
ŒCONOMICA 

 155 

 

 

Economic Factors and Life Satisfaction:  

Trends from South African Communities  

 

Chengedzai Mafini1 

 

Abstract: This article investigated the influence of four economic factors, namely education, health, 

income level and household size on the life satisfaction of township residents in South Africa. The 

sample consisted of 985 individuals drawn from three townships located in the southern part of 

Gauteng Province. The association between each economic factor and life satisfaction was analysed 

using regression analysis. Education, health, and household size predicted life satisfaction, which 

validates traditionally acknowledged relationship trends. However, income was not statistically 

significant, which contradicts conventional perspectives. Education was the strongest predictor of life 

satisfaction when compared to other economic factors. Overall, the results of the study confirm the 

complexity of the association between economic factors and life satisfaction. Governments in 

developing countries may refer to the results of the study in their quest to develop and implement 

economic initiatives and policies aimed at improving the well-being of poor communities.  

Keywords: Life satisfaction; education; health; income; household size; township societies; South 

Africa 

JEL Classification: H31  

 

1. Introduction and Background 

Lately, public unrest appears to have become the norm in South Africa. Prominent 

examples of this civil turbulence include an exponential increase in service 

delivery protests, the rise of xenophobic violence targeted at foreigners, country-

wide mass protests by higher education students who are demanding free 

education, protests by labour unions as they demand better working conditions for 

workers, and the Marikana Strike of 2012 which resulted in the massacre of 44 

mine workers. Due to these developments, South Africa has been christened the 

“protest capital of the world” since the protests have reached epidemic proportions. 

The effects of the protests have been devastating, ranging from loss of life to 

extensive destruction of infrastructure, damage to the national brand, loss of 
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investor confidence and political instability, amongst others (Nleya, 2011). A 

notable feature in most of these protests is that they are either concentrated in 

townships or involve at most, residents of townships. This is not surprising, since 

the majority of the residents of townships are low income earners who experience 

the harsh realities of economic deprivation in modern South Africa.  

The manifestations of civil discontentment mentioned above attract a number of 

conundrums that require urgent answers. Chief among these questions is the reason 

why people have resorted to such extreme measures. Whilst several answers could 

be provided, each having its own merits and demerits, one possibility is that people 

in townships are generally dissatisfied with the quality of their lives. Perhaps this 

dissatisfaction emanates from unmet expectations, compelling these people to 

resort to venting out their frustrations in order to be heard by in government. This 

perspective emphasises low life satisfaction experiences stemming from the failure 

to resolve the dissonance towards numerous, complex and pressing economic 

issues, which generates the desire for mass public protests. 

It is against the above-narrative that this study ventured to investigate the interplay 

between economic factors and life satisfaction. Specifically, the aim of the study is 

to examine the influence of four economic factors, namely education, health, 

income and household size on life satisfaction amongst residents of South African 

townships. As exhibited through their popular protestations, residents of South 

African townships are a sensitive cohort who do not hesitate to express themselves 

in matters regarding their welfare, which creates an impetus to tap into their views 

frequently. Besides, life satisfaction trends in society are rarely constant, and this 

actuates the need to monitor them on a continuous basis. Still, for a developing 

country such as South Africa, empirically generated information about life 

satisfaction patterns is an important reference source in public policy formulation 

and implementation. Thus this study is significant in that it could provide updated 

information on economic well-being of South African township dwellers, who are 

an important strategic constituency within the country.  

 

2. Theoretical Insights and Propositions 

This section briefly analyses literature on life satisfaction and the four economic 

factors under consideration in this study. These discussions culminate in a 

proposition on the influence of each factor on life satisfaction.  

2.1. Life Satisfaction 

As defined by Graham (2014) satisfaction in general is the realisation of one’s 

desires and goals. Satisfaction has also been conceptualised with respect to the 

concept of happiness (Diener, 2000), or a consistent, optimistic mood state (Steel et 

al., 2008) as well as contentment and stability (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). These 
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conceptualisations provide a linkage between satisfaction and the fulfilment or 

gratification of aspirations or needs. In this study, life satisfaction was perceived as 

the emotional reactions of an individual outside his/her work life (Demirel, 2014) 

or a result obtained by the comparison of what a person wants and possesses (Özer 

& Sackes, 2011). This denotes that life satisfaction includes elements such as a 

general attitude of the individual towards life, being happy in daily life, feeling 

physically better-off, economic security and having well-fulfilling social 

relationships. The evaluative process of life satisfaction enables individuals to 

assess their own range of life satisfaction levels based on a presumed standard set 

of criteria that meets their expectations (Lewis et al., 2011). People possess unique 

criteria that express what a good life is, which may offset the typical benchmarks 

of a good life such as health and successful relationships (Gilman & Huebner, 

2006). Hence, individuals may possess different sets of standards to define success 

in their life domains. 

