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Abstract: In this paper, we contribute to the debate on life-satisfaction gap between the citizens of post-socialist 
countries of Europe and Asia and their highly developed OECD counterparts, by examining the influence of de 
jure and de facto respect for empowerment rights. We mainly focus on the measure of rights protection called de 
jure - de facto rights protection gap. The empowerment rights included in the analysis are: the freedom of associa-
tion, the freedom of expression, the freedom of religion, the freedom of foreign movement. Our results imply that 
government’s respect for these rights plays the role in diminishing happiness gap. We base the conclusions on an 
empirical study conducted on the sample of more than 59,000 observations. The data used for the study consist of 
World Values Survey database (waves 3–6) and a number of socio-economic indicators for 44 countries.

Keywords: empowerment rights, economic analysis of human rights, happiness gap, de jure and de facto rights 
protection.
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1  Introduction

‘What is happiness?’–this question through ages cap-
tured the  attention of many scholars representing 
various branches of science such as theology, psychology 
and sociology. The notion of happiness was recognised 
in antiquity by Aristoteles, who defined it as the eude-
monic state that could be achieved through fulfilment 
of human potentialities (Fischer, 2009). These include 
both the potentialities that are shared by all humans and 
those unique ones that distinguish each individual from 
others (Waterman, 1993). This concept is the  basis of 
the utilitarian (hedonic) view on happiness stating that it 
may be defined as absence of pain and presence of pleas-
ure (Bentham, 1789). Nowadays, the concept of happi-
ness and its possible determinants gain more and more 
of interest of economists. Empirical studies concerning 
happiness’ distribution among persons and countries 
over time offer a new dimension to the policy analysis. 
Its economic and institutional determinants, once identi-
fied, may serve as goals in the political process.

In economics, scientists follow the  concept of sub-
jective well-being –a social indicator measured with 
the  use of surveys in which individuals respond to 
one or multiple questions related to their evaluation of 
their happiness or, in other words, their quality of life 
(Frey, Stutzer, 2002). The major components of subjec-
tive well-being are life satisfaction (global judgements 
of one’s quality of life) satisfaction with important 
domains (e.g., work satisfaction), positive effect (i.e., 
experiencing pleasant emotions and moods) and neg-
ative effect (experiencing unpleasant emotions and 
moods) (Diener, 2000). In general, factors determining 
person’s well-being may be divided into two groups: 
personal features and external factors (Helliwell, 
Layard, Sachs, 2012). Among personal features, the key 
determinants include mental and physical health, 
family experience, education, gender and health. Major 
external factors are income, work, values, religion, com-
munity and governance. For policy makers, the  later 
are of greater importance as they may be influenced by 
the  governmental actions. In this paper, we focus on 
a particular possible determinants of subjective well-be-
ing associated with community and governance, that is, 
on empowerment rights.

The influence of empowerment rights on happiness 
may be described by different mechanisms depending 
on the way the rights are defined. It is possible to dis-
tinguish the influence of de facto, de jure and de jure – de 
facto gap in rights protection. De facto rights protection 

means the actual level of rights protection performed by 
the government, while de jure rights are the ones estab-
lished in a  constitution or ordinary law of a country 
(Melton,  2013). The  difference between the  actual 
(de facto) and formal (de jure) rights protection is called 
a de jure – de facto gap. This paper offers an analysis 
of the  influence of all the  aforementioned aspects of 
empowerment rights on subjective well-being.

The question of happiness level and its determinants 
remains particularly important in case of post-socialist 
countries. These countries are characterised by peculiar 
levels and trends in subjective well-being (Bartollini, 
Mikucka, Sarracino, 2017). Their most striking feature is 
that the inhabitants of post-socialist economies are sys-
tematically unhappier than their advanced and develop-
ing counterparts in the  rest of the world (a ‘happiness 
gap’). The happiness gap is so pronounced that in the lit-
erature it is called ‘the iron curtain’ of happiness (Lelkes, 
2006). The  existence of the  gap may be attributed to 
the  negative consequences of the  transition process, 
such as falling national income, declining state redistri-
bution, rising unemployment, inequality and poverty. 
The economic, cultural, social and institutional transfor-
mation was so dramatic that it exerted a deep influence 
on the  subjective well-being (Bartollini, Mikucka, Sar-
racino, 2017). Subjective well-being is linked with pro-
ductivity, creativity and longevity, and may be relevant 
to political process (Nikolova, 2016). Therefore, it affects 
the development of a country. Studying macroeconomic 
and institutional determinants of subjective well-being 
may give policy recommendations for governments of 
transition countries willing to achieve the same citizens’ 
quality of life as their counterparts in developed market 
economies.

This paper inscribes into the  literature trying to 
explain the  possible institutional determinants of 
the  existence of the  aforementioned gap. Its main aim 
is to examine the impact of de jure – de facto empower-
ment rights’ protection gap on the scope of the happi-
ness gap and the level of life satisfaction of inhabitants 
of post-socialist countries. To our best knowledge, it is 
the first research dealing with interrelationship between 
empowerment rights’protection gap and life satisfaction 
in post-socialist countries. The  analysis has both theo-
retical and empirical dimensions. We propose an econo-
metric model checking the significance of the aforemen-
tioned empowerment rights’ measures in explaining 
happiness gap and the level of subjective well-being of 
inhabitants of post-socialist countries. The methodology 
consists of an ordered probit model.
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The  paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, 
we present the  link between empowerment rights and 
subjective well-being and the  mechanisms associated 
with interactions between them. We cover de facto, de 
jure and de jure – de facto perspectives on empowerment 
rights. Section 3 discusses the degree of life-satisfaction 
in post-socialist countries and possible determinants of 
the existence of the happiness gap. We compare the sub-
jective well-being and de jure and de facto empowerment 
rights’ protection in post-socialist countries and their 
western counterparts. Section 4 includes the description 
of the  data and variables used in an empirical study, 
while Section 5 consists of the obtained model results. 
The  paper finishes with conclusions and policy impli-
cations.

2  Empowerment rights and 
subjective well-being

In the literature, one may find various well-established 
determinants of subjective well-being. Each individual 
has his or her own genetic make-up, but the person he 
or she becomes is dependent on the interaction of those 
genes with the environment in which he or she operates 
(Helliwell, Layard, Sachs, 2012). Fig. 1 presents a classi-
fication of features that influence a person’s well-being.

Together, genes and environment determine the fea-
tures of an individual’s life –both personal and external. 
These features are the determinants of a person’s sub-
jective well-being. They are related to the  personality, 
demographic, micro- and macroeconomic and institu-
tional factors (Frey, Stutzer, 2000). Subjective well-be-
ing (SWB) tends to be negatively influenced by inter alia 

the unemployment (Winkelmann, 2009), divorce (Zim-
mermann and Easterlin, 2006) and economic volatility 
(Wolfers, 2003), while the positive impact is attributed 
to good health condition (Shields and Wheatley Price, 
2005), marriage (Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006), 
and education (Dolan, Peasgood, and White, 2008). One 
of the  external features determining an individual’s 
well-being is the quality of institutional environment in 
which he or she lives.

