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Abstract We critically review studies of subjective wellbeing conducted in China by the

International Wellbeing Group, and we evaluate the International Wellbeing Index (IWI), a

new instrument they developed. Subjective wellbeing was positive and similar in studies

across China, and conformed to the normative range. Its resilience (PWI = 61.2–67.1)

mirrors survey findings conducted in Western countries, in agreement with Subjective

Wellbeing Homeostasis. Reliability, validity and psychometric analyses support the utility

of the IWI as a measure of subjective wellbeing. Our conclusions have implications for

research and social development in China, discussed further in this review.
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1 Introduction

This article critically reviews studies of subjective wellbeing (SWB) conducted in China

by the International Wellbeing Group (IWBG). It also evaluates the utility of the Inter-

national Wellbeing Index (IWI), a new instrument they developed. The IWBG is a com-

munity of scholars in 50 countries working together to measure and understand SWB. The

group was founded in 2001 by renowned Professor Robert Cummins, and is headquartered

at the Australian Centre on Quality of Life (ACQOL) at Deakin University.

The main aim of the IWBG is to develop and utilise the International Wellbeing Index,

a new measure of SWB developed by Cummins, which has been employed extensively
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across the globe. IWBG membership comprises three categories: Primary Researcher,

responsible for gathering data in their locality; Discussant, to advance the IWI in specific

areas of expertise; and Project Researcher, to use the IWI in a particular study. The

IWBG’s website (www.deakin.edu.au/research/acqol/iwbg) lists its membership, confer-

ences, correspondence, documents, etc. Most communication among members is online,

and there is an annual IWGB Symposium held at the International Society for Quality of

Life Studies (ISQOLS) conference.

An exciting and recent development is research by the IWBG in China. This emerging

literature—ranging from studies in Tibet in the north, to Guangdong and Hong Kong in the

South—reveals interesting findings about SWB in China, and represents extensive eval-

uation of the IWI. In this article, we critically review these studies. For the purpose of our

review, we use the term SWB as a generic term to denote the subjective dimension of life

quality. This sidesteps the major challenge of no universal definition or single unifying

theory of SWB. A wide range of terms—such as happiness, life satisfaction, positive and

negative affect, subjective wellbeing, etc.—have been used in the literature. Moreover,

these terms, although often assumed to be universal across cultures, can conjure different

meanings, particularly in China and the Chinese language (Lau et al. 2005).

2 International Wellbeing Index

2.1 Overview

The IWI consists of two subscales: Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) and National Well-

being Index (NWI; Table 1). They are answered on an 11-point end-defined Likert scale,

anchored from completely dissatisfied (0) to completely satisfied (10). The PWI measures

SWB (personal wellbeing) via eight life-domains (community life, health, life achieve-

ment, living standard, personal relationships, safety, security, and religiosity/spirituality).

Domains scores are averaged to yield a PWI score representative of the question: ‘How

satisfied are you with your life as a whole?’. The PWI is based on the Comprehensive

Quality of Life Scale (ComQol; Cummins et al. 1994), developed as an improvement to its

conceptual structure and factorability. The NWI measures satisfaction with conditions in a

country, region, or city—i.e. national wellbeing—via six domains (business, economic

situation, environment, government, security, and social conditions), averaged to yield a

NWI score. That the NWI concerns general issues, not of direct personal concern, studies

have reported national wellbeing to be lower than personal wellbeing (Tiliouine et al.

2006).

2.2 Advantages

The IWI was designed to be a universal measure of SWB. Each item embodies a broad

aspect of life—a parsimonious approach amenable across samples, countries and cultures.

It has been translated into numerous languages including Algerian, Arabic, Chinese

(Cantonese, Mandarin, Tibetan), Croatian, Dutch, English, Italian, Japanese, Mexican,

Norwegian, Persian, Russian, Slovakian, Spanish, etc.

