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Abstract 

The determinants of life satisfaction have been the subject of academic research for decades. 

Several studies show the impact of, for example, age, income, or health. Controlling for 

demographic, personal factors, and economic factors we extend the existing literature by 

examining how trust in political institutions affects people’s life satisfaction. Our results 

indicate that trust in political institutions significantly increases the level of life satisfaction. 

Using logistic regressions, we also examine how trust impacts the probability of being satisfied 

with life and find that the probability of being satisfied with life increases by about 3.9 

percentage points for each unit of trust. Moreover, we show that people living in Western 

Europe are, on average, more satisfied with life and confirm the U-shaped functional form of 

the dependence of life satisfaction on age described in the literature. Our results are robust 

with respect to different specifications. 

Keywords: Life satisfaction, political institutions, trust, (logistic) regression analysis 

JEL classification: I31, P16, O57 
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1. Introduction

For years, the pursuit of contentment, well-being, happiness, and life satisfaction has been 

considered a desirable goal in life. Their natures and origins have preoccupied mankind 

throughout history. Philosophers, theologians, and other academic disciplines have 

traditionally debated the meaning of life satisfaction and how to achieve it. Religious 

counsellors, social workers, psychologists, and others have devoted themselves to helping 

individuals to achieve higher levels of life satisfaction. The social sciences have used empirical 

studies to investigate life satisfaction for decades. Thereby, identifying the determinants of 

life satisfaction has played a central role. It has been shown that life satisfaction as a measure 

of subjective well-being is determined by a variety of factors such as income, employment, 

health, or education for example (Helliwell et al. 2017; Weller and Acisu 1996). 

This paper focuses on the relationship between life satisfaction and trust in political 

institutions. This is particularly relevant in the context of rising populism, increasing 

polarization and the resulting social differentiation and intensification of disagreements. 

According to Inglehart (1995), political satisfaction, in contrast to general life satisfaction, 

shows much stronger fluctuations, which are almost equal to economic development, with 

differences between cultural regions becoming apparent. Analyzing countries in the European 

Union, they show that in countries where people are less politically satisfied, life satisfaction 

is also lower. Faus et al. (2019) conclude that trust in institutions is associated with lower social 

cohesion. 

This paper extends the current state of research by analyzing the relationship between life 

satisfaction and trust in political institutions. It also examines whether there are significant 

differences between Eastern and Western European countries and the role played by other 

demographic, personal, and economic factors. 
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2. Related literature 

Happiness, quality of life, and subjective or psychological well-being are terms related to life 

satisfaction in the literature (Buetell 2006; Veenhoven 1996). Diener (1984) defines life 

satisfaction as an overall assessment of feelings and attitudes about one's life at a given point 

in time ranging from negative to positive. In contrast, Veenhoven (1996) acknowledges that 

the term “life satisfaction”, as opposed to subjective well-being, refers to an overall 

assessment of life rather than current feelings or specific psychosomatic symptoms. According 

to Veenhoven (1996), life satisfaction is the degree to which a person positively evaluates the 

overall quality of his or her life as a whole; in other words, how much the person likes the life 

he or she is living.  

 

According to Diener et al. (2009), subjective well-being includes cognitive and affective 

evaluations of an individual’s overall life. These evaluations include emotional reactions to 

events as well as cognitive judgments of satisfaction and fulfilment. Subjective well-being is 

thus seen as a broad concept that includes high levels of pleasant emotions and moods, low 

levels of negative emotions and moods, and high levels of life satisfaction. 

 

Another well-established term for life satisfaction is defined by George (1981) as “essentially 

a cognitive assessment of progress toward desired goals – an evaluation of the congruence 

between ideal and real-life circumstances”.  

 

Although there are subtle differences between the definitions, the basic idea is the same. Life 

satisfaction refers to a person's overall feelings about their life. In other words, life satisfaction 

describes a global assessment rather than one that relates to a specific point in time (e.g., 

current emotional state) or a specific domain. 

