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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to examine the association between financial satisfaction 
and individuals’ preferences for various national priorities (including economic growth, 
national defense, freedom of speech, and having a beautiful nation). Using the sixth wave 
of World Value Survey (2010–2014) data for 60 countries, our Probit regression analyses 
show a positive and significant relationship between individuals’ financial satisfaction and 
individuals’ preferences for freedom of speech and having a beautiful nation. We also find 
that financial satisfaction is negatively associated with the priority of economic growth but 
not statistically related to the priority of national defense. These findings are robust when 
we use a Probit model with endogenous regressors and country-level data with a 2SLS esti-
mator. The regression results also show that the preference for a stronger national defense 
is higher among individuals who are older, married, nationalistic, educated and have jobs 
in the public sector. Finally, we find that people with lower education and income and those 
with full-time employment and non-government jobs are more interested in the economic 
growth of their countries.
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1  Introduction

For a long time, developing policies and designing services that accommodate public opin-
ions have been major concerns of normative democratic theory (Sen, 2018), economists 
(Davis et  al., 1970), and policymakers (Page & Shapiro, 1983) in democratic countries. 
The failure of elected officials to implement policies that reflect people’s will may lead to 
principal-agent problems (Tomz et al., 2020). As such, understanding factors that explain 
public preference is imperative.

In this paper, we explore whether individuals’ financial satisfaction is related to their 
preferences for the future direction of their countries. Financial satisfaction is the self-
assessment of satisfaction with personal financial domains such as income level, savings, 
and the ability to service liabilities and unpredicted financial burdens (Gerrans et  al., 
2014; Prawitz et al., 2006). The determinants of financial satisfaction have been debated at 
length (Brown et al., 2014; Fan & Babiarz, 2019; Plagnol, 2011; Tharp et al., 2020; West 
& Cull, 2020; Xiao et al., 2014). Some researchers (Archuleta et al., 2011; Boyle, 2012; 
Chong et al., 2014; Grable et al., 2007; Rautio et al., 2012; Stack & Cao, 1997) have also 
examined the association between financial satisfaction and socioeconomic variables (e.g., 
female suicide attitudes, thoughts of subsequent divorce, marital satisfaction, marital insta-
bility, bequest motives, life satisfaction and quality of life).

However, to the best of our knowledge, satisfaction with one’s financial situation has not 
been used as an independent variable in an empirical setting to explain the preference for 
national political preferences. We address this gap by investigating the relationship between 
financial satisfaction and the national priorities, which are detailed in the sixth round of the 
World Values Survey (WVS6, covering 2010–2014) (Inglehart et al., 2014). They include 
economic growth, national defense, freedom of speech, and having a beautiful nation. The 
WVS6 survey was collected from more than 85,000 individuals in 60 countries and socie-
ties. This large sample size provides a standardized procedure and instrument that allow 
international comparisons with a great statistical power for analyses.

Our study is inspired by Maslow’s (1943, 1954) theory of hierarchy of needs, Inglehart’s 
(1971, 1997) theory of value change, and the revised theory of modernization that is pre-
sented in Inglehart and Welzel’s (2005).

Based on Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs, people are driven to address certain 
desires before fulfilling the next one. The original hierarchy of needs included biologi-
cal and physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-actualization needs. Later, Maslow 
(1970) added cognitive, aesthetic, and transcendence needs to the model. Based on this 
theory, as individuals satisfy their basic needs such as food and shelter (biological) and 
protection from enemy (safety), they move on to fulfill their more advanced needs, such 
as searching for beauty (aesthetic) and practicing democratic attitudes (self-actualization).

