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Does Subjective Well-Being Affect Political Participation?

Annika Lindholm*

Abstract: Subjective well-being (SWB) has been positively correlated with political activity, 
however the causality of the effect remains debated. By estimating within-individual effects, 
I show that SWB decreases protest intentions, while its effect on voting is not significant.  
Despite the mutual influence between SWB and protest, the results suggest that the influ-
ence of SWB on protesting is stronger than the reverse effect, thereby setting an agenda for 
future research in this domain.
Keywords: political participation, political protest, subjective well-being, fixed effects, causality

Le bien-être subjectif affecte-t-il la participation politique ?

Résumé : Le bien-être subjectif (SWB) a été corrélé positivement avec l’activité politique, mais 
la causalité de l’effet reste discutée. En estimant des effets intra-individuels, je montre que 
SWB diminue les intentions contestataires, alors que son effet sur le vote n’est pas significatif. 
En dépit de l’influence réciproque entre SWB et la contestation, les résultats suggèrent que 
l’influence de SWB sur la contestation est plus forte que l’effet inverse, établissant ainsi un 
agenda de recherche future dans ce domaine.
Mots-clés : participation politique, contestation politique, bien-être subjectif, effets fixes, 
causalité

Beeinflusst subjektives Wohlbefinden die politische Partizipation?

Zusammenfassung: Das subjektive Wohlbefinden (SWB) korrelierte bislang positiv mit 
politischer Aktivität, die Kausalität des Effekts bleibt jedoch umstritten. Mittels Schätzung 
intra-individueller Effekte zeige ich, dass das SWB die Absicht, an Protesten teilzunehmen 
verringert, während es sich nicht signifikant auf die Abstimmungsteilnahme auswirkt. Trotz 
der gegenseitigen Beeinflussung von SWB und Protest deuten die Ergebnisse darauf hin, dass 
der Einfluss des SWB auf das Protestieren stärker ist als der umgekehrte Effekt, und legen 
somit eine Agenda für zukünftige Forschung in diesem Bereich fest.
Schlüsselwörter: politische Partizipation, politischer Protest, subjektives Wohlbefinden, fixe 
Effekte, Kausalität
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1	 Explaining participation from a well-being framework

1.1	 Introduction

This research sheds light on the mechanism that connects subjective well-being (SWB) 
and political engagement. Previously, research on participation strongly focused 
on the role of personal resources, notably time, money, or civic skills (Barnes et al. 
1979; Brady et al. 1995; Stolle and Hooghe 2011), or on mobilising contextual 
factors (Verba et al. 1987; Rosenstone et al. 1993; Dalton 2006), in explaining inter-
individual differences in political activity. Meanwhile, it is increasingly recognised 
that political engagement does not only stem from the available opportunities or 
the (objective) resources that individuals have at their disposal, but it is also likely 
affected by individual psychological factors, which may become additional resources, 
or obstacles, for participation (Taylor et al. 2000; Hobfoll 2002). There is a pressing 
need to further investigate into the psychological explanations to why some people 
choose to take part in political activities, while others opt out.

SWB is considered a psychological state that influences both public and private 
life (Veenhoven 2008), in addition to having intrinsic and instrumental value of its 
own (Samman 2007). SWB has been found to be positively correlated with political 
participation in several studies (e. g. Klar and Kasser 2009; Flavin and Keane 2011; 
Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011; Bühlmann 2016), yet much of the existing research 
uses cross-sectional methods to test a relationship that has often been assumed to run 
from participation to higher well-being (Frey and Stutzer, 2000; Radcliff 2001; Klar 
and Kasser 2009; Pacheco and Lange 2010; Bühlmann 2016). Only a few studies 
have systematically tested whether political participation favours the development of 
SWB, or if SWB instead nurtures participation (exceptions include Weitz-Shapiro 
and Winters 2008, 2011; Pirralha 2017). 

1.2	 Aim

This research contributes to filling the gaps in the literature by examining individual 
trajectories of well-being and political engagement in Switzerland, thereby clarifying 
the causal mechanism between the two. The Swiss case is appropriate for testing this 
relationship, due to direct democracy and the federal structure of the country that 
encourage active citizen involvement in monitoring political processes (Frey and 
Stutzer 2000; Dorn et al. 2008). In addition, access to high-quality, longitudinal 
Swiss data on individual well-being and participation patterns brings a clear ad-
vantage to the present study in examining causality compared to previous research 
efforts in the domain.