 

The first empirical studies and measures of subjective life satisfaction began at the beginning 

of the 20th century. Flugel (1925) studies the state of mind of individuals by having them 

record their emotional events and then summarizing their emotional reactions over several 

moments. After the Second World War, researchers began to ask people about their 

happiness and life satisfaction using simple questionnaires. The first assessment techniques 

used were simple response options to the question "How happy are you?", ranging from "not 

very happy" to " very happy". Since then, the scientific discipline of subjective life satisfaction 

has experienced strong growth, also driven by the development of more sophisticated 

scientific methods for studying subjective well-being (Diener et al. 2009). This raises the 

question of what factors influence subjective life satisfaction. Currently, research typically 

measures individual, and thus subjectively perceived, life satisfaction using an eleven-point 

scale ranging from zero (completely dissatisfied) to ten (completely satisfied) with the 

question: "Overall, how satisfied are you with your life these days?" (Enste and Ewers 2014; 

Helliwell et al. 2017).  
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In 2017, the authors of the "World Happiness Report" addressed the question of the extent 

to which individual factors explain the variance in overall satisfaction (Helliwell et al. 2017). In 

a stylized form, they explain satisfaction in terms of both immediate influences (current 

situation) and past influences (childhood, schooling, family background). This is helpful in 

presenting the complexity of the issue in a simplified way and provides a first indication of 

which factors influence life satisfaction and how. 

 

According to Helliwell et al. (2017), life satisfaction in adulthood largely depends on the 

economic situation (income, education, and employment), the social situation (e.g., marital 

status) and personal health. The situation as an adult, in turn, depends partly on the 

development as a child, which in turn is influenced by the family and education. In a further 

step, the study examines the influence of individual variables on life satisfaction. Looking at 

these variables in isolation, it is found that health accounts for a larger share of the variance 

in life satisfaction than income, employment, or health. Education is also found to have a 

positive effect, but it is less pronounced than income. In addition, income relative to other 

people's income is found to have a significant effect on life satisfaction. A similar phenomenon 

can be observed with education. One's own level of education is therefore considered to be 

relevant compared to that of others. 

 

In general, the differences in average life satisfaction across several countries can be 

attributed to their living conditions. That is, economically prosperous countries tend to have 

higher average life satisfaction than poorer countries. Likewise, people living in countries with 

better job prospects tend to be more satisfied with life than people living in countries with 

high unemployment (Helliwell et al. 2017). Veenhoven (1996) also concludes that the 

differences in average life satisfaction between countries are largely due to the quality of living 

conditions. According to his study, 81% of the differences can be explained by material wealth, 

social equality, political freedom, and access to knowledge. 
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3. Data 

For our analysis we use the 2018/19 dataset of the ESS longitudinal survey (European Social 

Survey 2018). The ESS is a multi-country survey conducted by researchers in Europe. Since the 

seventh survey round, the survey has been funded by the members, observers, and guests of 

the ESS European Research Infrastructure Consortium (ESS ERIC), represented by national 

governments (European Social Survey 2021). 

 

The ESS requires strict random sampling in the selection of respondents. The aim is to achieve 

a response rate of at least 70%. The language of the survey is based on the national language 

of each country. The fieldwork is carried out by the national survey institute in the form of a 

one-hour face-to-face or computer-assisted personal interview. The survey includes questions 

on several core topics, such as education, income, politics, justice and demography, carried 

over from previous rounds, as well as two modules developed for the ninth round on justice 

and fairness in Europe and life planning (European Social Survey 2021). The raw data set for 

the ninth round of the survey contains 49,519 observations. 

 

Life satisfaction is measured on a scale from 0 (extremely dissatisfied) to 10 (extremely 

satisfied). To control for demographic and personal factors we use age, education, gender, 

health status, religiosity, and marital status. The influence of age on subjective well-being is 

well recognized in research (Bartram 2020; Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Graham 2009; 

Steptoe et al. 2015). Several studies show that the functional form of the relationship between 

life satisfaction and age is U-shaped (Blanchflower and Oswald 2008; Graham 2009). 

Blanchflower and Oswald (2008) find the U-shape in Eastern European, Latin American, and 

Asian countries, as well as in separate regression equations for well-being in 72 developed and 

developing countries. Interestingly, the overall U-shape does not seem to be affected by 

cohort effects. According to their estimates, life satisfaction in European countries reaches its 

minimum around the mid-40s. To account for the U-shape, we include age squared in our 

analysis. 