2.2. Education and Life Satisfaction 

Empirical findings substantiate a positive relationship between education and life 

satisfaction. Özer and Sackes (2011) suggest that education is positively related to 

life satisfaction because it enables people to make progress towards their goals or 

to adapt to changes in life. Research by Cuñado and Pérez-de-Gracia (2012) 

concluded that people with higher education levels appear to be more optimistic in 

their outlook of life and have more realistic expectations for life in general. Some 

scholars (Amaike, 2009; Martikainen, 2009) opine that education improves life 

satisfaction through its close connection with income and occupational status. In a 

number of studies conducted in international contexts (Frey, 2008; Salinas-Jiménez 

et al., 2011; Veenhoven, 2010), it emerged that education was positively and 

significantly related to life satisfaction. In another study by Frijns (2010), a 

hypothesis suggesting that education generally exerts a more positive effect on life 

satisfaction among individuals living in economically deprived regions found 

support and was accepted. These insights culminate in the formulation of the 

following proposition: 

Proposition 1: The higher the level of education, the higher the life satisfaction of 

residents amongst township societies 

2.3. Health and Life Satisfaction 

According to O’Neill (2010) various cross-sectional studies have shown that 

reports of good physical health are associated with higher levels of life satisfaction. 

Several studies (Kim & Shin, 2009; Skevington et al., 2004; Tiliouine, 2009; 

Veenhoven, 2009) consider health to be an important domain accounting for life 

satisfaction. Gwozdz and Sousa-Poza (2010) contend that ill health may negatively 

influence well-being as it interferes with the attainment of goals. In studies by 

some scholars (Kim, 2012; Oshio & Kobayashi, 2010) health was found to be 
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amongst the most significant domains of life that predict life satisfaction. Lee and 

Oh (2013) further affirm that amongst the drivers of well-being is satisfaction with 

current health and with the availability and quality of medical services. In a South 

African survey, Ebrahim et al. (2013) observed that health was a major determinant 

of life satisfaction amongst all racial groups. In another study by Vinson and 

Ericson (2012) respondents who mentioned that their health was “very good” were 

more than five times likely to be in the high life satisfaction category when 

compared to those who indicated that their health was “poor”, giving a 

mathematical ratio of 5:1. Kapteyn et al. (2009) found that global life satisfaction is 

well-described by four domains, namely job or daily activities, social contacts and 

family, health, and income. These insights suggest that good health predisposes 

people to enjoy a high degree of life satisfaction and happiness. In view of this, the 

following proposition is suggested: 

Proposition 2: Good health leads to higher satisfaction with life amongst residents 

of township societies 

2.4. Income and Life Satisfaction 

Research on the influence of income on life satisfaction is quite extensive and 

mainly shows a positive interaction between the two factors. As argued by 

Easterlin et al. (2010) an increase in income and consumption facilitates the 

satisfaction of a greater number of needs, leading to the attainment of higher levels 

of well-being. Studies by Deaton (2008) and Pittau et al. (2010) found particularly 

strong relationships between income and life satisfaction amongst people in “low-

income” countries. South African research, (Møller, 1999; 2004) found that income 

has a greater influence on life satisfaction than race. Economic status among South 

Africans tends to correlate with life satisfaction, with those in the high income 

bracket reporting higher satisfaction than those in the lower income bracket (Yul & 

Gaibie, 2011). Several other South African studies focusing on the economics of 

happiness (Hinks & Gruen, 2007; Mahadea & Rawat, 2008; Møller, 2007; Posel & 

Casale, 2011; Powdthavee, 2003) have since sustained the positive linkage existing 

between income and life satisfaction. Further confirmation of the positive 

connection between income and life satisfaction in selected but different 

geographical contexts is found through findings by Helliwell et al. (2009) in 

Western Europe, the US and Canada, Sacks et al. (2010) in 140 countries across 

the world, as well as Leigh and Wolfers, 2006) in Australia. Upon reflecting on 

these insights, it is rational to expect that income generally matters more for 

individuals living in economically deprived regions such as townships. To test this 

assertion, the following proposition is formulated: 