A similar transition from materialist to postmaterialist values at a societal/national level 
is discussed in the theory of value change. The theory applies the scarcity hypothesis and 
argues that people in societies with weak economic conditions place more importance on 
survival and materialist needs. Inglehart (1971, 1997) suggests that individuals’ priorities 
reflect their socioeconomic environment, and as societies progress with economic develop-
ment and address material concerns, people shift their attention to postmaterialist values 
such as self-expression values, quality of life, and free choice. Moreover, the revised theory 
of modernization suggests that economic development and modernization trigger cultural 
changes that lead to individual autonomy, gender equality, and democracy (Inglehart & 
Welzel, 2005).
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Relying on the above discussions, we postulate that individuals at higher levels of financial 
satisfaction tend to give higher preference to postmaterialist national priorities of freedom of 
speech and a beautiful nation than the materialist priorities of economic growth and national 
defense. The justification is that as individuals progress with their financial accomplishments, 
they feel more confident in their financial status and, therefore, climb Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs and fulfill their potential. Satisfaction with materialistic achievements may lead to the 
shift of attention from materialist to postmaterialist values. This means practicing aesthetic 
and self-actualization needs are more appreciated by financially satisfied people.

Nevertheless, it is possible to find the counter-arguments of this claim in the literature. For 
example, Beamer (2010) and Farzanegan and Gholipour (2021) present evidence that higher 
income groups of society may prefer a stronger order, security, and national defense forces as 
they have higher economic interests that require protection. In other words, the costs of not 
having a strong defense would be felt more significantly by high-income earners (Beamer, 
2010, pp. 22–23). Ng and Diener (2014) argue that money to secure material goods and com-
forts is more crucial in developed nations than the underdeveloped agricultural societies, 
where basic materialistic needs can be obtained through alternative means. The authors find 
that citizens of affluent countries are more concerned about material well-being and economic 
development to ensure the continuation of their comfortable lifestyles. As such, wealthier indi-
viduals may prefer more robust economic growth and national defense forces as they have 
higher economic interests that may be at risk if the economy slows down or political instabil-
ity rises.

These contradictory views offer an interesting context to test the association between finan-
cial satisfaction and national priorities across countries.

Since we are dealing with a binary dependent variable, we adopt a static Probit model as 
the estimation method. To ensure our results are not suffering from an endogeneity problem, 
we also use a Probit model with endogenous regressors. Our results show that advances in 
financial satisfaction lead people to seek fulfillment of their postmaterialist values. Further to 
individual-level analysis, we also conduct a country-level analysis applying Ordinary Least 
Squares (OLS) and Two-Stage Least Squares (2SLS) methods. The results of these analyses 
also, in general, confirm our main findings.

This paper contributes to the existing literature by expanding our understanding of the 
relations between financial satisfaction and political and national preferences. Moreover, this 
study utilizes three psychological theories—hierarchy of needs, value change, and moderniza-
tion—to explain how the sense of financial satisfaction can change individuals’ perceptions 
toward materialist and postmaterialist values.

This study proceeds as follows: Sect. 2 describes the data and methodology, Sect. 3 pre-
sents the regression results, and Sect. 4 concludes the study.
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2 � Data and Methodology

Data for all variables of this study were obtained from the sixth wave of WVS covering 
2010–20141 (Inglehart et  al., 2014). The survey was collected from more than 85,000 
respondents in 60 countries and societies in one of the years between 2010 and 2014. For 
example, the survey was conducted in Australia in 2012 but for Germany in 2013. There-
fore, our data set is cross-sectional but not longitudinal. It is noteworthy that the WVS data 
have been widely accepted and used by several political and economic researchers over the 
past four decades (e.g., Facchini & Melki, 2019; Maseland & Hoorn, 2011).

2.1 � Dependent Variable

Among the various belief and preference questions, the WVS survey contains a set of ques-
tions regarding individuals’ views about what their home country’s aims should be for 
the next ten years. The question asks the respondents, “People sometimes talk about what 
the aims of this country should be for the next ten years. On this card are listed some of 
the goals which different people would give top priority. Would you please say which one 
of these you, yourself, consider the most important? (Code one answer only under “first 
choice”)”:

•	 A high level of economic growth.
•	 Making sure this country has strong defense forces.
•	 Seeing that people have more say about how things are done at their jobs and in their 

communities.
•	 Trying to make our cities and countryside more beautiful.

