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 DETERMINANTS OF SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING AMONG 

ROMANIAN OLDER ADULTS 

ALEXANDRA CRISTINA SÎRBUi, MIRCEA ASANDULUIii 

Abstract: Due to population ageing, the analysis of the subjective well-being among 

older adults has received particular attention worldwide. In Romania this area of 

research is not very well studied and further investigation is needed. The purpose of this 

study is to analyze the determinants of subjective well-being of the Romanian older 

adults. Our empirical analysis is based on data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and 

Retirement in Europe. Using this we estimate ordinal logistic models to identify the main 

factors that explain subjective well-being.  

Our empirical results show that higher levels of income, education and a good health 

have a significant positive effect on subjective well-being. Also, we show that being alone 

and not involved in a partnership negatively affects the well-being of older adults. 

Keywords: subjective well-being, older adults, SHARE, life satisfaction, ordinal logit 

model. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Population ageing is a worldwide phenomenon of concern, not limited to 

developed countries with high national income per capita, but also to middle-

income countries. Romania is no exception. Due to the unprecedented 

demographic change, it is facing a deep socio-economic transformation. In the 

last decade, the demographic structure of the population shows an increase in the 

number of older people; this is caused by a higher level of life expectancy and 

decreasing fertility rate; these changes are the results of higher levels of 

education, economic control, and advanced technology. 
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The population ageing crisis signaled to policy makers that measures for 

ensuring a higher level of well-being among the elderly are needed, as the pursuit 

of high well-being or happiness is ultimately an important goal of every human 

being and a target of high importance for every society (Hayo and Seifert, 2003; 

Diener and Seligman, 2004). In the context of higher life expectancy, by promoting 

and maintaining the well-being of older adults, the society is primarily the main 

beneficiary; as example some of them will still be active, work and contribute to 

the society and the cost associated with their healthcare will be reduced. In this 

manner the older adults will be able to support the society through their 

contributions and not the society will support them. 

Subjective well-being, besides being a measure that can be used in the 

context of policy creation, can also be a determinant of public support for 

democratic regimes and market economies. Starting from all these, knowing and 

understanding the determinants of subjective well-being is a widely debated and 

researched topic. The literature presents various factors such as income, 

employment status, health status, age group, living arrangements, social ties, and 

religiosity as important determinants of subjective well-being (Fleche et al., 2011; 

Diener et al., 2013). 

There is a quite low number of studies that have been conducted to identify 

the micro-level determinants of subjective well-being among older adults. Most of 

the studies on these determinants are carried out in developed countries; these 

countries have the financial resources to carry out such research, as opposed to 

developing countries like Romania. Another widely debated issue regarding the 

identification of determinants of well-being is that terms like happiness and life 

satisfaction are used interchangeably to assess a person’s subjective well-being 

(Howell and Howell, 2008). Thus, to make a distinction between the two concepts, 

the OECD (2013) developed a guideline on measuring subjective well-being, 

suggesting that all aspects should be measured separately to allow a better 

understanding of the determinants.  

Among the few studies on the subjective well-being of older adults in 

Romania is the one conducted by Precupetu (2016) which analyses the subjective 

well-being of two socio-structural groups (the poor and the precarious prosperous) 

in comparison with the group living in secure prosperity, using a sample aged 

between 18 and 65 years or more.  

Given the lack of a comprehensive analysis in Romania on the determinants 

of subjective well-being among older adults and the limitations of existing 

research, this article aims to provide a more comprehensive picture of the 
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determinants at micro level, using data from the Survey of Ageing, Retirement and 

Employment in Europe, a cross-national panel study of individuals aged 50 or over. 

Based on the literature review, we would like to investigate several 

hypotheses, as follows: 

H1: People with higher income show higher level of subjective wellbeing. 

H2: People with poor health tend to have a lower level of subjective well-being. 

H3: There is a non-linear relationship between age and life satisfaction. 

H4: People who are single are more likely to have lower life satisfaction. 

H5: Older adults involved in work activities record higher levels of 

subjective well-being. 