Positive psychology research, being a relatively new field, is characterized by a plethora of

recently-developed instruments. For example, the ACQOL website (www.acqol.

deakin.edu.au) lists hundreds of scales purporting to measure SWB in one form or

another; however, many contain an idiosyncratic mixture of dependent variables, failing to
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separate clearly objective and subjective dimensions. Research in China is no exception:

Chen and Davey’s review of SWB research in China found that Chinese scholars used various

scales, the majority being Chinese translations and modifications of Western scales (Chen

and Davey 2008a). About 10% of the studies they reviewed employed scales developed in

China—unknown to the international academic community—including the SWB Scale for

Chinese Citizens (SWBS-CC); Chinese Adolescent Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale (CA-

SISS); and the Multiple Happiness Questionnaire (MHQ: Miao 2003; Xing and Huang 2007;

Zheng et al. 2004; Chen and Davey 2008a). On the one hand, this diversity is useful because

instruments can be chosen according to study aims, sample, socio-cultural context, etc.

Further, concurrent utility of multiple measures offers a range of perspectives (Diener and

Biswas-Diener 2000). For these reasons, we encourage our colleagues to continue their

creative and innovative approaches. However, there are also drawbacks of this diverse array

of instruments. Scales differ in their characteristics, such as question wording, number and

type of items, rating format, instructions, etc.; and have mixed psychometric quality. This

variation across studies makes it difficult to draw conclusions about SWB. With this in mind,

a universal SWB measure, such as the IWI, enables comparison of findings across studies.

There are different versions of the PWI for specific subgroups: the general adult pop-

ulation (PWI-A); school-age children and adolescents (PWI-SC); preschool age children

(PWI-PS); and adults with a cognitive impairment such as intellectual disability (PWI-ID).

They have similar domain items and theoretical basis, but there are also slight modifica-

tions. The PWI-ID, for example, includes simpler item wording, and reduced-choice for-

mats (5-, 3-, and 2-point scales) for respondents unable to cope with the standard 11-point

Table 1 International Wellbeing Index (English version)

Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) Domains

How satisfied are you with…?

1. Your standard of living? Standard of living

2. Your health? Personal health

3. What you are achieving in life? Life achievement

4. Your personal relationships? Personal relationships

5. How safe you feel? Personal safety

6. Feeling part of your community? Community connections

7. Your future security? Future security

8. Your spirituality or religion?̈ Spirituality, religion

National Wellbeing Index (NWI) Domains

How satisfied are you with…?

1. The economic situation in [country]? Economic situation

2. The state of the natural environment in [country]? Natural environment

3. The social conditions in [country]? Social conditions

4. Government in [country]? Government

5. Business in [country]? Business

6. National security in [country]? National security

The IWI consists of two subscales: Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) and National Wellbeing Index (NWI)

An additional, optional Item ‘satisfaction with life as a whole’ is sometimes added to the PWI (as the first
item, prior to PWI items) to test construct validity
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scale, and a pre-testing protocol to exclude respondents unable to respond validly

(McGillivray et al. 2009; Cummins et al. 2010). These parallel versions permit comparison

of SWB across subpopulations.

The IWI’s domain-level representation of SWB—in which scale items refer to specific

life domains—is regarded by some researchers (e.g. Cummins 1996) as an improvement

over single-item scales. Cummins proposed the IWI as the minimal set of domains he

believes forms the first-level deconstruction of SWB (Cummins 1996; International

Wellbeing Group 2006). These domains were identified during creation of the ComQol,

following a review of domain names in the literature, and subsequent empirical validation

(Cummins 1997; Cummins et al. 1994).

2.3 Administration Procedure and Analyses

The IWI has a simple, standardized administration procedure. Pilot work is usually con-

ducted prior to a study to ensure its suitability. When testing is part of a research project, its

aims, methods, possible outcomes, potential benefits and risks are fully explained, along

with an overview of rights with respect to declining or agreeing to participate, and ethical

considerations such as informed consent and anonymity. The researcher obtains ethics

approval from the relevant authority under which they are working, such as university

ethics committees, etc.