Why institutions may affect people’s subjective 
well-being perceptions? Firstly, it may be attributed to 
the so called ‘procedural utility’, that is, the satisfaction 
derived from procedure by which the  given political 
outcomes have been achieved (Nikolova, 2016). Sec-
ondly, good quality institutions may raise the utility of 
citizens in many different ways. Well-functioning legal 
system provides and enforces property rights and as 
a result protects citizens from violence, theft and eco-
nomic exploitation (Bjørnskov, Dreher, Fischer, 2010). 
Democratic institutions and political decentralisation 
allow citizens to make decisions according to their own 
preferences (Frey, Stutzer, 2002). Institutions assur-
ing economic freedom give citizens the  possibility to 
freely exchange goods, services and labour, and thus, 
exert a strong positive influence on subjective well-be-
ing (Gropper, Lawson, Thorne, 2011). Another kind of 
institutions that may affect ones subjective well-being 
are those concerning personal freedom. One of the most 
prominent examples of such institutions are empower-
ment rights. They include inter alia the right to electoral 
self-determination, the  right to domestic movement, 
the  right to foreign movement, the  right to religious 
freedom, the  right to freedom of speech, the  right to 
freedom of assembly and association. They may influ-
ence the subjective well-being of citizens through several 
mechanisms.

First of all, the right to electoral self-determination, 
the  freedom of speech and the  freedom of assembly 
and association empower individuals to take part in 
the  civil and political life of the  state, for example, by 
allowing citizens to unionize or to form political parties 
(Chilton, Versteeg, 2016). The emergence of such organi-
sations may enforce government’s commitment to rights 
protecting citizens. The  theory of organisational rights 
states that these rights establish independent organisa-
tions capable of protecting the substantive rights com-
mitments and thus making these rights self-enforcing 
(Chilton, Versteeg, 2016). The possibility of individuals 
to influence government through the use of empower-
ment rights contributes to the  higher SWB, as it gives 

Fig. 1. Features determining a person’s well-being. Own work 
on the basis of: Helliwell, John, Richard Layard, and Jeffrey 
Sachs. ‘World happiness report’ (2012).
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them tools to affect government’s decisions in order to 
maximise their utility.

What is more, the aforementioned rights and free-
doms shape citizens’ relationship with their government 
by encompassing a variety of obligations that govern-
ments must respect and pose limits on its power. These 
kind of rights influence citizen’s fundamental relation-
ship with his or her government as they enable citizens to 
criticise the government (for example, through demon-
strations and press), to live their lives according to their 
own belief systems, and to seek refuge from repressive 
governmental actions (Crabtree, Nelson, 2017). There-
fore, empowerment rights increase the sphere of citizens’ 
freedom within their relationship with government and 
strengthen the  degree of their self-determination, and 
thus, increase the level of citizens’ subjective well-being.

One of the  channels through which empower-
ment rights may affect subjective well-being is GDP 
growth. According to the Nobel prize winner Amartya 
Sen, development needs to be perceived as a process 
of expanding the  real freedoms that people enjoy 
(Sen, 2000). A country aspiring to achieve economic and 
social development should aim to remove the  major 
sources of lack of freedom. Violations of empowerment 
rights occurring in a non-systematic and hazardous 
way may be perceived as an indicator of the absence of 
certainty. Such abuses constitute a discouraging factor 
for foreign investors, and as a result, may lead to lower 
investment which in turn will contribute to lower rates 
of economic growth and finally to lower per capita 
income (Blume, Voigt, 2007). Richard Easterlin formu-
lated the  happiness-income paradox stating that over 
the long term (10 years or more) citizens SWB does not 
increase as a country’s income rises (Easterlin, 2010). 
Positive correlation between income and SWB may 
be the  result of inter alia well-functioning democratic 
system, rule of law or gender equality (Frey, Stutzer, 
2002), which usually go in pair with the economic devel-
opment. Therefore, one may conclude that empow-
erment rights affect subjective well-being through 
the institutional channel as well.

One of the  empowerment rights lying within 
the scope of the analysis of this paper is the freedom of 
foreign and domestic movement, the  extent to which 
enable citizens to travel freely within the  country and 
to emigrate without being subject to restrictions by 
public authorities. The positive effect of the freedom of 
movement on the level of subjective well-being may be 
explained using Tiebout model (Tiebout 1956). Accord-
ing to this model, people move to places where public 

goods’ provisions and taxation are in congruence with 
their preferences. The freedom of movement guaranteed 
by law enable individuals to maximise their utility, and 
therefore, to increase their subjective well-being.

Furthermore, empowerment rights (in particular, 
freedom of religion, freedom of speech and freedom of 
assembly and association) assure equality before the law 
and prohibit government to discriminate against spe-
cific individuals or groups (Mukand, Rodrik, 2015). 
They mainly benefit those, who are not privileged in 
the society, that is, ethnic, geographic, religious or ideo-
logical minorities (Mukand, Rodrik, 2015). Although not 
only well-being of minorities may be positively affected 
by secure empowerment rights. Those being currently 
in majority, could derive utility from the assurance that 
their rights will be protected as well, in case they (for 
example, due to some political processes) shift form 
majority to minority.

Empowerment rights are inseparably interconnected 
with a sphere of freedom of an individual. The freedom 
of choice (regarding one’s opportunities in life, different 
ways of living one’s life, choice of profession, education, 
etc.) is one of the best predictors of a person’s life satis-
faction, better than such factors as health, employment, 
income, marriage or religion (Verme, 2009). According 
to the  monotonic/heterogenous view on how people 
appreciate the freedom of choice, individuals have dif-
ferent preferences and an increase in choice has a differ-
ent impact on individuals, but this impact is always pos-
itive (Verme, 2009). One of the examples of such a view 
is Sen’s capability approach where freedom of choice 
contributes to define utility in a world of heterogenous 
individuals (Sen, 1987). According to this approach, 
expanding the range of economic and political freedoms 
should be valuable to all individuals, even those, who 
do not profit from economic or political possibilities 
offered.

The positive influence of freedom of choice expan-
sion on subjective well-being is also confirmed by empir-
ical studies. Inglehart et al. –on the basis of the human 
development model – state that since 1981, economic 
development, democratisation, and increasing social 
tolerance have increased the  extent to which people 
experience the free choice, which has led to higher levels 
of subjective well-being around the  world (Inglehart 
et al., 2008). The human development model emphasises 
the existence of the following sequence: (1) responding 
to widening opportunities of life caused by the  eco-
nomic development of the country, people attach more 
importance on emancipative values, (2) in response to 
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a greater emphasis on emancipative values, feelings of 
agency play a more important role in shaping people’s 
life satisfaction, (3) in response to a higher impact of 
agency feelings on life satisfaction, the level of life sat-
isfaction itself rises (Welzel, Inglehart, 2010). The  con-
clusions arising out of the human development model 
support the significance of the impact of empowerment 
rights’ protection on the  level of subjective well-being. 
The  empowerment rights protect emancipative values 
and support citizens’ need for agency. Therefore, they 
may strengthen the  life satisfaction increase effect 
described by that model.

