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Abstract

This study identifies what factors make people satisfied with their daily lives (happiness) in
the context of many countries’ cultures. In this analysis, three categories are tested: economics,
politics, and social capital. Economic factors, especially income, are basic and important to
people’s daily lives; political systems decide people’s freedom, control, and security in their
daily lives. Moreover, social capital has a significant effect on their happiness in their daily
lives. This study performs experimental tests to identify the independent variables of happiness
of people living in many kinds of society using data from a cross-national comparative survey:
the Asia—Pacific Values Survey 2010-2014 (conducted in Japan, the United States, Beijing,
Shanghai, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea, Singapore, Australia, India, and Vietnam). This survey
includes developed and developing countries, democratic and nondemocratic states, and many
cultures such as Buddhism, Hindi, Islam, and Confucianism. This study tries to examine the
differences in the variables that have an important impact on life satisfaction in each culture and
society.
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Satisfaction with daily life is important for
people’s happiness. All people need to have
food, clothing, and shelter, however, only
the minimum needed for survival can never
satisfy their lives in the modern society.
People wish for better living conditions for
happiness, but it is unclear which conditions
make people happy. This study attempts to
identify the social factors that enrich people’s
lives, and in more detail, which factors work
for which cultures.

In this study, factors of three categories
for happiness are analyzed: economics,
politics, and social capital. In economics,
income is regarded as one of the most
important factors in people’s lives. As the

gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of
countries is always positively correlated to
the population’s happiness (Ortiz-Ospina
and Roser 2017) (Figure 1), income is
fundamental to life satisfaction regardless
of people’s culture and social construction.
However, income alone never determines
people’s happiness, as Easterlin’s paradox
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Figure 1. Correlation between GDP per Capita and the Happiness Index
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Figure 2. Correlation between the Democracy Index and the Happiness Index
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Figure 3. Correlation between the Corruption Perceptions Index and the Happiness Index

showed (Easterlin 1974) and the effect
of income is limited (Jebb et al. 2018;
Kahneman and Deaton 2010); other variables
affect people’s satisfaction. Not only physical
benefits but also non-physical ones are
important. Another important category is
politics because the preservation of human
rights and more democratic politics improve
the quality of people’s lives and society (Sen
1999).

The correlation coefficients between
the Happiness Index and the Democracy
Index and between the Happiness Index
and the Corruption Perception Index are
positive: R = 0.62, R = 0.70 (Figures 2 and
3), which means people living in democratic
countries are happier than those living in
less democratic ones. In addition, in this
theme, characteristics of communism are an
important target because a previous study
showed that it has a bad effect on people’s
virtue (Shibai 2015; Shibai and Sasaki 2016).
According to Ariely et al. (2014), Germans
who were born and lived in East Germany
tend to live for increasing profit more than

those who were born and lived in West
Germany. Similarly, China and Vietnam,
which are communist countries, showed
characteristic results in our survey data.
Which there are any differences between
people in the two communist states and
people in the other democratic states or not is
an interesting question.

The third category is social capital: the
importance of reciprocity of human networks.
According to Putnam, “Whereas physical
capital refers to physical objects and human
capital refers to properties of individuals,
social capital refers to connections among
individuals—social networks and the norms
of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise
from them. In that sense, social capital is
closely related to what some have called
civic virtue” (Putnam 2000: 19), and in a
later work “Social capital comes in many
forms, not all fungible. Not all networks
have the same effects: friends may improve
health, whereas civic groups strengthen
democracy. Moreover, although networks
can powerfully affect our ability to get things
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done, nothing guarantees that what gets done
through networks will be socially beneficial.
. Nevertheless, much evidence suggests
that where levels of social capital are higher,
children grow up healthier, safer and better
educated, people live longer, happier lives,
and democracy and the economy work
better.” (Putnam 2007: 138). The richness of
social capital makes people’s lives fulfilled.
Harvard University’s Grant Study also shows
the richness of good human relations make
people happier and healthier (Shenk 2009).

DATA AND METHODS

This study aims to show how the development
of economics, different political systems, and
the amount of social capital have different
effects on people’s happiness in different
cultures.