 

Studies on the impact of education on life satisfaction also seem to present a relatively 

consistent picture, with people with more education reporting higher life satisfaction (Cheung 

and Chan 2009; Enste and Ewers 2014; Frey and Stutzer 2002; FitzRoy und Nolan (2020); 

Graham 2009; Veenhoven 1996). In their study of 35 countries, Cheung and Chan (2009) find 

that life satisfaction is higher in countries where people are more educated. They also find 

that life satisfaction increases with years of education. To control for education, we include 

four dummy variables for lower secondary, upper secondary, vocational, and tertiary 

education. 

 

There are many studies in the literature that examine differences in life satisfaction and 

gender. Diener (2009) reviews many studies and concludes that, overall, there is no difference 

in life satisfaction between the genders. This finding is consistent with other studies that also 
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observe no statistically significant difference in life satisfaction between the genders (Dolan 

et al. 2008; Fahey and Smyth 2004). Della et al. (2011) also find that the average level of life 

satisfaction is very similar for men and women. However, the distribution of life satisfaction 

differs, with a higher dispersion for women. 

 

Several studies show that poor health can significantly reduce life satisfaction (Enste and 

Ewers 2014; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Gataūlinas and Banceviča 2014; Steptoe et al. 2015). 

Gataūlinas and Banceviča (2014) demonstrate this relationship in a cross-country comparison 

of European countries. In countries where average satisfaction with health is higher, general 

life satisfaction is also higher. The correlation at the individual level is lower, but still 

significant.  

 

Moreover, we control for marital status and level of religiosity. Married people are on average 

happier than single, divorced, or widowed people (Diener et al. 2000; Enste and Ewers 2014; 

Gove et al. 1990, Myers 1999; Stack and Eshleman 1998, Veenhoven 1996). Lim and Putnam 

(2010) find that religious people are more satisfied with their lives because they regularly 

attend religious services and build social networks in their congregations. In our data 

religiosity is measured on a scale from 0 (not at all religious) to 10 (very religious).  

 

Economic factors include income and experience of unemployment. There is considerable 

evidence of a positive relationship between income and life satisfaction (Diener 2009; Graham 

2009; Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh 2010). The experience of unemployment has a significant 

negative impact on subjective well-being (Clark and Oswald 1994; Wilson and Walker 1993; 

Tella et al. 2003). Wolfers (2003) concludes that a ten-percentage point increase in 

unemployment reduces the proportion of people who consider themselves to be very satisfied 

by about twelve percentage points. To measure income, we consider the decile of the 

household's total net income. Unemployment experience is included as a dummy variable, 

which is one if someone has ever been unemployed or looking for work for more than three 

months.  

 

Additionally, we include a dummy variable that equals to one if the country is Western 

European and zero otherwise.1 Berggren and Bjørnskov (2020) examine the relationship 

between political institutions and life satisfaction using data from the World Happiness Report 

2019. They find that average life satisfaction differs significantly between autocratic and 

democratic countries. 

 

The relationship between trust in political institutions and life satisfaction is less often part of 

the research. An exception is the study of Ciziceno and Travaglino (2019). They conclude that 

people who perceive corruption to be widespread in their environment lose trust in 

institutions and tend to be more dissatisfied with their lives. We use an index that measures 

an individual’s overall trust in the political institutions by averaging over five variables: 

 
1 For our analysis we classify Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, 
Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom as Western 
European countries. Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Montenegro, Poland, 
Serbia, Slovakia, and Slovenia are classified as Eastern European countries. 
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trustindex𝑖 = (
1

5
) (trust in parliament𝑖 + trust in legal system𝑖 + trust in police𝑖

+ trust in politicians𝑖 +  trust in political parties𝑖) 
(1) 

 

where each of the five variables is measured from 0 (no trust at all) to 10 (complete trust). 

Table 1 below presents the descriptive statistics. After dropping observations with at least one 

missing value, we are left with 34’968 observations for our final analysis. 