The true intention of the fourth priority, we believe, is most likely to consider having an 
environmentally sustainable nation. For our analysis, we have recoded the responses by a 
dummy variable which equals 1 if the respondents mention one of the goals as their first 
choice and 0 if otherwise. Table  1 shows what percentage of total respondents in WVS 
wave six selected as the first choice for various national aims. Most respondents chose eco-
nomic growth as the first choice (60.2%), followed by freedom of speech (17.3%), national 
defense (13.4%), and beautiful nation (6.9%).

2.2 � Explanatory Variable of Interest

Our main explanatory variable of interest is the logarithm of financial satisfaction. WVS 
asks the following question in their survey: “How satisfied are you with the financial situ-
ation of your household?” (code one number): (1 Completely dissatisfied—10 Completely 
satisfied). The mean and standard deviation for financial satisfaction (before taking the log-
arithm) are 5.86 and 2.49.

1  The complete dataset for WVS6 are available at http://​www.​world​value​ssurv​ey.​org/​WVSDo​cumen​tatio​
nWV6.​jsp. We do not use WVS7 because the survey was conducted in several countries in 2019 and 2020; 
years affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This interruption in the world during this unusual period can 
significantly alter respondents’ opinions about countries’ aims.

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp
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2.3 � Control Variables

To model the relationship between financial satisfaction and national priorities, it is impor-
tant to control for other possible socio-demographics of respondents, which may shape the 
perception of individuals regarding their first choice for the aim of their country. Similar 
to other empirical studies about the determinants of individual’s preferences (e.g., Alesina 
& Fuchs-Schündeln, 2007; Giuliano & Spilimbergo, 2014), we are limited to the explana-
tory variables that are available in the survey. Nevertheless, regardless of which control 
variables are included in the model, the sign and significance of coefficients for financial 
satisfaction do not change (e.g., see columns 1 to 8 of Table 3).

In our estimations, we control for marital status, gender, employment status, education, 
town size, religiosity, willingness to fight for country, type of job, age, income (scaled 1 to 
10), and confidence in government (in a Likert scale ranging from 1 (none at all) to 4 (a 
great deal of confidence)). Table 2 shows the list of all variables that might influence the 
national priority of individuals. We control for these factors by introducing dummy vari-
ables for most of them.

2.4 � Estimation Method

Since the dependent variable is a binary variable that takes on values of 0 and 1, we apply a 
static2 Probit regression for our estimation, which assumes that the probability of a positive 
outcome is determined by the standard normal cumulative distribution function. In other 
words, we interpret a value of zero as a negative outcome (failure) and treat a value of one 
as a positive outcome (success).

The static Probit model is specified as follows:

where PRIORITYj indicates that the response to one of the questions is related to the 
national priority of individual j. For example, PRIORITYj is coded as 1 if an individual 
mentioned “economic growth” as the first choice of the country’s aims and 0 if otherwise. 
We code other priorities using the same approach. Φ is the standard cumulative normal, xj 
represents the explanatory variables, and β is a vector of parameters to be estimated.

We used robust standard errors in our estimations. This option specifies that the stand-
ard errors, which are the square root of the variances of the variance–covariance matrix, 

(1)Pr ob
(
PRIORITYj ≠ 0 | xj

)
= Φ

(
xj�

)

Table 1   Aims of country: first choice

Source: WVS wave 6

Economic 
growth

National 
defense

Freedom of 
speech

Beautiful 
nation

No answer Don’t 
know

% of total 
respondents

60.2% 13.4% 17.3% 6.9% 1% 1.2%

2  We do not apply dynamic Probit model because our data is not longitudinal as we do not observe an indi-
vidual over time.
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are based on the robust variance estimator. It means our estimates are not prone to the het-
eroskedasticity issue in the residual distribution.

The Probit model is a common estimation method in studies that use WVS data, and 
the dependent variables take values of 0 and 1 (e.g., Facchini & Melki, 2019; Heinemann, 
2008). Finally, all analyses are conducted by the statistical software package StataSE 16.