In this study, data from the Asia—
Pacific Values Survey (APVS) is used for
comparative  analyses  (http://www.ism.
ac.jp/~yoshino/). The data comes from a
survey of 11 countries and cities in the 2010s
including Japan, the United States (US),
Beijing, Shanghai, Hong Kong, Taiwan,
South Korea, Australia, Singapore, India, and
Vietnam. They are many variants of cultural
characteristics. According to Huntington
(1996), Japan is a unique and isolated
culture. China and Vietnam are Confucian
cultures and also communist states. Hong
Kong and Taiwan are Confucian cultures but

Table 1. Summary of APVS

democratic city-states. The US and Australia
are Christian with Western cultures. India
has its original religion, Hindi and many
other religions, languages, and ethnicities.
Singapore is a small but multinational
country. To identify the homogeneity and
divergence, this study makes comparative
analyses using the survey data.

The questions from the abovementioned
survey used in this study are as follows:
Q.20 Now I would like to ask about your life
as a whole. How satisfied are you with your
life as a whole these days? Which number on
this card comes closest to your feelings?
Q.19 All things considered, how satisfied are
you with your family life?the time you spend
and the things you do with members of your
family? Just call off the number that comes
closest to your feelings.

Q.51a Now let me ask you some questions
about feelings you have toward your daily
life. Do you feel that I have a belief system
that guides my life and encourages me?
Q.51b Now let me ask you some questions
about feelings you have toward your daily
life. Do you feel that the challenges I face in
my life are meaningful?

Q.51¢ Now let me ask you some questions
about feelings you have toward your daily
life. Do you feel that I am doing something
useful for my family or the world?

Q.51d Now let me ask you some questions
about feelings you have toward your daily
life. Do you feel that my family or others

Sample Size Research Period

Japan 852 Dec 2010

United States 1,002 Dec 2010-Jan 2011
Beijing 1,000 Oct 2011

Shanghai 1,000 Nov 2011-Dec 2011
Hong Kong 1,000 Nov 2011-Apr 2012
Taiwan 1,000 Dec 2011-Jan 2012
Korea 1,005 Oct 2012-Nov 2012
Singapore 1,000 Nov 2012-Jan 2013
Australia 800 Oct 2012-Dec 2012
India 2,000 Oct 2012-Dec 2012

Vietnam 1,000

Dec 2013-Jan 2014
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believe I am able to do something important
for them?

Q.52a How much confidence do you have in
the following? would that be very confident,
somewhat confident, not confident, not
confident at all - Religious organization
Q.52b The law and the legal system.

Q.52¢ The press and television.

Q.52d The police.

Q.52e National government bureaucracy.
Q.52f Parliament.

Q.52g NPO/NGOs (Non-Profit and Non-
Governmental Organizations).

Q.52h Social welfare facilities.

Q.52i The United Nations.

Q.52j Science and technology.

These variables are four or five ordinal scale.
Gender is a dummy variable (Male = 1)
and age, education and income are in three
categories.

The dependent variable is “Q.20 How
satisfied are you with your life as a whole
these days?”: measuring people’s satisfaction
with their daily lives. In this study, this is
used for measuring people’s happiness.

Q.19 and Q.51a—d are the independent
variables which are related to social capital,
mainly family. Q.52a—j, on trust in political
and social organizations, are related to the
effect of the political system. Income is
used to measure the effect of economics,
and gender, age, and education are control
variables.

Table 2. Summary of Dependent Variables

RESULTS

This study uses a regression analysis and
Table 1 is the result of significance (p < 0.05).
It shows that satisfaction with family life is
significant in all survey countries/cities. The
number of estimates in all countries/cities
is positive and the satisfaction with family
life increases the happiness of each nation.
It indicates that family, an important factor
of social capital, is a general variable for the
happiness of human beings.

Conversely, the effect of “Q51c I am
doing something useful for my family or
the world” and “Q51d My family or others
believe I do something important for them”
are limited. Their variables indicate how
people feel that their family needs them.
Q51c affects Japan, the US, Hong Kong, and
Australia and Q51d, the US, Australia, and
India. There is a certain amount of regularity
about QS5lc that it is significant in the
northeast Asian countries, but it is not to do
with common political, economic, or cultural
characteristics.

In Q52, many of the items are not
significant. “Q52a Religious organizations”
is significant only in Taiwan and Korea.
It was expected that this would not be
significant in some developed countries,
especially Japan, but it was not expected
that religious organizations have no effect
in India where religions are such important
factors in the society. There is no country in

Mean s.d. Scale of Q.20

Japan 3913 1.100 5 Satisfied
United States 4.139 1.031 4 Somewhat satisfied
Beijing 4.274 1.040 3 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (neutral)
Is{hanglll(ai :;22 ?iﬁ 2 Somewhat dissatisfied

ong Kon . . L
Taiwgan : 4179 0947 ! Dissatsfied
Korea 3.681 0.915
Singapore 4.212 0.438
Australia 4.263 0.908
India 4.511 0.394

Vietnam 4.018 0.734
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which “Q52b The law and the legal system”
and “Q52c The press and television” are
significant. “Q52d The police” is significant
only in Korea. “Q52e Federal bureaucracy”
is significant only in Shanghai. “Q52f
Congress” is significant in the US and India.
“Q52g NPO/NGO?” is significant in the US
and Hong Kong. “Q52h Social welfare
facilities” is significant only in Hong Kong.