 

The average life satisfaction in our sample is 7.21 and relatively high. The average income 

decile amounts to 5.34. About 22% have lower secondary education, 38% upper secondary 

education, 13% vocational education, and 26% have tertiary education. There are slightly 

more women in the sample, and about 51% of the respondents are married or in a legally 

registered civil relationship. People in our sample are religious with an average of 4.41 from 

10 and in good health. The average health score is 3.80 with a maximum of 5. Some 66% live 

in a Western European country and 29% have experienced unemployment. The average level 

of trust in political institutions is 4.86 out of 10. 

 

To get a first understanding of whether people who are satisfied with life differ from people 

who are less satisfied with life on these characteristics, we create a dummy variable that takes 

the value one if life satisfaction is 6 or higher and zero otherwise. Table 2 below shows the 

differences in the unconditional means, including a t-test to test whether they are statistically 

significant. 

 

Table 2 shows that there are significant differences between the satisfied and dissatisfied in 

all characteristics. Trust in political institutions, as measured by our trust index, is also about 

1.7 units or nearly 50% higher in the satisfied category than among the dissatisfied. As 

expected, the health status of those who are satisfied with life is also higher. On average, they 

report their health to be about 0.7 units higher than those who are not satisfied. This is a 

difference of 20%. On average, the income of the satisfied category is 1.7 deciles (around 43%) 

higher than that of the dissatisfied category. 

 

Furthermore, the unconditional mean comparison shows that people who are satisfied with 

their lives are on average more likely to have vocational or tertiary education and less likely 

to have lower or upper secondary education. They are significantly less likely to have been 

unemployed, are slightly less religious and are younger than those who are not satisfied. In 

addition, there is a significantly higher proportion of Western Europeans in the satisfied group 

and a significantly higher proportion of women in the dissatisfied group. 

 



11 

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics (n = 34'968) 

Variable Description Min Mean St. Dev. Max 

LifeSat 
 
 
 

Life satisfaction 
0 = extremely dissatisfied 
10 = extremely satisfied 
 

0 
 
 
 

7.22 
 
 
 

2.11 
 
 

10 
 
 
 

Household 
Income 
 

Decile of household’s total net 
income 
 

1 
 
 

5.36 
 
 

2.78 
 

10 
 
 

Age 
 

Age of respondent 
 

15 
 

51.53 
 

17.90 90 
 

Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lower secondary 
 

0 
 

0.22 
 

0.41 
 

1 
 

Upper secondary 
 

0 
 

0.38 
 

0.49 
 

1 
 

Vocational 
 

0 
 

0.13 
 

0.34 
 

1 
 

Tertiary 
 

0 
 

0.27 
 

0.44 
 

1 
 

Health 
 
 
 

Health status 
1 = Very bad 
5 = Very good 
 

1 
 
 
 

3.81 
 
 
 

0.90 
 
 

5 
 
 
 

Married 
 
 

1 if legally married or in 
legally registered civil union 
 

0 
 
 
 

0.51 
 
 
 

0.50 
 
 

1 
 
 
 

Female 
 
 

Gender, 1 if female 
0 otherwise 
 

0 
 

 

0.53 
 
 

0.50 1 
 
 

Unemployed 
 
 
 
 

Ever unemployed  
and seeking work for a  
period more than three  
months 
 

0 
 
 
 
 

0.29 
 
 
 
 

0.45 
 
 

1 
 
 
 
 

Religious 
 
 
 

How religious are you? 
0 = not at all  
10 = very religious 
 

0 
 
 
 

4.39 
 
 
 

3.11 
 
 

10 
 
 
 

West 
 
 
 

Region of Country 
0 = Eastern European Country 
1 = Western European 
Country 
 

0 
 
 
 

0.66 
 
 
 

0.47 
1 
 
 
 

Trust-Index 
 
 
 
 
 

Average of  
Trust in parliament 
Trust in legal system 
Trust in police 
Trust in politicians 
Trust in parties 

0 
 
 
 
 
 

4.87 
 
 
 
 
 

2.11 
 

10 
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Table 2: Unconditional mean comparison of characteristics for satisfied and dissatisfied people 

