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Introduction

When at the evening of November 11th 1989, former member of the German Democratic Office, Günther Schabowski, accidentally declared the border between West and East Germany to be open, this was the preliminary heyday of a half year‘s increasing departures and protests. Shortly thereafter, the results of the “Volkskammerwahl” on March 18th 1990 were taken as a signal that the German reunification was the will of the great majority of East Germans. Another half year‘s later, on October 3rd 1990, reunification was formally fixed, and finally legitimated by the entire German population in the general elections of January 1991.

The German reunification was sometimes seen as a test case for the EU enlargement towards the East. The economic backwardness of East Germany against West Germany was one of the reasons why East Germans opted for a quick unification. Their hope was to catch-up rapidly with the living standard the West Germans enjoyed. As we all know now, “transformation through unification” (Zapf, et al. 2002) included strong advantages, but some disadvantages where also part of the parcel. One of this disadvantages was that the economic backwardness vis-a-vis the Western part became even more visible. Even though the East Germans had compared themselves to West Germans also in socialist times, this was meliorated by the certainty of being economically better-off than the other socialist countries. With unification, the attention was completely directed to West Germany. Progress and set backs in catching-up was painstakingly reported, and the unexpected slowness of the process leads to some disappointment in the Eastern lands. Even fifteen years after unification, the feeling of second-class citizens is widespread, which prevented parts of the East German population from feeling well-received in the common state. However, only very small segments of both the West and East German population want to turn back the clock in saying that unification was wrong.

What lessons can be learned from the German reunificaiton? First of all that regional differences can get important for how people feel, and how people act. Regional differences might push towards deeper integration between disparate regions – as it was the case at the beginning of the German reunification. But regional differences might also push towards desintegration, be it because the poorer region advocates for autonomy, like in the former Czechoslovakia, or the richer part, like in North Italy. 

Such political consequences might be the driving force behind what we will call a comparative revolution. For both, social scientists and policy makers it has become common practice to compare nation states and to identify where they stand within Europe or the world at large. Inter- and supranational organisations like the OECD, the World Bank or the United Nations have produced countless global rankings: We know which the richest and poorest countries are, the happiest and least happiest, the most corrupt and the corruption-free, to name only some examples. The practice of comparing nations has been strengthened by the European integration process. The European Union commands a large program for collecting comparative information about a broad spectrum of economic and social conditions for each of the 25 member states. EU social reporting even goes one step further in providing readers with information on EU averages, which means that the member states can not only be compared against each other, but also against the EU average. Certainly, the political rationale is to re-direct comparison standards to the Community as a whole and thereby strengthen its identity as a political entity. 

However, whereas scientists and policy makers have learned to juggle with comparative information, we know almost nothing about the comparisons ordinary citizens draw. Do they really know where their country stands in Europe? And do they care about it? It is possible that, irrespective of political efforts to built a more integrated Europe, Europeans are still nationally oriented, comparing themselves to friends, neighbours and co-nationals, but not with other Europeans. 

This contribution is concerned with how citizens perceive quality of life in their own country relative to the EU as a whole. The previous chapters have already demonstrated that the enlarged European Union is a diverse and heterogeneous body. There are large differences in social conditions, both within and between the 25 member states. The chapter at hand will not tell a different story. Nevertheless, it is different. It deviates from the common practice in two ways: first, social conditions are analysed not in absolute terms, but relative to the EU average; and second, subjective evaluations are used instead of objective ones. Hence, the comparisons we deal with are made by ordinary citizens. These comparisons might be based on own first-hand experiences from travelling across Europe, or on second-hand information from media and stereotypes. It goes without saying that we do not claim this to be a superior sociological approach to disparities in the enlarged Europe. But when we want to come to explain the consequences for human behaviour, the subjective interpretation of welfare gaps is certainly more relevant than the mere objective facts itself. 

We are concerned with two descriptive questions: Is the own country seen as offering better or less good life chances to its citizens? And to what extent do these beliefs match reality? More analytically, we are concerned with the impact these perceptions have on individual well-being. It is possible that feelings of collective relative deprivation against the EU average is negatively influencing on the public’s mood and thereby lowering levels of individual life satisfaction. This would presuppose, however, that citizens have an international, at least European, frame of reference when thinking about quality of life standards, not only a national one. It is also possible that Europeans do not care how life in other countries is. They might have an idea how life abroad is, but without any impact on how they evaluate their own situation. This would mean that people are (still?) nationally oriented, comparing themselves to friends, neighbours and co-nationals, but not with other Europeans. 

The reference group concept

Reference group theory provides a suitable approach to discus subjective comparisons between nations. The basic idea of reference group theory is that people compare themselves with others when evaluating their own situation (Merton and Kitt 1950, Hyman 1968, Kelly 1968). Clearly, there are many possible “others”: First, others with whom they are in close association (membership groups or in-groups), or others with whom they do not have sustained relations (non-membership groups or out-groups). Second, individuals may compare themselves with others who are of the same social status (or category), or of different social status (or category). However, Traditionally it is assumed that associates of the same status, the in-group of friends and associates, are the yardstick people most commonly use. If a group's standing is so high or so low that it is not meaningful to the individual, it will hardly serve as a yardstick for comparison. 