Another mechanism through which empowerment 
rights may affect subjective well-being level is through 
strengthening social capital. Social capital understood 
as the quantity and quality of social relations in a com-
munity constitutes one of the  sources of individual 
happiness. One may distinguish the  relations between 
individuals or groups that are similar to each other 
(bonding capital) and relations between entities that are 
different (bridging capital) (Helliwell, Layard, Sachs, 
2012). Empowerment rights strengthen both bonding 
and bridging capital by securing the legal position end 
ensuring equal treatment of all individuals in the com-
munity and thus increasing the overall level of trust in 
the society. As a result, they contribute to the increase of 
the subjective well-being of the inhabitants of the county.

Another argumentation in favour of the  positive 
impact of empowerment rights on subjective well-being 
may be derived from the alternative definition of social 

capital. Fig. 2 summarises different dimensions of social 
capital.

Structural aspect of social capital facilitates social 
interaction and includes participation in formal and 
informal networks. On the other hand, cognitive aspect 
predisposes people to act in a socially beneficial way and 
comprises of general trust, institutional trust and civic 
norms. Well respected and protected empowerment 
rights should influence each of the  above dimensions 
of social capital. By ensuring inter alia the  freedom of 
association, freedom of expression and freedom of reli-
gion, they facilitate the formation of formal and informal 
networks. They also have an influence on the cognitive 
aspect of social capital, by increasing the overall level of 
trust in the society. Citizens knowing that their freedoms 
are protected feel more confident in their relationships 
with other people and state administration.

What is more, not only de facto rights1 protection 
may influence the well-being of citizens. De jure rights 
protection should exert a positive impact as well. Inclu-
sion of empowerment rights in a constitution or a statute 
provides a signal to individuals that their rights and 
freedoms are formally recognised by the  government 
and secures their observance and judicial protection. 
However, it is essential to note that de jure rights should 
not be analysed separately from de facto rights. De jure – 
de facto gap is a more relevant measure in this respect. 
It expresses the difference between the actual (de facto) 
and formal (de jure) rights protection in a given country. 
The impact of the gap on subjective well-being may be 
twofold depending on its nature. Tab. 1 presents the dif-
ferent types of interdependence between de jure and de 
facto rights protection.

From the Tab. 1, it appears that it is possible to dis-
tinguish four types of de jure and de facto rights interre-
lationships. The gap may be observed in case II and III, 
while in cases I and IV the activities of the government 
are compatible with the  legal status. Gap envisaged in 
case II should have a negative impact on the  level of 
subjective well-being, as it constitutes a signal of uncer-
tainty about government’s action and may contribute to 
a decrease of trust that citizens put in public institutions. 
Uncertainty about one’s legal standing and the scope of 
de facto respected rights and freedoms results in decrease 
of subjective well-being of individuals living in a given 
society. On the other hand, the gap described in case III 
should exert a positive influence on the level of subjec-

1  De jure rights are envisaged in law of a particular country, while de 
facto rights refer to the real level of rights’ protection (Melton, 2013).

Fig. 2. Dimensions of social capital. Own work on the basis of 
Kaasa, Anneli and Eve Parts. ‘Individual-level determinants of 
social capital in Europe: Differences between country groups.’ 
Acta sociologica 51.2 (2008).
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Tab. 1. The interdependence between de jure and de facto rights 
protection

Lack of de jure rights 
protection

De jure rights 
protection exists

Lack of de facto 
rights protection

I II

De facto rights 
protection exists

III IV

tive well-being. In this situation, the  government not 
having a legal duty to observe citizens’ rights does so. 
Therefore, the level of citizens’ trust in the government 
increases contributing to a higher level of their subjec-
tive well-being.

3  (Un)happiness in post-socialist 
countries

The  common trait of all the  post-socialist countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe is the  fact that in the  late 
80’s they started the  transition process –form commu-
nist or socialist system to democracy, and from cen-
trally planned economy to the  free-market economy. 
In this period, the  countries adopted a new constitu-
tion, based on the  rule of law and having broad cata-
logues of rights and freedoms. However, nowadays, 
the  post-socialist states differ with respect to both de 
jure and de facto rights’ protection. This group of coun-
tries is characterised by huge diversity –seen in such 
aspects as inter alia the  level of the  economic growth, 
the size and structure of the market, international rela-
tionships (Matkowski, 2004). One of the societal effects 
of transition is the drop of life satisfaction, especially of 
the  elderly citizens of post-socialist countries (Guriev, 
Zhuravskaya, 2009). The possible explanations of these 
phenomenon include deterioration of public goods, 
depreciation of human capital gathered under socialist 
rule and income inequality (Guriev, Zhuravskaya, 2009), 
the  ‘culture of distrust’ and low levels of social capital 
(Bartolini, Mikucka, Sarracino, 2017) and the temporary 
collapse of output and employment (Easterlin, 2009). 
In a majority of post-socialist countries (mainly Central 
and Eastern European), the  economy recovered since 
early 90’s and embarked on a path of rapid convergence 

towards the  Western European countries (although it 
is not universal for all post-socialist countries). What is 
more, the effect of the rising inequality on the SWB of cit-
izens of post-socialist countries has a changing pattern. 
Grosfeld and Senik using the example of Poland provide 
evidence that in the  first stage of transition process, it 
was interpreted by the population as a signal of wider 
opportunities, and later on, it became a source of dis-
satisfaction with the country’s economic situation (Gros-
feld, Senik, 2010).

Trends of subjective well-being in post-socialist 
countries are of a peculiar nature –variations over time 
are greater than in other developed countries and more 
correlated with the trends of GDP (Bartollini, Mikucka, 
Sarracino, 2017). According to the concept of‘ post-mate-
rialisation of happiness’ materialist concerns constitute 
a more prominent ingredient of well-being of citizens 
of  transition countries compared to the one of citizens 
of  Western states. However, after the  period of worst 
economic crisis in the  post-socialist countries, other 
determinants of subjective well-being, such as social 
capital, start to play more and more important roles 
(Bartollini, Mikucka, Sarracino, 2017).

What is more, post-socialist economies are system-
atically unhappier than their advanced and developing 
counterparts in the rest of the world (Djankov, Nikolova, 
Zilinsky, 2016;Guriev, Zhuravskaya, 2009). Guriev and 
Zhuravskaya (2009) predicted that the  gap would dis-
appear due to the  economic growth of post-socialist 
countries and their economic convergence towards 
the  Western countries. Djankov, Nikolova and Zilin-
sky (2016) stated that the  aforementioned happiness 
gap remained even after controlling for such factors as 
income, life expectancy, Eastern Orthodox religion and 
so on.

The aforementioned happiness gap is accompanied 
by a social capital gap –Eastern Europe countries lag 
behind other European democracies in terms of state 
capacity and civil society (Sissenich, 2010). This gap is 
not the consequence of a communist period, but rather 
it reflects the lower level of economic development and 
institutional quality in comparison to the Western Euro-
pean countries (Fidrmuc, Gërxhani, 2008). As a result, 
it should gradually disappear, while post-socialist coun-
tries catch up with respect to economic development 
and institutional quality. Stronger empowerment rights 
contribute to higher institutional quality, and therefore, 
to the diminishment of the social capital gap.

