
Monthly Income and Subjective Well-being of Croatian Citizens

Aim To examine the differences in subjective well-being among people 
with different household income.

Method Data were obtained from the national survey conducted in June 
2005, in which a representative sample of 896 participants were admin-
istered a questionnaire on several measures of subjective well-being as 
follows: happiness, life satisfaction, and satisfaction with different life 
domains (personal and national well-being index). One-way ANOVA 
was performed to test the differences in subjective well-being measures 
between participants grouped into six categories according to their 
monthly income.

Results Happiness and life satisfaction ratings, as well as ratings of sat-
isfaction with several life domains differed significantly between groups 
of people with different monthly income. Respondents with higher in-
come felt happier (P<0.001), more satisfied with their life as a whole 
(P<0.001), more satisfied with their material status (P<0.001), health 
(P<0.001), achievement (P<0.001), future security (P = 0.001), eco-
nomic situation (P = 0.001), state of the environment (P = 0.003), and 
social conditions in Croatia (P = 0.003). However, no significant differ-
ences were found between the two groups with the lowest income (€0-70 
and €71-130 per person per month), nor between the two groups with 
the highest income (€401-530 and €531+ per person per month).

Conclusion Our study showed that income and material wealth had an 
influence on subjective well-being in contemporary Croatian society, 
which is undergoing major social and economical changes.
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The sources of subjective well-being have re-
cently been extensively studied. The central 
question is whether money can buy happi-
ness, or in other words, what the relationship 
between objective and subjective evaluations 
and perceptions of life is. The research con-
ducted so far at both the nation and house-
hold level has shown that the wealthy tend to 
be happier than the poor. However, no clear 
relationship could be established when coun-
tries are compared, which is known as “East-
erlin paradox” (1). If we compare subjective 
well-being measures across countries, it can be 
seen that economic indicators, usually gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita, contrib-
ute to subjective well-being increase in an al-
most linear way in the countries with lower 
GDP. However, this is not the case in coun-
tries that are above a certain income level, 
where the relationship between the rise of the 
income and the subjective well-being is not so 
strong. In their study conducted in 65 coun-
tries, Inglehard and Klingeman (2) found 
that happiness and life satisfaction increased 
proportionally until a GDP of US $13 000 
was reached, after which no significant asso-
ciation between wealth and subjective well-
being could be noticed. Similar results reap-
peared in some other studies (3). As societies 
become ever wealthier, the differences in well-
being are less connected to income and more 
to factors like social relationships, emotions, 
and satisfaction (4).

However, the studies conducted within a 
country typically discover a positive relation-
ship between subjective well-being and income 
(5). A recent study conducted in 28 Europe-
an countries has shown that within a country 
people with high incomes have higher quality 
of life than poor people (6).

Croatia, with GDP of US $8674 in 2005 
(7), can be viewed as a country in which both 
national and personal wealth could boost sub-
jective well-being. Previous research showed 

that overall happiness in Croatian popula-
tion increased in the period of 1995-2003, 
which can partly be a result of the increasing 
economic stability of the country (8). The lev-
el of happiness of Croatian citizens in 2003 
was compared with the data obtained from 28 
European countries in the same year (9), and 
Croatia was ranked 19th among all the stud-
ied countries (10).

We performed a within-country analysis 
of subjective well-being of Croatian citizens. 
Specifically, we aimed to explore the differenc-
es in subjective well-being among people with 
different household incomes. There are many 
ways to measure subjective well-being, from 
global indicators (life satisfaction, happiness) 
to more specific, personal indicators (satisfac-
tion with specific life domains) (4). Our study 
used both cognitive and affective components 
of subjective well-being, as well as satisfaction 
with specific life domains.