By using Swiss Household Panel (SHP) data, this study elucidates the relation-
ship between SWB and participation, and proposes to answer the following: how 
does SWB affect individual political engagement? And is this influence stronger than 
the impact of participation on SWB? Firstly, the study argues that from a conceptual 
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point of view, it is likely that SWB precedes and affects the decision to participate, 
instead of only being an outcome of political activity. Secondly, it discusses how the 
influence of SWB is likely to vary across political activities, by having a spurring 
effect on formal political participation and having a dampening effect on protest 
intentions. Finally, the reciprocal effects between SWB and political engagement 
are empirically tested.

2	 Linking SWB and political participation

2.1	 Measuring SWB

How we feel about ourselves and our lives influences how we behave in the public 
sphere. This statement has paved the way for SWB to become a societal and a politi-
cal issue (Carpenter 2012). SWB influences attitudes, motivations, and preferences 
(Diener 1984; Veenhoven 2008). Some of them are political, explaining why there 
is a rationale to expect that SWB impacts the willingness to participate in political 
processes.

While a state of feeling well is intuitively recognised by most of us, different 
approaches have been applied across disciplines in order to understand and define 
human well-being. In economics, SWB is compared to utility in explaining hu-
man behaviour and preferences (Dolan et al. 2008; Frey and Stutzer 2010), while 
sociologists consider SWB as an individual psychological state that explains social 
behaviour at the collective level (Diener et al. 1993), and positive psychology sees 
it as an indicator of optimal human functioning and thriving (Diener 2000, 2012; 
Oishi et al. 2007). Despite these different approaches, SWB has often been meas-
ured through self-reporting in surveys, due to the inherently personal nature of the 
construct. Likert scales of general life satisfaction or happiness are widely used across 
disciplines to measure SWB in national and comparative surveys.

Life satisfaction captures a global assessment of the quality of life, as opposed 
to any domain-specific evaluations, and it is based on comparisons that persons 
make against their own standard, instead of being externally imposed (Diener et al. 
1985). Meanwhile, as informative as the life satisfaction scale is, SWB is increas-
ingly recognised as being a multi-dimensional concept. General life satisfaction is a 
retrospective construct that measures only the evaluative dimension of SWB (Diener 
et al. 1985; Veenhoven 2008; Jeffrey et al. 2015). 

A second, emotional dimension of well-being is composed of the positive and 
negative emotions that persons experience in daily life. Positive emotions can be 
experiences such as joy, energy, and enthusiasm, while negative emotions entail 
anger, anxiety, sadness, and related feelings. Emotional well-being is influenced by 
mood and is therefore less stable in time than other well-being dimensions (Diener 
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2000; Diener et al. 2003).1 However, emotional well-being has also been described 
as a measure of the “emotional quality” (Kahneman and Deaton 2010) of everyday 
experiences, and their frequency and intensity.  

Research has drawn different conclusions on the relationship between SWB 
and political participation depending on the SWB dimension under analysis (see e. g. 
Flavin and Keane 2011; Bühlmann 2016). It is therefore appropriate to differentiate 
between SWB dimensions when explaining the linkages between well-being and 
political activity (these differences are discussed in chapters 2.4–2.6). Likewise, it is 
necessary to consider how SWB relates to different types of political activity and, in 
the context of this study, the opportunities in Switzerland to exert political influence.

2.2	 Formal and protest-oriented political activity

Despite that voting is still a cornerstone of citizen participation in politics in most 
established democracies, other political activities have been gaining importance 
in recent decades with the increasing aggregate levels of education and political 
sophistication of the citizenry (Inglehart 1997; Stolle and Hooghe 2011). Several 
typologies of political participation have been proposed over the years (Verba and Nie 
1972; Barnes et al. 1979; Dalton 2006; Van Deth et al. 2007; Marien et al. 2010), 
distinguishing activities by the mechanism that triggers participation, the nature 
of the act, or the goal of the activity. Formal political activities 2 aim to influence 
political decision-making from within the political system in place (Ekman and 
Amnå 2012). In addition to electoral participation and voting in popular votes or 
referenda, party membership, contacting a politician, or campaigning are considered 
formal participation. Protest participation, on the other hand, aims to influence 
decision-making from outside the established political system (Kaase 1999; Cornwall 
2004; Hooghe and Marien 2013). Protest activities, such as strikes, boycotts, or 
demonstrations, use disruptive tactics to exert political influence.

2.3	 Political participation in Switzerland

The Swiss political system is unique in its widespread use of direct democracy and 
the federal structure of the country that enables Swiss citizens to cast a ballot, in 
addition to elections, several times per year through popular votes. The Swiss are 
called on approximately four times a year to vote and are invited to vote on 15 federal 

1	 Research has also referred to eudemonic well-being, which relates to feelings of psychological 
empowerment (Zimmerman and Rappaport 1988; Bühlmann 2016), personal mastery, and a 
sense of being in control over one’s life, as well as to social well-being, which entails, for example, 
being embedded in strong social networks and receiving emotional support when needed (Keyes 
1998). These two other dimensions of well-being, as important as they are to a good life, will not 
be the focus of this research, mainly due to data availability in the SHP.