Proposition 3: Higher levels of income lead to higher levels of life satisfaction 

amongst residents of township societies. 
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2.5. Household Size and Life Satisfaction  

Household size is an important determinant of family’s or individual’s poverty 

status since the official measure of poverty incorporates family size (Anderson et 

al., 2012). When the family is unwieldy, it may be unable to function well in areas 

such as childcare and ability to adequately educate children in the family (Kingdon 

& Knight, 2007). Lelkes (2010) affirms that family size is influenced by an 

assortment of factors that include economic, socio-cultural, and environmental 

factors that is occupational, social and economic status of the family. In turn, 

choice of family size determines the level of benefit or shortcoming the individual 

or family will enjoy. For instance, a smaller family size may be able to afford 

better levels of education, incomes, health and economic life (van der Maesen & 

Walker, 2012). However, larger family sizes typically lead to low or poor levels of 

education, income, health, welfare and economic status. To ensure a better quality 

of life it is deemed necessary to avoid a large family size in order to mitigate the 

burden and negative effects of choosing a large family size (Hou, 2014). Knies 

(2011) found that families with relatively small sizes (one to six children) do not 

visit the hospital for treatment regularly, hence a lesser expenditure on health. A 

study by Arthur (2006) observed a significant relationship between the levels of 

education of respondents and choice of family size, with those in smaller 

households having better education. In parallel, Jenkins et al. (2011) found that 

among both male and female children, smaller family size and higher parental 

socio-economic position were both associated with substantially higher school 

marks, university entrance as well as disposable income, which has a positive 

bearing on their life satisfaction. Based on these findings, it is reasonable to 

anticipate that in the current study, people in smaller households could experience 

higher levels of life satisfaction. For that reason, the following proposition is 

submitted: 

Proposition 4: The smaller the size of the household the greater the life 

satisfaction of people in township societies 

 

3. Research Method  

3.1. Research Design and Sample 

A quantitative approach using the cross sectional survey design was adopted. In 

making this selection, various advantages of cross sectional surveys that include 

representativeness, impartiality, replicability and being systematic were considered, 

as suggested by Moutinho and Hutcheson (2011). Upon considering the 

geographical scope of the study, three low-income townships, namely Sebokeng, 

Sharpville and Sicelo that are located in the southern part of Gauteng Province, 

South Africa were included. For Sebokeng Township, only zone 10 and zone 17 
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were included and for Sharpville, only Tshepiso was included while the entire 

township of Sicelo was included in the study. The non-probability sampling 

approach using the convenience sampling techniques was then applied to recruit 

respondents.  

An analysis of the demographic details of respondents showed that in Sebokeng, 

nearly 72% (n=214) of the respondents were unmarried, while in Sharpville almost 

65% (n=184) of the respondents were not married and in Sicelo close to 66% 

(n=264) of the respondents were unmarried. Age-wise, in Sebokeng the greatest 

number of respondents (45%; n=134) were aged between 36 and 50 years. A 

similar pattern was observed in Sharpville where approximately 51% (n=146) of 

the respondents were also aged between 36 and 50 years. However, a somewhat 

different pattern emerged in Sicelo, where most of the respondents were in the 18 

to 35 age cohort (55%; n=220). These results depict a general dominance of the 

younger age group in the current study. In terms of gender, the statistical 

representation for males was the following: 55% (n=165) for Sebokeng; 51% 

(n=146) for Sharpville; and nearly 57% (n=228) for Sicelo. Still, most of the 

respondents recruited in Sebokeng (61%; n=183) and Sharpville (53%; n= 150) 

were employed. However, in contrast, almost equal numbers of employed and 

unemployed respondents (50%; n=402) were drawn in Sicelo. These results 

illustrate that there was sufficient representation of both unemployed and employed 

people in this study.  

3.2. The Survey 

The current paper was part of a broader study that investigated the influence of 

socio-economic factors on life satisfaction. The portion used in this paper includes 

data collected from the part of the survey instrument that comprised the 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al, 1985) to measure life satisfaction. 