Participant’s understanding of the response mode is checked. The IWI is administered

verbally or in written format, with no time limit. Additional questions are oftentimes

included, usually demographic profiling and the additional item ‘satisfaction with life as a

whole’ to test construct validity. Further detail on administration procedure is available

from the IWI manual (International Wellbeing Group 2006).

Prior to analysis, data are adjusted to eliminate outliers and response sets. Descriptive

statistics summarize domain ratings; reliability methods include split-half reliability,

Cronbach a, test–retest, etc.; and validity is determined via factor or principal components

analysis and regression against the additional item ‘satisfaction with life as a whole’. The

final step is conversion of all scores into a standard 0–100 scale format (into units of

percentage of the scale’s maximum) to compare data with other studies and general

population norms.

2.4 Theoretical Underpinning

The IWI is embedded in ‘Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis’, a theoretical framework

developed by Professor Robert Cummins. This theory is summarised here briefly in order

to evaluate it later in our review, although we refer readers to detailed discussions by

Cummins and Nistico (2002) and Cummins et al. (2002b).

Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis posits that SWB does not vary freely over the 0–100

range; and is maintained within a normative range (normative SWB) by a homeostatic

system of internal psychological processes and external resources (Fig. 1). The normative

range has a set threshold above which people maintain positive feelings about themselves,

and below which SWB is negative and homeostasis has failed. Normative SWB is

defended from threats to wellbeing by mechanisms such as: (1) resources external to the

person—e.g. money and relationships that mediate life’s challenges; and, (2) internal

psychological mechanisms—e.g. processes of adaptation, selective-attention, and cogni-

tive-restructuring—which provide habituation, restorative to peace of mind.
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Empirical support for the existence of the normative range was provided by Cummins’s

(1995, 1998) analyses of SWB in several regions. His findings indicate that, on a 0–100

measurement scale, SWB among the general population is positioned within a range of

approximately 70–80 points for Western populations and 60–80 for non-Western popu-

lations (a cultural response bias was identified as a plausible explanation for the difference

between Western and non-Western countries). For the IWI, this means that self-reported

PWI scores, when converted to a scale of 0–100, will average at about 65 (non-Western

countries). Chen and Davey (2008b) replicated Cummin’s methodology using datasets

from various Chinese societies and found that SWB conforms to these approximations.

Under normal living circumstances, when people are not living in adverse conditions,

and basic needs are being met, the theory predicts that SWB is within the normative range.

Homeostasis should maintain normative SWB, although the system is under pressure from

life’s challenges, which might result in some variation in the range, depending on the

nature and strength of threats and defense. However, in adverse living circumstances,

homeostasis can be defeated, with SWB below threshold (e.g. Tiliouine et al. 2006; Fig. 1).

3 Subjective Wellbeing in China

This section reviews studies of the IWI conducted in China by the IWBG. Huang and Xing

(2005) set the scene with the first published study in mainland China using the IWI. One of

the authors, Professor Zhan-jun Xing, now based at Shandong University, is well known in

China as a leading scholar and writer on SWB. In their public survey (N = 739) in

Shangdong (an eastern coastal province on the lower reaches of the Yellow River) their

findings revealed a PWI score of 65.0 (SD = 15.8) and NWI score of 53.1 (SD = 20.2),

indicating a moderate, positive level of SWB. The IWI demonstrated good psychometric

performance. Their study is important because it validated the IWI for the first time in

China, which paved the way for further research.

Fig. 1 Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis, the theoretical underpinning of the IWI. It posits that self-
reported SWB does not freely vary over a 0–100 range; instead it is maintained within a narrow range by a
homeostatic system of internal psychological processes and external resources. The set-point-range is 70–80
points for Western populations, and 60–80 for non-Western populations. A detailed discussion is provided
by Cummins and Nistico (2002), and Cummins et al. (2002)
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Building on these findings, Chen and Davey (2009) conducted a public survey in Zhuhai

city, Guangdong Province (n = 449). Zhuhai is more affluent than many other Chinese

cities because it is a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) with economic, government, and legal

measures conducive to business and foreign investment. Consequently, the city underwent

marked economic development since the 1980s, and is now a modern, urban metropolis.