For the founders of the concept, it seemed almost natural that comparisons would be made within rather than between societies. Empirical research in the field of welfare and subjective well-being has by and large adopted this nation-centred view (Easterlin 1974, Veenhoven 1991, Diener, et al. 1992). Research has concentrated on national comparisons with friends, neighbours, colleagues and social classes but largely neglected any possible international dimension. Against the background of European integration, interest is awakening in how people see living conditions in other countries, especially other member states. One crucial factor behind this is the growth of social reporting activities at the supranational level. One of the issues particularly debated is whether Europeans liken their own situation to that of populations living in other countries. Fahey, for example, speculates that the frames of reference people use to judge their situation include cross-national as well as national elements (Fahey and Smyth 2003, Fahey 2005):

“In judging the adequacy of their personal situations, Europeans seem to have an uncanny grasp of where their societies stand in the international (or at least European) hierarchy of economic development and to take that standing into account in arriving at subjective evaluations of their personal circumstances” (Fahey and Smyth 2003).

Hence, the high contentment found in rich societies could be produced (in part) by citizens' knowledge (or impression) that they have a privileged position in international society, while the discontent in poorer societies could stem (again in part) from citizens' knowledge (or impression) that they live in relative deprivation. Such speculations seem not to have been simply plucked from the air. Migrants tend to move from poor, insecure countries into rich and stable democracies. Sociologists are observing the spread of consumer culture from the West to other parts of the world (Ger and Belk 1996). Cross-national comparisons might also be stimulated by the processes of European integration, whereby the member states are forming a common social space. EU policy subdivides the member states into net contributors to the EU budget and net receivers, revealing which are the rich and which the poor member states.

Public Opinion on national quality of life and EU average

Before speculating about possible consequences of welfare gaps, one must know how citizens perceive them. This volume has repeatedly shown that life is usually better in countries like Denmark, Sweden or Austria than in Portugal, Slovakia or the Baltics. Do the citizens have the same hierarchy in their minds? We rely for our analysis on data from the European Commission’s Eurobarometer survey. The Eurobarometer (EB) is a biannual set of public opinion polls conducted in the member states. The surveys are representative of the population aged 15 and over in each country. Sample sizes are usually around 1,000 respondents, except for Luxembourg, Malta and Cyprus which has a sample size of 600, Germany, which has 2,000, and the UK, which has 1,300. We use EB 62.1 from late 2004. The strengths of this survey for our research are considerable, since it provides questions on how respondents rate the current situation of their countries compared to the average member state. Since it is a post-enlargement survey, we have information on old and new member states.
 In the survey at hand, respondents were asked to rate the state of affairs in their country in comparison to the average of the EU countries. The question reads like this:

“For each of the following domains, would you say that the situation in (OUR COUNTRY) is better or less good than the average of the European Union countries?

(1) The situation of the (NATIONALITY) economy;
(2) The employment situation in (OUR COUNTRY);
(3) The situation of the environment in (OUR COUNTRY);
(4) The social welfare situation in (OUR COUNTRY);
(5) The quality of life in (OUR COUNTRY)?”

For lack of space, we will not deal with the policy arenas of “environment situation” and “social welfare situation” in this article. Answer categories were “much better”, “somewhat better”, “somewhat less good” and “definitely less good”. Additionally coded was the spontaneous answer “identical”, which was, however, not provided by the questionnaire. The latter fact is awkward, because respondents who think that their country is on par with EU average might be forced to use either the “somewhat better” or the “somewhat less good” category. 

Are the citizens able to rank their country?

Reference group theory tells us that comparing oneself with others requires some information about, or at least an image of, the lot of those others (Merton and Kitt 1950). Hence, if respondents have no opinion about the average social conditions within the Community, it is obvious that they can not use the Community as a yardstick or “reference group”. Figure 1 therefore shows the country specific fractions of respondents refused to place their country in comparison to the EU-average. The countries in the graphs are ordered according to the average fractions; hence, Belgium is the country which have the lowest fraction of missing answers above all three items, while United Kingdom on average has the highest fractions. Horizontal lines are used to indicate the average fraction of refusals for all European countries. Note that these fractions lie around 5 percent, and  are somewhat lower for the evaluation of the economy then for the  employment situation. Seemingly, people are slightly more informed about economy issues than about the employment situation. But not also, that the fraction of missing answers are reasonably lower as they are for comparable evaluations of the living conditions in other countries. As shown somewhere else, if respondents are asked to rate living conditions in specific foreign countries, some 10 to 25 percent are not be able give a rating (Delhey/Kohler 2005). Seemingly, Europeans have a more definite idea on how average life in the EU is than in specific countries.

