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Abstract
This article analyzes the subjective well-being and life satisfaction of 1033 Chilean 
children (507 girls and 526 boys) aged 9 to 14 years (M = 11.02, SD = 1.18) living in 
the socio-economic state of poverty. Different subjective well-being scales were admin-
istered to assess both affective and cognitive components, be they context-free or dif-
ferent domains of life satisfaction, including the use of free time. A structural equa-
tion modelling was put to the test measuring to what degree the various components of 
well-being were correlated to a second order latent variable showing good fit. Later, the 
general results returned middle high scores on these scales with significant differences 
found by gender, especially for affective and overall life satisfaction components. Boys 
displayed higher overall subjective well-being scores than girls. These differences were 
less evident when assessing the subjective well-being in specific domains; the boys’ and 
girls’ scores were closer here. These results are discussed along with their contributions 
toward understanding subjective well-being in childhood as a complex, multi-faceted 
concept. These findings may turn out to be particularly interesting when it comes to 
designing and evaluating public policies geared toward children by providing evidence 
that supports the inclusion of socio-emotional and relational variables in the promotion 
of improved quality of life for children living in poverty.
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Introduction

The Subjective Well‑Being of Children and Adolescents

Children’s self-assessment of their own well-being has been studied in the last several 
years. This particular interest in the well-being of children and adolescents is manifest 
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in a large number of scientific articles, book chapters and academic texts, including a 
Handbook (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014; Casas et al., 2014; Cummins, 2014; Rees, 2021). 
The prior standard approach presented the perceptions, opinions and ways of under-
standing children’s lives through an adult perspective. These were used by govern-
ments, institutions and professionals (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020) to make decisions 
about childhood. The new focus is on collecting and trusting the data gleaned directly 
from children without any adult interpretation or mediation, also known as an adult-
centric viewpoint. This new approach has been recently substantiated by increased 
research into children’s opinions that has clearly displayed the differences in percep-
tions between adults and children (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020).

Another interesting change is the incorporation of a positive perspective into the 
study of childhood. As is the case with the majority of the human and social sci-
ences, when one reviews the overall history, a large part of the contributions in the 
fields of psychology or mental health have been done with a scarcity mindset or by 
contemplating the problems/illnesses of individuals and communities. Only recently 
in the last couple of decades it has been seen publications with a positive perspec-
tive in terms of development and promotion. Topics like children’s participation and 
subjective well-being have experienced a renewed push, having drawn the attention 
of researchers and academics (Casas, 2011).

This research perspective into children’s subjective well-being has not been 
free from debate. One of the most sensitive issues has been whether or not chil-
dren should be viewed as reliable informants of their own well-being. The find-
ings and scientific evidence have supported their contribution, which is now getting 
some consideration by those responsible for creating public policy (Bradshaw et al., 
2017; Casas et  al., 2014; Navarro et  al., 2017). The Convention on the Rights of 
the Child as well as increasing study and research into childhood give support to 
the idea that children are persons with rights, thus they are also actively involved in 
their own development. Progress has recently been made around the consensus view 
that determining childhood well-being is in fact not possible without directly asking 
children to assess their own lives (Bradshaw & Richardson, 2009; Casas et al., 2013; 
Mullender et al., 2002).

Subjective well-being refers to how people evaluate their own lives both in gen-
eral terms as well as specific life domains such as the family, friends and free time 
(Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). Subjective well-being is often divided into cognitive (sat-
isfaction with life overall and specific domains) and affective (positive and nega-
tive) components (Campbell et  al., 1976; Diener, 1984). Research has shown that 
positive affect, negative affect, and life satisfaction are three interrelated components 
that comprise subjective well-being (Lucas et al., 1996). Although both affect and 
life satisfaction are connected in the sense that they imply making judgments about 
life circumstances, they can also be differentiated. While affect is defined in terms 
of emotional responses, life satisfaction is expressed cognitively. Life satisfaction, 
which can be indirectly influenced by affect, is for the most part defined as an evalu-
ative response to life in its entirety or in regard to specific domains of life such as the 
family, friends or school (Diener, 1984).