Variable Dissatisfied Satisfied Difference 
Welch’s 
T-test 

Household Income 
 

3.96 
(0.031) 

5.68 
(0.016) 

1.72 
(0.035) 

49.76*** 
 

Age 
 

55.41 
(0.205) 

50.77 
(0.108) 

-4.64 
(0.232) 

-20.04*** 
 

Lower secondary 
 

0.32 
(0.006) 

0.20 
(0.002) 

-0.12 
(0.006) 

-19.15*** 
 

Upper secondary 
 

0.43 
(0.006) 

0.37 
(0.003) 

-0.06 
(0.007) 

-9.26*** 
 

Vocational 
 

0.10 
(0.004) 

0.14 
(0.002) 

0.04 
(0.004) 

8.73*** 
 

Tertiary 
 

0.15 
(0.004) 

0.29 
(0.003) 

0.14 
(0.005) 

27.85*** 
 

Health 
 

3.27 
(0.012) 

3.94 
(0.005) 

0.67 
(0.013) 

52.47*** 
 

Married 
 

0.43 
(0.006) 

0.53 
(0.003) 

0.10 
(0.007) 

14.36*** 
 

Female 
 

0.55 
(0.006) 

0.52 
(0.003) 

-0.03 
(0.007) 

-4.07*** 
 

Unemployed 
 

0.38 
(0.006) 

0.27  
(0.003) 

-0.12 
(0.006) 

-18.26*** 
 

Religious 
 

4.48 
(0.037) 

4.39 
(0.019) 

-0.09 
(0.042) 

-2.05** 
 

West 
 

0.45 
(0.006) 

0.71 
(0.003) 

0.26 
(0.007) 

39.86*** 
 

Trust-Index 
 

3.48 
(0.025) 

5.21 
(0.012) 

1.73 
(0.027) 

63.30*** 
 

# Observations 6’983 27’985   

 
Note: People are considered satisfied if life satisfaction is 6 or higher, dissatisfied if 5 or lower. Standard 
errors in parentheses. ***significant at 1%, ** significant at 5%, *significant at 10%. 
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4. Empirical strategy and results 

We estimate the baseline model by ordinary least squares (OLS), regressing individual life 

satisfaction on our trust index, a dummy variable for Western European countries (“west”) 

and individual respondent characteristics: 

 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 ∗ trustindex𝑖 + 𝛽2 ∗ west𝑖 + 𝑿𝒊
′𝜸 + 𝜀𝑖                                    (2) 

 
where 𝑦𝑖 is the life satisfaction of individual 𝑖, 𝛽1 and 𝛽2 are the parameters for trust and west, 

and 𝑿𝒊 is a vector of individual characteristics with corresponding parameters 𝜸. The results 

are shown in Model 1 in Table 3 below. Except for tertiary education all variables are highly 

statistically significant at the 1% level. Tertiary education is significant at the 5% level. 

 

Trust in political institutions, as represented by the variable trust index, is positively correlated 

with life satisfaction. For a one unit increase in the trust index, life satisfaction increases by 

0.24 units. Health has the largest magnitude, with a coefficient of 0.63. The dummy variable 

for Western European countries is also positively correlated with life satisfaction, which is 

about 0.57 units higher for people living in Western Europe. The experience of unemployment 

is also highly relevant for life satisfaction, which decreases by 0.25 units if someone has had 

an experience of unemployment.  

 

Total household income also has a positive effect on life satisfaction. Moreover, we find that 

women are on average more satisfied with life and that the level of education has a significant 

effect. Compared to people with lower secondary education, people with upper secondary 

education have 0.15 units more life satisfaction and people with tertiary education about 0.08 

more life satisfaction. On average, people with vocational education are the most satisfied 

with life, having 0.20 units more life satisfaction than people with lower secondary education. 

 

Controlling for the other variables, the regression analysis shows that more religious people 

are more satisfied with life, in contrast to the unconditional mean comparison. However, the 

magnitude is relatively small. An increase of one unit leads to 0.02 units more life satisfaction. 

