
Understanding child 
subjective well-being:
A call for more data, research and 
policymaking targeting children



For more than 30 years, psychologists have been calling for a 
better understanding of how individuals experience fulfilment and 
contentment in their lives. 

The need for additional research on well-being, moving away from 
the traditional focus on mental pathology and disorders, has helped 
create the positive psychology field; and to formalize concepts such 
as subjective well-being and life satisfaction. 

Meanwhile, experts in other fields, such as economics and health, 
have started rigorously investigating the impact of well-being on 
other aspects of life.

It is useful to distinguish three concepts here:

• 'Subjective well-being' is the reported experience of positive 
emotions (such as optimism), negative emotions (such as 
sadness), satisfaction related to specific domains (such as work  
or relationships) and overall judgements of life satisfaction.

• 'Life satisfaction' is an element of subjective well-being and 
entails a general evaluation as to how individuals assess their 
lives encompassing a long time-horizon.  

• ‘Happiness’, although not consistently defined, refers to a 
person’s present state and their feeling of positive emotions (and 
absence of negative emotions). It is therefore a narrower concept 
than subjective well-being and life satisfaction.  

'Subjective well-
being' is the reported 
experience of positive 
emotions (such as 
optimism), negative 
emotions (such as 
sadness), satisfaction 
related to specific 
domains (such as work 
or relationships) and 
overall judgements of 
life satisfaction.
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https://positivepsychology.com/
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Subjective-Well-Being%3A-Three-Decades-of-Progress-Diener-Suh/7df1f046f51bbd0cd946b38825f8d90d22cd21a5?p2df
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10902-008-9110-9


The increase in research on these topics has led to a proliferation of 
methodologies and scales, including the following that have been 
used widely with children:

• One of the most common scales used for life satisfaction, the 
Self-Anchoring Striving Scale, also known as Cantril's Ladder, 
asks respondents to consider a ten-step ladder, with the top 
step representing the best life and the bottom step the worst life 
they could imagine. This scale is unique in that subjects define 
for themselves the descriptors at either end of the ladder (e. g., 
best–worst, good–bad, top–bottom). It is used in Gallup’s World 
Poll, the results of which are presented in the World Happiness 
Report, and in recent waves of UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Surveys. A similar scaling assessment is employed in 
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) by 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), targeting 15-year old students. The Health Behaviour in 
School-aged Children Survey (HBSC) includes a question using 
this scale and is applied in 50 countries and regions across 
Europe and North America every four years, with students aged 
11, 13 and 15. 
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https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-94-007-0753-5_259
https://mics.unicef.org/
https://mics.unicef.org/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/c414e291-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c414e291-en
http://www.hbsc.org/about/index.html


• Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS) is a seven-item self-
reported scale intended for children. The SLSS was designed 
to measure global life satisfaction by using items that require 

children to assess the quality of their 
lives as a whole, independent of specific 
life domains, such as peers, family, 
living environment, or self. Young 
people are asked to respond to each 
item on a five-point scale from ‘strongly 
agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. It is 
designed for use with children as young 
as 8 years of age.  

• Personal Well-being Index (PWI) is 
a generic measure of subjective well-
being. It asks how satisfied people 
are with seven life domains. These 
include standard of living, personal 
health, achievement in life, personal 
relationships, personal safety, 
community-connectedness and future 
security. These domains are intended 
to aggregate to ‘life-as-a-whole’, and 
are sufficiently broad to apply to all 
populations.  Some experts believe 
that domain-based measures can 
be problematic because they make 
assumptions about which aspects of life 
are important.

Although these methodologies 
measure different aspects of well-
being, the scales are closely correlated 
and their results tend to demonstrate 
similar trends. Some methods have 
already been tested across cultures, 
demonstrating their potential 

application globally. Studies on the comparability of measures 
across countries show that it is possible to construct multi-item 
subjective well-being scales for use with children that have good 
psychometric properties and can identify differences in well-being 
by gender or socio-economic factors across countries. Multiple-item 
scales are considered more stable than single-item scales. Single-
item scales, such as Cantril’s Ladder, have been used with children 
as young as 8.
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https://www.midss.org/sites/default/files/student_life.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Adrian_Tomyn/post/What_measurements_are_most_ideal_to_measure_subjective_well-being_SWB/attachment/59d61dce79197b807797a037/AS%3A273549388910592%401442230664376/download/pwi-a-english.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-015-9360-0
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1017622777/2EE5B72009C74821PQ/1?accountid=41864


As interest in subjective well-being has expanded, so has recognition 
of its relevance and application to children. Although there are 
significant differences in what leads to well-being between societies, 
some conclusions can be drawn from the existing research. 