In order to preliminarily test the presence of happi-
ness gap, we conduct a Kruskall-Wallis H test. The data 
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is taken from the  World Values Survey for the  period 
1994–2014 and cover 27 post-socialist and 17 non-post-so-
cialist countries (the  detailed list of countries used in 
the  analysis is included in Tab. 5 in the  Appendix).2 

The  aim of the  test is to determine if the  mean value 
of the  life satisfaction of citizens is different for citi-
zens of post-socialist (n = 51 630) and non-post-socialist 

2   The comparison sample is constructed on the basis of Nikolova, 2016.

(n = 45 979) countries. The  Kruskall-Wallis H (Tab.  2) 
test shows that there exists a statistically significant 
difference in life satisfaction between the  two groups 
(𝜒𝜒12  = 11908, p-value = 0,0001), and therefore, confirms 
the existence of a happiness gap.

The question that arises in this context is whether de 
jure or de facto empowerment rights may be perceived 
as one of the  explaining factors of the  happiness gap 
between post-socialist countries and other advanced 

Tab. 2. Mean values of the declared level of life-satisfaction by residents of post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries

Number of observations Mean χ² statistics p-value

Post-socialist countries 51642 5.68
11908 0,0001

Non-post-socialist countries 65393 7.17

Tab. 3. ‘How much respect is there for individual human rights nowadays in this country?’ Comparison of the answers of respondents 
from post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries (as a percentage of total answers). Own work on the basis of WVS (2014).

Post-socialist countries Non-post-socialist countries

1994–1998 1999–2004 2005–2009 2010–2014 1994–1998 1999–2004 2005–2009 2010–2014
There is a lot of respect for  
individual human rights

0.02 0.05 0.02 0.07 0.01 0.11 0.16 0.14

There is some respect 0.15 0.26 0.26 0.39 0.06 0.47 0.49 0.55

There is not much respect 0.26 0.43 0.43 0.34 0.06 0.33 0.19 0.26

There is no respect at all 0.14 0.26 0.12 0.10 0.00 0.07 0.02 0.03

Missing 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Not asked in survey 0.41 0.00 0.14 0.08 0.86 0.00 0.13 0.00

No answer 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00

Don’t know 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.07 0.01 0.11 0.16 0.14

Tab. 4. Countries included in the analyses

Post-socialist countries Developed non-post-socialist countries

1994–1998 Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, 
Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro

Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, United States

1999–2004 Albania, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Macedonia Canada, Japan, South Korea, Spain, United States

2005–2009 Bulgaria, Georgia, Hungary, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russia, 
Slovenia, Ukraine, Serbia and Montenegro

Australia, Canada, Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, 
Japan, South Korea, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Great Britain, United States

2010–2014 Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Poland, Romania, Russia, 
Slovenia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan

Australia, Cyprus, Germany, Japan, South Korea, Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Spain, Sweden, United States
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Tab. 5. The results of Kruskal-Wallis H test

 
Mean value of SWB of respondents 
living in a country where freedom is 
included in the constitution

Mean value of SWB of respondents 
living in a country where freedom is not 
included in the constitution

χ² statistics p-value

Freedom of assembly 6.32 6.77 158.758 0.0001

Freedom of religion 6.47 6.45 2.812 0.0935

Freedom of expression 6.29 6.79 158.758 0.0001

Freedom of movement 6.15 6.92 158.758 0.0001

and developing countries of rest of the  world. Tab.  3 
presents the answers to the question ‘How much respect 
is there for individual human rights nowadays in this 
country?’, gathered throughout four waves of the World 
Values Survey.

The answers are divided into two groups depend-
ing on whether the respondent was from a post-socialist 
country or a developed non-post-socialist one (the list of 
countries used in the  research may be found in Tab. 4 
below).

The data show that the majority of respondents from 
post-socialist countries perceive that human rights are 
not respected, while the case is opposite for respondents 
from developed economies. This characteristic of inhab-
itants from transition countries may constitute one of 
the determinants of happiness gap.

In order to investigate the impact of de jure dimen-
sion of the  empowerment rights protection on the  life 
satisfaction level of inhabitants of post-socialist coun-
tries, we conduct a Kruskall-Wallis H test. The data on 
the presence of a given right in the country’s constitu-
tion come from the  Comparative Constitutions Project 
database (Elkins et al., 2014). Tab. 5 presents the results.

The  obtained results indicate that the  mean value 
of the life satisfaction of citizens of post-socialist coun-
tries significantly differs between a group of respond-
ents living in a country where given freedom is included 
in the constitution and a group from a country without 
such constitutional provision. Therefore, de jure stand-
ards of empowerment rights’ protection should be con-
sidered as one of the environmental factors explaining 
subjective well-being in post-socialist countries. What is 
more, the  mean value of SWB for majority of rights is 
higher for the countries that do not have a given right 
inscribed in a constitution. It may be a sign of ineffective 
constitutional provisions and a sign that the empower-
ment gap should be analysed.

4  Data and variables

The main data source of the level of subjective well-be-
ing is the  World Values Survey (WVS), 1994–2014. 
Such a time span has been chosen due to the  fact that 
the  majority of post-socialist countries gained their 
independence and transitioned from a socialist regime 
to a market economy and democracy in the early 90’s, 
therefore, the data for the previous periods are unavail-
able. The WVS data have been merged with the V-Dem 
database (Coppedge et al., 2016) containing a variety 
of institutional, social and economic indicators. Tab. 7 
(Appendix) presents the  definitions and sources of all 
the variables used in a study.

The  dependent variable is respondent’s life sat-
isfaction measured on a scale from 1 (dissatisfied) to 
10 (satisfied). Other individual’s characteristics used in 
the study include gender, age, income, employment and 
marital status, education level, perceived state of health, 
children and religiosity. Apart from the aforementioned 
individual characteristics of the  respondent, country 
level economic and institutional characteristics are taken 
into account as well. Economic characteristics include 
GDP per capita, inflation, GDP growth and unemploy-
ment. Institutional characteristics consist of democracy, 
government ideology, regulatory quality, government 
effectiveness and empowerment rights and gap indices.

The  role of institutional variables used in a study 
is to examine the  influence of empowerment rights on 
the  subjective well-beinglevel itself and the  happiness 
gap between the respondents from post-socialist coun-
tries and their counterparts from the rest of the world. 
There are two measures of empowerment rights taken 
into account – de facto rights and de jure – de facto gap.

The  data concerning de facto empowerment rights 
come from V-Dem database (Coppedge et al., 2016). 
The indices of de facto rights’ protection are derived from 
the  surveys and converted to interval by the  authors 
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of the  V-Dem database with a use of Bayesian item 
response theory measurement model. The  freedoms 
taken into account include:
i.	 the  freedom of association proxied by civil society 

participation,
ii.	 the freedom of expression,
iii.	 the freedom of religion,
iv.	 the freedom of foreign movement.

The detailed description of the aforementioned indices 
is included in Tab. 6 (above).

