that the context in which people 

live will also influence their level of well-being. Previous research has indicated that 

unemployment levels (Oswald 1997), income levels (Clark & Oswald 1994), crime rates 

(Dolan et al. 2008), openness of political institutions (Frey & Stutzer 2000) and ethnic 

diversity within the community (Putnam 2007; Hooghe et al. 2009) are expected to play a 
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role in this regard. The assumption is that subjective well-being will be lower in deprived 

neighbourhoods with high levels of unemployment and crime. Authoritarian political 

institutions too, are thought to have a depressing impact on the level of subjective well-

being. It is important in this regard to make a distinction between compositional effects 

and community-level effects. Almost self-evidently, average levels of well-being will be 

lower in deprived communities. The assumption, however, is that even controlling for 

one’s own level of income, or one’s own experience with unemployment, community 

level indicators of crime, unemployment and income will still have an impact on 

individual well-being. 

 

4 Hypotheses 
 

Thus far, most research focuses on either psychological or social correlates of well-being. 

Although it has been stated that the context people live in might affect their subjective 

well-being this has not been tested extensively in a European context. Therefore, a 

number of complementary hypotheses are developed: 

 

H1: We expect that living with a partner, having a high income and being 

employed will have a positive effect on subjective well-being  

H2: Social connectedness and generalized trust have a positive influence on 

subjective well-being 

H3: Unemployment and crime in one’s community will have a negative impact on 

subjective well-being 

  

 
5 Data and Methods 
 
These hypotheses will be investigated using data from the Social Cohesion Indicators 

Flanders (SCIF) Survey. The SCIF-survey is a representative survey of respondents in 

Belgium between 18 and 85 years old. The SCIF survey was conducted in the northern 

autonomous region of Flanders, with 6,162,000 inhabitants or 58 per cent of the total 

Belgian population. A face-to–face interview methodology was chosen since this method 

of interview allows for longer interviews and more reliable answers on complicated 
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measurement instruments. In total, 2,080 respondents participated in the survey. The 

interviews were carried out between the April and July 2009.  

 

The survey was designed specifically to analyse the impact of community level 

characteristics on individual quality of life outcomes. To select the respondents, two-stage 

cluster sampling was used. First, groups of communities were identified that differ 

minimally within and maximally between groups. This cluster analysis was performed 

using community level indicators of population density and mobility, industrial 

production, economic performance and demographic indicators1. From the resulting 

clusters, 40 municipalities were randomly drawn, with their selection chances dependent 

on their population figure. This procedure was used to ensure a sufficient variation of 

relevant indicators on the community level. In a second phase, a simple random sample of 

inhabitants born between 1924 and 1991, living in the selected municipalities, was drawn 

from the official national registry (including both Belgian citizens and foreign nationals). 

Overall, the survey obtained a response rate of 54 per cent, which can be considered as 

average for this kind of research in a Belgian context. A response analysis indicated that 

respondents are representative for the population of these 40 municipalities, with no 

significant differences between participants and the population with regard to age and 

gender. The resulting dataset, in sum, includes information on 2,080 respondents, nested 

in 40 distinct municipalities. This nested design allows us to test the impact of community 

level variables on individual outcomes in a methodologically correct manner, with 

sufficient cases both on the first (individual) and second (community) observation level 

(SCIF 2009). 

 

Subjective well-being 

 

The dependent variable in the analysis is the subjective well-being of respondents. 

Research has shown that using multiple indicators of life satisfaction leads to more 

reliable results than a single question on global life satisfaction (Kahneman & Krueger 

2006). In constructing the questionnaire we closely followed the Cummins (1995) 

approach to arrive at a valid measurement of subjective well-being. This implies that 

respondents were asked to rate several life domains on a scale from 0 to 10 (low to high 

satisfaction). Items included in the questionnaire were family life, social life and sexual 
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well-being (Table 1). The average results show that respondents are most satisfied with 

their family life (an average score of 8.24 on the scale), while there is somewhat less 

satisfaction with one’s social and sexual life. Missing values were imputed using the EM 

method, which was justified since Little’s MCAR test was significant at the p=.015 level. 