First, well-being among adults or families does not correlate 
strongly with well-being of children. For instance, Figure 1 below 
shows average life satisfaction scores for adults and for adolescents 
aged 15 years old in 64 countries with matching data drawn from 
2017 to 2019. Some countries (such as Costa Rica) have high life 
satisfaction among both groups; while some countries (such as 
Turkey) have low life satisfaction among both. But the United 
Kingdom (UK) has high adult life satisfaction and low adolescent life 
satisfaction; meanwhile, in Albania, the opposite is evident.

Second, in many countries and contexts, life satisfaction declines 
during late childhood and early adolescence. This age-related pattern 
also often applies to satisfaction with particular domains of life.

Third, a wide range of individual characteristics, including gender, 
race and immigrant background, seems to have a modest role in 
children and adolescent’s self-reported life satisfaction. There is 
also some evidence that dissatisfaction with their own body is more 
closely linked to lower life satisfaction for girls than for boys. Much 
stronger predictors of higher life satisfaction among children of all 
ages are good familial and parental relationships, and relationships 
that protect children from violence. Children who are frequently 
bullied have lower satisfaction with life.  
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Well-being among 
adults or families does 
not correlate strongly 
with well-being of 
children.

https://doi.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0029541
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/finland-is-the-happiest-country-in-the-world-again-or-is-it/
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/finland-is-the-happiest-country-in-the-world-again-or-is-it/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27641333?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=life satisfaction&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dlife%2Bsatisfaction&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_SYC-5187_SYC-5188%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3A8f7a0048d115580984d4b597a8822289&seq=1
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/c414e291-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c414e291-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/c414e291-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/c414e291-en
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/Report-Card-16-Worlds-of-Influence-child-wellbeing.pdf
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2163548370/36AE7C80FEFC4622PQ/3?accountid=41864
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/Report-Card-16-Worlds-of-Influence-child-wellbeing.pdf
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/Report-Card-16-Worlds-of-Influence-child-wellbeing.pdf
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/finland-is-the-happiest-country-in-the-world-again-or-is-it/
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/finland-is-the-happiest-country-in-the-world-again-or-is-it/


Fourth, material deprivation is a modest predictor of subjective 
well-being among children, but the story here is complicated. While 
quantitative studies indicate that higher subjective well-being is only 
moderately associated with poverty, qualitative research points to 
deep stress and stigma resulting from being poor. In addition, child-
centric measures of deprivation have been shown to demonstrate a 
stronger link with low levels of subjective well-being than traditional 
household measures such as family income. Inequality more 
broadly in society also tends to lower child subjective well-being. 

Fifth, common sense seems to indicate that higher life satisfaction is 
the result of improved objective well-being, or the absence of material 
deprivations. Yet, research indicates that the cause–effect relationship 
can go in both directions (i.e., the feeling of well-being and 
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FIGURE 1:  COMPARISON OF ADULT AND ADOLESCENT LIFE SATISFACTION

Source: : UNICEF Office of Research 2021. Adult life satisfaction taken from World Happiness Report 2020, which 
used the Gallup World Poll 2017 to 2019. Adolescent life satisfaction taken from the Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) PISA survey 2018 of adolescents aged 15 years old. 
Note: We use data from the Gallup World Survey 2017 to 2019, which also featured in the World Happiness Report 
2020, to match the timing of data collection with that of children’s surveys.

While quantitative 
studies indicate that 
higher subjective well-
being is only moderately 
associated with poverty, 
qualitative research 
points to deep stress and 
stigma resulting from 
being poor.
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12187-009-9037-7
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/bul-1316803.pdf
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/finland-is-the-happiest-country-in-the-world-again-or-is-it/


7

fulfilment can lead to positive personal, behavioural, psychological 
and social outcomes). Some studies have found that high levels of 
life satisfaction can have reciprocal relationships with academic 
achievement. Several analyses also reveal an interaction between life 
satisfaction and stressful life events. After such events, youth with 
low levels of life satisfaction often demonstrate physical aggression, 
verbal bullying, relational aggression, defiance, or engage in activities 
such as theft, and vandalism. This supports the idea that higher life 
satisfaction could act as a buffer or moderator against these types of 
negative behaviours. 
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022440515000710
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022440515000710
https://search.proquest.com/docview/195369295/587A74C4646C43E2PQ/1?accountid=41864
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In the 1970s Bhutan was the first country in the world to announce 
it would pursue ‘happiness’ in its path towards development, rather 
than measuring progress merely through growth in income. In 
the 2000s, it introduced a Gross National Happiness Index (GNHI). 
Today, a Gross National Happiness Commission ensures that all 
policies in the country pass a test to assess how they contribute to 
the GNHI. The Commission also provides specific recommendations 

should adjustments 
be needed.