The  measure of de jure – de facto gap (gap) is con-
structed as follows:

gap = de jure right – de facto right

where de jure right is a binary variable indicating whether 
a given right is present in a country’s constitution and de 
facto right being a continuous variable within the range 

from 0 to 1m reflects the actual level of right’s protection. 
It is possible to distinguish two types of de jure – de facto 
gaps – a ‘positive’ and a ‘negative’ one.

A ‘positive’ de jure – de facto gap occurs when a right 
is included in a constitution, but the government does 
not respect it. In this case, the  gap takes the  values 
between 0 and 1. On the contrary a ‘negative’ de jure – de 
facto gap reflects the situation in which the right is not 
protected formally via the constitution, but nonetheless 
is respected by the government (the value of the gap is 
thus less than 0).

The data used to construct the gap come from: for de 
facto rights – the V-Dem database (Coppedge et al., 2016) 
(indices are normalised to 1, where necessary) and for de 
jure rights – Comparative Constitutions Project database 
(Elkins et al., 2014). Tab. 6 presents the  corresponding 
measures of de jure and de facto rights’ protection used 
for the construction of the gap.

Tab. 6. Corresponding measures of de jure and de facto rights’ protection

De jure right De facto right

Freedom of assembly:
1 - constitution provides the freedom of assembly
0 - constitution does not provide the freedom of assembly

Civil society participation index:
- the extent to which major civil society organisations are routinely 
consulted by policymaker, how large is the involvement of people in 
CSOs; the extent to which women are prevented from participating; 
and the extent to which legislative candidate nomination within party 
organization is highly decentralized or made
through party primaries

Freedom of religion:
1 - constitution provides the freedom of religion
0 - constitution does not provide the freedom of religion

Freedom of religion index:
- indicator specifying the extent to which individuals and groups have 
the right to choose a religion, change their religion and practice that 
religion in private or in public as well as to proselytize peacefully without 
being subject to restrictions by public authorities

Freedom of expression:
1 - constitution provides the freedom of expression or speech
0 - constitution does not provide the freedom of expression  
or speech

Freedom of expression index:
- indicator specifying the extent to which the government respects 
the freedom of press and media, the freedom of ordinary people to 
discuss political matters at home and in the public sphere, as well
as the freedom of academic and cultural expression

Freedom from forced labour:
1 - constitution prohibits slavery, servitude or forced labour
0 - constitution does not prohibit slavery, servitude or forced labour

Freedom from forced labour index:
- the extent to which adult citizens are free from servitude and other 
kinds of forced labour

Freedom of movement:
1 - constitution provides the freedom of movement
0 - constitution does not provide the freedom of movement

Freedom of movement :
- the extent to which citizens are able to travel freely to and from 
the country and to emigrate without being subject to restrictions by 
public authorities



A. Lewczuk / Empowerment Rights and Happiness Gap in Post-socialist Countries    280

Tab. 7. Description and sources of variables

Variable Definition Values Source

life_satisfaction respondent’s life satisfaction (‘All things considered, how 
satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?’)

from 1 (satisfied) to 10 (dissatisfied) WVS (2015)

female respondent’s gender 0 – male, 1 – female WVS (2015)

age respondent’s age WVS (2015)

age2 respondent’s age squared WVS (2015)

income monthly household income WVS (2015)

income2 monthly household income squared WVS (2015)

employment respondent’s employment status 1 – self-employed, full-time 
employed, part-time employed, 
student; 0 - otherwise

WVS (2015)

married respondent’s marital status 1 – married or living together with 
someone as married, 0 – otherwise

WVS (2015)

divorced respondent’s marital status 1– divorced, 0 – otherwise WVS (2015)

widowed respondent’s marital status 1– widowed, 0 – otherwise WVS (2015)

single respondent’s marital status 1 – single, 0 – otherwise WVS (2015)

health respondent’s subjective assessment of the state of health binary variables for the following 
categories of the state of health: very 
good, good, fair, poor, very poor

WVS (2015)

education respondent’s highest educational level attained binary variables for the following 
categories of the level of education: 
tertiary education, secondary 
education, basic education

WVS (2015)

religiosity respondent’s religiosity 1 – a religious person, 0 – otherwise WVS (2015)

lngdppc GDP per capita in logarithm VDem (2016)

inflation inflation VDem (2016)

GDP growth GDP growth VDem (2016)

unemployment unemployment (% of labour force) World Bank (2018)

government ideology ideology of the chief’s executive party binary variables for the following 
categories: leftist, right, centre

Database of Political 
Institutions (2012)

democracy the extent to which an institutionalised democracy is 
present in a country

scale (1;2) VDem (2016)

regulatory quality an index including measures of the incidence of market 
unfriendly policies such as price controls or inadequate 
bank supervision, as well as perceptions of the burdens 
imposed by excessive regulation in areas such as foreign 
trade and business development

scale (-2; 2) VDem (2016)

government 
effectiveness

the index envisaging the quality of public service provision, 
the quality of the bureaucracy, the competence of civil 
servants, the independence of the civil service from 
political pressures, and the credibility of the government’s 
commitment to policies

scale (-2; 2) VDem (2016)
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5  The model

The  empirical strategy used in a study is based on 
the step-by-step approach. Firstly, we preliminarily test 
the  significance of de facto and de jure empowerment 
rights’ protection as a factor contributing to the existence 
of the happiness gap and a factor explaining the level of 
life satisfaction of inhabitants of post-socialist economies. 
The  preliminary models are estimated with the  use of 
the ordered probit regression with standard errors clus-
tered at a country level. Due to the fact that further on, 
we move to the main part of our research and address 
the same questions but concerning the impact of de jure – 
de facto gap. In the first step, we analyse the empower-
ment gap effect on SWB in two samples: post-socialist 
and comparison of non-post-socialist sample accounting 
for basic individual level respondent’s characteristics. 
Further on, we include the  transition country dummy 
in order to account for the happiness gap and develop 
the  model by additional individual level, macroeco-
nomic and institutional characteristics.

5.1  Results of preliminary regressions

This section presents the results of the model explaining 
the influence of the respect of de facto and de jure empow-
erment rights on the scope of the happiness gap between 
post socialist countries and other countries. Tab. 8 pre-
sents the obtained model results for de facto rights’ pro-
tection.

The  results support the  existence of the  happiness 
gap between post-socialist countries and their devel-
oped counterparts (the coefficient of variable transition). 
It indicates that living in a post-socialist society goes in 
pair with lower life satisfaction compared with similar 
individuals from the western countries.

The results of models (2)–(5) indicate that account-
ing for de facto respect for different categories of empow-
erment rights contributes to the  diminishment of 
the size of the gap. In case we account for all four cate-
gories of empowerment rights simultaneously, the neg-
ative happiness gap disappears (model (6)). The  effect 
is the strongest in case of de facto freedom of expression. 
What is more, the  model suggests the  positive rela-
tionship between the  increase of respect of freedom of 
assembly and freedom of movement and the  life satis-
faction in general and a negative relationship in case of 
freedom of religion and freedom of expression.

It may be argued that the effect implementation of 
institutional environment supporting higher respect for 
empowerment rights is associated with certain social 
costs for post-socialist countries. The changes of empow-
erment rights’ protection involve a life satisfaction cost.