Considering multiple domains as well as overall life satisfaction can help facilitate 
a more precise understanding of subjective well-being, which may help in designing 
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better focused intervention programs. For example, a child or group of children that 
present lower satisfaction scores in the domains of school or classmates would need 
a different intervention than a child or group of children who indicate having less 
satisfaction in the family sphere. The research of Seligson et al. (2005) shows that the 
domains of greatest impact on overall life satisfaction for children and adolescents 
include family, friends, school, their surroundings and satisfaction with self.

Another important domain of well-being that has been studied and identified is the 
use of time. Children’s well-being seems connected to the ways in which they occupy 
their time. The time use factor can give us information about their opportunities for 
acquiring and applying skills that are essential for well-being (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 
2020). Until today, however, the large majority of such research has been done in 
high-income countries. This means there are substantial gaps in understanding in this 
regard in countries with greater levels of social vulnerability (Rees, 2018).

From a theoretical point of view, the Bronfenbrenner (1987) ecological model 
is one of the more relevant proposals regarding the study of subjective well-being, 
given that it integrates different levels of context in a process of bidirectional and 
systemic interactions (Bedin & Sarriera, 2014; González-Carrasco et  al., 2019; 
Lawler et al., 2017). The empirical evidence attests to the importance of includ-
ing contextual variables in the study of subjective well-being (Gilman & Huebner, 
2003; Oyarzún Gómez, 2016). These latter authors suggest that life satisfaction 
can be better explained if indicators are included from the various systems and 
micro-systems that are involved in children’s development, such as the social and 
family context.

The creation of psychometric instruments to assess subjective well-being in child 
and teen populations has helped gather rich information and evidence. This in turn 
has amplified the interest of a range of disciplines in studying this subject, including 
sociology, psychology, education, and economics (Oliveros Werner, 2015; Oyanedel 
et al., 2014). This is how subjective well-being has become a topic of interest at the 
international level, which has enabled very rapid progress in recent years. This has 
decreased the gap in study results between adult and child populations. The sys-
tematic work of the Children’s Worlds project with its three waves of studies com-
paring countries in terms of childhood subjective well-being has created new evi-
dence-based knowledge, improved assessment tools and indicators, and also enabled 
collaboration to better understand children’s lives, their subjective well-being, and 
use of time (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020). This has subsequently demonstrated the 
validity of the scales used in measuring children’s life satisfaction in a compara-
tive international context (Casas & Rees, 2015; Casas, 2017). Research in Chile has 
progressively advanced in the study of subjective well-being in childhood. The first 
publications began in the 2000s (Farías Olavarría et al., 2015), primarily in the adult 
population. Interest in childhood publications has gradually increased in Chile. Par-
ticipation in the international study of Children’s Worlds, in addition to the lines of 
research that have been developed in different regions of the country, provide infor-
mation about the SWB of children in Chile (Alfaro et al., 2015; Álvarez & Briceño, 
2016; Oyanedel et al., 2015; Alfaro Inzunza et al., 2013; Oyarzún et al., 2019; Rees, 
2021; Reyes Reyes et al., 2019).
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Factors Affecting children’s Subjective Well‑Being

Available findings have shown that children in general have a high level of overall 
subjective well-being. In most cases they are satisfied with their lives at present and 
with what they expect may happen to them in the future (Rees, 2021). A small per-
centage of children, however, do present lower levels of well-being, which serves as 
a warning indicator for those who care for them.

The data on hand have shown that life satisfaction tends to decrease around the 
ages of 10 to 16 in most countries (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2019; Žukauskienė, 
2014; Shek & Li, 2016).