Participants and methods

Participants

The data were obtained from the national sur-
vey conducted in June 2005. As the popula-
tion in question was too large and scattered 
to draw a simple random sample, participants 
were chosen as a multi-stage probability-based 
sample of Croatian citizens. To ensure statisti-
cally representative results for the defined tar-
get population, 120 sample points were drawn 
on the basis of the latest statistical data on re-
gional, community, and town levels, and elec-
tion units (11). Two-stage stratification was 
used, by region and the size of residence, and 
addresses were randomly selected at each sam-
pling point. Research method was field sur-
vey (“face-to-face” interviews conducted at re-
spondents home).

Ten percent of the total sample was subject 
to fieldwork control. Respondents who did 
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not indicate their monthly income (2%) were 
excluded from the current study.

There were 896 participants aged 18-85 
years (mean ± standard deviation: 44.56 ±  
17.09) (Table 1). The total population of Cro-
atia at the time of the 2001 Census (11) was 
4 437 460, which means our sample included 
about 0.02% of the population.

The demographic characteristics of the 
sample are presented in Table 1.

Methods

Life satisfaction scale (12) was used as a cog-
nitive measure of subjective well-being to in-
dicate how satisfaction with life as a whole is 
evaluated. It consists of five items (statements) 
and the respondents had to rate their agree-
ment with each of them on the 5-point scale, 
whereby 1 stood for “strongly disagree” and 5 
for “strongly agree.” Scores were calculated as 
mean of 5 items (In most ways my life is close 
to my ideal; The conditions of my life are ex-
cellent; I am satisfied with my life; So far I 
have achieved the important things I want in 
life; If I could live my life over, I would change 
almost nothing), as recommended by scale au-
thors. Higher result thereby indicated greater 
life satisfaction.

Affective component of subjective well-
being was studied by using the Happiness re-
search instrument from the Fordyce scale 
(13). The question “In general, how happy or 
unhappy do you usually feel?” was rated on a 
10-point scale, ranging from 1 – extremely un-
happy to 10 – extremely happy.

International Well-being Index (IWI) (14) 
was used to examine subjective well-being 
in specific life domains. IWI consists of two 
parts. The first part, Personal Well-being In-
dex (PWI), measures satisfaction with life and 
respondents are asked to rate their satisfaction 
with the following seven life domains: materi-
al status, personal health, achievement in life, 
relationship with family and friends, feeling of 
physical safety, acceptance by the community, 
and future security. The second part, Nation-
al Well-being Index (NWI), measures satis-
faction with living conditions in a country. It 
consists of six different national domains and 
participants have to rate how satisfied they 
are with economic situation, environment 
state, social conditions, government, business, 
and national security. Both indexes use an 11-
point rating scale ranging from 0 –not satisfied 
at all to 10 –extremely satisfied, and are scored 
both for the separate domains and for the av-
erage scores of each group of domains (person-
al, national).

A short demographic questionnaire was 
also used, consisting of several questions 
about gender, age, education level, living ar-
rangement, and income. The monthly income 
amount was used as a measure of economic 
status. Participants had to circle their monthly 
income per household member ranging from 
1 – less than €70 to 7 –more than €530. In-
come amounts were expressed in Croatian ku-
nas and were afterwards converted at the ex-
change rate of €1 to HRK 7.31 (June exchange 
rate list in 2005).

The data were obtained from the survey 
“Quality of life, life satisfaction, and happiness 

Table 1. Characteristics of the representative sample (n = 896) 
of Croatian citizens in 2005
Variables No (%)
Age groups:
  18-29 232 (25.9)
  30-39 165 (18.4)
  40-49 144 (16.1)
  50-59 167 (18.6)
  ≥60 187 (20.9)
  missing*     1 (0.1)
Gender:
  female 471 (52.6)
  male 423 (47.2)
  missing     2 (0.2)
Monthly income (€):
  ≤70   40 (4.5)
    71-130 119 (13.3)
  131-270 303 (33.8)
  271-400 258 (28.8)
  401-530 107 (11.9)
  ≥531   69 (7.7)
*Missing values are due to respondents’ unwillingness to answer certain questions.
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in Croatia in comparison to European coun-
tries” (10), which analyzed various dimen-
sions of subjective well-being in Croatia, like 
life satisfaction, happiness, and personal and 
national well-being, compared some of these 
dimensions in 2003 and 2005, and compared 
them with the available data on other Europe-
an countries.