H6: Older adults who are living alone are more likely to be less satisfied 

with their lives. 

H7: People with higher education level are more satisfied with their lives. 

Regarding the structure of the article, the following two sections review the 

literature on subjective well-being and its determinants; after this, we provide a 

brief overview of the research design, focusing on data and methodology. Then, the 

results of data analysis are presented and discussed, and some conclusions about 

the determinants of subjective well-being of the Romanian's older adults are drawn. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Defining and measuring subjective well-being 

A first aspect that needs to be addressed concerns what subjective well-being 

entails. Often it is used in relation to physical health, usually as a concept for 

psychological health. Secondly, it is seen as a subjective equivalent of objective 

indicators on quality of life, implying an individual judgement. From another point 

of view, defining subjective well-being is that, like its counterparts, madness, and 

illness, it is at least partly a social construct (Vanhoutte, 2012).  Thus, what 

subjective well-being entails depends not only on a person's psychological 

perspective on life, but also on their position in society and the society in which 

they live. Therefore, any research on the nature of well-being must balance 

philosophical theory and empirical measurement (Sumner, 1999). 

Regarding the definition of subjective well-being, OECD (2013) proposes a 

broad definition: "Good mental states, including all of the various evaluations, 

positive and negative, that people make of their lives and the affective reactions of 

people to their experiences". This definition primarily encompasses measures of 



Alexandra Cristina Sîrb, Mircea Asandului  114 

how people live and evaluate their lives, namely that these evaluations are 

subjective because they are internally tested and not estimates of some external 

phenomenon. It also comprises three elements: life satisfaction in general, affect 

and eudaimonia. However, this paper examines only the first element which is a 

measurement of subjective well-being from the perspective of life satisfaction.  

In terms of measuring life satisfaction in general, the OECD presents two 

approaches. The first one is the Cantril self-anchoring working scale, used, for 

example, in Gallup World Poll (Bjørnskov, 2010): “Please imagine a ladder with 

steps numbered from 0 at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder 

represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the 

worst possible life for you. If the upper step is 10 and the lower one is 0, on which 

step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?”. The 

second approach is the one used by World Values Survey (Bjørnskov, 2010) which 

involves asking a direct question about life satisfaction: „Taking all things together, 

how satisfied are you with your life these days? Using this card, where 1 means ≪ 

completely dissatisfied ≫ and 10 means ≪ fully satisfied ≫, where would you 

place your life satisfaction as a whole?” 

2.2. The determinants of subjective well-being 

After examining the literature on potential determinants of subjective well-

being, we find that there are two main streams of research. The macro-level 

analysis focuses on understanding how variables such as national income, 

unemployment or inflation influence subjective well-being; in many cases the 

analysis focuses on the relationship between GDP and subjective well-being or on 

the Esterlin paradox (Degutis et al., 2010). The second type of analysis focuses on 

micro-level variables influencing subjective well-being such as income, education 

level, health status, etc (Bjornskov et al., 2008; Dolan et al., 2008; Peiro, 2006; 

Baird et al., 2010; Helliwell, 2003; Hudson, 2006; Busseri et al., 2009). In the 

present study, the focus will be on micro-level determinants.  

Following the literature review, micro level determinants of subjective well-

being among older adults can be grouped into several broad groups: 

1. Demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, number of children, 

living area; 

2. Socio-economic characteristics, such as income, education level, marital 

status, health status, employment status; 

3. Social networks, such as caring for others, community involvement, seeing 

friends and relatives; 
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4. Attitudes like trust in other people, religiousness. 

Regarding the potential determinants of well-being, the literature reveals that 

there is a strong relationship between subjective well-being and the income level. 

Diener et al. (1999) conclude that there is a correlation between income and well-

being in low-income countries and for the developed countries the situation is 

distinct. For these countries, once income reaches a threshold, further growth 

doesn’t help in increasing the well-being (Clark et al., 2008). 

Comparing the level of well-being among three groups of people (high, 

middle and low income), Cummins (2000) finds that “money buys happiness”, 

especially for those who have low-income level. Likewise, Gildner et al. (2016) 

argues that income appears to influence well-being among older people; however, 

there is evidence that income is not a major determinant of subjective well-being 

among older adults (Wyshak, 2016). 