2	 In addition to federal votes, citizens decide on a number of municipal and cantonal issues every 
year.
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proposals per year on average.3 Another unique feature of electoral participation 
in Switzerland is the significantly lower voter turnout than in most other Western 
democracies, both with regard to elections and popular votes. One possible explana-
tion to the low intensity of voter participation is ‘voter fatigue’, as citizens are called 
on many times a year to vote on a full range of local, cantonal, and federal issues 
(Jackman and Miller 1995; Ladner 2002). On the other hand, small-scale democracy 
is thought to favour turnout, due to greater accessibility and understanding of the 
decision-making processes, stronger identification with the matters at hand, and the 
greater influence of social control (Dahl and Tufte 1973; Ladner 2002).

Protest participation in Switzerland is moderately common at the European 
level, yet protesting is, possibly with the exception of boycotting, less widespread 
than in neighbouring France, Italy, or Germany (Quaranta 2013). Compared to 
neighbouring countries, the lower eagerness to protest in Switzerland could be 
explained by direct democracy (Fatke and Freitag 2013), which give citizens ample 
opportunities to contest political decisions through formal channels of participation. 
Nevertheless, research has argued that a moderate resurgence of protest participa-
tion has taken place in the Swiss political landscape since the early 2000s (Hutter 
and Giugni 2009).

2.4	 Causality between SWB and political participation

Earlier research has found positive associations between different dimensions of 
SWB and voting in elections (Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011; Bühlmann 2016; 
Liberini et al. 2017), working in parties and campaigning (Flavin and Keane 2011), 
and political activism (Klar and Kasser 2009). Despite the merits of these efforts 
to shed light on the linkages and synergies between SWB and political behaviour, 
research in the domain is still in its infancy. Specifically, past research remains in-
conclusive on whether political activity enhances well-being, whether well-being 
leads to participation, or whether a feedback effect is the most likely.

A major limitation in the literature is that most research in the domain relies 
on cross-sectional analysis. The few studies that explicitly test for causality between 
SWB and participation have found mixed evidence (e. g. Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 
2008, 2011; Pirralha 2017). By using Dutch panel data, Pirralha (2017) discovered 
that SWB and participation were not significantly related, whereas Weitz-Shapiro 
and Winters (2008, 2011) tested the relationship  in Latin American countries 
and showed that it is likely to go from SWB to participation.4 in Latin American 
countries and showed that it is likely to go from SWB to participation.5

3	 In addition to federal votes, citizens decide on a number of municipal and cantonal issues every 
year.

4	 The authors used quasi-experimental methods and sophisticated regression modelling, contrary 
to panel data.

5	 It is worth mentioning the seminal work by Frey and Stutzer (2010), and the research by Dorn 
and his colleagues (2008), which uses longitudinal data to test the effect of institutions of direct 
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While cross-sectional studies are in a less favourable position to infer causa-
tion, many of them argue that political participation would positively influence 
SWB on a conceptual level, mainly through the positive effects that participation 
has on the sentiment of individual competence, efficacy, and a sense of belonging 
and contributing to society (e. g. Klar and Kasser 2009; Pacheco and Lange 2010; 
Bühlmann 2016). These findings reflect a long-standing tradition in political theory 
that views the act of participating in the political process as valuable in creating 
procedural utility to the individual citizen and thereby having a positive effect on 
quality of life (Dreze and Sen 2002; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2008). 

This dominant view has, however, been challenged (Oishi et al. 2007); espe-
cially in view of the scarce longitudinal evidence in support of the argument, it is 
not conceptually straightforward to assume that causality would run from political 
participation to SWB. Why would the sole act of participating in a political act, 
which most people only do by voting on occasion, have such general effects on 
SWB? And why would a political act lead to higher SWB when the objective of the 
activity is in many cases not fulfilled (Bühlmann 2016)? 

In addition, considering the evidence of how poor (physical) health decreases 
political activity (Denny and Doyle 2007; Mattila et al. 2013; Pacheco and Fletcher 
2015), one may draw parallels with the influence of SWB on political participation. 
Since the inverse relationship (i.e. that abstention from political activity would de-
teriorate health) hardly seems plausible, one may wonder if opting out of political 
activities would really decrease SWB. Claiming that political participation necessarily 
precedes SWB does not only leave these questions unanswered, but it also ignores the 
psychological processes that precede the choice to participate in political activities.