Statistical analysis

One-way ANOVA with post hoc Scheffe test 
was conducted in order to test different sub-
jective well-being levels between groups with 
different monthly incomes. Significant level 
was set at P<0.010. Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences, version 11.0 (SPSS, Chicago, 
IL, USA) was used for all statistical analyses.

Results

As shown in Table 2, participants were 
most satisfied with their family and friends 
(mean ± standard deviation) score on a 1-
10 scale 8.4 ± 2.1), the way they are accept-
ed in their community (7.9 ± 2.3), and feel-
ing of physical safety (7.3 ± 2.4), while they 
were least satisfied with their material sta-
tus (5.0 ± 2.5). Satisfaction with other do-
mains of personal life was slightly above the-

oretical average personal health (6.7 ± 2.8), 
achievement (6.3 ± 2.5), and future secu-
rity (5.9 ± 2.6). Among national domains, 
they were most satisfied with national secu-
rity (5.5 ± 2.7) and environment (4.9 ± 2.3), 
and least satisfied with social conditions 
(2.8 ± 1.9), government (2.8 ± 2.0), and eco-
nomic situation (2.9 ± 2.0). They were also 
quite dissatisfied with their job position in 
Croatia (3.6 ± 2.2). Overall happiness was 
rated as quite high (7.7 ± 1.8), while life sat-
isfaction was rated slightly above theoreti-
cal average (3.0 ± 0.9). The overall results ob-
tained from the total sample show that the 
participants were more satisfied with person-
al than national well-being.

The differences between groups with dif-
ferent monthly income were significant for 7 
out of 13 life domains, as well as for happiness 
and life satisfaction ratings. The satisfaction 
with different personal and national domains 
increased with monthly income. Significant 
differences between groups with different 
monthly income were observed in the follow-
ing domains: material status (P<0.001), health 
(P<0.001), achievement in life (P<0.001), 
future security (P = 0.001), economic situa-
tion (P = 0.001), environment (P = 0.003), 
social conditions in the country (P = 0.003), 

Table 2. Differences in subjective well-being measures between the groups with different monthly income (per household member).
Income group (€, mean±SD)

Well-being index
≤70

(n = 40)
1-130

(n = 119)
131-270
(n = 303)

271-400
(n = 258)

401-530
(n = 107)

531
(n = 69)