(anmiss_2.eps)

Figure 1: Fraction of missing answers to the questions on placing respondent's country within Europe by survey-country. Horizontal lines display EU-averages. 

New and old European member states do not much differ in how often they refuse to place their country within Europe. Since the citizens of the old member states should be more familiar with the Community, at first glance it comes as a surprise that these fractions do not differ. However, the finding becomes understandable when we think about for which citizenries the comparative question on quality of life is easier to answer. In objective terms, the new members are considerably less well-off than most of the old member states, and it is therefore more obvious for their citizens that national quality of life is below EU-standards. Hence it is easier for new EU citizens to take a firm stand on the country-EU-comparison. In contrast, the question is not plain sailing for many EU-15 citizens, in particular because “identical” was not provided as an answer option. The fact that the spontaneous answer “identical” is slightly more often chosen in the old member states fits well to this reasoning.

Are there any common properties of the countries whose citizens have more difficulties in rating their country via-a-vis the Community at large? Five countries stand out with relative high fractions of missing answers for all 3 dimensions: United Kingdom, Spain,  Cyprus, Ireland, and Malta. Four of these countries are island, and Spain is a peninsula. It is possible that these nations are more inward looking than continental nations. At least historically, the seaward empires England, Spain and Portugal were less oriented towards Europe (Rokkan 1999).
 One should not overlook, however, that even in these countries the large majority – nine out of ten – do have an impression where their country stands.

The subjective European country hierarchy 

Where do Europeans place their country within the EU? The answer to this question can be found in figure 2. The figure displays the answers to the questions on the comparisons of respondent's country with the EU, regarding the economy, the employment situtation and the overall quality of life. In the graph, dark areas are used to indicate the fraction of respondents that regard their own country as less good than the EU average, while light areas are used for respondents that see their country in front of the EU. Hence, the darker the graph, the higher the percentage of persons that see their counry behind. The new member states are placed at the top of the graph, and the old member states at the bottom, and within both groups, countries are sorted along the prevalence of a negative rating. 
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Figure 2: Cumulated percentages of respondents saying that their country is definitely less good, somewhat less good, somewhat better or much better than the EU on the indicated dimension.

Three points are worth noting, when looking at the graph. First, people from the new member states generally have more negative views about their own country than people  from the old member states. This is can be already infered from the optical impression that the upper half of the graph looks darker than the lower half. The result however also holds  for a more thorough inspection of the numbers displayed in the graph. Among the citizenries of the new member states, Hungarian most strongly conceive of their country as lagging behind EU average. Almost every Hungarian (95%) is convinced that national quality of life comes off badly, compared to the Community at large, and similar fractions are also visible for the comparison regarding the economic, and the employment situation. Besides Hungary, the negative views about the own countries are especially widespread in the Baltics, in Poland and Slovakia. Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus are the only new member states, where the majority of people do not feel left behind regarding the overall quality of life, albeit they still regard their economy and employment situation as below the European average. On the other hand, positive outcomes of the comparison out weight the negative ones in most  old European member states. It is only Portugal and Greece, where a majority of respondenst believe that the quality of life is worse in their own country than in the EU on average. In addition to these two countries, a majority of the Spains and Italians regard their country beheind the EU concerning the economy, and the Germans are particularly sceptical about the employment situation in their country. 

The second point to note is that the light areas in the graph for the quality of life are by and large somewhat larger than in the two other panels. This mean that the Europeans tend to qualify the overall quality of life in their own quality as somewhat better than the economic and employment situation. The highest prevalence of negative views can be found in the graph for the employment situation. People from United Kingdom are the only worthwhile exception from this general roule. The British have rather strong negative views about the overall quality of life in their country, albeit they place United Kingdom's economy and employment situation way above the European average. 

Last but not least, the third point: By and large, the subjective ranking of the countries reflect the ranking of the countries in objective terms. The top flight, for example is Luxembourg, where a very broad majority believe that Luxembourg offers better-than-average economy (95%), better-than-average employment situation (86%) and better-than-average quality of life (97%). At the same time, Luxembourg is also the country with the highest GDP per capita, and has one of the highest values of the so called human development index. Portugal and Greece ranks lowest among the old EU member states regarding both, the subjective evaluations of their citizens and statistical indicators of the EU, the OECD., and others. Within the camp of new member states, Poland, Slovakia, the Baltic and Hungary are economically less-well of and have lower levels of human development than Malta, Cyprus, and Slovenia. The subjective perception of the European hierarchy is also similar to rankings the Commission uses in their 2004 cohesion report and to country groupings social scientists have identified by utilizing a variety of objective and subjective indicators of quality of life (Alber, Delhey, Keck). This conformance gives a first idea that public assessments are not simply plucked from the air. The question of accuracy of judgements is dealt with in more detail in the next section.

Perceptions or Misperceptions?

