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PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Life satisfaction refers to a cognitive process in which 
individuals evaluate the quality of their life. It is ‘a refl ective 
appraisal, a judgment, of how well things are going, and 
have been going’ (Argyle, 2001, p. 39). External factors play 
an important role when people make this appraisal. For 
instance, happiness research has shown that married people 
are happier than those who have never been married, 
are divorced or widowed; and employed people are more 
satisfi ed with their life than unemployed people (Layard, 
2005). The relevance of external factors can be linked to 
the philosophical assumption that there are universal needs 
which have to be met in order for people to be happy, 
and people who fi nd themselves in a ‘good situation’ for 
the fulfi lment of needs are happy, while those who fi nd 
themselves in a ‘bad situation’ are unhappy (e.g. Diener, 
Sandvic, Seidlitz & Diener, 1993). 

Previous research on life satisfaction in children has provided 
some insights both into how satisfi ed children are with their 
life and which factors in their lives matter. Compared with 
their peers in other countries, children in the UK rank low 
on life satisfaction (Bradshaw & Richardson, 2009; United 
Nations Children’s Fund, 2007). Low life satisfaction in 
children is correlated with low levels of self-reported health 
and with low levels of satisfaction with their family. In Scott 
and Chaudhary’s (2003) analysis of free text answers of 
children aged 11 to 15 years, they fi nd that when asked 
about one thing they would like to change in their life for it 
to improve, many children mention family-related issues: 
they would like separated parents to reunite, or to live with 
the absent parent or have less confl icts with siblings.

Shifting the focus to other factors that affect children’s life 
satisfaction, Powdthavee and Vignoles (2008) fi nd that not 
living in a household with both their biological parents and 
with higher numbers of other children reduces children’s 
life satisfaction. Furthermore, there appear to be age and 
gender differences. Among all children in the UK, it is those 

aged 13-15, and among them girls in particular, who are 
unhappiest with their life overall (Bradshaw & Keung, 2010; 
Scott & Chaudhary, 2003. In Canada, Burton and Phipps 
(2010a) found a negative relationship between minority 
ethnic background and life satisfaction among children 
which the authors suggest is attributable to the lower 
income position of minority ethnic group households. 

The relationship between life satisfaction and family income 
has not been analysed for children in the UK. To the extent 
that a basic sustainable income is essential if individuals are 
to have access to resources needed to fulfi l basic needs and 
participate in mainstream society, we may expect a positive 
relationship between income and life satisfaction. This has 
been well documented in the research on life satisfaction 
in adults (Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999; Ferrier-i-
Carbonnell, 2005). The relationship between income and 
life satisfaction may not be as strong for children (Burton 
& Phillips, 2010b). Unlike adults, children may not view 
their family’s income as a sign of their personal success 
and may not know the family income. They are also less 
likely to have an insight into the family fi nances and may 
misjudge the affl uence of their family, particularly if living 
in an area where their peers come from households with 
similar income levels. In addition, there is empirical evidence 
that parents shield their children from fi nancial hardship 
by spending on their children rather than themselves 
(Middleton, Ashworth & Braithwaite, 1997). Children’s 
assessment of their family’s fi nancial situation may blur the 
association between family income and life satisfaction that 
is found for adults.

The comparatively low levels of life satisfaction in children 
living in the UK may also be explained by the relatively 
high prevalence of child poverty. Children are, according 
to scientifi c convention for international comparisons, 
poor if they live in a household with a needs-adjusted 
income that is below 50% of the median income in their 

Policymakers across the world increasingly recognise the importance of life 
satisfaction as a desirable individual outcome at all stages of the life cycle. 

Policy attention with respect to children’s well-being has largely focused on improving the fi nancial position of families with 
children. A new indicator of child poverty has been proposed, intended to measure differences in children’s circumstances 
closely linked to their well-being (Willitts, 2006). Using data from Understanding Society, this chapter investigates whether 
the new material deprivation measures of child poverty, introduced to help target effective policies that make a real 
difference to children’s lives, do affect the self-perceived life satisfaction of children living in the UK.