total
(n = 896) P*

Personal well-being index:
  satisfaction with your material status 2.8 ± 2.10 4.0 ± 2.31 4.6 ± 2.46 5.3 ± 2.14 6.0 ± 2.17 6.8 ± 2.42 5.0 ± 2.46 <0.001
  satisfaction with your personal health 6.0 ± 2.88 5.9 ± 3.25 6.6 ± 2.86 6.9 ± 2.58 7.3 ± 2.37 7.8 ± 2.27 6.7 ± 2.79 <0.001
  satisfaction with your achievement in life 5.2 ± 2.82 5.3 ± 2.49 6.2 ± 2.52 6.7 ± 2.37 6.8 ± 2.13 7.4 ± 2.3 6.3 ± 2.49 <0.001
  satisfaction with yours relationships with family and friends 8.1 ± 2.21 8.2 ± 2.20 8.5 ± 2.09 8.5 ± 1.99 8.3 ± 2.03 8.5 ± 1.20 8.4 ± 2.07   0.603
  satisfaction with your feelings of physical safety 6.9 ± 2.53 7.6 ± 2.33 7.2 ± 2.53 7.4 ± 2.36 7.3 ± 2.25 7.3 ± 2.09 7.3 ± 2.39   0.706
  satisfaction with your acceptance by the community 6.9 ± 2.83 7.8 ± 2.30 8.0 ± 2.39 7.9 ± 2.22 7.8 ± 2.07 7.8 ± 2.11 7.9 ± 2.30   0.127
  satisfaction with your future security 5.3 ± 2.84 5.4 ± 2.46 5.6 ± 2.67 6.1 ± 2.56 6.4 ± 2.31 6.5 ± 2.48 5.9 ± 2.58   0.001
National well-being index:
  satisfaction with economic situation in Croatia 2.2 ± 1.66 2.8 ± 1.84 2.7 ± 2.01 3.1 ± 1.97 3.1 ± 1.85 3.6 ± 2.14 2.9 ± 1.97   0.001
  satisfaction with state of environment in Croatia 4.0 ± 2.18 5.0 ± 2.29 4.6 ± 2.46 5.2 ± 2.23 5.1 ± 2.21 5.4 ± 2.21 4.9 ± 2.33   0.003
  satisfaction with social conditions in Croatia  2.0 ± 1.62 2.7 ± 1.88 2.7 ± 1.95 3.0 ± 1.86 3.0 ± 1.93 3.4 ± 1.97 2.8 ± 1.91   0.003
  satisfaction with government in Croatia 3.2 ± 1.9 2.8 ± 1.84 2.7 ± 2.03 2.9 ± 1.94 2.7 ± 1.94 3.3 ± 2.01 2.8 ± 1.97   0.177
  satisfaction with business in Croatia 3.3 ± 2.07 3.4 ± 2.24 3.4 ± 2.35 3.7 ± 2.08 3.6 ± 2.00 4.3 ± 2.61 3.6 ± 2.24   0.026
  satisfaction with national security in Croatia 5.1 ± 2.29 5.5 ± 2.54 5.3 ± 2.86 5.5 ± 2.70 5.6 ± 2.31 6.1 ± 2.39 5.5 ± 2.66   0.236
Life Satisfaction Scale 2.5 ± 1.05 2.7 ± 1.02 3.0 ± 0.87 3.1 ± 0.78 3.2 ± 0.83 3.5 ± 0.09 3.0 ± 0.89 <0.001
Overall happiness 7.0 ± 2.18 7.0 ± 2.26 7.6 ± 1.93 8.0 ± 1.47 8.0 ± 1.32 8.6 ± 1.17 7.7 ± 1.81 <0.001
*P value for F-ratio.
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happiness (P<0.001), and life satisfaction 
(P<0.001).

Post hoc Scheffe tests (Table 3) showed 
specific differences between groups. The poor-
est group (€0-70) was less satisfied with its ma-
terial status than the four groups with month-
ly income higher than €130. The group with 
the second lowest income (€71-130) was 
less satisfied with its material status than the 
three groups with the monthly income above 
€271. The group with the monthly income of 
€131-270 was less satisfied than the two rich-
est groups (€401+), and the group with the 
monthly income of €271-400 was less satisfied 
than the richest group (€531+).

Concerning the satisfaction with person-
al health, there was only one significant dif-
ference: the group with the monthly income 
of €71-130 felt less satisfied than the richest 
group.

Regarding achievements in life, the poor-
est group was less satisfied only in comparison 
with the richest group, while the second poor-
est (€71-130) was less satisfied than the three 
groups with monthly income higher than 
€271.

Considering satisfaction with economic 
situation, state of the environment, and social 
conditions in Croatia, no significant differenc-
es between groups were noticed.

With respect to Life Satisfaction Scale, the 
poorest (earning less than €70) and the second 

poorest group (€71-130) were less satisfied 
than the three richest groups (€271+).

Regarding overall happiness, groups with 
the monthly income of €0-70 and €131-270 
felt less happy than the richest group, while 
the second poorest (€71-130) felt less happy 
than the three richest groups (€271+).

Taking into consideration all the tests, no 
significant difference was noticed between the 
groups with the lowest incomes (€ 0-70 and € 
71-130 per person per month) and between 
the two richest groups (€400-530 and ≥531 
per person per month).

