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The goal of this study is to show the structure of perceptions of overall and domain-spe-
cific quality of life, and the causal relationship of such perceptions with objective and
subjective socioeconomic status among contemporary Koreans. Data from a national-
level survey conducted in 1996 were analyzed for this purpose.
Factor analyses show that life satisfaction is organized around the three latent factor:
socioeconomic security, public provision system, and interpersonal relationships. Our
explanatory models, which encompass both objective and subjective socioeconomic sta-
tus measurements, explain life satisfaction measures much better than they explain
happiness measures. Similarly, our models explain satisfaction with the dimension of
socioeconomic security and public provision systems much better than they explain sat-
isfaction with the dimension of interpersonal relationships. 
Throughout a set of causal analyses, asset value of current housing and household
income consistently prove strong and significant determinants both of overall and
domain-specific life satisfaction. Subjective socioeconomic situation variables — per-
ception of income increase during the past 5 years, subjective social class position, and
the degree of perceived equality in society — also consistently turned out to be strong
determinants of overall and domain-specific life satisfaction. We conclude that these
findings support both the need and relativity arguments about the relationship between
socioeconomic status and the perceived quality of life.

INTRODUCTION

Despite the widely held conviction about the importance of socioeconom-
ic factors in life, the causal relationship between objective socioeconomic
well-being and the perceived quality of life, measured as either happiness or
satisfaction with life, has been a weak links in the chain of endeavors to
understand the mechanisms generating both overall and domain-specific
subjective well-being, or perception of the quality of our lives. Many previ-
ous studies have found patterns of positive correlation between an individ-
ual income and subjective well-being (Diener 1984; Diener et al. 1993;
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Douthitt et al. 1992; Easterlin 1974; Gitmez and Morcol 1994; Kim 1995).
Beyond such general patterns, however, the relationship between socioeco-
nomic status and subjective well-being has been found to be quite complex. 

Previous research on this relationship has generated basically two lines of
argument. They agree with each other in that there is a positive correlation,
but do not agree what should be the main focus of our explanatory effort
regarding such relationships. One line of argument stresses universal and
innate needs, the fulfillment of which can be greatly facilitated by the pos-
session of socioeconomic resources (Veenhoven 1991; Diener et al. 1993).
This argument, which can be termed as need theory, assert that the amount
and the level of life chances which possession of the relevant socioeconomic
resources brings affects subjective well-being in a universally positive man-
ner to a certain degree.

The other line of argument emphasizes the relativistic nature of the
human cognitive process in perceiving the quality of life. Easterlin (1974)
presents findings that have served as a strong basis for this position, labeled
the relativity hypothesis or argument. In this argument, the cognitive social
comparison process is a key ingredient in the perception and evaluation of
the quality of life. As such, the formation and variability of the standards for
social comparison play significant roles in that process. Comparison stan-
dards can be based on interpersonal, intertemporal, or expectation dimen-
sions. It also can be based on adaptation levels (Brickman et al. 1978). This
argument is also called judgment theory, reflecting its emphasis on the cog-
nitive judgmental process.

The main purpose of this paper is to show the relative strength of various
factors related to the objective and subjective socioeconomic situation and
the subjective well-being of individuals. To this end, I will first to show the
latent factor structure of the measurement of satisfaction with life. Then, I
will show the causal explanatory mechanism behind structure of the most
common measures of subjective well-being: overall satisfaction with life,
overall happiness, and domain-specific satisfaction measures. In doing so, I
will also address some of the measurement issues in quality of life (QOL,
hereafter) research.

A set of explanatory variables used in the analysis includes ones that
comprise the essence of both the need and the relativity argument, that is,
objective and subjective socioeconomic factors. Included among them are
outcomes of several different conceptualizations and operationalizations of
the income variable, which been the focus of much research for years (see
Mullis 1992; Headey 1993). Also notable are variables for the asset value of
current housing situation, and the degree of perceived equality in the soci-
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ety as a whole. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Data

This study uses data from the Korean Quality of Life Study (KQLS), contuct-
ed by the Institute for Social Development Studies at Yonsei University in
Korea. The KQLS survey was conducted in April 1996 with a national sam-
ple of 1,000 men and women, between the ages of 20 and 60. The main pur-
pose of the survey was to collect information relevant to perceptions of the
quality of life in Korea, other related aspects of individual life situations,
and the perception of changes in Korean society. 