INTRODUCTION
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country. In 2000, 16.5% of children aged 0-17 living in the 
UK were living in a poor household. Among 24 member 
countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), this rate was topped only by 
the United States of America where 22% of all children in 
this age group lived in poverty (United Nations Children’s 
Fund, 2007). Using the conventional measure of household 
income, child poverty rates in the UK have been falling from 
22% in 1998-1999 to 11% in 2008-2009 (Department for 
Work and Pensions, 2010). 

More recently, organisations such as OECD, the European 
Union and the UK Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
have adopted a new approach to measuring child poverty 
based on material deprivation. The new measures consider 
whether children are excluded from mainstream society due 
to poverty. In this framework, children who have the same 
standard of living as other children despite living in a family 
on a low income would be considered non-poor. 

It has been suggested that living in an income-poor 
household and also not being able to afford things that 
most people consider necessary for adults and for children 
to participate in mainstream society represents a child 
poverty measure that is better suited to capture such 
differences that make a real difference to children’s quality 
of life (Willitts, 2006). While recognising the potential 
importance of material deprivation measures as indicators 
of living standards that improve our understanding of social 
exclusion, the approach of preferring these measures over 
income as a measure of poverty has been questioned by 
some (Berthoud, Blekesaune & Hancock, 2006).

Understanding Society provides these new markers of child 
poverty alongside children’s own accounts of how satisfi ed 
they are with their life, allowing us to investigate empirically 
whether the material deprivation measures do indeed 
capture differences in the self-perceived quality of life of 
children as measured by their overall life satisfaction. 

DATA AND KEY MEASURES
Interviews with young people aged 10-15 living in 
sample households are an integral part of Understanding 
Society. The Understanding Society Youth Questionnaire 
sample currently contains data from 2,163 young people 
aged 10-15 years. Information is collected using a self-
completion questionnaire, which in Wave 1, focused on 
health, health behaviour, school, friends, aspirations for the 
future, behavioural and psychological well-being, and family 
relationships. We use information from the Understanding 
Society youth sample and augment it with information on 
their family’s material well-being, which is available from 
interviews with an adult in the household.

Our key outcome variable, overall life satisfaction or 
happiness, is collected using a 7-point scale where 
categories are represented by more or less smiling faces. 
Participants are asked to tick the box which best describes 
how they feel about their life as a whole (Figure 1). For ease 
of interpretation, the analysis reverses the coding of the 
information so that higher values on the scale represent 
greater satisfaction.

There are three measures of young people’s material 
situation. The fi rst is a measure of gross usual monthly 
household income equivalised to allow for household size. 
We exclude from the analysis households with zero or 
negative household income, and those above the 99th 
percentile of the household income distribution. The average 
household income quintiles for households with children 
aged 10-15 years range from the lowest quintile of less 
than £1,102 per month to the highest quintile of more than 
£3,998 per month.

In addition, two indices of material deprivation, also used 
by the DWP, designed to measure the more permanent 
fi nancial strain on families with children are used. The 
fi rst index, the Household Material Deprivation Index 
(HMDI), measures the material deprivation of adults in the 
household. In each household an eligible adult is asked: 

Do you (and your family partner) have...
•  A holiday away from home for at least one week a year, 

whilst not staying with relatives at their home?
•  Friends or family around for a drink or meal at least 

once a month?
•  Two pairs of all weather shoes for all adult members 

of the family?
•  Enough money to keep your house in a decent state 

of repair?
•  Household contents insurance?
•  Enough money to make regular savings of £10 a 

month or more for rainy days or retirement?
•  Enough money to replace any worn out furniture?
•  Enough money to replace or repair major electrical 

goods such as a refrigerator or a washing machine, 
when broken?

  Figure 1 Life satisfaction measure

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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The response categories for each of these questions are 
(1) I/we have this (2) I/we cannot afford this (3) I/we do not 
need/want this. When a respondent felt this question was 
not applicable to them this was coded to (4) not applicable 
(spontaneous). 

To generate the HMDI, each household that cannot afford 
the item is assigned a value of 1 (all others: 0), multiplied 
by the proportion of the population that has the item, then 
summed and divided over the total number of items. The 
idea behind weighting the item by the proportion of the 
population that has the item is that not having it may have 
a greater impact the more people have it. The index can 
range from 0 to 1, with 1 representing a household lacking 
all items that everybody else has. The mean HMDI score for 
our sample is 0.17. 