 

Age squared controls for the U-shaped functional form described in the literature. Our results 

support the findings – both age and age squared are highly significant at the 1% level.  
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Table 3: Results of the OLS and Logistic regression 

 Model 1: OLS  
Coefficients 

Model 2: Logit  
Average ME 

Model 3: OLS 
Coefficients 

Model 4: OLS 
Coefficients 

Model 5: Logit  
Average ME 

Dependent variable LifeSat 1(LifeSat ≥ 6) LifeSat LifeSat 1(LifeSat ≥ 8) 

Household Income 0.107*** 0.018*** 0.102*** 0.106*** 0.022*** 

 (0.004) (0.001) (0.007) (0.004) (0.001) 

Age -0.043*** 0.001*** -0.040*** -0.044*** 0.001*** 

 (0.003) (0.000) (0.006) (0.003) (0.000) 

Age2 0.0005***  0.0004*** 0.0005***  

 (0.000)  (0.000) (0.000)  

Upper secondary 0.145*** 0.020*** 0.067 0.156*** 0.013** 

 (0.027) (0.005) (0.049) (0.027) (0.007) 

Vocational 0.199*** 0.040*** 0.131** 0.212*** 0.021** 

 (0.035) (0.007) (0.057) (0.035) (0.009) 

Tertiary 0.079** 0.039*** 0.027 0.112*** 0.014* 

 (0.031) (0.006) (0.053) (0.031) (0.008) 

Health 0.630*** 0.076*** 0.615*** 0.628*** 0.119*** 

 (0.012) (0.002) (0.023) (0.012) (0.003) 

Married 0.317*** 0.032*** 0.359*** 0.305*** 0.064*** 

 (0.022) (0.004) (0.040) (0.022) (0.005) 

Female 0.095*** 0.013*** 0.045 0.083*** 0.020*** 

 (0.020) (0.004) (0.034) (0.020) (0.005) 

Unemployment -0.246*** -0.039*** -0.306*** -0.251*** -0.059*** 

 (0.022) (0.004) (0.040) (0.022) (0.005) 

Religious 0.018*** 0.001** 0.006 0.016*** 0.004*** 

 (0.003) (0.001) (0.006) (0.003) (0.001) 

West 0.565*** 0.086*** 0.456*** 0.539*** 0.142*** 

 (0.022) (0.004) (0.039) (0.022) (0.005) 

Trust-Index 0.243*** 0.039*** 0.228***  0.041*** 

 (0.005) (0.001) (0.010)  (0.001) 

Trust in parliament    0.048***  

    (0.006)  

Trust in legal system     0.028***  

    (0.006)  

Trust in police    0.153***  

    (0.005)  

Trust in politicians    -0.011  

    (0.009)  

Trust in parties    0.043***  

    (0.009)  

Constant 3.193***  3.417*** 2.915***  

 (0.096)  (0.165) (0.096)  

# Observations 34’968 34’968 34’968 34’968 34’968 

R2 0.266  0.217 0.276  

Pseudo R2  0.214   0.151 

 
Standard errors in parentheses. *** indicates significance at the 1% level, ** indicates significance at 
the 5% level, * indicates significance at the 10% level.  
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Figure 1 below shows the functional form. In line with the existing literature, we find the 

analytical minimum for life satisfaction at the age of 45.8 years. 
 

Figure 1: Functional form dependence on age 

 

 

To better understand how the probability of being satisfied with life changes, we run a logistic 

regression with the dummy variable satisfied as the dependent variable. Let 𝑠𝑖 be a dummy 

variable that takes the value 1 if individual 𝑖 is satisfied with life and 0 otherwise. Thereby, 

someone is satisfied with life if the variable life satisfaction is 6 or higher and zero otherwise.  

In this case the conditional probability of being satisfied with life is given by 

 

𝑃(𝑠𝑖|trustindex𝑖 , west𝑖, 𝑿𝒊) = 𝐹(𝛽0 + 𝛽1 ∗ trustindex𝑖 + 𝛽2 ∗ west𝑖 + 𝑿𝒊
′𝜸)                  (2) 

 
where 𝐹(∙) is the CDF of the logistic distribution. Model 2 in Table 3 reports the average 

marginal effects of the logistic regression. Again, all variables are statistically significant. We 

find that one unit more trust in political institutions as measured by our trust index increases 

the probability of being satisfied with life by 3.9 percentage points. Figure 2 below plots the 

predictive margins at different values of our trust index. The probability of being satisfied with 

life ranges from 56.7%, if the trust index is 0, to 95.3%, if the trust index is 10.  