A sum scale ranging from 0 to 100 was developed based on these three items, and used as 

a dependant variable in the analysis. 

 

Table 1. Subjective Well-being Scale in the SCIF Survey 2009 
 Factor 

Loadings 
Cronbach’s alpha if 

deleted 
Scale average 

(0-10) 
How satisfied are you with your 
family life? 

0.778 0.651 8.24 

How satisfied are you with your 
social life? 

0.710 0.696 7.77 

How satisfied are you with your 
sexual life? 

0.709 0.712 7.32 

Factor analysis of Subjective Well-Being Scale. One factor: 69.07 % explained total variance, Eigenvalue: 
2.058. Cronbach’s alpha: .765. Source: SCIF survey 2009, n=2,080. 

 

 

Individual-level variables 

 

In the analyses, we will control for income, unemployment and household composition, as 

it is hypothesized that these factors will have an impact on subjective well-being. Income 

was measured as the household income. In the analysis, the natural logarithm of the 

equivalent household income is used to normalise the distribution, and to minimise the 

range of this variable. Item non-response to the question on family income remained 

limited to 12 per cent of all respondents. The mean household income in the sample is 

2,837 euro/month2. 

Furthermore, we also asked respondents about their professional status. This resulted in 53 

per cent of all respondents having paid work, 25 percent is retired, 8 percent are students 

and 13 percent is unemployed or not in the paid labour force. The relative high number of 

pensioners in the sample is due to the fact that sampling continued up to the age of 85, and 

the percentage reflects the ageing structure of the population of the Flemish region. 

Furthermore, we will also control for gender and age. Given the expectation of a u-shaped 

effect of age, we also include age squared. Since we expect family composition matters 
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for individual well-being, we included information on the number of children of the 

respondent. As indicators for social capital, both structural and attitudinal features are 

used. Informal social networks are operationalised by the frequency of visits to family, 

inviting friends at home and visiting concerts and exhibitions, while formal social 

networks are taken into account by including information on whether the respondent is an 

active member of voluntary associations or not (dummy variable). Finally, we also include 

generalized trust as it is expected that people who are more trusting will also have a higher 

level of subjective well-being. Generalized trust was measured by including three 

questions: ‘Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you 

can’t be too careful in dealing with people?’, ‘Would you say that most of the time people 

try to be helpful or that they mostly look after themselves?’ and ‘Do you think most 

people would try to take advantage of you if they got a chance, or would they try to be 

fair?’. All three questions form one coherent factor (Eigenvalue 2.01; 66.8 percent of 

explained variance; Cronbach’s alpha: 0.74). 

Subjective measures of health and income were also used. No objective medical 

information was available in the survey, and we can only assess a subjective satisfaction 

with one’s health. A subjective measure of income satisfaction was also included. 

Respondents could indicate how satisfied they were with their income on a scale from 1 

(very unsatisfied) to 6 (very satisfied). Finally a shortened version of the Re-evaluated 

Life Orientation Test (Scheier, Carver & Bridges 1994), a scale for discursive optimism 

was included. It consists of five items expressing statements such as “I never expect 

things to turn out positively for me”, “In general I expect more good than bad things to 

happen with me”, on which the respondent could answer on a five point scale ranging 

from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The scale is one-dimensional, with one 

dominant factor (Eigenvalue of 2.38, 47.7 per cent explained variance). All individual 

level variables are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Frequencies of Individual-level variables 
Variable Missing Mean Std. Dev. Minimum Maximum 
Subjective Well-Being 0 77.72 15.91 0 100 
Age 0 47.19 17.94 17 84 
Age² 0 2548.34 1763.11 289 7056 
Gender (0=men; 1=women) 0 0.52 0.50 0 1 
Educational level (low) 0 0.28 0.45 0 1 
Educational level (high) 0 0.31 0.46 0 1 
Family income (ln) 263 7.22 0.62 1.1 10.41 
Not working 2 0.13 0.34 0 1 
Retired 2 0.25 0.43 0 1 
Student 2 0.08 0.27 0 1 
Living with partner 0 0.68 0.47 0 1 
Living with child under 16 0 0.29 0.46 0 1 
Generalized Trust 0 53.8 18.07 0 100 
Frequency of family visits 2 4.26 1.38 1 6 
Frequency of inviting friends 1 3.30 1.35 1 6 
Frequency of visiting 
exhibitions, concerts, … 