Due to these considerations, it is conceptually likely that SWB precedes political 
participation. It is arguable that the relationship is characterised by reciprocal effects; 
however, while participation can enhance SWB through sentiments of efficacy and 
belonging to society, it is likely that SWB affects whether or not persons participate 
in the first place. Therefore, it is expected that SWB precedes and affects individual 
political engagement (H1). In chapters 2.5 and 2.6, this study will discuss in depth 
the influence of SWB on political activity.

2.5	 SWB as a resource for formal political participation

SWB can be considered as a psychological resource for the purpose of political par-
ticipation, due to its positive influence on self-efficacy and motivation to invest time 
and effort into political activities (Sahu and Rath 2003). Conversely, not feeling well 
in life has a tendency to lessen motivation and efficacy, and thereby depress partici-
pation (Ojeda 2015). The influence of SWB can be understood as being similar to 

democracy on well-being in Switzerland, and finds that direct democracy enhances SWB among 
the Swiss. However, the focus of these studies has been on the linkages between SWB and the 
political context of the country, instead of actual participation by individuals.
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the effect of physical health on participation; even if low well-being does not create 
a physical obstacle to participate in the way poor physical health may (Denny and 
Doyle 2007; Mattila et al. 2013), not feeling well in life is psychologically burden-
some and energy-consuming to deal with for the individual, and consequently affects 
the ability to engage in societal activities, such as political acts.

Considering the question from the perspective of Maslow’s motivational theory 
(Maslow 1954), while the fulfilment of any aspect of human needs contributes to 
overall well-being, self-actualisation tends to only be achieved at moderate to high 
levels of well-being (Hagerty 1999; Koltko-Rivera 2006; Tay and Diener 2011). 
The act of pursuing higher societal and personal goals through political engagement 
can undoubtedly be considered as self-actualisation, and thus more likely to occur 
when individuals are feeling good about the other, more fundamental aspects of 
their lives (Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Veenhoven 2008).

Most current evidence of the relationship between SWB and political activity 
has argued for a positive influence on formal political participation specifically (e. g. 
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Flavin and Keane 2011). It is therefore expected in this 
study that SWB increases formal political participation (H2).

2.6	 Negative emotions increase political protest

Meanwhile, SWB may not have the same favourable effect on political protest. In fact, 
it can be argued that SWB dampens political protest, since negative emotions tend 
to precede protest activities. Studies have found that negative emotional appraisals6 
are more influential on protesting than cognitive comparisons that individuals draw 
against a standard (Van Zomeren et al. 2008), making the emotional dimension of 
SWB a better predictor of protesting than life satisfaction. In social psychology, 
emotions and appraisals have become increasingly popular explanations for why 
persons protest (Van Troost et al. 2013). They have been described as “accelerators” 
in the process of joining protest movements and as “amplifiers” of motivations to 
protest (Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013, 892), due to their influence 
on social perceptions and information-processing (Bodenhausen et al. 1994; Clark 
2014). Persons protest to express frustration and injustice that they perceive (Lind 
and Tyler 1988; Dalton et al. 2010; Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013).7 It 
is therefore expected that SWB decreases protest intentions (H3). 

6	 The appraisal theory in psychology argues that emotions are extracted from our evaluations of 
situations and can cause different reactions between persons (Scherer et al. 2001).

7	 Among negative emotions, anger is thought to have the strongest action potential (Van Stekelen-
burg et al. 2011; Van Troost et al. 2013). A specific question on anger was introduced to the SHP 
questionnaire in 2006 (wave 8), which restricts the analysis of the effect of anger on protesting 
to three waves only (8–10). In this time span, the analysis showed no significant intra-individual 
effects.
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3	 Data and methods

3.1	 The sample

The three hypotheses stated above will be tested in SHP data. Conducted since 
1999, the SHP is an annual panel study based on a stratified random sample of 
private households and individuals living in Switzerland. All household members 
are interviewed mainly by telephone8 (Voorpostel et  al. 2018). An advantage of 
testing the hypotheses in a single country instead of using cross-cultural data is 
that it helps to avoid common pitfalls related to country-specific political contexts 
(Hantrais 1999) and cultural differences in evaluating SWB (Diener 2000, 2012; 
Frey and Stutzer 2000). 

The analytical sample includes nine waves (waves 2 to 10, years 2000-2008) 
and consists of some 25 100 person-years nested within 2790 respondents. The 
population and the timeframe are based on the availability of data on protest inten-
tions.9 The population sample was drawn in 1999 (SHP I), and respondents who 
participated in 2000, and in any of the subsequent waves until 2008, are included in 
the analysis. Only adult Swiss citizens were considered for reasons of comparability 
between formal and protest participation.