Several other 
countries have 
been inspired by 
Bhutan’s example 
and have explored 
how happiness, or 
subjective measures 
of well-being, can 
contribute to policy 
making. The UK, 
Israel and Thailand 
monitor happiness 
and life satisfaction 
at the national 
level. Countries 
such as Colombia, 
Ecuador, Paraguay 
and Slovenia have 
introduced well-

being frameworks and indicators into their strategic development 
planning. The OECD, through its Better Life Index, has developed 
a framework for measuring well-being in 38 industrialized nations. 
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https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/05/4-lessons-from-bhutan-on-the-pursuit-of-happiness-above-gdp/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing
https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/ge.12/2017/mtg1/Israel.pdf
https://www.happysociety.org/ppdoconference/session_papers/session2/Juthamas-GHI.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ghwbpr-2019/UAE/GH19_Ch8.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ghwbpr-2019/UAE/GH19_Ch8.pdf
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/#/11111111111


Several cities around the world have developed ‘smart’ approaches 
to measuring and tracking daily happiness. The Smart Dubai Office 
launched its Smart Happiness Index in 2018, which promises to 
assess the performance of city managers based on happiness gains 
per funds spent.

While some of these initiatives focus only on measuring the well-being 
of adults, others provide good examples of incorporating children. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
(OECD) Child Well-being Portal provides a platform for policy-
oriented research on children. It includes subjective well-being 
indicators and analyses. For the past seven years, the UK monitored 
a set of objective and subjective well-being measures specifically for 
children, and another for young people (aged 16 to 24).  
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Several countries and 
cities have explored how 
happiness, or subjective 
measures of well-being, 
can contribute to policy 
making. Some focus only 
on adults, while others 
provide good examples  
of incorporating children.

FIGURE 2: COUNTRIES AND CIT IES THAT FOCUS ON SUBJECTIVE METRICS 
OF WELL-BEING 

Source: Jessica Pykett 2018
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http://www.itp.net/615725-smart-dubai-holds-workshop-for-shape-happiness-tool
https://www.oecd.org/els/family/child-well-being/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/childrenswellbeingindicatorreviewuk2020/2020-09-02
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https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/en/move-over-gdp-global-happiness-rankings-are-the-metric-of-the-future


After consistent low ranks in student life satisfaction, South 
Korea introduced measures to increase student happiness, such 
as a semester free of exams, allowing children to pursue “their 
dreams and aptitudes”. After participating in the Children’s Worlds 
project, the government of Indonesia, with support from UNICEF, is 
considering the creation of a ‘Child Well-being Index’, which could 
guide policy making by integrating objective as well as subjective 
well-being indicators. UNICEF Bhutan’s vision for children, in 
support of the government, includes among its goals ensuring well-
being and happiness.

The success of these initiatives in driving social progress is still to be 
determined. Bhutan, for instance, is nowhere near the top of world 
rankings in life satisfaction. 

10

Understanding child subjective well-
being: A call for more data, research 
and policymaking targeting children

FIGURE 3:  CHILD MANDAL A - UNICEF BHUTAN’S VISION FOR CHILDREN 

Source: UNICEF 2020

http://english.moe.go.kr/sub/info.do?m=040101&s=english
http://english.moe.go.kr/sub/info.do?m=040101&s=english
https://www.unicef.org/bhutan/media/1346/file/Annual Report, 2019.pdf
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/02/12/584481047/the-birthplace-of-gross-national-happiness-is-growing-a-bit-cynical
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/teams/BTN-Collab/DocumentLibrary10/Forms/AllItems.aspx?FolderCTID=0x01200052D0EF5227ACA049BAF749545334E8B2&id=%2Fteams%2FBTN%2DCollab%2FDocumentLibrary10%2FChild Mandala%2FChild Mandala final 2019%2Emp4&parent=%2Fteams%2FBTN%2DCollab%2FDocumentLibrary10%2FChild Mandala
https://www.unicef.org/bhutan/media/1346/file/Annual Report, 2019.pdf


However, experts agree that the value of subjective measures of 
well-being in policy making does not lie in replacing or ignoring 
other metrics. Rather, the unique policy value of well-being 
measures rests in identifying which factors individuals, including 
children and adolescents, consider as valuable for a dignified and 
satisfying life. Shedding light on the drivers of happiness means 
having a more comprehensive view on factors that would otherwise 
escape attention, such as connectedness with peers, physical 
activity or spirituality, and adapting policies to integrate these 
elements accordingly.

Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS): 
Since the fourth wave of MICS (MICS4), UNICEF 
has included a module on life satisfaction. The 
questions were revised in MICS5, but both MICS4 
and MICS5 integrated items on the assessment 
of satisfaction with different life domains as well 
as a general question about happiness. In the 
current wave, MICS6, the questions were further 
refined to include the Cantril Ladder, as well as 
a question about general happiness on a 5-point 
scale (from ‘very happy’ to ‘very unhappy’), and 
two questions about future and past perceptions 
of improvement or deterioration in life. The 
questionnaire is used with children from 15 years 
of age and adults and has been used in around  
60 countries.