Methods and variables

This study uses five groups of variables for both the empirical exploration
of the factorial pattern of the latent dimension of the perception of the quali-
ty of life and the explanatory study of the determinants of such patterns of
the perception of and satisfaction for the quality of life. 

First, I employ a composite of twenty items concerning the degree of sat-
isfaction with various aspects of life (See Table 2 below for a list of items
included in this composite) to find latent dimensions of satisfaction pat-
terns. Through factor analysis, I extract three dimensions of the quality of
life measurement.

Second, I employ regression analysis to identify determinant patterns of
the perception of the quality of life, using five measures (See Table 1 below
for the detail) as variables to be explained. They include the measurements
of global happiness (1-item question) and global life satisfaction (simple
average of the 20-item composite questions mentioned above). Also includ-
ed are three measures of satisfaction with three specific domains of life.
These measures are the simple average of relevant items from the 20 ques-
tions, included in each of the factors identified in factor analysis. 

Third, in the regression analysis, I use three groups of explanatory vari-
ables: demographic control variables, objective socioeconomic status vari-
ables, and subjective socioeconomic variables (See Table 2 below for the
detail). Demographic variables are used mainly for the purpose of basic
control function and include age, sex, formal schooling, and marital status.
Objective socioeconomic status variables include personal income, house-
hold income, household income per capita, estimates of future income,
occupational groups, and the monetary value of current housing situation.
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Subjective socioeconomic status variables include perception of the income
increase over the last 5 years, subjective social class position, and the gener-
al perception of the equality on various aspects of the Korean society.

Detailed descriptions of each variable used in the analysis are found in
Table 1.
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TABLE 1. VARIABLES USED IN THE ANALYSIS

A. Perceived quality of life
1. SATIS: Overall (Global) life satisfaction

unweighted average of the 20-item 5-point scale satisfaction measurement over various 
aspects of life 

2. HAPPIN: Overall (Global) happiness
5-point measurement of global happiness

3. F_SES: Socioeconomic security
unweighted average of the items in the first factor from the factor analysis

4. F_PUB: Public provision system
unweighted average of the items in the second factor from the factor analysis

5. F_REL: Interpersonal relationships
unweighted average of the items in the third factor from the factor analysis

B. Demographic variables
1. AGE10: Age measured in 10-year intervals
2. MALE: Dummy variable for gender (male=1, female=0)
3. EDUC: Years of formal schooling
4. MARRIED: Dummy variable for marital status (married=1, not married=0)
5. NVMARR: Dummy variable for marital status

(never married=1, married/divorced/widowed=0)

C. Objective Socioeconomic status variables
1. INCOME: Personal income measured units of 100,000 Won

(Roughly 80 US Dollars in July, 1998)
2. HINCO: Household income measured units of 100,000 Won
3. HINCOPC: Household income divided by the number of household members
4. FUTINCO: estimates of future income, calculated by INCOME multiplied by the inverse of 

AGE10
5. WCOLLAR: Dummy variable for the white/blue collar occupational groups

(white collar occupations=1, blue collar occupations=0)
6. HOUSING: Asset value of current housing arrangement measured in million Won

D. Subjective socioeconomic status variables
1. INCOINCR: Perception of income increase over the last 5 years
2. SUBJCLAS: Subjective social class position measured on 6-category scale
3. EQUALITY: perception of the degree of general equality in various aspects of contemporary 

Korean society 
(unweighted average over 9-item 5-point scale measurements)



FINDINGS and DISCUSSION

Latent factor structure of the 20-item satisfaction measurement

As the first step of the analysis, the 20-item indicators of satisfaction over
various aspects of life were factor-analyzed to yield the latent factorial struc-
ture of the life satisfaction measurement. Table 2 presents the varimax-rotat-
ed factor structure, consisting of three factors. The first factor accounts for
the largest amount of variance among the three, (with eigenvalue of 5.244)
and 26.2% of the covariance among the 20 satisfaction measurement items
represented. This factor consists mostly of the measurement items related to
respondents’ satisfaction with their socioeconomic positions. Hereafter we
will refer to the first factor as Socioeconomic Security. The second factor,
with eigenvalue of 1.781 and 8.9% of the covariance explained, is made up
of items the provision of which is at least partly the responsibility of the
society as a whole. Thus we will refer to the second factor as Public
Provision System. The third factor, with the smallest eigenvalue of the three
at 1.241 and 6.2% of the covariance explained, is composed of items related
to various aspects of close interpersonal relationships or private social sup-
port network, such as family and friends. We will refer to the third factor as
Interpersonal Relationships.