The  results may be interpreted from the  point of 
view of cost-benefit analysis. In case of countries char-
acterised by underdeveloped institutional environ-
ment, forcing the  government to increase the  respect 
for empowerment rights, is costly for the  society. It 
may involve protests and strikes, social unrest, change 
of the government preceded by repressions. The short-
term benefits from achieving the higher levels of respect 

expression_df the extent to which government respects press & media 
freedom, the freedom of ordered people to discuss political 
matters at home and in the public sphere, as well as 
the freedom of academic and cultural expression

scale (0;1) VDem (2016)

civil society_df The extent to which major civil society organisations 
are routinely consulted by policymaker; how large is the 
involvement of people in CSOs; the extent to which women 
are prevented from participating; and the extent to which 
legislative candidate nomination within party organization is 
highly decentralized or made through party primaries

scale (0;1) VDem (2016)

religion_df the extent to which citizens enjoy freedom of religion scale (-3; 3) VDem (2016)

move_df the extent to which citizens are able to travel freely to and 
from the country and to emigrate without being subject to 
restrictions by public authorities

scale (-1; 3) VDem (2016)

Tab. 7. Description and sources of variables (continue)
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Tab. 8. The influence of de facto empowerment rights on the size of the happiness gap (ordered probit model)

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

transition -0.300** -0.290** -0.273** -0.164** -0.236** 0.169**
 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 

civil society_df 1.320** 1.346**

 (0.11) (0.15) 

religion_df -0.134** 0.291**

 (0.02) (0.03) 

expression_df -2.638** -6.500**

 (0.17) (0.30) 

move_df 0.326** 0.327**

 (0.02) (0.04) 

Wave 4 0.279** 0.221** 0.382** 0.338** 0.316** 0.213**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wave 5 0.245** 0.217** 0.349** 0.290** 0.317** 0.201**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wave 6

 

age -0.042** -0.042** -0.042** -0.042** -0.040** -0.039**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.024 0.026 0.022 0.021 0.027* 0.026* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.289** -0.294** -0.298** -0.314** -0.273** -0.318**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

single -0.198** -0.194** -0.184** -0.185** -0.241** -0.243**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

widowed -0.225** -0.223** -0.230** -0.235** -0.221** -0.233**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

children 0.052** 0.070** 0.075** 0.079** -0.020 -0.001 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

good state of health -0.392** -0.384** -0.394** -0.389** -0.401** -0.383**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

fair state of health -0.769** -0.756** -0.766** -0.761** -0.778** -0.751**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

poor state of health -1.231** -1.216** -1.232** -1.219** -1.237** -1.190**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

very poor state of health -1.527** -1.510** -1.525** -1.513** -1.526** -1.477**

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) 

religiosity 0.159** 0.150** 0.153** 0.137** 0.172** 0.119**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

tertiary education 0.171** 0.178** 0.157** 0.116** 0.185** 0.087**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

secondary education 0.107** 0.117** 0.096** 0.051** 0.148** 0.059** 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

income 0.159** 0.148** 0.154** 0.163** 0.159** 0.167**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

income2 -0.007** -0.006** -0.007** -0.008** -0.007** -0.008**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

lngdppc 0.169** 0.104** 0.135** 0.507** 0.086* 0.903**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) 

Inflation -0.007** -0.008** -0.003** 0.004** -0.007** 0.009**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

unemployment 0.002 -0.005** 0.007** 0.022** 0.005** 0.038**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

GDP growth 0.014** 0.019** 0.019** 0.013** 0.015** 0.007* 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

leftist ideology of government -0.335** -0.303** -0.394** -0.252** -0.252** 0.134**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 

right ideology of government -0.490** -0.455** -0.605** -0.483** -0.483** -0.191**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 

democracy 0.047* 0.095** 0.180** 0.086** 0.214** 0.065 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05) 

regulatory quality 0.231** -0.042 0.318** 0.519** 0.133** 0.335**

 (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) 

number of observations 29397

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist and 
17 non post-socialist countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.

Tab. 8. The influence of de facto empowerment rights on the size of the happiness gap (ordered probit model) (continue)
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Tab. 9. The influence of de jure and de facto empowerment rights on the size of the happiness gap (ordered probit model)

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

transition -0.306** -0.302** -0.149** -0.321**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

civil society_df 1.494**  

 (0.13)  

assembly_di 0.074**  

 (0.03)  

religion_df -0.122**  

 (0.02)  

religion_di 0.445**  

 (0.03)  

expression_df -2.714**  

 (0.17)  

expression_di -0.109**  

 (0.03)  

move_df 0.321**

 (0.02) 

move_di -0.118**

 (0.02) 

Wave 4 0.182** 0.217** 0.327** 0.342**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wave 5 0.193** 0.289** 0.257** 0.318**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wave 6

 

age -0.042** -0.042** -0.041** -0.040**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.026 0.018 0.022 0.029* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.294** -0.301** -0.314** -0.277**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

single -0.191** -0.208** -0.190** -0.234**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

widowed -0.223** -0.226** -0.235** -0.222**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

children 0.080** 0.058** 0.066** -0.010 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

good state of health -0.386** -0.393** -0.387** -0.400**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4)

fair state of health -0.759** -0.760** -0.759** -0.776**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

poor state of health -1.217** -1.209** -1.216** -1.235**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

very poor state of health -1.510** -1.498** -1.511** -1.524**

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

religiosity 0.150** 0.158** 0.135** 0.164**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

tertiary education 0.187** 0.165** 0.104** 0.179**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

secondary education 0.120** 0.107** 0.049* 0.146**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

income 0.144** 0.145** 0.168** 0.159**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

income2 -0.006** -0.006** -0.008** -0.007**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

lngdppc 0.099** 0.075* 0.538** 0.093* 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

Inflation -0.009** -0.009** 0.003** -0.007**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

unemployment -0.006** -0.010** 0.022** 0.004** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

GDP growth 0.021** 0.012** 0.013** 0.014**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

leftist ideology of government -0.298** -0.259** -0.254** -0.262**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

right ideology of government -0.448** -0.471** -0.502** -0.496**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

democracy 0.117** 0.034 0.057* 0.144**

 (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) 

regulatory quality -0.088* 0.190** 0.507** 0.127**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) 

number of observations 29397

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist and 
17 non post-socialist countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.

Tab. 9. The influence of de jure and de facto empowerment rights on the size of the happiness gap (ordered probit model) (continue)
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for empowerment rights are not the same for all groups 
in the society. Taking into account the five rights listed 
above, majority of society benefits from freedom of 
association and freedom of foreign movement, as they 
are mostly related to everyday activity of the  average 
person. Freedom of religion and freedom of expres-
sion concern and benefit mostly minorities, which hold 
views different from the  rest of the  society. Therefore, 
the  cost of enforcing higher respect of these kind of 
rights perceived by the majority of society is greater than 
the noticeable benefits.

Tab.  9 presents the  results for model accounting 
simultaneously for both de jure and de facto empower-
ment rights.