Interestingly, the SWB reported by residents in Zhuhai (PWI = 64.4; NWI = 57.4), and

psychometric performance of the IWI, are similar to Huang and Xing’s findings. Thus,

these studies show that residents in urban China seem to be satisfied with their lives; and

that the IWI is appropriate.

However, social science research in China is limited by focus on urban samples,

overlooking rural areas where 60% of the population reside. To remedy this issue, Davey,

Chen and Lau (2009) investigated the SWB of Chinese farmers in rural Hunan, southeast-

central China. This is an interesting study because Chinese farmers are one of the country’s

poorest groups, with low socio-economic circumstances (Dreyer 2000; Perry & Selden

2000; National Bureau of Statistics 2007). There is a marked divide in objective wellbeing

between rural and urban areas. For example, when the study was conducted, the national

average income (per person per quarter) was 4,323 RMB in urban households and 1,261

RMB in rural households; for Hunan province, it was 4,072 RMB versus 1,235. Infra-

structure and access to basic services such as health and education are limited in rural areas

(Wu 2007). Other rural–urban differences include emphasis in rural areas on traditional

attitudes and behaviour, in contrast to more liberal, modern lifestyles in cities; and social

hierarchy, as farmers are considered by some Chinese to have a lower social status (Davey

2008a; b). Whilst objective indicators such as income have often been used to characterize

rural Chinese, little is known about their SWB. Davey et al. (2009) conducted a door-to-

door and street survey (N = 277; ages 18–69) in a farming community using the PWI and

qualitative interviews. The results revealed a mean PWI score of 64.2 (6.4), and domain

ratings of 57.8–69.9 (SD: 15.8–24.0), similar to those listed above. Interviews with par-

ticipants revealed no obvious compromise to life quality in the domains probed by the

PWI. An underlying theme was that the rural folk seem content with their living standards:

they felt that they had enough to satisfy their needs, despite low life quality in objective

terms. Also, the study revealed that middle-aged and elderly respondents’ comparison of

today’s situation with the past—relative standards evaluations (social and temporal com-

parison; Festinger 1954; Albert 1977; Michalos 1985; Diener et al. 2002)—partly

explained their contentment with life, as poverty has declined markedly in recent decades.

Webb (2009) conducted the first study of SWB among Tibetan nomads (n = 102),

another group in China experiencing hardship. Agriculture and herding of domestic ani-

mals (cattle, goats, horses, sheep, etc.) has been the Tibetan way of life for millennia.

Conditions on the remote Tibetan Plateau are challenging, including severe climate, access

to only basic services, limited employment opportunities, minimal income, etc. Even so,

Webb reported that the nomads are generally happy with life (PWI = 70.6). Although the

nomadic lifestyle is not so comfortable, it provides basic needs. During 5 years of his visits

to the study site, the author witnessed marked improvements in infrastructure (e.g. health

services, power, roads, schools, etc.). Furthermore, based on their Buddhist faith, the

nomads regard their circumstances with a degree of positivity, and accept life with a

peaceful mind, interpreting hardships as a progressive step to enlightenment. The author

recommended a more detailed study of these tentative explanations.

Ingrid Nielsen, Russell Smyth and colleagues at Monash University in Australia have

conducted excellent studies in urban China. Smyth et al. (2010) administered the PWI to

residents in six Chinese cities (Chengdu, Dalian, Fushun, Fuxin, Fuzhou and Wuhan;
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N = 3,390), an improvement over previous studies limited to single cities and small

samples. The mean PWI score for all cities was 67.1, and domain scores above 60,

suggestive, again, of a moderate and positive level of SWB. Disappointingly, however, the

authors reported one SWB score for all cities combined, and did not report or compare data

across cities.