3.2	 The measures

SWB is measured through two dimensions: life satisfaction (evaluative SWB) and 
the frequency of positive and negative emotions (emotional SWB). Life satisfaction 
(In SHP: “In general, how satisfied are you with your life?”) is a standard measure of 
SWB in surveys and has been found to have high internal consistency and temporal 
reliability (Diener et al. 1985).  

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Watson et  al. 1988) 
measures emotional SWB. The PANAS comprises of two scales, one measuring posi-
tive emotions (In SHP: “Are you often plenty of strength, energy and optimism?”) 
and the other negative emotions (In SHP: “Do you often have negative feelings, 
such as having the blues, being desperate, suffering from anxiety or depression?”).10 
Both scales represent distinct aspects of emotional well-being, which is underlined 
by the moderate bivariate correlation (r = –0.49 in the data). Moreover, the PANAS 

8	 Since 2010, face-to-face interviews and web-based surveys have been offered as alternatives for 
respondents who refuse or are reluctant to respond by telephone.

9	 Since data on formal participation was collected until 2017 (except for years 2010, 2012–2013 
and 2015–2016), the analysis was also conducted at a second stage on the entire available time 
span (2000–2017). The main results were robust (see results in Annex A2). 

10	 The PANAS questionnaire identifies over 50 mood terms relevant for either scale (Watson et al. 
1988), and the SHP questions explicitly mention only a few of them. However, the SHP question 
formulation allows respondents to associate additional related emotions to their answers than 
those that are explicitly asked for.
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scales have been shown to be internally consistent and stable at intermediate time 
spans (Watson et al. 1988).

Formal and protest engagement are measured by the usual frequency of par-
ticipation in federal popular votes (In SHP: “Let’s suppose that there are 10 federal 
polls in a year. How many do you usually take part in?”), and by future intentions 
of boycotting, striking, and demonstrating (In SHP: “If 0 means ‘never’, and 10 
‘certainly’[...] to what extent, in the future, you are prepared to take part in a [boy-
cott/strike/demonstration]?”). 

Both the SWB and the political activity measures have slightly to moderately 
asymmetrical distributions.11 Robustness checks suggest, however, that the data 
structure is not problematic for the use of OLS techniques in the analytical mod-
els.12 The asymmetries are fairly common in survey data: negative emotions may 
be moderately underreported due to influences of social desirability (Kozma and 
Stones 1987; Diener 1994), and voting is widely considered to be sensitive to over-
reporting (e. g. Silver et al. 1986). In the SHP, 74% of persons reported in at least 
one wave to participate in all popular votes, and less than 10% declared to never 
vote. These numbers deviate significantly from official turnout statistics, which aver-
aged 44% in the 2000–2008 period (FSO 2019). Protest intentions are less skewed 
than voting, yet 57% of persons declared at least once to never consider boycotting, 
66% to never consider striking, and 56% to never consider demonstrating. At the 
other extreme, 39% of respondents reported at least once to certainly considering 
boycotting, compared to 26% for striking, and 30% for protesting. In this context, 
it is important to recall that panel attrition may particularly affect the analysis of 
political participation, since persons who stay in the panel tend to also be more 
politically active (Voorpostel et al. 2018).

3.3	 The method

Fixed-effects OLS regressions are estimated in the data to encounter for within-
individual change in SWB and political activity, and to identify potential causal 
effects. The fixed-effects model is essentially a multilevel model where observations 
are nested within individuals, and where the fixed-effects coefficient expresses the 
variation over time in the individual-specific mean of a construct. An advantage 
of fixed-effects models is that they get rid of time-constant heterogeneity between 
individuals that may be correlated with the outcome, thereby making self-selection 
into treatment no longer an issue (Allison 2009). In this way, fixed-effects estima-
tion provides a significant advantage over other methods in order to estimate the 
causal effect of a predictor on an outcome. When estimating individual change, 

11	 Skewness: life satisfaction: –1.01; negative emotions: 1.24; positive emotions: –0.99; voting: 
–1.48; boycotting: 0.16; striking: 0.49; demonstrating: 0.27.

12	 The models were tested by applying log transformation on the dependent variables and by  
z-standardising the predictors, which did not change the substantive conclusions of the results.
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one shall recall that the error terms are likely to correlate within individuals across 
time. Therefore, the standard errors reported in the models are panel-robust, i.e. 
clustered by respondents. 