The obtained results suggest the existence of signifi-
cant and mixed influences of de jure and rights protection 
on the  level of subjective well-being. Citizens of coun-
tries with freedom of association and freedom of religion 
included in a constitution are on average happier than 
those living in countries where these freedoms are not 
guaranteed on a constitutional level. The effect is oppo-
site for the freedom of expression and freedom of move-
ment. On the basis of the model presented in Tabl. 8, one 
may conclude that the  effect of de jure empowerment 
rights protection is ambiguous. Therefore, it is essential 
to use another measure, which in greater extent captures 
the interrelationship between de jure and de facto rights 
protection, that is, to the de jure – de facto empowerment 
rights’ gap.

5.2  Results for de jure – de facto 
empowerment rights’ gap

This section presents the  step-by-step analysis of 
the  influence of de jure – de facto empowerment rights’ 
gap on the level of subjective well-being of inhabitants of 
post-socialist countries and on the existence of the hap-
piness gap. The results of the model explaining the influ-
ence of the  respect of de jure – de facto empowerment 
rights’ gap on the scope of SWB of inhabitants of post-so-
cialist countries and those living in countries included in 
the comparison sample are included in Tab. 10.

The  obtained outcomes suggest that in the  case of 
both samples, the existence of de jure – de facto empower-
ment rights’ gap (for all categories of rights) influences 
the citizens’ subjective well-being negatively. The afore-
mentioned model accounts solely for the basic individual 
characteristics of SWB, that is, for the age, gender, marital 
status and the  number of children of the  respondent. 

In the next step, we check whether there is a happiness 
gap visible in a present stage of the model. Therefore, we 
account for transition country dummy (Tab. 11).

Model results support the existence of the happiness 
gap (a significant and negative coefficient of transition 
variable). Therefore, we proceed with the  analysis by 
enriching the  model with additional individual level, 
macroeconomic and institutional variables and time 
effects (Tab.  12).

After the  inclusion of additional individual and 
macroeconomic determinants of SWB, the  significance 
and the  direction of the  effect of empowerment gap 
remained unchanged. Although, inclusion of institu-
tional variables related to the characteristics and quality 
of the  government weakened the  influence of civil 
society and freedom of expression gap. It may be con-
cluded that institutional factors constitute transmission 
channels of the  sample-specific freedom of expression 
and freedom of movement gaps effects.

The final specification of the model is presented in 
Tab. 13. It includes interaction terms between the empow-
erment gap indices and the transition country dummy.

In the case of all types of empowerment rights’ gap, 
the  interaction term coefficients are significant. What 
is more, for civil society gap, freedom of religion gap 
and freedom of expression gap, the  transition country 
dummy becomes insignificant. On the basis of the final 
specification of the model, it is possible to conclude that 
the values of three out of four empowerment gap indices 
used in the study differ between post-socialist countries 
and comparison sample and that they explain the hap-
piness gap.

The  results from the  aforementioned empirical 
models support the theoretical considerations described 
in section 2 – de facto empowerment rights and de jure – 
de facto empowerment rights appear to be a significant 
explanation of the  happiness gap and the  level of life 
satisfaction of the  inhabitants of post-socialist coun-
tries. Fig.  3 summarises the  obtained results. De facto 
empowerment rights’ protection influences subjective 
well-being by shaping the  citizens’ relationship with 
the government, by ensuring protection of minorities, by 
building social capital and increasing the  overall level 
of trust in the  society. De jure – de facto empowerment 
rights’ gap (‘positive’ as defined in Section 4) diminishes 
the  level of social capital and trust in the  society, and 
thus, contributes to the lowering of the level of life satis-
faction in post-socialist countries.
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Tab. 10. The influence of empowerment rights gap on the level of life satisfaction of inhabitants of post-socialist and non-post-socialist 
countries (ordered probit model)

Post-socialist Non-post-
socialist

Post-socialist Non-post-
socialist

Post-socialist Non-post-
socialist

Post-socialist Non-post-
socialist

civil society_gap -0.120** -0.224**       

 (0.01) (0.01)  

religion_gap -0.075** -0.221**  

 (0.01) (0.01)  

expression_gap -0.019* -0.191**  

 (0.01) (0.01)  

move_gap -0.012* -0.160**

 (0.01) (0.01) 

age -0.033** -0.030** -0.032** -0.031** -0.033** -0.031** -0.033** -0.030**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.028** 0.073** 0.027** 0.073** 0.028** 0.072** 0.028** 0.073**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.303** -0.470** -0.303** -0.466** -0.302** -0.465** -0.303** -0.468**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

single -0.085** -0.378** -0.080** -0.382** -0.081** -0.385** -0.082** -0.383**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

widowed -0.306** -0.371** -0.310** -0.365** -0.308** -0.366** -0.308** -0.369**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

children -0.005 -0.005 -0.007 -0.004 -0.006 -0.003 -0.006 -0.001 

 (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) 

number of 
observations

49472 41585 49472 41585 49472 41585 49472 41585

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist 
and 17 non post-socialist countries. Regressions are done separately for each group of countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, 
Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-
socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, 
South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.
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Tab. 11. The influence of empowerment rights gap on the level of happiness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries 
(ordered probit model)

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

transition -0.795** -0.728** -0.785** -0.758** -0.748**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

civil society_gap -0.156**  

 (0.01)  

religion_gap -0.031**  

 (0.01)  

expression_gap -0.083**  

 (0.01)  

move_gap -0.043**

 (0.00) 

age -0.037** -0.037** -0.037** -0.037** -0.037**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.043** 0.045** 0.044** 0.044** 0.044**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.342** -0.364** -0.359** -0.361** -0.361**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

single -0.233** -0.226** -0.224** -0.226** -0.227**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

widowed -0.364** -0.365** -0.365** -0.364** -0.364**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

children -0.013 -0.006 -0.005 -0.005 -0.004 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

number of observations 91057

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist and 
17 non post-socialist countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.
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Tab. 12. The influence of empowerment rights’ gap on the level of happiness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries 
(ordered probit model) – with additional individual, macroeconomic and institutional characteristics added

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

transition -0.309** -0.331** -0.324** -0.336** -0.343** -0.012* -0.004* -0.002* -0.008* -0.063* 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

civil society_gap -0.102**  0.035  

 (0.01)  (0.02)  

religion_gap -0.069**  -0.408**  

 (0.01)  (0.02)  

expression_gap -0.088**  0.027  

 (0.01)  (0.02)  

move_gap -0.123** -0.158**

 (0.01) (0.02) 

age -0.036** -0.036** -0.037** -0.036** -0.036** -0.033** -0.033** -0.032** -0.033** -0.032**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.056** 0.057** 0.057** 0.056** 0.057** 0.046** 0.046** 0.040** 0.046** 0.050**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.280** -0.284** -0.282** -0.282** -0.283** -0.294** -0.294** -0.304** -0.294** -0.290**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

single -0.164** -0.166** -0.165** -0.166** -0.169** -0.180** -0.180** -0.196** -0.179** -0.190**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

widowed -0.225** -0.225** -0.224** -0.224** -0.224** -0.186** -0.186** -0.188** -0.186** -0.185**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

children 0.017 0.011 0.014 0.012 0.008 0.040* 0.042* 0.034 0.043* 0.019 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

good state of health -0.405** -0.398** -0.402** -0.401** -0.399** -0.383** -0.384** -0.381** -0.384** -0.383**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

fair state of health -0.793** -0.784** -0.790** -0.788** -0.779** -0.766** -0.768** -0.757** -0.767** -0.760**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

poor state of health -1.259** -1.250** -1.258** -1.253** -1.245** -1.229** -1.232** -1.209** -1.231** -1.224**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

very poor state of health -1.658** -1.654** -1.655** -1.655** -1.639** -1.563** -1.565** -1.541** -1.566** -1.560**