1 
1.86 0.89 1 6 

Active membership of 
organisations 

6 
0.58 0.49 0 1 

Optimism 0 0 0.87 -3.57 1.73 
Satisfaction with income 14 4.37 1.14 1 6 
Satisfaction with health 7 7.45 1.98 0 10 
Frequencies and characteristics of individual level variables used in the analysis. Source: SCIF Survey  
2009. Total n=2,080. 
 
 

Community-level variables 

 

The aim of this article is to investigate whether community characteristics play a role in 

determining individual well-being. The literature allows us to assume that subjective well-

being will be lower in deprived urban regions with high levels of unemployment and 

crime. Therefore, population density, crime rates and the average income per inhabitant 

will be used as community level variables (Table 3). Population density was taken from 

the official population register and on average stands at 587 inhabitants/square kilometre. 

Unemployment rate in 2006 (the latest full data available) was taken from the Ministry of 

Labour statistics, with an average score of 7.95 per cent of the labour population. There 

are strong variations, however, as unemployment rates range between 4.6 and 15.1 per 

cent of the working population. Violent crime rates, finally, were taken from the statistics 

of the Belgian federal police. Given the small numbers involved in any single observation 

year, here we took the average crime rate for the years 2001-2006. Here too, the variation 

is significant, with a range from 4.3 violent crimes per 1,000 inhabitants in the safest 
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community to 28,2 crimes/1,000 inhabitants in the least safe community. Contrary to the 

situation in Switzerland, Belgian municipalities do not differ with regard to their 

institutional structure, so there was no point in including information about the democratic 

openness of municipalities (Frey & Stutzer 2000). 

 

Table 3. Frequencies of Community-level Variables 
 Missing Mean Std. Dev. Minimum Maximum 
Unemployment rate 2006 0 7.95 2.84 4.58 15.14 
Population density 0 587.13 483.60 121.51 2238.38 
Average violent crime rate 
2001-2006 

0 12.47 5.71 4.32 28.22 

Indicators at the Community level, obtained from the Ministry of Labour, population statistics and Belgian 
Federal police.  n=40 municipalities. Source: SCIF data set. 
 
 
6 Results 
 

The analysis will proceed in two steps: first a stepwise OLS regression will estimate the 

impact of the individual level variables on subjective well-being. Given the fact that 

subjective well-being was measured as a continuous scale in the survey, an ordinary least 

square regression was preferred. Departing from a model that examines the influence of 

the socio-demographic characteristics and the position in the social structure, we will 

subsequently add indicators of social capital to the model. In a final step subjective 

indicators for health and income and a measure for optimism will be added to the model, 

so that the relevance of the objective indicators and of social capital can be assessed in a 

fully controlled manner. 

 

Second, we will take the analysis a step further by investigating the occurrence of local 

variation in subjective well-being. We will explain this variation by including community 

level and individual level variables simultaneously in one multilevel regression analysis. 
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Table 4. Individual-level predictors of Subjective Well-being 
   Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 B (Std. Error) Sig. Beta B (Std. Error) Sig. Beta B (Std. Error) Sig. Beta 
(Constant) 67.39 (5.529) ***   58.274 (5.592) ***  43.707 (5.377) ***  
Gender (Ref. Male) .080 (.707) ns .003 -.110 (.699) ns -.003 .353 (.650) ns .011 
Age (in years) -.439 (.140) ** -.473 -.451(.138) ** -.487 -.360 (.129) ** -.388 
Age ²  .003(.001) * .328 .003 (.001) * .370 .003 (.001) * .299 
Educational level 
(Ref. finished secondary education) 

Lower secondary 
Higher education 

 
 

-1.045 (.903) ns 
-.302 (.845) ns 

 
 

-.029 
-.009 

 
 

-.166 (.891) ns 
-1.950 (.861) * 

 
 

-.005 
-.057 

 
 

.216 (.827) ns 
-2.474 (.800) ** 

 
 