Children’s Subjective Well-Being and Socioeconomic Levels

Economic situations are often associated with children’s subjective well-being even 
when findings are inconsistent. Some results demonstrate a significant connection 
between financial status measured by income and subjective well-being (Gross-
Manos, 2017; Rees et  al., 2011; Saunders & Brown, 2020; Sarriera et  al., 2015), 
whereas others are not conclusive (Carlsson et al., 2014; Knies, 2011).

A recent study done by Rees (2021) based on the results of the third wave of Chil-
dren’s Worlds that compared 35 countries in terms of children’s well-being and levels 
of overall satisfaction for various domains of their lives concluded that there are sig-
nificant differences in well-being depending upon material circumstances. Those with 
fewer material resources than the average tended to have a significantly lower level of 
well-being than those children with more resources than the average. Results such as 
these were obtained in several measures of general well-being and satisfaction with a 
number of life domains in samples from Brazil, Chile and Spain. These findings are 
consistent with other comparative studies (Dinisman & Ben-Arieh, 2016).

One potential reason why there is variation in research outcomes is that house-
hold income, which is a commonly used poverty measure, cannot precisely or con-
sistently represent the real life experience of children. It has been observed that their 
subjective well-being weakly correlates with objective poverty levels, which can be 
viewed as adult-centric measurements (Knies, 2011; Main, 2019; Rees et al., 2011). 
Empirical results have suggested that family relationships and friendships may 
mediate or moderate the connection between poverty and the subjective well-being 
of children. Good family relationships may prevent more extensive declines in sub-
jective well-being (Cho, 2018).

The conclusions of studies conducted so far concur with the idea that further 
research is needed, especially in less wealthy countries and in areas with greater 
socioeconomic risk (Rees, 2021).

Subjective Well-Being and Differences by Gender

Various studies have looked at the differences in the subjective well-being of chil-
dren according to gender. The evidence so far is inconclusive. While some studies 
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have found no significant differences (Sarriera et  al., 2012; Huebner et  al., 2006), 
other findings report differences in the subjective well-being between girls and boys 
(Bradshaw et al., 2011; Chui & Wong 2016; Dinisman et al., 2013; Dinisman & Ben-
Arieh, 2016; Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017; Llosada Gistau et al., 2020). Some have sug-
gested that such differences may be even more evident when particular domains of 
subjective well-being are focused on. For example, some studies conclude that girls 
tend to have higher levels of subjective well-being when it comes to interpersonal 
relationships (Bradshaw et al., 2011; Ma & Huebner, 2008). For girls, relationships 
with classmates and family members as well as satisfaction with oneself seem to have 
greater impacts on their subjective well-being compared to boys. Some authors con-
clude that girls’ subjective well-being seems to be affected by social relationships, 
while boys’ subjective well-being is more closely associated with measures of suc-
cess connected to achievement, such as performance at school. This may be related to 
the traditional gender socialization differences between girls and boys (Kaye-Tzadok 
et al., 2017).

One study that used data from the Children’s Worlds third wave that compared 
subjective well-being in countries on different continents found differences between 
the girls’ and boys’ results depending upon their ages. At ten years of age relatively 
few differences by sex were found for the children’s subjective well-being. The main 
exception was that girls in many countries said they felt more satisfied with aspects 
of school life. At 12 years of age the boys were showing a slightly better well-being 
level than the girls. This was more pronounced regarding satisfaction with one’s own 
appearance. In Brazil, Chile and Spain, boys had a significantly higher degree of sat-
isfaction with their appearance than the girls in this age group (Rees, 2021). These 
longitudinal studies have shown a crossed effect between age and sex between 10- 
to 16-year-olds. The girls start out with higher scores but end up with significantly 
lower ones due to the higher speed with which positive affect decreases and negative 
affect increases for them compared to the boys (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2020).

Other studies on Chilean children evaluating their global life satisfaction have 
shown significant differences between girls and boys, with boys displaying higher 
scores (Céspedes Carreño et al., 2019; Reyes Reyes et al., 2019). These gender dif-
ferences are still observed when analysing separately native Chilean children and 
migrant children residing in Chile, whose majority origin has been from Latin 
American countries (Céspedes Carreño et al., 2019).