The second index, the Child Material Deprivation Index (CMDI), 
is calculated over 9 items relating to children’s material 
deprivation. The adult responsible for children aged 0-16 in 
the household is asked whether (all) child(ren) have or do: 

•  A family holiday away from home for at least one 
week a year?

•  Enough bedrooms for every child of 10 or over of 
a different sex to have their own bedroom?

•  Leisure equipment such as sports equipment or 
a bicycle?

•  Celebrations on special occasions such as birthdays, 
Christmas or other religious festivals?

•  Go swimming at least once a month?
•  A hobby or leisure activity?
•  Have friends around for tea or a snack once a fortnight?
•  Go to a toddler group, nursery or playgroup at least 

once a week?
•  Go on school trips?

The response categories are: 
(1) Child(ren) have this 
(2) Child(ren) would like this but I/we cannot afford this 
(3) Child(ren) do not need/want this 
When a respondent felt this question was not applicable 
to them, this was coded to (4) not applicable (spontaneous). 

The Child Material Deprivation Index (CMDI) is calculated 
and interpreted in the same way as the HMDI. The mean 
CMDI score for our sample is 0.06. 

Basic socio-demographic characteristics including age, sex, 
ethnicity, the number of biological parents in the household, 
and total number of children aged 0-15 in the household 
were used to control for some of the variation in the 
youth life satisfaction scores. All results are weighted using 
Understanding Society design weights.

RESULTS
Overall, 10-15 year-olds in the UK appear to be very 
satisfi ed with their lives. Their mean life satisfaction score 
is 5.9 (out of a total possible of 7). 70% of young people 
ticked one of the two categories representing greatest life 
satisfaction; about four percent selected one of the three 
categories refl ecting least life satisfaction. This distribution 
matches that found in other surveys such as the British 
Household Panel Survey (Bradshaw & Keung, 2010; Scott 
& Chaudhary, 2003), young people’s mean life satisfaction 
by quintile group of household income, the household 
material deprivation index (HMDI) and the child material 
deprivation index (CMDI). Young people in materially better-
off households report, on average, higher life satisfaction. 
The average life satisfaction score of those living in 
households with an income in the bottom quintile group of 
the distribution is 5.8, while that of youths in the top quintile 
group is 6.1. Statistically signifi cant differences in mean life 
satisfaction only exist between the top and the bottom two 
quintile groups. Young people report lower life satisfaction 
the higher their household scores on the HMDI i.e. the 
greater the material deprivation of the household. There are 
statistically signifi cant differences in mean life satisfaction 
between those in the bottom and the top two household 
income quintile groups on the HDMI. 

By contrast, there is no clear association between the 
CMDI and young people’s life satisfaction by income quintile 
group. Using the CMDI measure, young people in the 
most deprived quintile group are signifi cantly less satisfi ed 
with their life than those in the bottom quintile group (5.7 
compared to 6.0, respectively), but are also signifi cantly less 
happy than youths in the 3rd quintile group.

  Figure 2 Young people’s life satisfaction by quintile groups of household 
income, household material deprivation index (HMDI) and child material 
deprivation index (CMDI)

 % 5.5 5.6 5.7 5.8 5.9 6 6.1 6.2

■ QUINTILE HIGHEST  ■ QUINTILE 4TH  ■ QUINTILE 3RD  ■ QUINTILE 2ND
■ QUINTILE LOWEST

Life satisfaction score

Household
Income

HMDI

CMDI
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ACCOUNTING FOR OTHER CHARACTERISTICS

The relationships between household income, the HDMI 
and CMDI and life satisfaction described above may be due 
to other individual or household characteristics. To account 
for these, a multivariate regression model was estimated. 
The model controls for basic socio-demographics and 
family composition which previous research has suggested 
infl uences the life satisfaction of children (Table 1).