“Q52b The law and the legal system,”
“Q52c The press and television,” “Q52d
The police,” “Q52e Federal bureaucracy,”
and “Q52f Congress” are important for this
study but they are almost not significant in all
countries/cities. People living in a democratic
society can criticize and complain against
the power of the state, but it is very hard
or impossible for them in nondemocratic
societies to act or speak against their
government. Therefore, it is expected that
Japan, the US, Korea, Taiwan, Australia,
Singapore, and India, which are democratic
states, have common tendencies, and Chinese
cities and Vietnam, which are communist
states, have too. However, there is seldom
regularity in the result of regression analyses.

As a control variable, gender is not
significant, excluding Taiwan. However,
age is significant in Japan, the US, Beijing,
Australia, and Vietnam and all of them have a
positive effect on happiness. In this analysis,
education is seldom significant even though
the education level is important and is at the
root of many social problems.

Against a general opinion which much
money makes people happier, “Income”
is not significant in many countries; only
in Japan, the US, Beijing, and Vietnam is
income significant and has a positive effect
on happiness. Not only is there no regularity
but also income itself does not affect many
countries. The results do not match the general
theory by which income and life satisfaction
are positively correlated. However, there
is a theory that income is regarded as one
of the most important variables of people’s
happiness, but the effect is sometimes limited
(Jebb et al. 2018; Kahneman and Deaton
2010) and the results partly support this
theory.

There are 4-7 significant variables in
almost all survey countries/cities. Japan,
Hong Kong, and India have two significant
variables related to family: Q19 and QS5lc
are significant in Japan and Hong Kong,
and in India, Q19 and Q51d. In the US and
Australia, three variables related to family
are significant (Q19, Q51c, and Q51d). In
the other countries, only one variable related
to family (Q19) is significant. The US has
the most with seven significant variables
while Hong Kong has six. However, four
of Hong Kong’s variables are related to
family (Q19 and Q51c) and purpose in life
(Q51a and Q51b). Such an important result
for social capital is only salient in Hong
Kong’s analysis and it indicates that people
living in Hong Kong have the highest family
values. By contrast, Singapore has just one
significant variable, satisfaction with family
life, although the same cultural countries/
cities have four or more than five significant
variables. The results indicate the possibility
that Singapore has original or isolated social
values about family.

However, these regression analyses
do not show any endorsement that common
characteristics exist. There are a few
homogeneities in this analysis, but they are
too weak to be common denominators.

DISCUSSION

According to the results of data analyses,
the independent variables which affect
life satisfaction are very different between
countries in the Asia—Pacific area. This
study showed that there were almost no
independent variables of the happiness
common to politically, economically, and
politically categorized groups. If they are
categorized by politics, they are divided
by two regimes: democracy (Japan, the
US, Taiwan, Korea, Hong Kong, Australia,
Singapore, and India) and communism
(Beijing, Shanghai, and Vietnam). If they are
categorized by culture, they are grouped by
Japan (isolated Japanese culture), Confucian
culture (Beijing, Shanghai, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Korea, and Vietnam), Western



26

The Senshu Social Well-being Review 7

culture (the US and Australia), Singapore
(mainly Confucian but some other cultures
are mixed), and India (Hindi culture). If they
are categorized by economics, the developed
countries are Japan, the US, Taiwan, Korea,
Singapore, and Australia and the others are
developing countries. They are grouped
by many kinds of categories. However,
as a summary, culturally, politically, or
economically, there is almost no common
denominator of happiness in the Asia—Pacific
area. Even among communist states, there is
no commonality.

However, one clear common denominator
among all countries/cities is found:
satisfaction with family life. This means the
amount of social capital is always important
for people’s happiness regardless of social
construction, politics, culture, and economy.
This study does not prove a universal law in
the Asia—Pacific area but this result supports
the thesis that social capital is necessary for
every person to live more happily.

Now, it is much difficult for people
under the pandemic to communicate
physically with others and such a situation
may decrease their happiness. However,
if they have good family relations and a
willingness to work hard for their family,
their happiness will be maintained because
the effect of good family relations is the
general independent variable for all people.
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