Nielsen et al. (2010b) studied SWB among 525 rural–urban migrant workers in Fujian

Province. This is an important line of enquiry because rural–urban migration in China

occurs on a large scale, involving an estimated 80–120 million migrants; it fuels the

country’s development and modernization, as migrants constitute the majority of the

workforce in some sectors, e.g. construction. However, the migrants face many difficulties

in cities. In particular, they do jobs that local people refuse, with long hours and low pay,

and their housing is often sub-standard in crowded apartments, factory dormitories, and

shanty towns. As their official registration is in their rural hometown, migrants are not

regarded as city dwellers and, consequently, are excluded from social welfare. Moreover,

migrants are sometimes scapegoats for problems such as urban crime, public health issues,

etc. For these reasons, they encounter discrimination and hostility from the local popula-

tion and government (Solinger 1999; Li 2008). Despite these challenges, Nielsen et al.

(2010b) reported a PWI score of 62.6 (SD = 14.6), which, although slightly lower than

data reported in other studies, indicates positive wellbeing. The authors suggested that the

circular nature of migration—whereby migrants unable to cope in cities have the option of

returning home—buffers the adversity they face. Perhaps a more obvious explanation, not

mentioned by the authors, is that conditions in the city are perceived by migrants to be

better than in rural areas. Push factors for the migration are rural poverty, strenuous

farming work, and unemployment; whereas pull factors include job opportunities, higher

income, and an improved standard of living (Dai et al. 2006). Furthermore, although a lot

more needs to done, in recent years the Chinese government has shown a more positive

attitude toward migrants, including supportive policies such as better working conditions,

legal rights, access to healthcare, education, etc.

Nielsen et al. (2010a) surveyed Beijing taxi drivers (n = 480), a group well-known in

China for their long working hours (about 13 h per day, 7 days per week). Again, the

findings (PWI score = 61.1; SD = 15.2) indicate moderate SWB. The lowest domain

score (Future Security, M = 44.4; SD = 27.4) was attributed to: job insecurity, decreased

popularity of taxi services because of higher fares (increasing oil prices); and pressure from

the government to adopt cleaner vehicle technologies. However, as explained later, this

domain of the PWI is probably not as important in the sample as the authors reason. It is

low-ranking in most of the IWBG’s studies in China. This could be a reflection of the

conceptual level at which the PWI operates, rather than specific to Beijing taxi drivers.

The IWI has also been studied in China’s Special Administrative Regions, Hong Kong

and Macau. These former European colonies, with different culture, economies and so-

cities, are interesting contexts in which to investigate SWB. Under the ‘‘one country, two

systems’’ principle, Hong Kong and Macau have a higher degree of autonomy than else-

where in China (including, for example, more social freedom, separate economic and

political systems). Importantly, they have a high level of objective wellbeing, including

advanced economic development and living standards. There are, however, similarities to

mainland China, especially in terms of culture: Hong Kong and Macau were once part of

Guangdong Province, and have a shared cultural background such as language, cuisine, etc.

These linkages have, of course, strengthened since transfer of sovereignty to China. Based

on these differences and similarities, it is instructive to probe the SWB of people in Hong

Kong and Macau, and to compare data to studies in mainland China.
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Dr. Anna Lau, formerly at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, is a champion of

research on the IWI in Hong Kong. Lau et al. (2005) compared the equivalence of the PWI

in Hong Kong (N = 180) and Australia (N = 180). The scores of the PWI (Hong Kong,

65.9; Australia, 78.8) and domains (Hong Kong: 57.5–72.0; Australia: 74.4–83.7) differed

significantly between countries, all lower in Hong Kong. The health and standard of living

domains contributed to SWB more in Hong Kong than Australia. Why did the Australian

respondents report higher SWB? The authors suggest a cultural response bias. However, in

our view, a cultural response bias is perhaps not surprising, as it is well documented in the

social science literature that Chinese respondents are more likely to choose moderate

scores in psychometric scales. Therefore, future research can employ more robust cross-

cultural research methodology—such as standardization, checking test construct invariance

via structural equation modeling, etc.—to account for cross-cultural response bias.