The results suggest that the association between life 
satisfaction and age or gender is not statistically signifi cant 
once other factors are considered. Young people living in 
England are less satisfi ed with their life than those living 
in other UK countries, life satisfaction is higher for those 
living with both their biological parents, and is lower as the 
number of children in the household increases. Interestingly, 
there is a positive association between ethnicity and life 
satisfaction for those who consider themselves as belonging 
to a minority ethnic group, even though the results are not 
statistically signifi cant. 

After controlling for 
other factors, there 
is no association 
between young 
people’s life 
satisfaction scores 
and household 
income, and none 
with either the 
household or child 
material deprivation 
indices. A number 

of alternative specifi cations were tested to check the 
robustness of this result. For example, to explore the 
conjecture that young people may not care about the extent 
of their material deprivation relative to others but about 
whether or not their family cannot afford things perceived 
by the majority of the population as necessary, the material 
deprivation indices were constructed without weighting 
individual items by the share of the population that has the 
item. A deprivation index over all household and child items 
(both weighted and not weighted by the population share 
that has the items), and including a marker for whether the 
family’s income is below the poverty line, was also tested. 
None of this yielded statistically signifi cant associations 
between young people’s material situation and their life 
satisfaction.

Finally, the items of the CMDI were included individually, 
and the responses ‘we cannot afford this’ and ‘children do 
not need/want this’ recoded to a new category of ‘children 
do not have/do this’ (reported in Table 2). The aim was to 
test whether there is an effect on children’s life satisfaction 

Table 1 Predictions of life satisfaction in young people 
(ordinary-least-squares regression)

**p<.01; ***p<.001; ns – not signifi cant

  

 Age 

 Gender

 British/Irish White

 Lives in England

  Number of biological 
parents in household

  Number of children in household

  Household income/1000

  Household Material Deprivation Index

  Child Material Deprivation Index

  N

Coeff.

ns

ns

ns

 -0.23**

 0.29***

 -0.11***

ns

ns

ns

2,005

Table 2 Predictions of life satisfaction in young people using 
child material deprivation index items (Ordinary-least-squares 
regression)

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; ns – not signifi cant

   

 Age 

 Gender

 British/Irish White

 Lives in England

 Number of biological 
 parents in household

 Number of children in 
 household

 Household income/1000

  Household Material 
Deprivation Index

  Child material 
deprivation items

 holidays

 own bedroom

  leisure equipment

  celebrations

  swimming

  a hobby

 friends around

 toddler group

  school trips

  N

Cannot 
afford item

Coeff.

ns

ns

ns

 -0.23**

 0.29***

 -0.11***

ns

ns

 -0.02

 0.04

 0.04

 -0.02

 -0.15

 -0.14

 -0.44

 -0.91

 -0.21

2,005

Child material deprivation 
operationalised as…

Does not 
have item

Coeff.

ns

ns

ns

 -0.23**

 0.29***

 -0.12***

ns

ns

 -0.12

 0.03

 -0.05

 -0.09

 -0.04

 -0.25

 -0.21*

 -0.74

 -0.31

2,005

Childhood material 
deprivation is 
defi ned as not 

being able to 
have things most 
people consider 

a necessary part 
of participating in 

society
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of not having or doing what others perceive as necessary, 
rather than the family not being able to afford the item or 
activity. This conjecture is partly confi rmed by the empirical 
fi nding that the item ‘children do not have friends around’ 
is negatively associated with young people’s life satisfaction. 
Otherwise the empirical results are the same across model 
specifi cations.

DISCUSSION
New measures of child poverty have been introduced to 
help target effective policies that make a real difference 
to children’s lives. An increasingly popular way to assess 
what makes a real difference to people’s lives is to show 
its relation to life satisfaction. The research presented 
here suggests that the new child poverty measures are 
not associated with children’s life satisfaction. This implies 
that any policy improvements based on this child poverty 
measure may not represent real improvements in quality 
of life as they are perceived by children themselves.