A response to the influence of older adults' employment status on their well-

being is not very clear stated, with some studies mentioning that self-employed 

respondents experience higher levels of happiness (Blanchflower and Oswald, 

1998). On the other hand, the effect of unemployment on subjective well-being is 

clearly negative (Winkelmann, 2009). The impact of education varies from study to 

study, with some authors showing that there is no effect, while others show that 

subjective well-being is associated differently depending on the level of education 

(Clark and Oswald, 1994; Oswald, 1997; Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004). It is 

also mentioned that the level of education is correlated with income and health, so 

the latter should be controlled to fully capture the effect of education level 

(Bukenya et al., 2003). 

Another interesting socio-economic determinant of subjective well-being is 

the role of health. Dolan et al. (2008) highlight that health status is strongly 

associated with subjective well-being. Haller and Hadler (2006) state that both 

good psychological and physical health have a strong and positive effect on 

subjective well-being, while chronic diseases negatively affect it (Easterlin, 2003). 

Demographic variables can influence levels of well-being, age and gender 

being pertinent examples (Gerdtham and Johannesson, 1997). In general, women and 

men have similar levels of well-being, but this changes with age (Inglehart, 2002). A 

U-shaped distribution of well-being by age is described in the literature, with 

younger and older adults showing better levels of well-being than middle-aged adults 

(Blanchflower and Oswald 2008; Ferrer-i Carbonell and Gowdy, 2007). 

Additional important factors that can also influence the level of subjective 

well-being of a person are marital status and living arrangements. The literature 
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highlights that being alone has a negative effect on a person's well-being, as 

opposed to being in a partnership (Dolan et al., 2008; Stutzer and Frey, 2004). It 

has also been found that unlike less stable partnerships, stable partnerships are 

most often associated with similar levels of well-being for married people 

(Kahneman and Deaton, 2010). Living arrangements and family structure have 

been found to influence well-being among the elderly (Agrawal, 2012; Andrade 

and De Vos, 2016). Thus, older people living alone would record a lower level of 

well-being; it is also mentioned that they are more likely to have symptoms of 

depression than those who are living with a child.  

Social participation is considered a very important factor in the well-being of 

older adults (Ashida and Heaney, 2008; Haslam et al., 2008). As people get older, 

their social relationships may diminish as friends or even partners may die and 

these changes have negative effects on well-being (Charles and Carstensen, 2010). 

On the other hand, Cornwell et al. (2008) find that as age increases, so do social 

relationships, volunteering and religious participation.  

The impact of residence environment on well-being has not received much 

attention; we can assume that because the urban areas are more populated, they can 

provide goods and services that rural areas cannot provide efficiently, which could 

plausibly increase well-being. Gerdtham and Johannesson (1997) argue that the direct 

effect of urbanization on well-being is significantly negative. According to Brereton et 

al. (2011), even if rural areas present more limited accessibility to local services, the 

quieter and more peaceful environment leads to higher levels of life satisfaction. 

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The present study is done using data from the survey conducted by SHARE-

ERIC - Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe – European Research 

Infrastructure Consortium (Borch-Supan et al., 2013). SHARE consists of a 

longitudinal survey, collected every 2 years which includes data on socio-economic, 

lifestyle and health-related information for people aged 50 and over from more than 

25 European Union countries plus Israel. So far 8 waves have been collected, the first 

started in 2004 and the last started in 2020 but ended quickly due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. The dataset used in this study focuses on respondents aged 50 years and 

over who have the residence in Romania, from wave 8 of the survey.  

We will measure the subjective well-being by the respondents' life 

satisfaction score: “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 means total dissatisfaction and 

10 means total satisfaction, how satisfied are you with your life?". Based on the 

literature review, we will try to explain this by socio-demographic characteristics 
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like gender, living area,  age, the number of children, marital status, level of 

education and living arrangements, level of income, the employment status at the 

moment of the interview, disability, self-assessment of health. Our sample consists 

1157 Romanian older adults that have been questioned about several aspects of 

their life in 2020, just before the starting of the Corona virus pandemy. 