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) 

religiosity 0.168** 0.172** 0.172** 0.173** 0.170** 0.169** 0.169** 0.166** 0.169** 0.168**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

tertiary education 0.100** 0.090** 0.098** 0.093** 0.091** 0.084** 0.086** 0.076** 0.085** 0.087**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

secondary education 0.063** 0.058** 0.061** 0.059** 0.065** 0.051** 0.050** 0.048* 0.050** 0.072**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

income 0.111** 0.117** 0.113** 0.117** 0.115** 0.129** 0.129** 0.120** 0.128** 0.129**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

income2 -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.006** -0.006** -0.005** -0.006** -0.006**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

lngdppc 0.333** 0.289** 0.321** 0.295** 0.235** 0.196** 0.197** 0.130** 0.198** 0.175**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Inflation -0.000** -0.000** -0.000** -0.000** -0.000** -0.011** -0.010** -0.013** -0.010** -0.012**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

unemployment -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.007** -0.012** -0.012** -0.024** -0.012** -0.012**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

GDP growth 0.011** 0.014** 0.013** 0.014** 0.016** 0.004 0.004 -0.004 0.004 0.003 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

leftist ideology 
of government

 -0.339** -0.332** -0.238** -0.336** -0.334**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

right ideology 
of government

 -0.359** -0.351** -0.296** -0.352** -0.398**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

democracy
 -0.066** -0.057** -0.104** -0.061** -0.088**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

regulatory quality
 -0.084 -0.090* -0.145** -0.083 -0.123** 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

government effectiveness
 0.221** 0.238** 0.263** 0.225** 0.171**

  (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) 

with time effects

number of observations 25095

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist and 
17 non post-socialist countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.

Tab. 12. The influence of empowerment rights’ gap on the level of happiness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries 
(ordered probit model) – with additional individual, macroeconomic and institutional characteristics added (continue)
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Tab. 13. The influence of empowerment rights gap on the level of happiness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries 
(ordered probit model) - final result

 (1) (2) (3) (4)

transition 0.105 -0.110 0.041 -1.947**

(0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.11) 

civil society_gap -0.063*  

(0.02)  

civil society_gap#transition -1.371**  

(0.13)  

religion_gap 0.042  

(0.05)  

religion_gap#transition 0.728**  

(0.06)  

expression_gap 0.038  

(0.03)  

expression_gap#transition 2.001**  

(0.16)  

move_gap -0.011 

(0.02) 

move_gap#transition -1.030**

 (0.05) 

age -0.033** -0.032** -0.033** -0.031**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

age2 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** 0.000**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

female 0.046** 0.038** 0.043** 0.046**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

divorced -0.289** -0.315** -0.319** -0.291**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

single -0.204** -0.208** -0.164** -0.229**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

widowed -0.180** -0.186** -0.195** -0.180**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

children 0.027 0.025 0.090** -0.015 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

good state of health -0.383** -0.371** -0.384** -0.391**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

fair state of health -0.763** -0.737** -0.755** -0.774**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

poor state of health -1.220** -1.176** -1.218** -1.226**

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4)

very poor state of health -1.512** -1.462** -1.512** -1.502**

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) 

religiosity 0.169** 0.164** 0.137** 0.175**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

tertiary education 0.109** 0.055* 0.053* 0.083**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

secondary education 0.073** 0.038* 0.014 0.071**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

income 0.117** 0.118** 0.117** 0.119**

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

income2 -0.005** -0.005** -0.005** -0.005**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

lngdppc -0.049 -0.156** 0.433** -0.419**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

Inflation -0.008** -0.010** 0.000 -0.012**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

unemployment -0.013** -0.028** 0.008** 0.002 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

GDP growth 0.016** -0.000 0.002 0.017**

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

leftist ideology of government -0.285** -0.048 -0.224** -0.208**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) 

right ideology of government -0.349** -0.277** -0.348** -0.477**

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

democracy 0.014 0.021 0.073** 0.182**

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

regulatory quality -0.232** -0.003 0.251** -0.319**

 (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) 

government effectiveness 0.309** 0.322** 0.167** 0.336**

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

with time effects

number of observations 25095

Notes: Results significant at 1% level are marked with**. Results significant at 5% level are marked with*. The sample is drawn from 
inter alia WVS database (2015) and VDem database (2016) and consists of 29,397 respondent level observations from 27 post-socialist and 
17 non post-socialist countries. Post-socialist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bulgaria, Belarus, Czech Rep., Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, Macedonia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Hungary, Poland, 
Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan. Non post-socialist countries: Australia, Finland, Germany, New Zealand, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, Cyprus, France, Italy, Netherlands, Great Britain.

Tab. 13. The influence of empowerment rights gap on the level of happiness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist countries 
(ordered probit model) - final result (continue)
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6  Conclusions

The focus of the paper is on examining the role of de jure – 
de facto empowerment rights’ gap in explaining the hap-
piness gap between post-socialist and non-post-socialist 
economies. The results of the ordered probit model indi-
cate that accounting for de jure – de facto empowerment 
rights’ gap for different categories of empowerment 
rights contributes to diminishment of the size of the gap. 
What is more, we confirm that in general, higher levels 
of de jure – de facto empowerment rights’ gap contribute 
to lower levels of life-satisfaction of citizens. In addition, 
on the basis of the outcomes of preliminary regressions, 
we can conclude that the  rising de facto empowerment 
rights protection contributes to the  diminishment of 
the happiness gap. What is more, the short-term effect 
of the  increase of the  respect for empowerment right 
for life-satisfaction is mixed and depends on the  type 
of right. Rights that benefit the  majority of the  society 
(such as freedom of association or freedom of foreign 
movement) increase subjective well-being of the average 
citizen. Rights benefiting mainly minorities decrease 
SWB of the average citizen, as the costs of their imple-
mentation outweigh the  expected benefits he or she 
will gain. The  results of the  analysis of the  empower-

ment rights de jure – de facto gap suggest the existence 
of the significant and negative impact on the happiness 
gap. The  model results indicate that civil society gap, 
freedom of religion gap and freedom of expression gap 
explain the happiness gap between post-socialist coun-
tries and the  comparison sample of developed OECD 
countries.

The possible mechanisms standing behind the afore-
mentioned results include the influence of the empow-
erment rights on shaping citizens’ relationship with 
the  government, assuring protection of minorities and 
freedom of choice, building social capital and trust. To 
conclude, the  governments of post-socialist countries 
willing to increase the  welfare of citizens should pay 
attention to the adherence to formal standards of empow-
erment rights’ protection and to assure the highest pos-
sible level of their de facto protection.
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