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According to this view, average national life satisfaction will 
be a useful measure in the cross section, but not over time.

When we turn to health and its effects on life satisfaction, 
the poll results diverge from what would be required in a 
“capabilities approach” to an understanding of the sources 
of human well-being. Longer life expectancy surely enables 
people to do more with their lives and is arguably the best 
single indicator of population health. Yet, conditional on in-
come, longer life expectancy has no apparent effect on life 
satisfaction. Instead, it is changes in the expectation of life that 
seem to have an effect, no matter whether life expectancy is 
high or low. Even satisfaction with health, a more focused 
question, is not related to life expectancy. The extraordinary, 
low health satisfaction ratings for Eastern Europe and the 
countries of the former Soviet Union are a testament, not 
to their poor population health, but to a decline in health 
among a population that was used to a better state of affairs. 
In the high-income countries, it is people in their 50s, not in 
their 60s or 70s, who report the least satisfaction with their 
health. Clearly, the health of people in their 50s is better than 
that of their elders, but this is an age when people experi-
ence serious health problems for the first time; perhaps it is 
not poor health that is hard to bear, but the first intimations 
of mortality. In the low-income countries, and particularly 
in Africa, where the joint evolution of man and parasites has 
ensured that, for hundreds of thousands of years, morbidity 
has been a constant companion throughout life (Iliffe, 1995), 
health satisfaction declines rapidly with age. But this pattern 
does not make health satisfaction a good indicator of health 
capabilities in the poorest countries. After all, countries with 
high rates of HIV prevalence do not systematically report 
poorer health satisfaction, a finding that is in line with ear-
lier reports that self-reported health measures are often bet-
ter in places where people are sicker, and presumably more 
used to being sick (Sen, 2002; Murray and Chen, 1992).

In spite of the positive relationship between life satisfaction 
and national income, and in spite of the plausibility of dissatis-
faction with life and health in the countries of Eastern Europe, 
neither life satisfaction nor health satisfaction can be taken as 

reliable indicators of population well-being, if only because 
neither adequately reflects objective conditions of health.

Even if this conclusion is accepted — and for a some-
what different view see Graham (2005) — the satisfac-
tion questions are clearly of interest in their own right, as 
is the analysis of their correlates. The survey measures of 
life and health satisfaction are direct measures of an im-
portant aspect of human experience, and economists and 
other social scientists need to understand what they mean, 
how they relate to familiar objective measures such as in-
come and life expectancy, whether they are superior, infe-
rior, or just different measures of well-being, and whether 
they are really as irrelevant as might be supposed from a 
reading of all but the most recent economic literature.

For more information on the Gallup World Poll, as well 

as Gallup’s other consulting and research services, 

please e-mail worldpollpartners@gallup.com or call 

202.715.3030 (United States) or  

+44.0.20.7950.4402 (Europe).
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