It may be that the family’s material situation affects 
children’s life satisfaction more indirectly, for instance, 
through the kind of food children consume, the range 
of leisure activities they can undertake, the quality of 
neighbourhoods and schools they are exposed to, and, 
perhaps most importantly, through the socio-emotional 
and psychological effect on the relationships between family 
members (Kempson, 1996). For example, in Chapter 4 by 
Wolke and Skew, we can see the impact of other elements 
in adolescents’ lives such as bullying both at home and at 
school and the effect this has on increasing behavioural 
problems and reducing life satisfaction. The explanation for 
young people’s life satisfaction is likely to be more complex 
than can be measured by the material deprivation indices 
alone even though these remain valuable measures for 
increasing our understanding of disadvantage and poverty.

Understanding Society offers information to investigate 
each of these aspects in a comprehensive life satisfaction 
model for a specifi c group of children, namely youths aged 
10-15 years. Once planned data linkages to administrative 
health records and administrative education records 
have been undertaken, it will be possible, for instance, to 
tease out the effects on life satisfaction which objective 
differences in education and health make to children’s lives. 
The analysis of life satisfaction in youths will also benefi t 
from repeated observations over time on a larger sample, 
including the ethnic minority boost sample. It is known that 
people tend to overstate how satisfi ed they are with their 
lives when confronted with this type of question for the 
fi rst time (Frick, Goebel, Schechtman, Wagner & Yitzhnki, 
2004) and the longitudinal design of Understanding Society 

will allow us to hold 
constant unobserved 
characteristics that may 
infl uence life satisfaction 
reports as the sample 
of young people matures 
into adulthood.

This age group 
represents an important 
segment of children in 
poverty. Children aged 

10-15 represent 10% of the population living in poverty 
and 33% of all children in the UK. However, there is no 
association between the new material deprivation measures 
of poverty and life satisfaction for this age group. One 
reason may be that the selection of items for the CMDI is 
more relevant for younger children. Note for example, the 
inclusion of an item about toddler groups or playgroups 
which may be highly relevant at younger ages but not for 
the age group in this analysis. 

The use of life satisfaction to assess whether policies 
contribute to real improvements in children’s lives and 
to an increase in their well-being should be a priority for 
public policy. The foundations for a comprehensive policy 
to improve young people’s immediate or current quality of 
life policy would not only focus on preparing young people 
for a future role in the labour market through education 
and training, but also provide them with positive things 
to do in their leisure time. Youth represent a major age 
segment of children with distinct needs and requirements 
for well-being.

There is no clear 
association 

between the 
child material 

deprivation 
index and life 

satisfaction 
among youth
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Sample Size
The Understanding Society Youth Questionnaire was 
completed by 2,163 young people aged 10-15 years 
in the four UK countries: in England there were 1,672 
young people, 97 in Wales, 176 in Scotland, and 211 
in Northern Ireland. The Youth Questionnaire is self-
completion and completed by the young person in 
confi dence. The household income measure is derived 
from all adult interviews within the household and the 
material deprivation indices are reported by one eligible 
adult in each household. Of the 2,163 adolescents and 
after excluding those with any missing information on the 
key measures, 2,005 young people were included in this 
analysis. The data are weighted to take account of design 
effects in the sample.

Findings
Young people aged 10 – 15 years in the UK generally have 
high levels of life satisfaction. Their mean life satisfaction 
score is 5.9 (out of a total possible of 7). 70% of young 
people ticked one of the two categories representing 
greatest life satisfaction; about four percent selected one 
of the three categories refl ecting least life satisfaction.

Young people in higher income households report, on 
average, higher life satisfaction. Young people report 
lower life satisfaction the higher their household scores 
on the Household Material Deprivation Index. In contrast, 
there is no clear association between the Child Material 
Deprivation Index and young people’s life satisfaction. 
However, when controlling for demographic and 
household factors, we fi nd no associations between young 
people’s life satisfaction scores and household income or 
with household or child material deprivation indices.

The results suggest that children’s life satisfaction is 
affected indirectly, for example through the kind of food 
children consume, the range of leisure activities they can 
undertake, the quality of neighbourhoods and schools 
they are exposed to, and through the socio-emotional 
and psychological effect on the relationships between 
family members. The explanation for young people’s life 
satisfaction is likely to be more complex than can be 
measured by the material deprivation indices alone even 
though these remain valuable measures for increasing our 
understanding of disadvantage and poverty.
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