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ABSTRACTS 
“Labor Market Policy and Subjective Well-being during the Great Recession” (job market paper) 
Average subjective well-being decreased in Europe during the Great Recession, primarily among people with 
less than a college education and among all age groups less than retirement age.  The primary aim of this paper 
is to examine whether different types of labor market policies mitigated or exacerbated the negative impact of 
the Great Recession on subjective well-being for these vulnerable groups.  The analysis is based on a multi-
level regression model using the variation in labor market policy across 23 European countries.  The subjective 
well-being measure used is self-reported life satisfaction.  The results demonstrate that for all vulnerable groups 
with the exception of youth, labor market policies had a significant effect on subjective well-being during the 
Great Recession, but the effect was either mitigating or exacerbating depending on the type of labor market 
policy.  Unemployment support that provided income replacement or programs to help unemployed workers 
find jobs mitigated the negative effect of the Great Recession on subjective well-being.  Conversely, stricter 
employment protection legislation exacerbated the negative effect of the Great Recession.  Suggestive evidence 
is presented that the exacerbating effect is explained by strict employment protection legislation imposing 
rigidities on the labor market, making people feel less optimistic about their future job prospects. 
 
“China's Life Satisfaction, 1990-2010” with Richard A. Easterlin, Malgorzata Switek, and Fei Wang 
(2012), Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 109(25): 9775-9780. 
Despite its unprecedented growth in output per capita in the last two decades, China has essentially followed the 
life satisfaction trajectory of the central and eastern European transition countries— a U-shaped swing and a nil 
or declining trend. There is no evidence of an increase in life satisfaction of the magnitude that might have been 
expected to result from the fourfold improvement in the level of per capita consumption that has occurred. As in 
the European countries, in China the trend and U-shaped pattern appear to be related to a pronounced rise in 
unemployment followed by a mild decline, an accompanying dissolution of the social safety net along with 
growing income inequality. The burden of worsening life satisfaction in China has fallen chiefly on the lowest 
socioeconomic groups. An initially highly egalitarian distribution of life satisfaction has been replaced by an 
increasingly unequal one, with decreasing life satisfaction in persons in the bottom third of the income 
distribution and increasing life satisfaction in those in the top third. 
 
“Experienced Life Cycle Satisfaction in Europe” (submitted for publication) 
The average pattern of experienced life cycle satisfaction for the 17 European countries included in this study 
resembles a wave like M-shape.  The M-shape arises because patterns in the majority of countries share the 
following characteristics: a local maximum in life satisfaction around age 30, declining life satisfaction until 
around age 50 followed by rising life satisfaction, and declining life satisfaction after age 75.  Other features 
that are shared among the majority of countries are male life satisfaction improving relative to female life 
satisfaction as people age, and more educated people reporting higher levels of life satisfaction throughout the 
entire life cycle.  Although these characteristics are shared by the majority of countries, taking the entire life 
cycle into consideration there is no uniform life satisfaction pattern shared by all countries.  The findings from 
this study are based on a non-parametric analysis using repeated cross sectional Eurobarometer data spanning 
1973 to 2010.  The analysis includes controls for cohort effects and other characteristics that are fixed 
throughout the life cycle.  Controls for non-fixed characteristics are not included because the aim of the study is 
to describe and compare experienced life satisfaction over the life cycle.  An advantage of this study is the 
analysis uses the same methodology to analyze data that were collected using uniform methods among 
countries, so it can be concluded that results in this study are identified due to differences in life cycle patterns, 
not differences in the methodologies or data.    
 
“The Impact of Social Assistance Programs on Subjective Well-being: Regression Discontinuity Evidence 
from a Cash Transfer Program in Colombia” with Titus J. Galama, and Juan E Saavedra 
This paper estimates the effect of the Familias en Acción conditional cash transfer program on life satisfaction 
during the first wave of program expansion to large cities in Colombia.  Familias en Acción provides cash 
transfers to poor households with children under the age of 18 conditional on the children meeting school 



attendance or doctor checkup requirements.  All households with children under the age of 18 and a government 
assigned poverty score under a specific level are eligible for the program, creating exogenous variation in 
program participation around the eligibility cutoff. This study re-creates the poverty score and uses the sharp 
cutoff in eligibility as the basis for a regression discontinuity research design.  The results show that the 
program positively affected many aspects of life – households that received a cash transfer increased spending 
on a wide variety of goods to make their lives more comfortable, household members were more likely to be 
formally employed, and household heads reported higher levels of satisfaction with their income. However, the 
positive outcomes did not result in a statistically significant increase in head of household self-reported life 
satisfaction.  
 
“Well-being in Transition: Life Satisfaction in Urban China from 2002 to 2012” with Fei Wang 
Many aspects of life changed for urban residents as the economy continued to liberalize in China from 2002 to 
2012.  This paper examines the changes in various aspects of life which contributed to the increase in average 
self reported life satisfaction observed in urban China over this time.  The results demonstrate that the 
improving labor market is chiefly responsible for the overall increase in life satisfaction.  This is especially true 
for the subset of the population whose life satisfaction is most vulnerable during the on-going liberalization of 
the economy – people with less than a college education.  Increasing income also positively contributed to the 
increase in life satisfaction, but to a lesser extent.  The positive contribution of increased personal income was 
largely offset by income comparison and adaptation to income effects.  The data source for this analysis is 
repeated cross-sectional survey data used in the annual economic reports published by the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences.  A modified version of the Oaxaca decomposition method is developed to utilize annual data 
and is employed to divide the increase in life satisfaction from 2002 to 2012 into segments explained by 
changes in specific aspects of life over this time.   
 