3 � Results

Table 3 presents the results of the Probit regressions. In columns 1, 3, 5, and 7 of Table 3, 
financial satisfaction is only included as an explanatory variable for various national priori-
ties. In columns 2, 4, 6, and 8, we insert control variables in the models. The results indi-
cate that individuals with higher levels of financial satisfaction have a tendency towards 
freedom of speech and having a beautiful nation. The coefficient of financial satisfaction 
is positive and significant when we use freedom of speech and beautiful nation as depend-
ent variables (see columns 6 and 8). We also find that financial satisfaction is negatively 
associated with the priority of economic growth (columns 1 and 2 of Table 3). Finally, the 
analyses suggest that there is an insignificant link between financial satisfaction and the 
priority of national defense (columns 3 and 4 of Table 3).

In general, these results are aligned with Maslow’s (1943, 1954) theory of hierarchy 
of needs, Inglehart’s (1971, 1997) theory of value change, and the revised theory of mod-
ernization. It is possible to infer from these results that as individuals achieve higher satis-
faction with their financial situation, they shift their attention to fulfilling more advanced 
goals in life. This justifies their tendency to support progressive national objectives such as 
freedom of speech and a beautiful living environment aligned with the self-actualization 
and aesthetic needs in Malsow’s hierarchy pyramid, respectively.

Theory of value change and revised theory of modernization also argue that economic 
security enables a value transition from the fulfillment of material concerns to postmate-
rialist needs. In other words, economic factors tend to play a pivotal role under conditions 
of economic scarcity, but their marginal utility is diminished as countries progress with 
technological and economic development (Inglehart & Flanagan, 1987). Instead, as people 
prioritize values around self-expression, self-actualization, and the quality of life, postma-
terialist values start to play a more decisive role in shaping societies. This can lead to the 
rise of new social and environmentalist movements (Bennulf & Holmberg, 1990; Inglehart 
& Abramson, 1994). Spaiser et al. (2014) also show that as people reach a certain standard 
of living and financial security that relieves them from daily existential worries, they start 
planning for long-term societal and environmental goals.

It has been shown that financial satisfaction has a vital influence on overall life satis-
faction (Brown et  al., 2014); in this study, however, we show that financial satisfaction 
can have boarder implications for the future direction and general well-being of nations. 
Although our results are based on a very large sample at the individual level, the results 
must be interpreted with caution.

We are not claiming that the postmaterialist needs that are investigated in this study 
(i.e., support for freedom of speech and a beautiful living environment) become impor-
tant only after individuals attain a certain level of affluence. Of course, it is easy to find 
considerable evidence that people in weak financial conditions still admire postmaterialist 
values. However, we suggest that there is, on average, a gradual tendency toward a greater 
appreciation of the postmaterialist national priorities as individuals obtain higher levels of 
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financial satisfaction. As Welzel and Inglehart (2010) indicate, postmaterialist needs are 
rooted in the human motivational system.

Regarding the control variables, the regression results show that people with lower edu-
cation and income and those with full-time employment and non-government jobs are more 
interested in the economic growth of their countries. People from less populated areas and 
less religious backgrounds are more pro-economic growth too (column 2 of ). We also find 
that a stronger national defense preference is higher among older, married, nationalistic, 
and educated individuals. Higher-income earners and government employees tend towards 
national defense (column 4 of Table 3).

As can been seen in column 6 of Table  3, younger, not married, and more religious 
respondents and those who live in larger urban areas support freedom of speech more than 
other respondents. Finally, the preference for having a beautiful nation is less profound 
among respondents from older, more religious, and higher-income earner groups. People 
with higher confidence in government also demonstrate less interest in this national prior-
ity (column 8 of Table 3).

We perform two series of robustness checks to confirm the validity of our main results, 
which are explained in the following sections.

3.1 � Issue of Endogeneity

As a robustness check, we re-estimate Eq.  1 using the Probit model with endogenous 
regressors. The reason for utilizing this approach is to account for endogeneity in the model 
due to the possible simultaneity issue (e.g., bidirectional relationships between financial 
satisfaction and an individual’s preference). For example, we assume that financial satisfac-
tion may shape an individual’s preference; however, one may argue that changes in public 
policy can lead to changes in financial satisfaction through, for example, influencing house-
holds’ financial situations.