Categorical data was elicited on economic factors through questions requesting 

respondents to indicate their profiles in terms of each economic factor. Permission 

to collect data was granted by local ward councillors in Sebokeng, Sharpville and 

Sicelo, respectively. After developing the questionnaire, 500 copies were 

distributed in each of the three townships in November 2014 to the conveniently 

selected sample of respondents. The questionnaires were administered with the 

assistance of two trained research assistants who are students at a university located 

in Southern Gauteng. To explain the aim of the study, a cover letter was attached to 

the questionnaire. Before participating in the study, respondents were requested to 

sign an informed consent form. During the data collection process, various ethical 

considerations were observed, and these include participant confidentiality, 

voluntary participation and protection from harm and victimisation. Additionally, 

respondents were assured that the results of the study would be made available to 

those who were interested. Data collection was conducted during weekends when 

most residents of these townships were available.  
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3.3. Data Analysis 

After the questionnaires were collected, they were subjected to screening in order 

to eliminate incomplete ones or those that were spoilt. Afterwards, the data were 

captured on a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Thereafter, the Excel spreadsheet was 

imported into the SPSS Version 23.0 for data analysis. The data analysis included 

frequency distributions for demographic analyses and regression analysis to test the 

association between economic factors and life satisfaction. 

 

4. Regression Analysis 

Regression analysis using a single regression model combining data collected from 

the three township was employed to measure the association between economic 

factors and life satisfaction. The results obtained in the regression analysis are 

reported in Table 1.  

Table 1. Regression Analysis: Economic Factors and Life Satisfaction 

Independent variables: Socio-

economic factors 

Dependent variable: Life satisfaction 

Beta 

(β) 

T 

(t) 

Sig 

(P) 

Educational Level: No Formal 

Educational Qualification  

-0.105 -2.863 0.005 

Matric:                         Reference Group 3.426 0.000 

Post Matric                          0.570 0.451 0.652 

Health Status 0.132 2.299 0.022 

Income Level: Low Income  -0.016 -0.234 0.815 

Medium Income                 Reference Group 0.514 0.608 

High Income 0.021 0.930 0.348 

Household Size: Small family 0.497 3.633 0.000 

Medium family:                  Reference Group 1.909 0.057 

Large family -0.177 -2.001 0.046 

Senior citizens -0.142 -3.421 0.001 

R= 0.369   Adjusted R2 = 0.298  * Significant at the .05 level 

As reported in Table 1, the R-square value for the regression model was calculated 

at 0.298, implying that the independent variables accounted to nearly 29% of the 

total variance explained in life satisfaction. This further gives the hint that an 

estimated 71% of the total variance is accounted for by other factors that were not 

included in this study.  

Educational level was entered in the regression model using three categories; 

namely no formal educational qualification, matric (reference group) and 
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postmatric. People without formal education were found to possess less life 

satisfaction (β = -0.105; P =0.005) when compared to those with matric. Those 

with postmatric levels of education were found to be more satisfied with life (β = 

0.570; P =0.652) than those with matric. The positive beta associated with higher 

educational levels signifies that life satisfaction increases as educational levels 

increase. By implication, in township societies, it is expected that people with 

higher levels of education demonstrate a higher satisfaction with life than those 

who are less educated or are without education. Therefore, Proposition 1 was 

supported and accepted in this study.  

With regards to health status, the results of the regression analysis revealed that 

people with people in good health experienced higher life satisfaction (β = 0.132; 

P= 0.022) when compared to those with poor health. The positive beta result 

depicts that life satisfaction increases as health improves while poor personal 

health is linked to a decline in life satisfaction. This shows that in low income 

urban societies, people who are in good health experience higher satisfaction with 

life than those who are in poor health. Thus, Proposition 2 was supported and is 

accepted in this study.  

With reference to income status, the results of the regression analysis made it plain 

that income was not statistically significant for all categories that were entered into 

the regression model (P= 0.815 for Low income; P = 0.608 for Medium Income 

and P =0.348 for High Income). The beta value for low income was negative and 

almost negligible or close to zero (β = -0.016), indicating that the difference in life 

satisfaction between low income earners and middle income earners was marginal. 

Besides, the life satisfaction for high income earners was marginally higher (β = 

0.021) than that of medium income earners. These results unmask the interesting 

notion that higher levels of income may not necessarily lead to higher levels of life 

satisfaction and that low income does not automatically signal dissatisfaction with 

life. Along these lines, it is likely that in the context of the low income urban 

townships sampled in this study, income status does not determine the levels of 

satisfaction with life. Hence, Proposition 3 was not supported and was rejected in 

this study.  