The factor structure shown in Table 2 gives a clear image of the latent
structure of the life satisfaction measure. Not only is it clear in terms of the
statistical criteria, but it also gives a conceptually well-balanced picture of
the structural arrangements. From the results of the factor analysis, we see
that satisfaction with the life is organized around the three latent conceptual
factors. The first factor says that we all are predominantly concerned with
socioeconomic status and security. The second factor indicates that, at the
same time, we want some things in life which are in most cases to be pro-
vided by some form of collectivistic entity, such as government or commu-
nity, to be available. The third factor suggests that still another source of sat-
isfaction in life comes from the close interpersonal relationships in which
we live everyday. 

To evaluate ascertain the conceptual soundness of the factor findings, we
may argue that the first factor is about satisfaction with the formal and
objective socioeconomic situations that we as individuals earn mostly by
our own efforts. The second factor is about satisfaction with social amenities
that are provided mostly in indirect, formal and collective ways. The third
factor concerns satisfaction with the informal and emotional aspects of life,
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such as the informal social support system around us.

Determinants of perception of the overall quality of life 

Perceptions of the overall quality of life were measured by two variables
in this study. One is overall satisfaction with life, consisting of the simple
unweighted average of the 20-item satisfaction measurement over various
domains of life. The other is overall happiness, measured by a single 5-point
scale question. 

Explanatory variables for such overall subjective well-being measures
include demographic variables for the statistical control purpose, objective
socioeconomic variables, and subjective socioeconomic situation variables. 

The correlation patterns presented in Table 3 reveal some of the salient
structural features which may bear some implications for the later causal
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TABLE 2. FACTOR ANALYSIS OF SATISFACTION INDICATORS

Degree of Mea Std Dev Factor 1: Factor 2: Factor 3:
Satisfaction with … (Range = 0~10, Socioeconomic Public Provision Interpersonal

N = 835~1,000) Security System Relationship

Earnings 4.41 2.31 .757 .084 .096
Savings 4.51 2.34 .702 .135 .119
Social Status 4.40 2.08 .595 .283 .128
Work/Occupation 5.29 2.48 .591 .055 .231
Preparation for Retirement 4.52 2.40 .528 .414 .119
Health 5.15 2.53 .326 .201 .255

Social Welfare 4.05 2.16 .242 .675 –.001
Public Safety 4.49 2.16 .091 .639 –.002
Cultural Life 4.60 2.25 .347 .586 .041
Informatization 4.94 2.09 .082 .533 .107
Education 5.15 2.20 .079 .475 .334
Leisure 4.67 2.39 .428 .438 .020
Housing 5.01 2.53 .362 .393 .215

Relationship with Children 6.86 2.27 .121 –.050 .740
Family Relationship 6.84 2.33 .186 –.074 .706
Affection 6.28 2.43 .274 –.016 .654
Education of Children 5.40 2.48 .003 .381 .562
Child Rearing 5.33 1.98 .034 .309 .544
Friendship 6.44 2.11 .120 .321 .342
Household Work 5.03 2.02 .208 .230 .278

EigenValue 5.244 1.781 1.241
Percentage of Variance 26.2 8.9 .62
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analysis. 
First, happiness and life satisfaction are strongly correlated in a positive

direction. Second, the four different masures of income are highly inter cor-
related. Third, the asset value of housing shows a strong positive correlation
with household income and subjective social class location. Fourth, white
collar workers do have more current income, and expect gareater income in
the future, but feel that their income level has not increased during the last 5
years. Fifth, people who think their income has increased in the last 5 years
tend to be lower income-earners and blue-collar workers, but they do feel
the society as a whole is equal, and are more satisfied with life. Sixth,
income, asset value of housing, and happiness and satisfaction are all posi-
tively correlated with subjective class position. Seventh, income level is
negatively correlated with the perceived degree of equality in society. Also,
the perception of equality in society has nothing to do with personal happi-
ness, but has a lot to do with making oneself satisfied with life. Finally, over-
all happiness and overall life satisfaction have comparable patterns of corre-
lation with objective socioeconomic status variables, especially income.
However, the comparability does not extend to the realm of the subjective
socioeconomic situation variables. While such variables show strong and
positive correlations with overall life satisfaction, the degree of the correla-
tion diminishes drastically with overall happiness. 