Due to the ordinal nature of the dependent variable, we consider that the 

most appropiate way of conducting our analysis is by using the ordered logit model 

(McCullagh, 1980). 

The ordinal logistic regression model can be defined as 

 𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡(𝑃(𝑌 ≤ 𝑗)) = 𝛽𝑗0 + 𝛽𝑗1𝑥1 +⋯+ 𝛽𝑗𝑝𝑥𝑝,  (1) 

Where βj0,βj1,⋯,βjp are the parameters (i.e., intercepts and slopes) of the 

predictors. The ordinal logit model can be used only for data which holds the 

proportional odds assumption. This assumes that the slopes are the same for all the 

categories. If the assumption is violated, the ordinal logit should be replaced by 

Generalized Ordinal Logistic Regression (Gujarati and Porter, 2009). An 

evaluation of this hypothesis is necessary as it is designed to assess whether the 

model is adequate. 

4. RESULTS 

After the data validation, we employ a descriptive statistics analysis. As 

mentioned before, in order to assess whether the model is adequate an evaluation of 

proportional odds hypothesis is necessary. Therefore, after testing this hypothesis 

was fulfilled (𝜒2LP=98.17, 𝑝 = 0.261), the odds for two outcomes were 

statistically similar, confirming the effectiveness of ordinal logistic regression in 

identifying subjective well-being determinants.  

The estimated values for the dependent and control variables may be found 

in the Annex in Table 1. Our empirical results of the ordinal logistic regression 

presented in Table 2 show that subjective well-being of Romanian’s older adults is 

significantly associated with marital status, level of education, income and self-

assessment of health. According to the effect of marital status, the older adults who 

divorce or separate from partners are less likely to have higher scores on subjective 

well-being (p <0.002), this result confirming our fourth hypothesis (H4) which 

states that the people who are single are more likely to have lower life satisfaction. 
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Table 2 Ordinal Logistic Regression Estimates of the Determinants of Life Satisfaction 

Variables β SE p-value 

Age 0.001402 0.008262 0.865 

Marital status (ref. Married/ Cohabitating)       

Widowed -0.2927471 0.178728 0.101 

Separated/ Divorced -0.766524 0.2498072 0.002*** 

Living arrangements (ref. Living alone)       

Living with a family member 0.1832468 0.1964996 0.351 

Level of education (ref. Elementary school or less)    

Middle school or unfinished high school 0.2283911 0.1733975 0.188 

Completed high school or post-secondary 0.0710285 0.2016112 0.725 

University studies 0.6315563 0.3062284 0.039** 

Employment status (ref. Retired)       

Employed 0.1680222 0.1846814 0.363 

Other inactive 0.0205058 0.1702458 0.904  

Income 0.1896416 0.0704167 0.007*** 

Living area (ref. Rural)       

Urban -0.1754703 0.1247868 0.160 

No. of children 0.0514734 0.0395662 0.193 

Disability (ref. No)       

Yes   -0.1666269 0.124071 0.179 

Self-assessment of health (ref. Poor)       

Fair 0.6750929 0.1648297 0.000*** 

Good 1.15116 0.1698887 0.000*** 

Very good 1.967318 0.2400641 0.000*** 

Excellent 2.617782 0.4641625 0.000*** 

Observations 1157     

LR chi2 197.14   0.000*** 
***p<0.001; **p<0.05    

Co-residence with family members is positively associated with subjective 

well-being measured by life satisfaction. Respondents who live with family 

members were more likely to report having a good or a very good life satisfaction, 

but this is not a significant predictor for Romanian’s well-being which doesn’t 

confirm our sixth the hypothesis. 