.006 
-.072 

Living with partner 
(Ref. Not living with partner) 

14.337 (.853) *** .405 14.231 (.835) *** .402 12.444 (.788) *** .351 

Living with child under 16 
(Ref. Not living with child) 

-.831 (.885) ns -.024 -.826 (.869) ns -.024 -1.020 (.809) ns -.029 

Family income (Ln) 1.845 (.605) ** .071 1.667 (.592) ** .048 .434 (.571) ns .017 

Social 
Structure 

Occupational status 
(Ref. Employed) 

Not in paid labour force 
Student 
Retired 

 
 

-3.618 (1.153) ** 
7.157 (2.039) *** 
1.923 (1.378) ns 

 
 

-.077 
.107 
.076 

 
 

-2.900 (1.134) * 
5.599 (2.003) ** 
1.741 (1.350) ns 

 
 

-.061 
.075 
.048 

 
 

.849 (1.080) ns 
3.695 (1.866) * 
1.992 (1.253) ns 

 
 

.018 

.049 

.055 
Frequency of family visits   .720 (.257) ** .062 .383 (.240) ns .033 
Frequency of going to exhibitions and 
concerts 

   1.219 (.438)**  .066 .914 (.407) * .049 

Frequency of inviting friends   .720 (.257) *** .062 1.239 (.253) *** .102 
Active Membership of organisations   2.026 (.723) ** .062 1.189 (.673) ns .037 

Social 
Capital 

Generalized Trust   1.737 (.402) *** .095 .486 (.384) ns .026 
Satisfaction with health     2.220 (.173) *** .276 
Satisfaction with income     2.067 (.398) *** .112 Subjective 

indicators Optimism     1.718 (.308) *** .124 

 R² .174 .214 .325 
Results of single level OLS regression. Data: SCIF-survey 2009, n=2080. Sig.: ns p>.05 *:p<.05; **p:<.01.; ***p<.001. 
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Table 4 presents the results of the OLS regression analysis. The first model shows that 

gender has no significant effect on individual well-being, as was expected. Both age and 

age-squared are significant, and they have an opposite sign, and therefore the u-shaped 

relation between age and well-being found in the literature is confirmed with our data. 

Educational level does not seem to have a significant effect on well-being, controlling for 

other indicators of position in the social structure. Household composition yields strong 

effects: respondents living with their partner are significantly more satisfied with their 

life. The presence of children, however, does not have a significant effect. The level of the 

family income has a positive effect on well-being, confirming that economic conditions 

are a part of the picture, but not the most important one. Looking at occupation, we can 

observe that the unemployed and people without a paid job are less satisfied, whereas 

students are more satisfied with life. It should be noted that being unemployed, controlling 

for household income, still has a negative influence on subjective wellbeing. This points 

to the fact that having a job is not only important for economical reasons.  

In Model 2 indicators of participation in networks and generalized trust are added to the 

model. The explained variance of the model rises from .17 to .21. All social capital 

indicators have moderate positive impacts on well-being, underlining the importance of 

being involved, through active participation in organizations or through participating in 

cultural life, and of having support, through intensive contacts with family or friends, and 

of trust in others. Including social capital variables in the model weakens somewhat the 

socio-demographical effects, but in general this module clearly adds to our ability to 

explain subjective well-being. 

Model 3 adds subjective satisfaction with health and income to the model. This model has 

to be interpreted cautiously, since we have to acknowledge there might be a tautological 

relation between subjective well-being and satisfaction with one’s health. Taking these 

indicators into account leads to 33 per cent of explained variance, confirming the notion 

that all these subjective assessments tend to be closely associated. Optimism is added too, 

so we can control for a general propensity of the respondents to have a rosy outlook on all 

domains of life. Health satisfaction has a strong positive impact on well-being, which is to 

be expected and in line with the literature. Satisfaction with the family income explains 

more variation than absolute income, which is rendered non-significant in this model. 