Regarding household size, the results of the regression analysis showed that people 

in smaller households had greater satisfaction with life (β = 0.497; P=0.000) when 

compared to those in medium sized families. Moreover, people in large families 

had lower life satisfaction (β = -0.177; P=0.046) when compared to those in 

medium sized families. The negative beta result denotes that the larger the size of 

the household, the lower the life satisfaction, and vice versa. This makes it clear 

that in low income urban societies, households with fewer individuals are more 

likely to be satisfied than those with many individuals living together under the 

same roof. Therefore, Proposition 4 was supported and accepted in this study. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1. Orthodox Trends 

In this study there emerged an apparent stream of results that conformed to 

traditionally accepted trends. The influence of education, health and household size 

on life satisfaction was consistent with conventionally accepted trends as presented 

by the results of previous studies. For instance, the positive influence of education 

on life satisfaction is consistent with the results of previous studies of authors such 

as Amaike (2006), Cuñado and Pérez-de-Gracia (2012), Daukantaite and 

Zukauskiene (2006), Özer and Sackes (2011) and Salinas-Jiménez et al. (2011) in 

which it was found that education exerts a positive influence on life satisfaction.  

With regard to health, the results of this study found that good health leads to better 

satisfaction with life in all three townships. This result is congruent to the results of 

a number of previous studies (Blanchflower, 2008; Diener et al., 2010; Ebrahim, 

Botha & Snowball., 2013; Lee & Oh, 2013) in which health emerged as a 

determinant of life satisfaction. On household size and life satisfaction, the results 

of the study validate the conclusion of previous studies (Anderson et al., 2012; 

Jenkins et al., 2011; Lelkes, 2010; Maesen & Walker, 2012) that smaller household 

size leads to increased life satisfaction. These orthodox results provide a level of 

validation to previous studies that produced similar results. Thus, people in the 

townships surveyed in this study are generally not different from the rest of the 

world in terms of their beliefs and attitudes towards the life satisfaction and the 

economic factors mentioned.  

5.2. Heterodox Trends 

In this study heterodoxy is taken to imply those results that are at variance with or 

are not consistent with the previously established trends regarding the relationship 

between specific economic factors and life satisfaction. Heterodoxy was observed 

in results concerning the influence of income on life satisfaction.  

The study places a limitation on the influence of income on life satisfaction. The 

conventional perspective on this relationship as shown in previous studies (e.g. 

Howell & Howell, 2008; Lucas & Schimmack, 2009) is that there is a causal 

relationship between money and well-being. This perspective is premised on the 

view that money can be exchanged for goods and services that enhance the utility 

enjoyed by an individual. Contrary to this assertions, the results for Sharpville 

Township show that income did not predict life satisfaction, which depicts that this 

particular group of people did not did not draw well-being or happiness from 

money. It should be noted that people making these assertions in the present study 

are possibly of low economic means, which denotes that economic depravity did 

not signal any serious threat to one’s life satisfaction. The case of Sharpville 

validates the Easterlin paradox, which postulates that no interconnection exists 
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between life satisfaction and/or happiness and the economic development of a 

society (Easterlin et al., 2010). As economic well-being decreases in the long run, 

people may accept their circumstances and tend to rely on non-economic factors 

such as marriage, religion and social networks, among others, for satisfaction in 

life (Easterlin et al., ibid). It could then be the existent case in places such as 

Sharpville, some economically deprived people have since accepted their fate and 

look to other factors as potential sources for satisfaction in life.  

Another possible explanation for the unorthodox results obtained in Sharpville 

could be the influence of relative incomes. As suggested by Stutzer (2004), raising 

income is likely to result in very small gains in life satisfaction, but these gains are 

likely to increase when the individuals begin earning more than their reference 

groups such as friends or neighbours. Similarly, individuals who earn less than 

their reference groups are likely to report less life satisfaction (Luttmer, 2005). 

Where incomes of people in a particular geographic location are almost similar, 

income ceases to exert an influence on life satisfaction (Boyce et al., 2010). It is 

possible that differences in income levels are less significant in some places, as the 

case of Sharpville proves. Under such conditions the influence of income in life 

satisfaction likewise becomes almost immaterial. 

5.3. Conclusions  

In this study, we investigated the influence of four economic factors on the life 

satisfaction of people in township societies in South Africa. The economic factors 

consisted of education, health, income level and household size. The results of the 

study showed that education, health and household size significantly predicted life 

satisfaction amongst people in township societies. However, income did not predict 

life satisfaction. Education was the strongest predictor of life satisfaction when 

compared to other economic factors. The study makes it clear that life satisfaction 

is a complex concept which should be considered contextually. Observations made 

in one context cannot be applied universally, but each occasion has to be given 

individual attention in order to capture its unique results. 
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