Their survey also included an additional item, ‘satisfaction with happiness’, as previous

research showed that general positive affect explains a proportion of variance in SWB, and,

in psychology, although ‘happiness’ and ‘satisfaction’ are closely related concepts, the

latter represents both a cognitive and affective component (Okun and Stock 1987;

McDowell and Newell 1996). The item was included in the ComQol, the PWI’s prede-

cessor, but omitted in the PWI to simplify conceptual structure. Interestingly, Lau et al.

(2005) found that the item explained unique variance in Australia but not Hong Kong.

They suggested cultural differences in perception of ‘satisfaction’ and ‘happiness’. For

example, in traditional Chinese beliefs, as well as present-day conversation about well-

being, the terms ‘happiness’ and ‘satisfaction’ are not always differentiated clearly. Future

research is needed to explore these terms and their influence, if any, on SWB.

Further validation of the PWI in Hong Kong was conducted by Lau et al. (unpublished),

involving a test–retest reliability analysis with a 2-week period. The PWI scores were

69.01 (10.18) and 69.95 (11.34) respectively, and good psychometric performance further

confirmed its utility.

Lau et al. (2008) measured the public’s SWB (n = 460) during the Severe Acute

Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) pandemic. People living in districts known to have cases of

SARS reported SWB (PWI = 67.1, SD = 13.5) comparable to Lau et al. (2005), sug-

gesting no decline during the pandemic, although ratings of community-connectedness and

future security domains were significantly higher among elderly respondents during the

SARS outbreak. This discrepancy was explained on the basis that: 1) elderly people in

Hong Kong were targeted by community outreach services and other interventions, which

might have enhanced their sense of community-connectedness; and, 2) cultural factors, as

the majority of older residents in Hong Kong, unlike younger residents, are from mainland

China where community bonding is perhaps valued more (Bond and Hewstone 1988).

Also, it is worth noting that other studies have reported social cohesion as a likely

important buffer to SWB following threats experienced by a community (e.g. Liem and

Liem 1978; Cummins et al. 2002a).

The Macau Special Administrative Region is a small city (29.2 km2) in southeast China,

located on the western-side of the Pearl River Delta, adjacent to Guangdong Province. It

was a Portugese colony from the 16th Century to 1999 and, therefore, has a different

culture and society than Hong Kong and mainland China. The official languages are

Chinese (Cantonese) and Portuguese. Rato and Davey (in press) reported their findings of a

longitudinal study of SWB in Macau. The Macau Quality of Life Report was established in

2007 by the University of St. Joseph, and its methodology includes the IWI. Data were

collected via quarterly public surveys (2007–2009; n = 8,230). For all surveys combined,

the PWI score was 64.4, and domain scores were 59.4 (SD = 17.8) to 69.4 (SD = 15.8).
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The NWI score was 57.4 (SD = 16.1), and domain scores ranged 55.2 (SD = 18.6) to 65.3

(SD = 15.6). This suggests that the general public in Macau is generally satisfied with life

and conditions in the region. Lowest scores were reported in the first quarter of 2009—a

period of great economic uncertainty in Macau and the world—but not significantly dif-

ferent to other quarters. A comparison of these data with adjacent cities (Hong Kong and

Zhuhai; Lau et al. 2005; Chen & Davey 2009) reveals remarkable similarity, despite

obvious differences across cities in objective life quality.

4 Discussion

The studies we reviewed reveal interesting findings. SWB (PWI scores) was positive and

similar in all samples, in agreement with the literature that SWB is stable and the majority

of people feel happy and good about themselves (Diener and Diener 1996; Cummins 1995,

1998). Furthermore, SWB conforms to the normative range, in agreement with Chen and

Davey (2008b).