I will move on to the causal analysis for the overall subjective well-being.
Table 4 presents the results of the regression analysis of two measures of
overall subjective well-being: overall life satisfaction and overall happiness.
We find three regression model estimates for each of the two subjective
measures of overall well-being. The estimates represent the stepwise addi-
tion of the set of variables in the model. The first model has only the demo-
graphic variables as explanatory variables. The second one includes objec-
tive socioeconomic status variables as well. The third one includes all three
sets of variables. We will be interested in the changes in the explanatory
power between models, and the changes in the regression coefficients. 

First, we will look into the causal patterns related to overall life satisfac-
tion. As shown in Model 1-1, demographic explanatory variables alone
explain only 3.4% of the total variance in overall life satisfaction. The
explanatory power of the model increases to 8.4% of the total variance
explained between Model 1-1 and Model 1-2. In Model 1-2, only household
income and asset value of housing variables show statistically significant
causal patterns. The total variance explained in the Model 1-3 climbs to the
25.9% level, which represents the strong explanatory power of the subjective
socioeconomic situation variables. That is, subjective socioeconomic situa-
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tion explains a substantial amount of variation in the overall life satisfac-
tion. 

Looking at the coefficients in Model 1-2 and Model 1-3, we find few inter-
esting patterns among the demographic variables. The only finding that
seems salient and consistent with demographic variables is that married
people tend to be more satisfied with life. 

Among the objective socioeconomic status variables, household income
and asset value of housing variables play significant explanatory roles in
both models. Other income-related measures — personal income, house-
hold income per capita, expected future income — do not prove to be statis-
tically significant explanatory variables for overall life satisfaction. What
this pattern suggests is that, in Korea, the most important determinant of
overall life satisfaction is the household or family. The family must be sym-
bolically characterized as actually functioning as a total unit of earning, con-
sumption, and must enjoy the same life style and life chances. 

Asset value of housing also proves to be an important determinant of
overall life satisfaction. This probably holds true in many other countries,
but has particularly strong explanatory power in Korea. Reasons for this can
be given in four kinds of arguments. First is a strong heritage of stable set-
tlement among Koreans. Korea has traditionally been an agrarian society,
based on small closely knit communities. One of the defining characteristics
of such community structures is a long-lasting settlement in one place and
dwelling unit. A remnant of such tradition in modern context is the strong
emotional tie with real estate, particularly housing. Second, during the peri-
od of rapid economic development since the mid-20th century, houses and
condominiums have been regarded as very reliable investments, the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of which has been proven to be quite enduring.
Third, no stable and reliable long-term monthly rental housing market has
existed in Korea. The rental housing market is very small, inefficient, and
unreliable. There has been virtually no effort to set up any institutional
arrangement for such a sector in the housing market. Fourth, during the
recent decades of rapid economic development, conspicuous consumption
of any excessive kind has been suppressed by the state. Perhaps the only
consumer goods available for the conspicuous corsumption of most middle
and upper-middle class Koreans is housing. Hence, most Koreans are very
conscious of the monetary value of their housing, and tend to judge their
own socioeconomic status and that of others from their housing situations.
Housing has symbolically and effectively served as a symbol of the occu-
pant’s socioeconomic status. As discussed here, it is only natural in this con-
text, that the asset value of current housing should be an important determi-
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nant of the life satisfaction.
All three subjective socioeconomic situation variables prove to be signifi-

cant determinants of overall life satisfaction, as shown in Table 3.
Perceptions of greater income increases over the last five years lead to
greater life satisfaction. Higher perceptions of social class also lead to
greater life satisfaction, as do perceptions of the equality of society as a
whole. 

Note that the degree of perceived equality in a society is a direct determi-
nant of the life satisfaction. This finding shows the value many Koreans
place on equality. Such strong sentiments for equality arguably stem from
the historical experiences of Korea since the late 19th century. The break-
down of traditional status systems in the midst of political instability and in
the wake of opening up the gate to the outer world was only strengthened
in the early 20th century when Korea was colonized by Japan. After the
World War II, Korea had no time to strengthen its own sociopolitical system
before it was devastated by the Korean War, which left Korea in a massive
and exhaustive destruction. By the end of Korean war and in the mid 1950’s,
all Koreans were virtually in the same state, that is, all in an extremely pau-
perized state of life. No status system was in order, and no economic class
was in action. All the inequality structures that Korean society now displays
have been constructed only during the subsequent decades of rapid eco-
nomic development. Given this historical experience, it is not at all surpris-
ing that Koreans are very keen about social comparisons, both interperson-
ally and intertemporally, and are very conscious about equality. 