How close to reality are the public perceptions? One way to answer this question is to confront citizenries’ comparisons with “objective” measures of the respective comparison dimension. Figure 3, for example, confronts the perceptions of countries' economy with three different objective indicators for the performance of the national economy. To construct the graphs we have first calculated the country specific means of the subjective  comparison, and plotted them along the vertical axes of the graphs; the value of -2 hereby stands for “definitelly less good”, -1 for “somewhat less good”, 0 for “identical”, 1 for “somewhat better” and 2 for “much better”. Hence, dots plotted below the horizontal line stand for countries whose respondents on average believe that their country's economy performs less well than the EU-economy. As indicators for the objecitive performance of the national economy we have applied the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of year 2003, the average growth rates of the GDP between 2000 and 2003, and the growth rates, controlled for the level of the GDP. The European average of the respective objective indicators are indicated by a vertical line. 

(anvalid_2_economy.eps)

Figure 3: Comparisons of the national economy with the EU by indicators for economic performance.

Three insights can be drawn from the analysis of figure 3. First of all one can see, how far peoples' perceptions match the reality given by the objective criteria for economic performance. Theoretically, it is possible that respondents 

(1) rightly perceive their country's position as below the EU,
(2) rightly perceive their country's position as above the EU,
(3) wrongly perceive their country's position as below the EU, or
(4) wrongly perceive their country's position as above the EU.

In the graphs these four possibilities are represented by the quadrants formed by the horizontal and vertical lines. Dots in the lower left and upper right quadrants represent countries, whose repsondents righty perceive their country's economy as below or above the EU average, while dots in the upper left and lower right quadrant represent countries with a prevalence of misperceivement. If one looks solely on the left-most graph of figure 3, it will reveal that citizens by and large have a good impression where their country stands. There is only one country – Italy – whose citizenries clearly believe that their country is worse than the European average, although in fact it is above the European average. The respondents of all other countries either got it right on average, or are so nearby the borderline, that one cannot speak of a prevalent misperception. 

The Gross Domestic Product is, however, not the only way to objectively measure national economic performance. Another way is the economic growth, expressed as growth rates of the Gross Domestic Product, and one can have the impression that it is this indicator, which dominates the public oppinion about the national economies. In Germany, the „anhaltende Wachstumsschwäche“ is seen one of the major threats of the national economy, and countries with high economic growth, like Ireland or the so called „Tiger States“ , are usually seen as booming regions. The graph in the middle of figure 3 therefore displays the subjective perceptions of national economy against the average growth rates of the last three years. Given this indicator, the perceptions of the respondents are far less accurate. To the contrary, using the growth rate as standard of comparison, leed to the conclusion that people misperceive their country's place within Europe. Correct evaluations are only made by the Irish, wo rightly believe that their national economy is better than the average, and by people from Portugal, Malta, and Italy, who correctly place their country as below the average. Seemingly, either Europeans are not well informed, or they do not use growth rates as background to compare their country's economy with other countries, but we will deal with this later on. 

One might argue, that high growth rates are more typical for less developed, and hence poorer countries. One reason for this is, that economic growth is based on increases of productivity, which can only be achived by inventions, growth of knowledge, or, more general, by increasing „human capital“ (Buchheim 1997). In less developed countries increases of human capital can achieved by simply imitating the inventions of the developed countries. If this was true, one should use growth rates of countries on a similar level of economic development as an objective indicator for economic performance. The right graph in figure 3 therefore uses again the growth rates of the GDP, however this time after having statistically controlled for the overall level of the GDP. Hence, we now objectively measure wheather the economy performs better or worse than what can be expected. Looking at the graph we see, however, that the countries subjective perceptions are still quite inaccurate. This leads us to the second conclusion that can be drawn from the figure. 

In the graphs a regression line is used to illustrate the overall correlation between the subjective and objective evaluations of the economy, and the correlation coefficient itself is reported in the header of the graph. Obviously the correlation between the subjective perception of the economy and the Gross Domestic Product is very strong and positive. Hence, the higher the GDP, the more likely will be that people regard their country's economy as above the EU average. The correlation with the growth rates is negative, indicating that the higher the growth rate, the less likely will be that people regard their country's economy as above the EU average. Finnaly the correlation of the controlled growth rates are almost zero. Taken together these results show, that people use the wealth of a nation and not its development as yardstick for their comparisons. 
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Figure 4: Subjective comparisons of the national employment situation with the EU by objective indicators for the employment situation.