Though the studies had different locations, samples, times, etc., their PWI scores are

similar. Notwithstanding Webb’s study in Tibet, based on a low sample size, PWI scores

ranged 61.2–67.1, a 5.9% difference. The stability of SWB is also demonstrated in the

Macau Quality of Life Report, as PWI scores between 2007 and 2009 varied 3.7 points

(Rato and Davey, in press). This mirrors the findings of large-scale IWI surveys conducted

in Australia by Robert Cummins over a ten-year period (Cummins et al. 2007; Cummins

et al. 2010). That SWB is remarkably stable, positive, and in a narrow range, supports

Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis, the IWI’s theoretical underpinning.

Our review is an insight into relations between objective and subjective life quality.

SWB was normative in samples with varied socio-economic variables. For example, PWI

scores in Hong Kong (67.1), Macau (64.4) and Zhuhai (64.4) are similar and normative,

but these cities have different culture, society and wealth. Interestingly, Davey et al. (2009)

reported normative SWB among rural peasants, even though they are very poor.

Respondents said they have enough to satisfy their lives—necessities such as food,

housing, supportive family and community groups, etc. Other studies report that improved

living standards in China have had minimal influence on SWB. For example, Gallup’s

nationwide surveys show no increase in SWB, even though objective life quality has

improved during the same period. The poll also showed that the emerging middle class in

China, despite their privileged situation, is not particularly satisfied with their income,

standard of living, job, and life in general. It seems that those living the high life are not

necessarily happier.

Further research needs to explain this happiness paradox in China. A recent study

suggests relative deprivation—many people in China have improved their economic sit-

uation in absolute terms, but their relative income position deteriorated, due to rising

income inequality (Brockmann et al. 2009). This fits findings in the West that wellbeing

relates to gaps between income and material aspirations, as people become unhappy when

their aspirations grow more than their incomes, despite large income increases (Frey and

Stutzer 2002; Van Praag and Frijters 1999; Graham and Pettinato 2002). Also, it is well

known that money and materialism can bring costs as well as benefits. It is important to

emphasise however, that objective-subjective relations cannot be analysed thoroughly in

China, due to preliminary status of research. Existing data can provide at best only pre-

liminary insights.
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Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis posits that challenges to SWB are buffered by

internal and external mechanisms. Studies in China found buffers to homeostatic defeat.

For example, Davey et al. (2009) describe strong family and community support—

everyone in the village knew and cared about each other—as emotional and physical

security that ease life’s challenges. Nielsen et al. (2010a) explained normative SWB

reported by Beijing taxi drivers on personal relationships. Nielsen et al. (2010b) reasoned

that migrant’s challenges were cushioned by the circular nature of migration, as they can

return home when life becomes too difficult.

Interestingly, none of the studies we reviewed report PWI scores below the normative

range. Although China is a developing society, its situation today contrasts to widespread

insecurity and poverty in the past. After 1949, economic planning improved quality of life,

except during the bad years of 1959, 1960, and 1961. Hundreds of millions of people have

been lifted out of poverty; mortality rates decreased markedly; and urban areas have

transformed via infrastructure development. Since the 1980s, increasing living standards,

income and consumerism have enabled people to afford products and services conducive to

a satisfying life. However, a significant number of Chinese are still poor and lack access to

necessities: A notable disparity, for example, is rich provinces in the east coast versus poor

central and western China. Research is needed in poor provinces such as Gansu, Guizhou,

Tibet, Qinghai, etc. which lag far behind in objective indicators.

All studies in China by the IWBG used the seven-item and not the eight-item PWI. In

2006 the IWBG agreed to probe the addition of the spirituality/religiosity domain.