Now let us look at the causal mechanism for overall happiness. Table 4
shows that the explanatory variables do not function as well as they did
with the overall life satisfaction variables. In Model 2-3, the explanatory
variables together explain only 6.4% of the total variance in overall happi-
ness, while they explained as much as 25.9% of the total variance in overall
life satisfaction. What this finding suggests are twofold. First, life satisfac-
tion and happiness are two different measures of subjective well-being.
From previous studies, we know that the satisfaction measure is more relat-
ed to the structural aspects of life and is more stable over time and measure-
ment tools, while the happiness measure is more related with the micro
aspects of life, such as personality traits, daily events, and affective dimen-
sions of life. Second, many of the socioeconomic variables have nothing to
do with the degree of perceived happiness. Exceptions include only house-
hold income and subjective social class. 
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Determinants of perceptions of domain-specific quality of life 

From the previously mentioned factor analysis of the 20-item satisfaction
scale, we have found that life satisfaction is organized around three latent
factors: socioeconomic security, public provision system, and interpersonal
relationship. Each of three latent factors of life satisfaction was regressed
with the same set of explanatory variables in the previous regression analy-
sis for overall subjective well-being. The results of this analysis are present-
ed in Table 5.

In Table 5, we find that our explanatory variables, the essence of which
are objective and subjective socioeconomic variables, best explain the
socioeconomic security factor, with 22.3% of variance explained in Model 3-
3. The explanatory power of the model was almost as strong for the public
provision system factor, with 21.5% of the variance explained in Model 4-3.
The interpersonal relationship factor was the worst explained among the
three, with only 13.8% of the variance explained by the Model 5-3. Such dif-
ferences in the explanatory power of the model by the factors show that the
interpersonal aspects of life have relatively little to do with the socioeco-
nomic situation of the individuals. The same point can be confirmed by
examining the regression coefficients. For the interpersonal relationships
factor, unlike the case for other factors, the demographic variables turn out
to be statistically significant. The age and marital status of individuals are
found to be significant determinants of satisfaction with interpersonal rela-
tionships. Married people are more satisfied with this dimension of life than
those who are not. 

Satisfaction with the socioeconomic security is found to be influenced by
the individual’s perceived socioeconomic situation. Also, household income
level positively affects satisfaction with this dimension. Interestingly, men
are found to be more pessimistic about socioeconomic security than women
are. 

Satisfaction with the public provision system are found to be affected by
all three of the subjective socioeconomic situation variables, and the asset
value of housing. In Korea, providing oneself with housing is regarded to be
primarily the responsibility of the individual. At the same time, however,
the housing market is subject to government policy and intervention, and
the proper provision of affordable housing is without a doubt under the
anspices of the Korean of government. This important role of government,
through direct policy intervention and indirect market manipulation, per-
haps is the reason why the housing variable is found to be a determinant of
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the satisfaction with public provision system.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The goal of this study was to show the structure of perceptions of overall
and domain-specific quality of life, and the causal relationship of such per-
ception with objective and subjective socioeconomic status among contem-
porary Koreans. Data from a national-level survey conducted in 1996 were
employed for this purpose.

For factor analyes show that life satisfaction is organized around the three
latent factors: socioeconomic security, public provision system, and inter-
personal relationships. 

Our explanatory models, which encompass both objective and subjective
socioeconomic status measurements, explain life satisfaction measures
much better than they explain happiness measures. Similarly, our models
explain satisfaction with the dimensions of socioeconomic security and pub-
lic provision systems much better than they explain the dimension of satis-
faction with interpersonal relationship. 

Throughout a set of causal analyses, asset value of current housing and
household income consistently proved to be strong and significant determi-
nants both of overall and domain-specific life satisfaction. Subjective socioe-
conomic situation variables — perception of income increase during the
past 5 years, subjective social class position, and the degree of perceived
equality in society — also consistently turned out to be strong determinants
of overall and domain-specific life satisfaction. We conclude that these find-
ings support both the need and the relativity arguments about the relation-
ship between socioeconomic status and the perceived quality of life among
Koreans. Koreans’ perception of the quality of life, especially when mea-
sured as the satisfaction of life, is affected not only by the possession of
absolute and objective socioeconomic means and resources, but also by rela-
tive and subjective self-evaluations about what they have, where they are
located on the socioeconomic ladder, and whether their lives are getting bet-
ter.
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