We use life satisfaction, income scale, age, gender, and higher education as instruments 
for financial satisfaction in the estimations. Previous studies have shown that these vari-
ables are important determinants of individuals’ financial satisfaction. For example, Fan 
and Babiarz (2019) look at the moderating roles of gender and marital status on associa-
tions between demographic, socioeconomic, behavioral variables and financial satisfac-
tion. They report that married men and women are more financially satisfied than their 
divorced counterparts. However, married men fell behind their widowed counterparts in 
terms of financial satisfaction. Plagnol (2011) considers the role of assets and liabilities 
and income on financial satisfaction at different stages of a life cycle. She provides evi-
dence that increasing financial satisfaction at older ages is partially related to increases in 
financial assets, reduced liabilities, and dependency burden at this life stage.

The results of the Probit model with endogenous regressors are presented in Table 4. 
The coefficients for national priorities of economic growth and freedom of speech are 
still statistically significant and maintain their expected negative and positive signs, 
respectively (columns 1 and 3 of Table  4). In addition, the result shows that the link 
between financial satisfaction and national defense is statistically insignificant (column 
2 of Table 4). In general, these results reaffirm our earlier findings obtained from the 
Probit regressions.
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3.2 � Country‑level Analysis

In addition to individual-level analyses, we estimate the association between financial 
satisfaction and preferences for various national priorities using the aggregate data at 
the country level. In doing so, we take the average score of financial satisfaction for 
each country in the WVS6. For example, the mean values for the measure of financial 
satisfaction (ranging from 1 to 10) for Australia and India were 6.32 and 5.94, respec-
tively. Table  6in Appendix shows the mean value of financial satisfaction for sample 
countries. As dependent variables, we use the percentage of total respondents who 
chose one of the four national priorities. For example, 67.2, 16.4, 12.5 and 3.9% of 
Malaysian respondents in WVS6 chose “A high level of economic growth”, “Making 
sure this country has strong defense forces”, “Seeing that people have more say about 
how things are done at their jobs and in their communities” and “Trying to make our 
cities and countryside more beautiful” as the first aim of the country.

The results of this robustness check are presented in Table 5. We apply both OLS and 
2SLS estimators. For the 2SLS estimation, the average of gross domestic product (GDP) 
(converted by purchasing power parity (PPP) conversion factor) per capita (GDPC) 
from 2010 to 2014 and average of Human Development Index (HDI) for the period of 
2010–2014 are used as instruments for financial satisfaction when we include prefer-
ence of economic growth, national defense and beautiful nation as the dependent vari-
ables. Data for GDPC and HDI are obtained from the World Development Indicators 
database of the World Bank (2021) and the United Nations (2021), respectively. We use 
the average value of GDPC and HDI from 2010 to 2014 because the WVS6 was con-
ducted over this period across sample countries. For freedom of speech as a dependent 
variable, we use the average of GDPC from 2010 to 2014 and the 2014 financial literacy 
score of countries (Klapper et al., 2015) as instruments. The reason for using different 
instruments for financial satisfaction in the freedom of speech modeling is that when we 
include GDPC and HDI as instruments, they do not pass the test of endogeneity.

The results of country-level regressions are reported in Table 5. In line with our indi-
vidual-level analyses in  Tables 3 and 4, the association between financial satisfaction 
and preference of economic growth is negative and significant in both OLS and 2SLS 
estimations (columns 1 and 2 of  Table  5). When freedom of speech is the depend-
ent variable, financial satisfaction has a positive and significant association with this 

Table 4   Probit model with endogenous regressors

Robust standard errors are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01 and ** p < 0.05

Dependent variables

Economic growth National defense Freedom of speech Beautiful nation

Explanatory variable (1) (2) (3) (4)

Financial satisfaction − 0.054** (0.016) 0.030 (0.022) 0.036** (0.018) 0.038 (0.025)
Constant 0.614 (0.093) − 1.271*** (0.126) − 1.146*** (0.107) − 1.691 (0.143)
Observation 86,282 86,282 86,282 86,282
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priority (columns 5 and 6 of  Table 5). Figure 1 shows the scatter plots of financial satis-
faction and four different national priorities. The negative and positive slope of the trend 
lines in panels A and C of Fig.  1 graphically support our regression results. Finally, 
the findings of OLS and 2SLS estimations do not show consistent coefficients of finan-
cial satisfaction in terms of signs and significance for “National defense” and “Beautiful 
nation.”

