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Socioeconomic diﬀerences in life satisfaction and longevity
in Spain
Diﬀérences socioéconomiques de longévité et de
satisfaction dans la vie en Espagne
Aïda Solé-Auró, Mariona Lozano
Aïda Solé-Auró and Mariona Lozano present data on “satisﬁed life expectancy” by
gender and educational level in Spain. One of their somewhat paradoxical ﬁndings
is that even though Spaniards are living longer and healthier lives than ever
before, only those with high education attainment will spend more years feeling
satisﬁed than dissatisﬁed.
In several respects, Spain has been doing remarkably well in recent times. In 2016,
for instance, it had the fourth-highest life expectancy in the world, and in 2012 the
highest healthy life expectancy among the EU-28 member states (Table 1).
Besides, education has improved rapidly: the average number of years of
schooling rose from 4.70 to 9.64 years between 1991 and 2010 (De la Fuente and
Doménech, 2015), and illiteracy, once widespread, has almost disappeared today
(down to 2.1%).

Are these achievements accompanied by improvements in subjective wellbeing, as
measured in surveys with questions on life satisfaction, for instance? And how does

this variable (satisfaction with life) combine with objective measures, such as
education, life expectancy and healthy life expectancy? Of course, subpopulations
that are “objectively” advantaged, e.g. in terms of survival and healthy survival,
are typically also those with higher levels of life satisfaction (Mojon-Azzi & SousaPoza, 2011), but as this association had not yet been directly explored in Spain, we
deemed it worthwhile to investigate the matter in some detail (Solé-Auró & Lozano
2019).

Data and method
In our study, we combined data from the 2012 Spanish National Institute of
Statistics and from the 2013 European Union Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions survey (EU-SILC).
With the former we calculated mortality rates and life expectancies for the entire
population and by educational groups using the Sullivan method (Sullivan, 1971).
We then linked these results to levels of life satisfaction, which were explored in
the latter source, with the following question: “On a scale from 0 to 10, where 0
means extremely dissatisﬁed and 10 means extremely satisﬁed, how satisﬁed are
you with your current life?” To simplify the analysis, and given the empirical
results, we dichotomized the responses, coding those whose answer was between
eight and ten as satisﬁed, and the others as less satisﬁed (or dissatisﬁed) (Figure
1).

Life expectancy by level of satisfaction,
education, age and gender
As in most other countries, the proportion of individuals by educational level in
Spain changes with age and gender, reﬂecting the profound evolution of the past
decades (Figure 2). At age 30, low-educated men and women account for only 10
percent of our sample, while at age 65 (older birth cohorts) the low educated form
the majority. Hence, in interpreting our results for the highly-educated among the
“seniors” it is important to consider that these are a selected group.

Figure 3 summarizes the results of the analysis. First, not surprisingly, Spanish
women lived longer than men in 2012-13. Note, however, that this was the case
regardless of education and age, and that the largest gender gap in life
expectancy was among the highest educated: Spanish women with high levels of
education could expect to live 7.3 years longer than men in the same category at
age 30, and 7.0 years longer at age 65.

Second, Spanish women also have an advantage in satisﬁed life expectancy,
regardless of education (except for the low-educated for whom no signiﬁcant
gender diﬀerences were found). Once again, the largest gender gap in satisﬁed life
expectancy is observed among the highly educated: at age 30, women can expect
to live “satisﬁed with their life” for 7.5 years longer than men, and the diﬀerence is
still high (7.4 years) at age 65.
Third, despite these gender gaps, and despite the general societal progress
mentioned above, dissatisﬁed life expectancy accounts for a larger share of
remaining years of life than satisﬁed life expectancy, regardless of gender, the
only exception being the highly educated, women in particular, and somewhat
surprisingly, especially in old age beyond age 65.

Discussion
These results are largely in line with those found elsewhere, yet their interpretation

is not straightforward. Note ﬁrst that while the proportions satisﬁed/dissatisﬁed
depend on the cut-oﬀ point adopted to form the two groups (see Figure 1), relative
levels do not. Alternative cut-oﬀ points (which we tried, not shown here) did not
aﬀect our results in any signiﬁcant way: the best educated enjoy higher levels of
life satisfaction.
Another plausible explanation lies in the ﬂuctuating economic situation: 2012 was
a period of strong recession, which may have aﬀected the worst oﬀ most severely,
thus aggravating both their economic situation and their attitude towards life, and
thereby inﬂuencing the survey responses we are analysing here (Figure 4).

In all cases, our ﬁndings highlight once again the importance of education as a way
to improve individual wellbeing. However, the exact causal chain remains unclear.
Indeed, other variables related to education aﬀect life satisfaction, such as income,
family relationships and, perhaps most importantly, health, which is well known to
be better for those with higher education levels.
Even with these limitations in mind, we should emphasize that this is the ﬁrst
attempt to measure socioeconomic diﬀerences in “satisﬁed” life expectancy in
Spain. Our results conﬁrm previous ﬁndings that point up the role of large
socioeconomic inequalities. They also show that the method is reliable, and could

be used more often in the future – preferably controlling for more covariates (e.g.
health) than we could do here.
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