Children’s World: Children’s Worlds is a global 
research survey on children’s subjective well-
being, aiming to improve children’s lives and to 
inform policy makers about action on improving 
childhood. It is an international, inter-cultural 
and multi-linguistic survey studying children’s 
worlds in 40 countries. Each participating country 
surveys a representative sample of at least 1,000 

children in each of three school year groups 
– around the ages of 8, 10 and 12. The project 
uses the Cantril Ladder as well as several other 
questions measuring agreement, frequency and 
perception about different life domains (school, 
family, relationships, material well-being, self-
perception, etc).  

UNICEF Indonesia supported the roll out of the 
survey with 25,000 children in West Java. There 
is strong buy-in from the national government 
and, as a result of the survey, the government is 
considering the creation of a ‘Child Well-being 
Index’, integrating objective as well as subjective 
measures of well-being. 

Innocenti Report Card series: This annual report 
analyses and ranks the well-being of children 
in high-income countries. Report Cards 7, 11, 13 
and 16 have all presented indicators of children’s 
life satisfaction using single-item measures 
drawn from international surveys such as the 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) and Health Behaviour in School-aged 
Children Survey (HBSC). 
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK179214/
https://dspace.flinders.edu.au/xmlui/bitstream/handle/2328/37937/Skrzypiec_Predictors_AM2018.pdf;jsessionid=357255214F05E4FBE9319892AE2F6310?sequence=1
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2476772395/fulltextPDF/815FF9F7977F4FC6PQ/1?accountid=41864
https://search.proquest.com/docview/2476772395/fulltextPDF/815FF9F7977F4FC6PQ/1?accountid=41864
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25782172?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=life+satisfaction&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dlife%2Bsatisfaction&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_SYC-5187_SYC-5188%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3A6c4d10892cdc918874374f79d8b95368&seq=1


The Convention on the Rights of the Child states in its preamble that 
children “should grow up (…) in an atmosphere of happiness, love 
and understanding”. This suggests that the drafters expected children 
to enjoy more than a life in which the normative rights listed in the 
Convention are fulfilled. Monitoring children's own perceptions of 
their well-being and crafting policies that are responsive to those 
measures offers a practical approach to deliver on this aspiration to 
help children thrive. The science and measurement of subjective well-
being is sufficiently mature to make this possible for the first time. 
UNICEF proposes the following steps to further this agenda: 

Data

In data, promoting the collection of measurement on child well-

being, drawing attention to their results including how children feel 
about their lives and which factors matter more for their well-being.  

While cross-national comparisons of mean life satisfaction must 
be done with care, there are many ways in which life satisfaction 
measures can provide important insights into variations in how 
children feel about their lives within countries, and to what extent 
these factors might vary across countries. 

A global survey, expanding the list of countries covered by 
Children’s World and potentially using a simplified questionnaire, 
could be an option to explore this further. Similar to Indonesia’s 
approach using a Child Well-being Index, the questionnaire could 
be combined with objective measures of well-being to expose links 
and gaps between the two types of measurements.  
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Advancing the agenda

Monitoring children's 
own perceptions of 
their well-being and 
crafting policies that 
are responsive to 
those measures offers 
a practical approach 
to deliver on this 
aspiration to help 
children thrive. 

Understanding child subjective well-
being: A call for more data, research 
and policymaking targeting children



13

Understanding child subjective well-
being: A call for more data, research 
and policymaking targeting children

Research

In research, supporting longitudinal and qualitative research to 
better understand how life satisfaction influences achievement 
of other desired social outcomes, and the connection between 
objective and subjective measurements of well-being. 

In addition, given the wealth of research in this field and the 
divergence of findings on many issues (such as the relationship 
between income and life satisfaction), a thorough synthesis of the 
existing literature and the broader application of its findings would 
be valuable.

Policy

In policy, showcasing how child well-being measures can be 
incorporated into the policy process, and ensuring that children are 
not excluded from efforts to measure and account for subjective 
well-being. 

Improved policy making that takes into account the interests and 
views of childrenshould be prioritized as the overarching goal of the 
field of subjective well-being. This can be combined with broader 
steps towards promoting children’s voice. Additional case studies 
could demonstrate how subjective measures of child well-being can 
be built into institutional tools and processes. More analyses could 
also investigate policy domains that might be most usefully informed 
by these measures. 

Improved policy 
making that takes into 
account the interests 
and views of children 
is also critical in the 
field of subjective well-
being.
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The Office of Global Insight and Policy serves 
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