3.4	 The covariates

The models control for the influence of sociodemographic confounders and politi-
cal attitudes. It is widely acknowledged that objective resources, such as education 
and income, positively influence political engagement, and may also be related to 
SWB (Witter et al. 1984; Diener et al. 1993; Brady et al. 1995; Kahneman and 
Deaton 2010). Income is measured subjectively (i.e. satisfaction with the financial 
situation of the household), as it can be considered a better proxy of the quality of 
life than objective income measures (Ackerman and Paolucci 1983), in addition to 
being less sensitive to item non-response. It is worth noting that, since fixed-effects 
models only use within-individual variation to estimate effects, the influence of 
time-constant characteristics, such as gender or social origin 13, cannot be estimated 
by these models; on the other hand, the models implicitly control for the influence 
of these time-constant traits (Allison 2009). 

Among political attitudes, the models control for left-right self-identification, 
political trust, satisfaction with democracy, and self-perceptions of political influ-
ence. These attitudes are likely to influence whether individuals participate through 
formal channels of political activity, through protest acts, or whether they abstain 
from taking part altogether (Kaase 1999; Van Deth et al. 2007). 

Finally, the models control for wave-effects, in order to account for the influ-
ence of the political context on political engagement in specific years. For instance, 
the overall political climate may encourage protesting in certain years, and also spur 
or dampen participation in popular votes, depending on the perceived importance 
of the topics voted on. 

4	 Empirical results and discussion

4.1	 Bivariate relationship

Cross-sectional analysis of the data gives a first indication of the bivariate relation-
ship between SWB and political engagement. Voting is positively correlated with 
life satisfaction (ρ = 0.11) and positive emotions (ρ = 0.06), while having a negative 
relationship with negative emotions (ρ = –0.09). Among protest intentions, SWB 
is negatively correlated with boycotting (ρ = –0.09 for life satisfaction, ρ = –0.06 for 
positive emotions, and ρ = 0.08 for negative emotions), striking (ρ=–0.11 for life 

13	 The models were also tested separately for robustness by gender, and by parents’ social origin 
(by dual profession categories: unskilled vs. skilled). These analyses did not alter the substantive 
conclusions of the results.



Does Subjective Well-Being Affect Political Participation?	 477

SJS 46 (3), 2020, 467–488

satisfaction, ρ = –0.07 for positive emotions, and ρ = 0.11 for negative emotions), 
and demonstrating (ρ = –0.10 for life satisfaction, ρ = –0.06 for positive emotions, 
and ρ = 0.12 for negative emotions). While the correlations are moderate in mag-
nitude, all associations are statistically significant at the 0.05–level and have the 
expected direction. 

4.2	 Fixed-effects models

A main purpose of this study is to shed light on the direction of the causality be-
tween well-being and political engagement. For that purpose, table 2 displays the 
standardised fixed-effects estimators (FE), their standard errors and significance 
for SWB and political activity retrieved from models that estimate the influence 
of SWB on political engagement, as well as the reverse causal relationship. The re-
sults can be compared by systematically reversing the dependent and independent 
variables between the models; in other words, by estimating the effect of SWB on 
political activity, and comparing the results to the effect of participation on SWB. 
By standardising the coefficients, the relative effects of SWB and political activity 
can be compared. To maximise comparability, all models include the same control 
variables; only the outcome and the main independent variables (either SWB or 

Table 1	 Cross-sectional summary of variables, SHP 2000–2008

Variable Mean Std. Dev.

Voting in federal popular votes 8.03 2.81

Future boycott intentions 4.28 3.66

Furure strike intentions 3.50 3.53

future demonstration intentions 4.00 3.54

Life satisfaction 8.06 1.35

Negative feelings 1.92 1.97

Positive feelings 7.39 1.70

Satisfaction with financial situation 7.36 1.95

Feeling of political influence 3.96 2.52

Left-right self-identification 4.65 2.07

Trust in the Federal Governement 5.65 2.03

Satisfaction with democracy 6.13 1.79

Education, 3 levels %

low 10

mid-level 66

high 24

n(individuals): 2790

Note: Statistics for period-indicators (waves) are not shown. All variables are scales (0–10) except for educa-
tion, which is a categorical indicator.
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activity/intention) are exchanged between the models. The full results of the models 
are displayed in Annex A1.