Discussion

In general, our results support the claim that 
subjective well-being increases with personal 
the growth of income. Happiness, life satisfac-
tion, and satisfaction with several life domains 
differed significantly between groups of people 
with different monthly income. Respondents 
with higher income felt happier and more sat-
isfied with their lives. This finding supports 
the findings of other studies conducted in dif-
ferent European countries (6,9,15).

When satisfaction levels related to vari-
ous life domains were examined, it turned out 
that satisfaction with material status, health, 
achievement, future security, economic situ-
ation in Croatia, environment state, and so-
cial conditions grew in proportion with the 
growth of monthly income, while relation-
ships with family and friends, physical secu-
rity, acceptance by the community, govern-
ment, job position, and national security were 
not significantly affected by the monthly in-
come increase. Such results could best be in-
terpreted in terms of Maslow’s theory of hu-
man motivation (16), which postulates that 
one does not strive to fulfill “higher” needs 
until the basic or “lower” ones are met. The 
personal domains of material status, health 
and security, as well as national domains of 

Table 3. Significant differences (P<0.01) between the groups 
with different monthly income according to subjective well-being 
measures (results of Scheffe test)*
Income
group (€)

Income
group (€)

≤70 71-130 131-270 271-400 401-530 ≥531
  ≤70   – 1 1, LS 1, LS 1,3, LS, H
    71-130      – 1,3, LS, H 1,2,3, LS, H 1,2,3, LS, H
  131-270       – 1 1, LS, H
  271-400       – 1
  401-530         –
≥531         –
*1 – satisfaction with your material status; 2 – satisfaction with your personal health; 
3 – satisfaction with your achievement in life; LS – life satisfaction scale; H – overall 
happiness.
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economic status, environment, and social con-
ditions in the country, can all be considered 
“lower” needs, and as such must be gratified 
before any “higher” need (like love and be-
longing) can start being important. Obvious-
ly, for Croatian citizens monthly income is a 
principal way of satisfying their basic needs, 
and therefore higher income leads to higher 
satisfaction with the possibility to fulfill these 
needs. On the other hand, higher needs, such 
as relationships with family and friends, ac-
ceptance by the community, and national se-
curity do not depend on and can be fulfilled 
irrespectively of the monthly income.

The analysis of the differences between 
groups with different monthly incomes re-
vealed some very interesting results. Name-
ly, no difference in subjective well-being was 
found between the two groups with the low-
est income (≤€130), as well as between the 
two groups with the highest income (≥€401). 
What can we conclude from this? First of all, 
the two groups with the lowest income can 
objectively be considered poor, since the of-
ficial statistics shows that the poverty line in 
Croatia was approximately €124 per house-
hold member (household consisting of two 
adults and two children) in 2004 (7). Accord-
ing to our results, slightly different incomes 
below the poverty threshold do not affect 
subjective well-being in a significant manner. 
Subjective well-being starts increasing togeth-
er with the income growth once the poverty 
threshold is crossed. Also, once the income 
is high enough, subjective well-being no lon-
ger increases in proportion to the income 
rise. The fact that income influences subjec-
tive well-being only up to a certain point was 
shown in other international studies as well 
(4,17,18). Our study showed that what could 
be considered a sufficient monthly income in 
Croatia in 2005 amounted to €401 a month 
per household member.

This research was in general anonymous, 
except the face-to-face interviews, which 
might have made the participants’ answers 
partially biased. However, interviewers were 
well-trained and experienced, which mini-
mized the possibility of influence on the par-
ticipants’ answers. Taking into account that 
the questions were not politically or intimate-
ly sensitive, we do not expect the data to be 
significantly biased.

To conclude, the results of the study 
showed that income and material wealth had 
an influence on subjective well-being in con-
temporary Croatian society. Since only regu-
lar monitoring of subjective well-being can 
produce a clear picture of the impact of so-
cial change on people’s perceptions and expe-
riences (19), this study can serve as a starting 
point for further research which would study 
the influence of ongoing economic and social 
changes in Croatia on the quality of life, hap-
piness, and life satisfaction of its citizens.
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