Apparently not the income level itself, but one’s satisfaction with the family income has 

the strongest effect on subjective well-being. Optimism, or having a positive outlook on 
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life, also has a strong positive relation with subjective well-being, but inclusion of the 

optimism scale does not render the other variables insignificant. Indicators of social 

background and social capital remain significant, even when controlling for a positive 

perception of reality. The current analysis confirms that age and living with a partner have 

a strong effect on subjective well-being. In the social capital domain, frequent contact 

with friends seems to have to strongest effect on subjective well-being.  

 

7 Multi-level Analysis 

 

The previous analysis, of course, was limited to the individual level and it allowed us to 

determine the most important individual level determinants of subjective well-being. In 

order to investigate hypothesis 3 we need to take an additional step in the analysis by also 

including community level indicators. Therefore, a multilevel model is estimated in order 

to investigate community level influences on subjective well-being. This kind of model 

allows us to include both individual and community level independent variables 

simultaneously in one regression model. To examine the extent of local variation, a null 

model is first estimated. This model only includes the dependent (subjective well-being) 

variable, and it serves as a baseline model to test the variation of the dependent variable 

on the community level (Snijders & Bosker 1999). The variation at the community level 

in our model is extremely limited with only 0.44 per cent of all variance that can be 

attributed to the municipalities3. While on the individual level, the respondents in this 

survey differ quite strongly with regard to subjective well-being, we do not observe any 

clear community differences with regard to subjective well-being in the Flemish region of 

Belgium. Models examining variation on the community level for the separate domains 

used in the scale show the same results: even if we take the three items of the scale 

separately, there is hardly any intra-community correlation of the well-being scores. 

To be on the safe side, we nevertheless went ahead with the multilevel-analysis, arriving – 

self-evidently – at the conclusion that unemployment levels, crime rates and population 

density do not have an impact at all on subjective well-being (Table 5). This model shows 

us furthermore that all individual level determinants remain firmly in place in this 

analysis. To put it bluntly: community characteristics do not have an impact on well-being 

in Flanders – subjective well-being can be mostly explained by individual level 
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determinants like having a partner and friends, and being satisfied with one’s income and 

one’s health. 

Table 5. The Impact of Individual and Community indicators on Well-being 
 B (Std. Error) Sig. 
(Constant) 68.409 (1.026) *** 

Level 1: Individual 
Gender  
(Ref. Male) 

.362 (.651) ns 

Age (in years) -.362(.129) ** 
Age ²  .003 (.001) ** 
Educational level 
(Ref. finished secondary education) 

Lower secondary 
Higher education 

 
 

.187 (.827) ns 
-2.415 (.801) ** 

Living with partner 
(Ref. Not living with partner) 

12.342 (.789) *** 

Living with child 
(Ref. Not living with child) 

-1.047 (.810) ns 

Ln (family income) .511 (.575) ns 
Occupational status 
(Ref. Employed) 

Not in paid labour force 
Student 
Retired 

 
 

.786 (1.083) ns 
3.549 (1.866) ns 
2.092 (1.256) ns 

Frequency of family visits .408 (.241) ns 
Frequency of inviting friends 1.222 (.253) *** 
Frequency of attending concerts and exhibitions .887 (.408) * 
Active membership of organisation 1.178 (.673) ns 
Generalized Trust .025 (.019) ns 
Satisfaction with health 2.219 (.173) *** 
Satisfaction with income 1.706 (.309) *** 
Optimism 2.091 (.400) *** 

Level 2: Community 
Population density .000 (.001) ns 
Violent Crime Rate -.128 (.101) ns 
Unemployment Rate .139 (.186) ns 

 
τ 1.261 
σ2 174.751 
ICC (τ / (τ +σ2 )) .00716 
R2 (σ2

null - σ2
reg.)/ σ2 null .30701 

Number of cases 1803 
Results of a Multilevel analysis of the SCIF survey 2009. N=2,080 individuals, nested in 40 local 
communities. Sign: *:p<.05; **p:<.01.; ***p<.001. 
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8 Discussion 
 
 

In this article we examined individual and contextual determinants of subjective well-

being in the Flemish region of Belgium. On the individual level, our findings confirmed 

earlier research on the importance of satisfaction with income and having a partner. It is 

important to note, however, that informal networks (e.g., having friends) and generalized 

trust remain important determinants of subjective well-being, even after including strong 

control variables like subjective health or optimism. Hypotheses 1 and 2 were therefore 

confirmed for the Belgian context. It is important to note here that all these effects 

remained significant, even after controlling for a general sense of optimism. We can 

therefore safely conclude that subjective well-being is not just the reflection of a specific 

optimistic outlook toward life. 