Research in Colombia among Christians (Wills 2009) and Algeria among Muslims (Til-

iouine 2009) supports its inclusion. However, the new domain has not been evaluated in

China, presumably because it was not part of the IWI until recently. We have been

reluctant to use it because most people in mainland China do not officially adhere to a

religion, and it is sometimes controversial. In our trial studies in Macau, 40% of respon-

dents responded to the eight item. Nonetheless, further research could investigate it further

in China. We also suggest research on the PWI-SC, PWI-PS, PWI-ID, and NWI, as most

studies hitherto employed only the PWI-A.

Research in China by the IWBG can be seen as an extensive psychometric evaluation of

the IWI. In all studies, detailed reliability and validity analyses revealed good psycho-

metric performance, summarized in Table 2. Principal components and factor analyses

revealed two factors/components with strong loadings, as PWI and NWI items loaded onto

their respective components. Variance explained by the PWI, and each domain’s contri-

bution to unique variance, showed the PWI items to constitute the minimum domain set

representing the first-level deconstruction of ‘Life as a whole’ (in most studies, standard of

living made the largest contribution, followed by life achievement). These are welcome

findings because it is desirable, of course, to use reliable and valid instruments (Diener

2006). There is also consistency in ranking of domain scores, as the relationships, health,

and safety domains were highest ranked; whereas community connection, security, and life

achievement lowest. For the NWI, regional security was highest, whereas environment

lowest. It is difficult to explain this finding without further research. It might be an

indication of the stable nature of SWB, a reflection of the conceptual level at which the

PWI and NWI operate, or for other reasons. It should be noted that the validation of the

IWI for Chinese populations is a work in progress, and more studies are needed. Other

methods are needed to evaluate the IWI; for example, no studies have yet tested convergent

and divergent validity.

Another limitation is that some studies report only PWI and NWI scores, accompanied by

psychometric analyses. We question their worth, and recommend studies to probe SWB in
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greater depth. Studies worldwide show that many factors interact with SWB. Research on

SWB in China has investigated mediators such as acculturation, age, personality, social

grouping, social support, etc. Other factors impinging on SWB include human rights issues

such as discrimination, freedom of speech, one-child policy, politics, religion, worker’s

rights, etc.

5 Implications for Social Development

The findings in this review have implications for China’s development. The first is to

conduct more studies, particularly public surveys. As shown here, there is a paucity of

research in most provinces and cities. This limits our understanding of SWB and, therefore,

applied benefits of social indicators research ranging from strategic planning and policy-

making to public debate about the best societal conditions to live in. We suggest the setting

up of projects similar to The Macau Quality of Life Report, which, to our knowledge, is the

only long-term and large-scale survey of SWB in China. The development of national and

regional SWB surveys is also at an early stage in the West, as only a handful of regional

programmes have been developed. Examples include the Australian Unity Wellbeing

project in Australia; Eurobarometer in the European Union; Latinobarometer in Chile; and

Afrobarometer surveys in Africa. International surveys include the World Values Survey,

International Social Survey, etc.

Chinese policy makers and politicians need to understand SWB. Dialogue on devel-

opment in China fails to appreciate subjective indicators. Economists and policy makers

emphasize tangible measures such as economic prosperity, overlooking happiness. In

contrast to the preliminary status of SWB research in China, there is voluminous economic

data. The National Bureau of Statistics of China, for example, regularly publishes

sophisticated datasets. Since the 1980s, thousands of books and periodicals have been

published on the Chinese economy. Economic development is a priority because of the

assumption that wealth elevates personal wellbeing. Money enables people to meet their

needs and to afford resources conducive to a satisfying life. Also, richer people can afford

resources to overcome challenges (Kahneman and Krueger 2003; Schwartz 2004; Varian

1992; Diener and Seligman 2004). But development should not be based only on wealth,

measured by economic indicators, but also on people’s SWB. Discrepancies between

economic indices and subjective measures shed doubt on economic progress as a

barometer of wellbeing. The failure of policy makers to appreciate SWB as a social

indicator hinders the development of policies to enhance population happiness.
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