How accurate are the results for the two other dimensions of the comparisons? Figure 4 shows the subjective comparisons of the national employment situation with the EU-employment situation on average by three different indicatiors for the objecitive employment situation. This time we have used the employment rate, the unemployment rate and, again, GDP per capita. Note that for the unemployment rate the quadrants holding countries with a prevalence of correct perceivements are the uppler left and the lower right. Obviously there are only very few countries where misperceptions of the „true“ situation dominate. Unlike for the economy indicators, we do not see huge differences in the correlations between the subjective and the different objective indicators. There is a clear tendency that the citizenries of countries with a high employment rate, a low unemployment rate, and a high GDP per capita rank their country above the EU-average. Somewhat surprisingly the GDP per capita shows the strongest correlation. Seemingly the respondents use their knowledge about the overall economy as a heuristic to evaluate the employment situation in their country.  
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Figure 5: Subjective comparisons of the national quality of life with the EU by objective indicators for the overall quality of life

The United Nations' Human development index (HDI) would be a nearby objective indicator for the quality of life. It combines information on economic level of living, life expectancy and educational attainment into one single index of social progress. In figure 5 we have however not used the HDI for the assessment of the accurancy of the subjective perceptions. Instead we have used one indicator for each of its three components: GDP per capita for the economic level of living, life expectancy and the percentage of persons between 25 and 65 that attained tertiary education for educational attainment. For all three indicators we find just a few countries with a prevalence of misperceptions. The correlations between the subjective perceivements and the objective indicators suggest, that people use the economic living standard as main yardstick for the subjective quality of life evaluations. Life expectancy is also important. 

All together the evaluations of the respondents are quite accurate. Inaccurancies are seldom on average, and usually appear for countries that are near the average in objective terms. These inaccurancies might be partly explaind by the given answer codes, that somehow forces people form an average country to give a wrong answer. The results further suggest that people either use the economic level of living as a yardstick or heuristic for the evaluation of their country, or that they tread the economic level of living as more important than other objective indicators for the quality of a society. 

The average accurancy of respondents displays however only a part of the picture. As shown in figure 6, the fraction of persons that correctely rank their country differ considerable between countries. Especially the six richest European countries – Great Britain, Netherlands, Austria, Denmark, Ireland and Luxembourg – show a relativel low fration of correctely classified answers. The majority unterestimate the economic level of their country, i.e they answer that their country is „somewhat better“ than the EU-average, although given the GDP per capita, the answer „much better“ would be more appropriate. 
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Figure 6: Percentage of resondents that rate the economy of their country too low, correct, or too high by country

Similarly as in the richer countries, there is a tendency of overestimation of the countries' standing in the poorer ones. Although these results are partly an artefact – the poor countries cannot underestimate their countries standing, while the rich countries cannot overestimate it – it might be interested to look which persons typically misperceive their countries standing. The results of such an analysis can be found in table 1. In table 1 we report the results of several logisitc regression models. For the first four models we used too low vs. correct as dependent variable, and hence these models refer only to countries where this dependent variable varies (see figure 6). For all models we have used dummy-variables for countries to control for the heterogenity of countries. From the models we learn, that it are dominantly women, low educated people and self employed, who underestimate the true standing of their country. Looking at model (4) we also see that age tend to diminish the misperceivement after controling for students. The models for too high vs. correct by and large show similar results, i.e. low education and self employment increases the percentatges of misperceivement. This might be interpreted that misperceivemnt is more a quection of knowledge, than of personality. But also note, that women and men do not differ in how often they classify their country to high. 


Too low vs. correct
Too high vs. correct

 
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)

Men y/n
-0.12*


-0.12*
0.01


0.01

Age
0.00


-0.01*
0.00


0.00

Education (reference: low)

Intermediate

-0.19*

-0.24*

-0.20*

-0.17*

High

-0.43*

-0.46*

-0.14*

-0.10

Other, missing

-0.36*

-0.25

0.18*

0.47*

Combined occupational and employment status (reference: self-employed)

White collar


-0.28*
-0.26*


-0.21*
-0.20*

Blue collar


-0.06
-0.13


-0.20*
-0.18*

Student


-0.28*
-0.46*


0.16
-0.39

Econ. inactive


-0.08
-0.12


-0.09
-0.14

Constant
2.46*
2.63*
2.54*
3.10*
-18.39*
-18.28*
-18.25*
-19.26*

Pseudo R²
0.24
0.24
0.24
0.24
0.17
0.17
0.17
0.17

obs.
15329
15329
15329
15329
14488
14488
14488
14488

Table 1: Coefficients of logistic regression of misperceivement vs. correct perceivements

Personal life satisfaction – influenced by country-EU comparisons?

So far we have been predominantly descriptive. Now we are concerned with the consequences that may arise from collective deprivation or collective gratification. Especially for those citizens who feel collectively deprived, it is possible that this feeling rubs off on how content people are with their own circumstances. Such effects have been demonstrated empirically in the context of German unification, where many East Germans felt as second class citizens in the unified Germany. Collective relative deprivation has turned out to be a burden for the process of growing together of the two parts of Germany by lowering life satisfaction and alienating East Germans from the new system (Delhey/Böhnke 1999).