4.3	 SWB and formal political participation

Contrary to expectations, the results in Table 2 suggest that SWB does not signifi-
cantly affect individual voting habits, irrespective of the SWB dimension under 
consideration. Meanwhile, the results show no evidence that voting would increase 
SWB, contrary to what has been assumed in previous work on the link between 
participation and well-being (e. g. Frey and Stutzer 2000; Dolan et al. 2008; Pacheco 
and Lange 2010). This is noteworthy, as it challenges the dominant view in literature 
that claims that political participation would produce utility for the individual and 

Table 2	 Fixed-effects estimators of SWB and political engagement;  
two directions of causality

Predictor at T Outcome at T FE (std.) SE

Life satisfaction → Voting –.0056 .0068

Voting → Life satisfaction –.0056 .0136

Negative emotions → Voting –.0001 .0066

Voting → Negative emotions –.0006 .0134

Positive  emotions → Voting .0043 .0054

Voting → Positive emotions .0111 .0138

Life satisfaction → Boycott intentions –.0006 .0075

Boycott intentions → Life satisfaction .0049 .0103

Negative emotions → Boycott intentions .0106 .0077

Boycott intentions → Negative emotions –.0083 .0104

Positive emotions → Boycott intentions .0095 .0067

Boycott intentions → Positive emotions .0199 .0119

Life satisfaction → Strike intentions –.0065 .0073

Strike intentions → Life satis faction –.0191 .0116

Negative emotions → Strike intent ions .0186* .0073

Strike intentions → Negative emotions .0219 .0113

Positive emotions → Strike intentions –.0033 .0061

Strike intentions → Positive emotions –.0301* .0129

Life satisfaction → Demonstration intentions .0011 .0072

Demonstration intentions → Life satis faction .0013 .0117

Negative emotions → Demonstration intentions .0234*** .0070

Demonstration intentions → Negative emotions .0252* .0115

Positive emotions → Demonstration intentions .0069 .0058

Demonstration intentions → Positive emotions .0084 .0124

Note: FE = standardised fixed-effects estimators. Standard errors (SE) are panel robust. Significance levels: 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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thereby favour SWB. The analysis suggests that SWB and voting are only weakly 
related, thereby reflecting the conclusions of previous studies (Weitz-Shapiro and 
Winters 2011; Pirralha 2017). By consequence, the expectations laid out in H2 and 
H1 cannot be confirmed with regards to formal political participation. 

A possible explanation to this unexpected result relates to the limited change 
in individual voting habits, and the preponderance of differences between individu-
als in the panel. The differences in voting between individuals are considerable, 
explaining up to 79% of the variance in the model (rho = 0.79), yet this variation 
does not contribute to identifying the causal effect of SWB on voting. Further-
more, a descriptive analysis of the sample preliminarily indicates that individual 
voting habits stay relatively stable in the panel: among the 74% who ever reported 
participating in all popular votes, nearly 70% do not change their response over 
time. It indicates that persons in the panel who vote regularly will continue to do 
so, irrespective of changes in their SWB, thus reflecting the conclusions of earlier 
research on the strong habit-forming effect of previous voter participation (Gerber 
et al. 2003; Cutts et al. 2009). 

4.4	 SWB and protest intentions

The results align better with the expectations of H3, showing that negative emotions 
significantly increase protest intentions. The magnitude of the effect is moderate but 
statistically significant for two of the three protest forms: a unit increase in negative 
feelings increases individuals’ strike intentions by 3 percentage points on average 
(B = 0.033; β = 0.019; p < 0.05), and their readiness to demonstrate by 4 percentage 
points (B = 0.042; β = 0.023; p < 0.001). By contrast, the effect of SWB on boycott 
intentions does not reach statistical significance, which is an interesting contrast to 
the two other protest forms. The difference may be related to the distinct nature 
of boycotting compared to striking and demonstrating, as boycotting also entails 
political consumerism that is strongly related to lifestyle politics, and less related 
to direct contentious action (Stolle et al. 2005). However, further analysis, beyond 
the scope of this study, is needed to confirm this assumption.

Meanwhile, the results also show a reverse effect. Demonstration inten-
tions increase negative emotions by 1.4 percentage points (B = 0.014; β = 0.025, 
p < 0.05), and strike intentions decrease positive emotions by 1.5 percentage points 
(B = –0.015; β = – 0.030, p < 0.05). The difference in the magnitude of the effect of 
demonstration intentions on negative emotions (β = 0.025) compared to the reverse 
effect (β = 0.023) is small, yet the significance test show stronger evidence in favour 
of emotions preceding intentions than the other way around. In addition, there is 
no evidence of a significant effect of striking intentions on negative emotions, by 
contrast to the reverse effect (B = 0.019; β = 0.007, p < 0.05). 