 

On the other hand, being one decile higher in terms of household income increases the 

probability of being satisfied with life by about 1.8 percentage points. Good health increases 

the probability of being satisfied with life by around 7.6 percentage points. Higher education 

also has a significant effect on the probability of being satisfied with life. Moreover, according 

to this model women have a 1.3 percentage point higher probability of being satisfied, while 
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having experienced unemployment reduces the probability by almost 4 percentage points. 

Our results suggest that being more religious increases the probability of being satisfied with 

life, but only by 0.1 percentage points. The dummy variable for Western Europe is again large 

in magnitude – people living in a Western European country are, ceteris paribus, 8.6 

percentage points more likely to be satisfied with life. 
 

Figure 2: Predictive margins for the trust index 

 

To validate our results, we carry out robustness checks (Model 3). We use the specification of 

Model 1 as the baseline specification but include the group-specific weights from the 

questionnaire. Our main finding remains the same - a one unit increase in the trust index is 

associated with a 0.23 unit increase in life satisfaction (previously 0.24 units). Overall, the 

results are very similar, except that being female and being religious become insignificant and 

only people with vocational education have on average a significantly higher life satisfaction 

than people with lower secondary education.  

 

Model 4 in Table 3 contains the trust variables themselves instead of the index. Overall, the 

results are again very similar to those found in our baseline Model 1. Like in Model 1 all the 

control variables are highly statistically significant. However, we see that only four out of the 

five trust variables are statistically significant. Trust in the police has the largest effect. Trust 

in politicians on the other hand has no significant impact on life satisfaction.  

 

In Model 5 we change the definition of being satisfied for the logistic regression. In this model 

we consider someone to be satisfied with life, if their life satisfaction is above average, that is 

8 or higher. The results are very similar to those obtained in Model 2. The impact of trust on 

life satisfaction is even more pronounced in this specification. One unit more trust in political 

institutions as measured by our trust index increases the probability of being satisfied with life 

by 4.1 percentage points. 
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5. Conclusions 

While the key factors influencing life satisfaction have already been analyzed in many studies, 

the influence of trust in political institutions has not yet been considered. To fill this gap, we 

investigate a possible relationship between life satisfaction and trust in political institutions.  

 

Based on several regression analyses, we find strong evidence that trust in political institutions 

has a significant influence on life satisfaction. A one-unit increase in our trust index raises 

average life satisfaction by 0.24 units and increases the probability of being satisfied with life 

by approximately 3.9 percentage points. The results are robust to different specifications. In 

line with the existing literature, we find that health status is an important determinant of life 

satisfaction and confirm the U-shaped functional form of the dependence life satisfaction on 

age. Education also contributes to life satisfaction, but to a lesser extent than health.  We also 

find significant differences between Eastern and Western European countries. 

 

Our findings illustrate the social relevance of trust in political institutions for citizens' life 

satisfaction. Thus, institutional quality cannot be measured by political freedom alone. Rather, 

appropriate measures must be taken to enhance the effectiveness of political institutions.  
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The determinants of life satisfaction have been the subject of 

academic research for decades. Several studies show the 

impact of, for example, age, income, or health. Controlling for 

demographic, personal factors, and economic factors we 

extend the existing literature by examining how trust in political 

institutions affects people’s life satisfaction. Our results 

indicate that trust in political institutions significantly increases 

the level of life satisfaction. Using logistic regressions, we also 

examine how trust impacts the probability of being satisfied 

with life and find that the probability of being satisfied with life 

increases by about 3.9 percentage points for each unit of trust. 

Moreover, we show that people living in Western Europe are, 

on average, more satisfied with life and confirm the U-shaped 

functional form of the dependence of life satisfaction on age 

described in the literature. Our results are robust with respect 

to different specifications. 
 