Now we will examine empirically the idea that perceptions of relativities between societies have a bearing on how people feel about their very personal quality of life. This addresses the issue of national or European “reference groups” as standard of comparison directly. In the Eurobarometer, evaluation of personal quality of life has been surveyed in the following way: 


AT
BE
CY
CZ
DE
DK
EE
ES
FI
FR
GB
GR
HU
IE
IT
LT
LU
LV
MT
NL
PL
PT
SE
SI
SK

Comp. Economy
0.31*
0.33*
0.33*
0.06
0.25*
0.32*
0.13
0.31*
0.11
0.36
0.28*
0.19*
0.37*
0.41*
0.40*
0.19*
0.50*
0.15
0.30
0.19*
0.08
0.44*
0.13
0.27*
0.58*

Own finan. situation
2.35*
2.55*
1.59*
2.78*
3.04*
1.30*
3.40*
2.80*
2.27*
2.85
1.56*
2.27*
4.31*
1.85*
2.68*
3.71*
3.08*
3.50*
2.46*
2.39*
3.37*
4.57*
1.79*
2.60*
2.69*

Men y/n
0.19
0.11
0.30
-0.23
-0.00
-0.13
0.08
0.11
-0.34*
-0.08
0.22
0.04
-0.19
-0.03
0.02
-0.20
0.08
-0.13
0.42
0.03
-0.04
-0.22
-0.19
0.01
-0.13

Age
-0.03
-0.08*
-0.05
-0.12*
-0.06
-0.03
-0.11*
-0.03
-0.07*
-0.12
-0.07*
-0.01
-0.01
-0.13*
0.02
-0.01
-0.01
-0.08
0.04
-0.09*
-0.08*
-0.04
-0.04
-0.10*
-0.11*

Age (squared)
0.00
0.00*
0.00
0.00*
0.00
0.00
0.00*
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00*
0.00
0.00
0.00*
-0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
-0.00
0.00*
0.00*
0.00
0.00
0.00*
0.00*

Education (reference: low education)     

Intermediate
-0.35
0.48
0.05
0.57*
0.26
-0.03
0.32
0.04
0.70*
0.45
-0.30
0.23
0.12
-0.11
0.47
-0.33
0.88
0.09
0.43
0.19
-0.05
0.88*
0.12
0.25
0.28

High
-0.22
0.51
-0.35
0.30
0.48
-0.20
0.42
-0.06
0.58*
0.89
-0.11
0.19
0.12
-0.01
0.48
0.18
1.04
0.28
0.48
0.38
0.19
0.24
0.15
0.68*
0.45

Other/Missing
-1.55*
0.43
1.25
-1.62*
0.70
-0.19
0.13
-0.70
-0.60
-0.80
-0.56

-0.63
1.11
0.06
-1.77
0.25
-0.63

-0.14
-0.22
0.44
0.24
-2.18*
0.40

Combined Employment and Occupation (reference: self-employed)  

Managers
0.30
0.39
0.75
-0.33
0.32
-0.47
0.36
0.35
0.46
0.07
0.08
-0.38
0.10
-0.20
0.12
-0.07
-0.53
-0.47
-0.03
-0.88*
-0.14
0.04
0.38
-0.72
0.57*

Other white collar
-0.35
0.21
0.56
-0.92
-0.19
-0.78
-0.26
-0.21
0.01
-0.02
0.29
0.14
0.30
-0.73*
0.16
-0.50
-0.69
-0.43
0.23
-0.98*
-0.34
-0.77
-0.05
-0.12
-0.06

Manual workers
-0.20
0.20
0.13
-0.78
-0.79*
-0.27
-0.52
-0.60
0.41
-0.06
-0.01
0.11
0.53
-0.08
0.26
0.21
-0.90
-0.51
0.04
-0.85*
-0.28
-0.81
0.09
-0.75
0.19

House person
-0.27
0.07
0.23
-0.97
-0.49
-0.34
-0.55
-0.59
0.98*
-0.40
-0.02
-0.43
0.89
-0.24
0.01
-0.31
-0.38
-0.68
0.36
-1.18*
-0.30
-0.08
0.32
-0.84
-0.36

Unemployed
-0.21
-0.32
-0.39
-0.77
-0.44
-0.65
-0.82
0.11
0.79*
-0.21
-0.12
0.31
0.51
-1.04*
0.97
-0.18
-2.79*
-0.53
1.03
-0.67
-0.43
-0.57
-0.21
-0.25
0.17

Retired
0.44
0.16
0.54
-1.46*
-0.24
-0.63
-0.50
-0.85*
0.15
-0.26
-0.10
0.02
-0.02
-0.92*
0.04
-0.64
-0.90
-1.39*
0.48
-1.53*
-0.14
-0.26
0.16
-0.04
0.11

Students
2.20*
0.63
-1.37
1.49

0.17
0.21
1.05
1.45
2.37
1.04
0.76
2.02*
-0.12
0.89
3.29*
1.52*
0.87
2.22*
-0.60


1.00*
2.34*
0.81

Marital status (reference: married)  

Unmarried
-0.01
0.27
-0.25
0.05
-0.20
-0.23
0.20
-0.13
-0.27
-0.17
-0.12
-0.15
-0.19
-0.14
0.06
-0.05
-0.80
-0.25
1.03*
-0.02
-0.11
0.16
-0.21
0.16
-0.38