The depressing effect of strike intentions on positive emotions is, however, 
remarkable, especially since the reverse effect is not significant and also considerably 
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smaller in magnitude (β = –0.030 vs. β =–0.003). While suggesting that strike inten-
tions indeed precede SWB, the association between positive emotions and protest 
intentions remains negative, irrespective of the causal direction under consideration. 
These results align with studies arguing that participation in political protest would 
be negatively correlated with well-being (Klar and Kasser 2009), and echo previous 
research on the importance of emotions in explaining protesting (Bodenhausen et al. 
1994; Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013; Van Troost et al. 2013), while also 
resulting from protest (Jasper 1998).

4.5	 Assessing causality

The results of the analysis indicate that the nature of the underlying causal mecha-
nism between well-being and political protest is most likely reciprocal: negative 
emotions increase protest intentions, and these intentions, to a certain extent, 
decrease well-being. This conclusion reflects a conceptualisation of the link as a 
“feedback”mechanism for which some scholars have argued (Oishi et  al. 2007; 
Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011). In broad terms, the analysis shows stronger 
evidence of SWB decreasing demonstration intentions than the other way around. 
However, the evidence is mixed for strike intentions, as these do not only seem to 
result from negative emotions, but they also result in fewer positive emotions. For 
these reasons, the evidence in favour of SWB as a predictor of protest intentions is 
not conclusive enough to reject the null hypothesis (H1).

A limitation of the chosen approach is that it does not account for the stability 
of the constructs across time. The cross-lagged panel design has become popular for 
the estimation of autoregressive and reciprocal effects (Selig and Little 2012). How-
ever, cross-lagged panel models do not separate between inter- and intra-individual 
change; while the parameter estimates are affected by changes within individuals, 
they are not specific to relationships within persons (Selig and Little 2012). In other 
words, one cannot separate between effects that stem from differences between and 
within individuals. This is a major drawback for the aims of this research, given that 
differences between individuals explain the majority of the variance (between 66% 
for boycott and 79% for voting), and confounding between inter- and intra-person 
variance would seriously compromise the ability to identify individual-level causal 
effects. The cross-lagged panel model is therefore less appropriate for the present study. 

5	 Conclusions 

5.1	 SWB decreases protest, and protest decreases SWB

This research contributes to the literature on the psychological explanations of 
political activity by examining the effect of SWB on formal and protest-oriented 
political engagement within individuals over time. The results show that SWB 
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decreases protest intentions, thus reflecting earlier research that consider negative 
emotions to be important predictors of protesting (Bodenhausen et al. 1994; Van 
Troost et al. 2013). A causality test further indicates that the relationship between 
SWB and protest intentions is likely reciprocal. Despite the analysis suggesting that 
the effect of SWB on protest intentions is stronger than the reverse effect, further 
empirical testing would be welcome before confirming this assumption. Mean-
while, the results show no effect of SWB on formal participation, contrary to the 
expectations, thereby aligning with previous panel studies on the relationship (e. g. 
Pirralha 2017). In the absence of any significant reverse effects, the findings of this 
study challenge previous research that consider political engagement to favour the 
development of SWB (e. g. Frey and Stutzer 2000; Dorn et al. 2008; Pacheco and 
Lange 2010), and indicate that future studies should carefully evaluate the expected 
causal relationship between well-being and political activity.

5.2	 A well-being gap in political decision-making?

We have witnessed in the last decades a growing scholarly attention to SWB and 
its influence on citizen’s engagement in politics. The importance of the topic is 
underlined by the potential political consequences of SWB; if SWB is recognised 
as a predictor of political participation, it could in principle decrease participation 
among citizens with low SWB and potentially engender a well-being gap in demo-
cratic decision-making. 

Due to the absence of any significant relationship between SWB and formal 
participation, this research relativises the risk of a political well-being gap in Swiss 
society. Meanwhile, considering that SWB does affect individual readiness to engage 
in contentious political acts, one may ask to what extent increasing malaise among 
the population could result in actual contentious behaviour. Under which condi-
tions do these latent forms of protesting turn into actual political protest? And can 
the occurrence of protest waves in Swiss society be traced back to changes in indi-
vidual’s SWB? Future research in this regard would be welcome in order to better 
understand the extent to which SWB contributes to protest events in Switzerland. 

Finally, the recognition that SWB is linked to political protest has consequences 
on how policy-makers perceive the role of well-being in society, taking it out from 
the private sphere and also making well-being a political affair. By consequence, at-
tention should be paid to citizen’s SWB in anticipating and understanding protest 
that may turn from latent intentions to manifest behaviour in society. Meanwhile, 
paying attention to a citizen’s well-being does not seem to be a fix for low turnout in 
a time when the legitimacy of the democratic institutions is increasingly contested 
in most established democracies, including Switzerland. The linkages between SWB 
and political engagement remain relevant both for scholarly purposes and from a 
policy-making point of view.
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