 

In line with earlier research, we also expected communities to have an impact on 

subjective well-being, and therefore we used data from a new population survey that was 

designed specifically with the goal of detecting community level influences, offering 

sufficient observations both on the individual as on the community level. The results, 

however, did not match theoretical expectations: less than one percent of the variance in 

the sample can be attributed to the community level. The vast majority of the variance can 

be attributed to individual elements. Hypothesis 3 therefore did not receive confirmation 

in this analysis: communities do not have an impact on subjective well-being levels in 

Belgium. 

 

Non-findings are of course always hard to interpret, but there are two possible conclusions 

in this regard. The first one might be that ‘communities’ are not well defined in the SCIF 

survey. The municipalities that were sampled in this survey on average have 20,000 

inhabitants, and it might be argued that this is too large to reflect a real community 

feeling. Two arguments speak against this line of reasoning. First, in other countries too, 

communities of similar size (US, Canada, Switzerland) have been used in research, and 

for these countries, community level determinants have been documented. A community 

of 20,000 inhabitants, therefore, might still be assumed to reflect a real-life interaction 

context of citizens. Second, it has to be noted that for other analyses the same level of 
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municipalities in the Flemish region has been used as a research level, and here we did 

find significant relations, even with regard to basic variables like suicide rates. This too, 

hints at the fact that municipalities are still being experienced as real life communities in 

the Flemish context. 

 

A second line of reasoning might be that the region of Flanders simply is too 

homogeneous, both in cultural and structural terms, to detect strong community effects4. 

Contextual explanations for the level of subjective well-being have been found in 

countries with a substantial cultural heterogeneity, such as Switzerland, and on the 

neighbourhood level in the US, were there are substantial social and economical 

differences within the population. Income inequality differences in Belgium in general are 

quite limited, as the country has one of the most performative social security systems in 

the world. Crime levels too, tend to be rather low, while the small scale of the region 

allows for a good distribution of public services across the territory. Real deprived areas 

in Flanders do exist, of course, but they tend to be rather small and dispersed across the 

territory. Apparently under these circumstances, community characteristics do not have an 

impact at all on subjective well-being. If this would be confirmed by future research, this 

could lead to the development of a threshold model with regard to community impact. 

One can assume that well-being is lower in extremely poor, crime-ridden, deprived areas. 

If such a form of segregation and deprivation does not exist however, apparently marginal 

differences do not play a role anymore. In a society where all communities reach 

acceptable levels of material comfort and social cohesion, further gains in standard of 

living do not seem to have an additional impact on subjective well-being. Whether or not 

such a threshold model actually makes sense, should be investigated further in 

homogeneous and well-off societies. Community level effects on subjective well-being 

might be present in developing or segregated societies, it is not yet clear whether they can 

be detected in egalitarian and homogeneous countries. 
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Notes 
 
1. The Flemish region is divided in 308 municipalities, with on average ca. 20,000 
inhabitants. The municipalities have a large degree of autonomy with regard to housing, 
social affairs, environment, land use, poverty reduction, etc.  
2. Hagenaars et al. (1994) have developed the OECD modified household equivalence 
scale, which takes in account the number of people in a household. Applying this formula 
did not lead to other results with regard to the effect of family income. 
3. τ=1.11748, σ2=252.16937, ICC (τ/(τ+σ²)) =.0044, sig=.120 
4. We have to add here that Belgium is usually considered as a ‘diverse society’. 
Linguistic segregation policies however, imply that the Flemish region that we 
investigated in homogenously Dutch speaking, while the Walloon region in the South of 
the country is homogeneously French speaking. Only in the capital Brussels (ca. 1 million 
inhabitants) the language groups are not segregated. As such, the region of Flanders can 
be considered as a homogeneous society, both with regard to language as with regard to 
income distribution. 