Divoreced
-0.48*
-0.48
0.87*
-0.17
-0.29
-0.31
0.19
-0.46
-0.30
-0.63
0.04
-0.59
-0.44
-0.31
0.32
-1.11*
-1.18
-0.08
38.03*
0.33
0.06
-0.18
-0.51*
-0.48
0.09

Widowed
-0.41
-0.46
0.56
0.26
-0.66
-0.16
-0.04
-0.17
-0.11
-1.14
-0.27
-0.14
0.09
-0.18
0.00
-0.26
-0.47
-0.04
0.52
-0.55
-0.45
0.01
0.05
-0.48
0.24

Other/Missing
-0.70
-0.73
1.59*
-2.10*
-0.44
-1.25*
0.30
-0.49
-0.19
-0.22
-0.35
0.40
0.21
-0.10
0.36
-0.19
-0.65
0.07
-0.02
0.33
0.30
-0.53
-0.14
0.51
-0.17

Cutpoint 1
-1.28
0.08
-1.09
-1.43
0.54
-2.5*
0.51
0.59
-0.97
-1.23
-1.76
1.99*
4.35*
-2.5*
2.92*
3.18*
1.27
2.11
2.93*
-1.36
1.29
3.88*
-1.23
-1.48
-1.22

Cutpoint 2
2.67
3.42*
1.21
2.27
4.18*
-0.76
5.00*
4.13*
1.33
2.59
0.10
4.39*
9.48*
-0.30
6.22*
7.57*
5.27*
6.19*
5.69*
1.05
5.24*
9.01*
0.57
1.15
2.74*

Cutpoint 3
7.51*
8.11*
5.59*
8.01*
9.99*
2.30*
11.6*
9.51*
5.78*
8.88
4.26*
8.66*
16.2*
4.20*
11.7*
14.2*
11.5*
12.5*
11.1*
5.47*
11.4*
16.6*
4.09*
7.38*
7.86*

obs.
938
979
447
907
1474
1038
916
908
995
907
1121
979
949
886
929
894
489
931
431
982
938
901
963
955
1114

Table 2: Coefficients of orderd logit models of life satisfaction on comparison of the economy controling for own financial situation, and other control variables. 

“How would you judge the current situation in each of the following domains? […] (6) Your quality of life: very good, rather good; rather bad; very bad?” 

Also this wording does not include the term “satisfaction”, we nevertheless interpret the answers as a measure of life satisfaction. Using this question, we find high levels of satisfaction in the old member states (with the partly exception of the southern countries, and Portugal in particular); and a much lower level of satisfaction in the new member states (with Cyprus, Malta and Slovenia as exceptions). Since this resembles a well-known picture obtained from other surveys which have askes straightforward for how satisfied people are with the life they lead (Delhey 2004, Böhnke 2005, Christoph and Noll 2003), we feel encouraged to interpret our data as a measure of life satisfaction.

We expected that the outcome of the collective country vs. EU comparison influence how people assess their very personal quality of life. That is, people, who believe that their country offers better economy, employment situation, or overall living conditions than the EU, should be more satisfied with their lives than people, who believe that their country offers less good living conditions. When comparing the life satisfaction of (subjectively) collectively deprived and gratified persons, it is however necessary to cancel out the influence of the respondent’s individual life circumstances. Unless this has not been done, it might be that people are not unsatisfied with their lifes because they feel deprived, compared to EU-average, but because they themselves experience poor personal living conditions. In order to control for the individual life circumstances, we have used a regression model,
 in which we controll for satisfaction with the personal financial situation, personal occupational status, education level, gender, age
 and marital status – ressources and characteristics that are known to be decisive for appreciation of life (Lit). Hence, since we control for these factors, observed differences in life satisfaction between collectively deprived and collectively gratified persons cannot be due to these factors. Moreover, we have treated each country separately. That is, we only compare relatively deprived and gratified persons living within the same country. This is necessary because living conditions vary widely across countries, which would have confounded our results. Due to this double control, we believe that the remaining differences between individuals in life satisfaction are caused by the different assessments of national quality of life, compared to EU-average. 

Table 2 shows the coefficients of the calculated models, applying the comparison of the economic situations as independent variable of interest. Looking at the coefficients of the table it turns out that in all countries, the rating of the personal financial situation as “good” or “bad” is of paramount importance for life satisfaction. To a large extent, those who are satisfied with their financial situation are also satisfied with their personal quality of life as a whole, and those who are dissatisfied with their resources are not. This reflects the rule of thumb that the very personal life circumstances (income, standard of living, family life) have a much stronger bearing on individual life satisfaction than societal conditions at large. Money is a road to individual happiness everywhere, but the effect is stronger in some places than in others. Especially in the post-socialist member states of Central East Europe, as well as in Portugal, money can buy individual happiness. This finding corroborates not only previous findings (Schyns, Veenhoven, Delhey), but fits neatly to Inglehart’s idea of modernisation as a large-scale change from material to post-material value priorities (Inglehart 1990). In the wealthiest countries, material need are satisfied to a great extent, and even the less well-off usually have enough for a decent living. In contrast, in the poorer countries, poverty, in the sense that there is not enough to live on and not ‘just’ social deprivation, plainly decreases life satisfaction. This is the reason why the Easterners are more materialistic than the Westerners.

