
Does inequality undermine life satisfaction? Effective identification of
country-level controls for a longitudinal investigation Does increased
economic inequality undermine people’s subjective well-being (SWB)?
Longitudinal analyses offer a good foundation for results that can be
interpreted in causal terms, because the analytical design controls for time-
constant differences between countries. But researchers must still consider
what controls to include for time-varying variables. Researchers engaged
with this topic generally focus their attention on controls for individual-
level determinants of SWB. I argue (in part by pointing to results in previous
research) that individual-level controls are not important for this question
– instead, what is needed is more careful attention to the identification of
time-varying country-level controls. A more plausible set of decisions leads
to a more extensive set of country-level controls. Applying that perspective
to an analysis of relatively wealthy countries during the period 1990 to 2019,
one main finding is that the overall negative impact of economic inequalit y
on life satisfaction is much smaller than what is evident in previous
research. But there are important differences for income groups. The
negative impact on lower earners is larger than the overall result. For higher
earners rising income inequality leads to increased life satisfaction – a
striking result that contrasts with previous research.
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