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This paper examines the effects of three types of relative comparison on happiness, using
cross-national survey data conducted in seven Asian societies (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan,
Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia) in 2015-2017. The three types of relative
comparison include (1) comparison with one’s reference group, (2) comparison with one’s
aspiration level, and (3) comparison with one’s childhood. Correlation coefficients between
these three types of relative comparison and happiness measured by Cantril’s ladder of the
life question are compared with each other in each society, considering the results of
regression analyses with major demographic and socio-economic covariates controlled.

The analyses showed that comparison with one’s childhood has the strongest effect on
happiness among these three comparisons in all the societies, and its effect is even stronger
than absolute level of income. In contrast, reference group has inconsistent effects on
happiness among these societies, and aspiration level has quite weak effects only in Thailand
and Japan. These findings suggest the importance of the life-course perspective in happiness
studies.

The analyses also revealed diverse patterns of the relation between these relative
comparisons and happiness in the seven Asian societies. While the three East-Asian societies
are similar with each other, the four Southeast-Asian societies dislike with each other. This
finding reminds us we need to consider the context of each society in studying the causal

mechanisms of happiness.

Keywords: subjective mobility, Cantril’s ladder of the life, Asia
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