The coefficients (the “impact”) for this particular collective comparison dimensions are shown in the first row of the table. As it turns out, the country-EU comparison with respect to the economical situation has a much smaller impact on how people think about their lives
 – but it has a measurable impact as well. In fact, all coefficients are positiv, indicating that the better the citizens rate the economical situtation of their country vis-à-vis EU average, the better they rate their personal quality of life. Moreover, the asterisks in the tables, that indicate significant effects, indicate that the positive effect even holds if we take the uncertainty of sampling into account for most countries
 

We will now turn to the impact of the comparions with the EU for the two other dimensions. Therefore we have calculated similar models like those presented in table 4, substituting the comparison with respect to the economy by each of the two other dimensions in turn. The coefficients for the respective comparison dimension are displayed graphically in Figure 6, where we also redisplayed the coefficients from table 2 for comparison. 

anlsat06.eps

Figure 6: Coefficients from ordered logit models by country

The figure reveals that not only the comparison on the economic situation, but also the comparison on the employment situation and on the overall quality of life is important for how people evaluate their own life. With one exception – the coefficient of Poland for the comparison with respect to the emplyment situation– all coefficients are positive, and almost all are significantly positive. That means, first, that in most EU member states, individual satisfaction also has a collective dimension, reflecting that individual lives are embedded in social contexts. And second, that comparisons with Europe have some relevance for ordinary citizens in most places. Comparisons with EU average can make people more happy or unhappy – and this effect is about as strong as the effect of marriage or divorce, to give a rough guide. Since it is known that insecurity about societal development promotes worries about the existing level of personal welfare, it is understable that collective comparisons with the Community at large rub-off on individual satisfaction levels.

Comparing which comparison dimension has the greatest impact on individual feelings of quality of live it turns out, the “quality of life” dimension is slightly more important than the two other ones. This somehow reflect, that quality of life cannot be captured in wealth alone, although it seems to be the most important part. 

Over all three comparison dimensions, the relevance of comparisons with the EU seems to be especially strong in Slovakia, as well as in Luxembourg, Ireland, Belgium, and Cyprus. Given the rightmost graph, country-EU-comparisons seem to be somewhat more important for West Europeans. This contradicts previous research that upward comparisons are more important than downward comparions (Delhey and Kohler 2005), since comparisons of the new member states with the EU are in fact upward comparisons. There are three possible explanations. The first claims that citizens from the old member states are more Europeanised – in the sense that they are more oriented towards Europe.  The two other explanations are of more statistical nature. First, it is possible that country-EU-comparisons are equally important in all places. In the figure, only if the edges of the spikes around the markers do not overlap one will be completely sure that the country-EU-comparisons is more salient for life satisfaction in one country than in another. For most countries, however, this is not the case. It is therefore perfectly sensible to state that comparisons have a positive effect on life satisfaction, and that this effect is everywhere the same. Last but not least, we have already demonstrated that in some countries there is a widespread consensus where the own nation stands, while in others not (see figure X). In other words: in situations of consensus, there is low variation on the independent variable. Technically this leads to insecure estimations of the regression coefficients. One should therefore expect extreme coefficients – either high or low – for countries with low variation on the comparison variable. Such high-consensus countries were Latvia, Poland, Slovakia and Luxembourg, which are also the countries with extreme values in figure 7. In contrast, in the Czech Republic, Greece, Italy, Slovenia, Malta, Spain, United Kingdom and Germany, there is no such consensus, and correspondingly these countries all have   moderate coefficients figure 4. Hence, given these methodological caveats, we don't think that the higher importance of upward comparisons can be contradicted with the dataset used here.
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�	The dataset has been made available by the Central Archive for Empirical Social Research, University of Cologne (study number s4230).


�	 	Interestingly enough, Spaniards also have more problems than other Europeans to rate the trustworthiness of people from other EU countries (Delhey 2005).


�	 The dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale with four categories. We have therfore used a so called ordered logit model (also known as proportional odds model) (Anderson 1984; see Kohler and Kreuter 2005, pp. 288-290 for an introduction).


�	As it is common in regression models for life satisfaction, we have used age and age-squared as control variables. 


�	 The comparison variable is measured on a 5 point scale, while the satisfaction with the own financial situation is measured on a 4 point scale. Strictly speaking, the coefficients of the two variables are not comparable, therefore. However, the scales are similar enough to justify the conclusion above. To make sure, we have also calculated a „X-standardised solution“ (Long 2003), which brought up the same results. 


�	Significance calculated by applying design based standard errors, which are generally larger than those given by the standard formulas. Note, that we were not able to calculate design based standard errors for France because of limited information about the sample design. 