The level of education and income have a positive and significant impact on 

Romanian older adults’ life satisfaction. It can be noticed that the log-ratio in favor 

of higher level over a lower level of life satisfaction is, on average, 0,626 higher for 
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respondents who have graduated university studies. Regarding the income, we 

found that it influences life satisfaction in old age, in contrast to the conventional 

wisdom according to which “money can’t buy happiness”. For every one-point 

increase on income there is a predicted increase of 0,192 in the log odds of a 

respondent being in a higher category on life satisfaction. This finding confirms 

our first and seventh hypothesis; we do not have empirical evidence that the 

Easterlin paradox exists in Romania, and income is still a strong factor that affects 

the respondents’ subjective well-being. 

Not all health variables indicate a significant impact on subjective well-

being. There was no significant difference in the probability distribution of life 

satisfaction between respondents who don’t have a disability and those who have. 

Even so, those who were less independent in their daily life activities were less 

likely to have higher scores on well-being. In contrast to this, in terms of self-rated 

health, respondents that have a very good health are more likely to record a much 

higher level of satisfaction than the ones with poor health. This is also the case for 

those with fair health, for whom the odds ratio in favor of higher level over a lower 

level of life satisfaction increase by 2,61 as opposed to those with poor health. All 

these results confirm our expectations expressed by hypothesis H2. 

Among all categories (i.e., employed, other inactive), there are no significant 

differences in the probability distribution of life satisfaction between employment’s 

categories; this doesn't confirm our hypothesis regarding that older adults' 

involvement in work activities increases their satisfaction with life.  

Regarding the third hypothesis, we can say that age has not been found to be 

a predictor of subjective well-being among Romanian’s elderly. We can’t conclude 

if the relationship between Romanian older adults’ subjective well-being and age is 

U-shaped as it is presented in the literature (Easterlin, 2006).  

Conclusions  

This study aims to examine the main determinates of subjective well-being 

of older adults. Our study contributes to empirical literature by dealing with the 

determinants of subjective well-being considering the Romanian older adults. We 

use micro-data to measure subjective well-being and we estimate an ordinal logit 

model to identify the main determinants of Romanian older adults’ well-being.  

Our empirical analysis shows that people who are divorced or separated 

perceived a lower subjective well-being level. This finding confirms the results 

obtained by Dolan et al. (2008) and Stutzer and Frey (2004), which have noticed 
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that negative effects of being alone are more pronounced than those of living 

with a partner. 

We also found that the factors that can increase the probability of life 

satisfaction for Romanian older adults are higher education, better health, and 

higher income. Having a good financial situation shows that, for the Romanians, 

the phrase "money buys happiness" applies. Consistent with previous studies, 

absolute and relative income play an important role in levels of life satisfaction 

(Easterlin, 2005; Ng and Diener, 2014). 

We did not find any evidence to confirm the existence of a non-linear 

relationship between age and life satisfaction in the case of our sample; by 

analyzing this relationship we can say that the Romanian population is not 

experiencing an inevitable decline in life satisfaction simply because of increasing 

age. Analyzing the results, we can say that if older adults have a high level of 

income and good health, age has no effect on the overall level of subjective well-

being. Also, hypotheses 5 and 6 are not confirmed. 

One limitation of this study was the use of one single item for measurement 

of subjective well-being, thus for future development of the research we propose to 

measure subjective well-being using more than one dimension. Another next step 

would be to investigate if the relations found in Romania’s case would hold true in 

other Eastern European countries. 
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Table1 Descriptive statistics for the variables in the model 

 

Variable Total 

 Mean 

Life satisfaction 7.7830 

Age 67.4866 

Income 270,7301 

No. of children 2,2402 

 Proportion 

Marital status   

Married/ Cohabitating 71,48 

Widowed 21,95 

Separated/ Divorced 6,57 

Living arrangements   

Living alone 16,77 

Living with a family member 83,23 

Level of education  

 Elementary school or less 14,87 

Middle school or unfinished high school 56,87 

Completed high school or post-secondary 23,77 

University studies 4,49 

Employment status  

Retired 70,18 

Employed 13,48 

Other inactive 16,34 

Living area  

Rural 72,95 

Urban 27,05 

Disability  

 No 43,22 

Yes   56,78 

Self-assessment of health  

Poor 21,18 

Fair 25,41 

Good 41,66 

Very good 9,77 

Excellent 1,99 

 