These results support the Inglehart (1971, 1997) theories of value change and mod-
ernization. When societies progress with economic development and address material 
concerns at a national level, individuals shift their attention to postmaterialist values 
such as self-expression values, quality of life and free choice.
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Fig. 1   The association between financial satisfaction and four different national preferences. Source: 
WVS6. Note: X-axis is the mean value of financial satisfaction (ranging from 1 to 10) for the sample coun-
tries. Y-axis is the percentage of total respondents in the sample countries who chose a particular national 
priority
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4 � Conclusion

A growing body of literature investigates the role of financial satisfaction in shaping 
individuals’ decisions and behavior. Using a large sample across countries, we extend 
this literature by demonstrating an association between financial satisfaction and pref-
erences for national priorities. Using cross-sectional data and applying static Probit 
model, we find that individuals with higher levels of financial satisfaction tend to prefer 
postmaterialist values, such as demonstrating their willingness to expand freedom of 
speech and improving the beauty in their home country (or supporting environmental 
friendly policies) over the materialistic values of economic growth. Our findings are 
robust after applying different estimation methods and using different samples.

The results are consistent with the theories of the hierarchy of needs and value 
change and expand our understanding of financial satisfaction implications in future 
policy planning of nations. Economists and policymakers may benefit from this knowl-
edge to promote projects aligned with the public opinions of the majority of residents 
(e.g. projects related to green infrastructure or press freedom in countries where the 
greater population enjoys a higher level of financial satisfaction). This can potentially 
reduce the likelihood of agency dilemma in democratic political systems.

Future researchers can use public opinion surveys at regional levels and expand the find-
ings of this study by evaluating the role of financial satisfaction as a determinant of other 
political and economic national preferences (e.g., fighting rising prices of goods and ser-
vices). Future studies may also examine the bi-directional relationship between financial 
satisfaction and individuals’ national preferences using time-series analyses if the annual 
data become available over time.

Appendix

See Table 6.
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Table 6   Mean values of financial 
satisfaction (ranging from 1 to 
10) in WVS6

Source: WVS6

Country Mean Country Mean

Algeria 5.99 Netherlands 6.92
Argentina 6.52 New Zealand 6.88
Armenia 4.25 Nigeria 5.69
Australia 6.32 Pakistan 6.76
Azerbaijan 5.58 Palestine 4.65
Belarus 4.78 Peru 6.03
Brazil 6.21 Philippines 6.34
Chile 6.00 Poland 5.71
China 6.19 Qatar 7.73
Colombia 6.70 Romania 5.84
Cyprus 5.90 Russia 4.87
Ecuador 6.66 Rwanda 6.09
Egypt 4.86 Singapore 6.41
Estonia 5.34 Slovenia 6.06
Georgia 4.01 South Africa 6.13
Germany 6.62 South Korea 5.69
Ghana 4.52 Spain 5.56
Haiti 3.35 Sweden 6.94
Hong Kong 6.64 Taiwan 6.39
India 5.94 Thailand 6.17
Iraq 5.85 Trinidad 5.98
Japan 6.04 Tunisia 4.96
Jordan 5.33 Turkey 6.17
Kazakhstan 6.05 Ukraine 4.54
Kyrgyzstan 6.38 United States 6.15
Lebanon 6.00 Uruguay 6.64
Libya 6.79 Uzbekistan 4.08
Malaysia 6.49 Yemen 4.67
Mexico 7.00 Zimbabwe 4.53
Morocco 5.57
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