Child Well-Being and Poverty

In Chile a large percentage of the child population is living in poverty with high 
rates of social vulnerability and fewer opportunities for comprehensive development. 
Around one third of the child population (30.4%) lives in housing with unaddressed 
needs as shown by indicators of housing type, material structure, access to potable 
water and crowding (Centro Iberoamericano de Derechos del Niño, 2019). Multidi-
mensional poverty indicators measured in Chile show that 22.9% of the child and 
teen population live in poverty (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social y Familia, 2020). 
While progress on poverty reduction has been made in recent decades, a serious 
problem remains for a significant number of children and adolescents. Most studies 
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that address this target group have focused solely on scarcity and setbacks, so there 
is scant evidence that depicts their levels of well-being. This means little informa-
tion is available to guide decision-makers in creating programs and setting priorities 
in terms of public policies and initiatives (Alfaro-Inzunza et al., 2019; Bilbao et al., 
2020; Contreras et al., 2015).

This Study

The purpose of this article is to contribute to the scientific understanding of the sub-
jective well-being and life satisfaction of school-age Chilean children living in pov-
erty. The specific objectives include:

a) Assessing the subjective well-being and overall life satisfaction of children liv-
ing in conditions of high social risk.
b) Comparing children’s subjective well-being according to their gender

In addition to the research objectives, we will discuss the ways in which these 
findings contribute to the design of evidence-based interventions to promote the 
subjective well-being of children living in situations of high social vulnerability.

Method

Participants

The sample is comprised of 507 girls and 526 boys totaling 1033 children. 
Their ages are ranged between 9 and 14  years (M = 11.02, SD = 1.18). Of the 
total, 919 (89%) live in urban areas and 114 in the rural parts (11%) of the 
Metropolitan Region of Chile. According to their nationality, 841 are Chil-
ean (81.4%) and 192 are foreigners (18.6%). Data collection was carried out 
between May and December 2019.

All the children and adolescents were socioeconomically situated in poverty in 
accordance with the Educational Vulnerability Index used in Chile (IVE-SINAE in 
Spanish). The IVE-SINAE is a socioeconomic indicator calculated every year by the 
National Board of School Aid and Scholarships public service (JUNAEB in Span-
ish). The IVE-SINAE ranges from 0 to 100%. Higher numbers indicate increased 
vulnerability levels. This indicator expresses the poverty risk status associated with 
the children in each school (Junta Nacional de Auxilio Escolar y Becas, JUNAEB, 
2020). The children in the sample attended schools that had an average IVE in the 
quintile with the greatest amount of social vulnerability at 88.12%.



1 3

The Subjective Well-Being of Chilean Children Living in…

Instruments

The study included psychometric scales of subjective well-being, life satisfaction, 
and use of free time that are used internationally and were validated in Chile by 
prior research (Alfaro et al., 2016; Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020; Rees, 2021).

1. The Children’s Worlds Positive and Negative Affect Scale (CW-PNAS). It meas-
ures the affective component of subjective well-being and is based on the Core 
Affect Scale (Russell, 2003; Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998). Just as the earlier 
scales, this version is part of the third wave of Children’s Worlds.1 The instruc-
tions state: Check the box that best describes how you have felt over the last two 
weeks. It has an 11-point response range in which 0 means “I never feel like this” 
and 10 means “I always feel like this”. Positive affect are included such as happy, 
calm, and full of energy. Negative affect are included such as sad, stressed and 
bored (see Table 3). With this sample, the CW-PNAS affective scale presented 
a good fit considering the six items (χ2 = 13.311; CFI = 0.997; RMSEA = .047; 
SRMR = .009). The reliability for the positive and negative effects is moderate 
(α = .54 y α = .63, respectively).

2. Children’s Worlds Subjective Well-Being Scale (CW-SWBS). This scale measures 
the context-free cognitive dimension of subjective well-being. It was designed 
based on the Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale - SLSS (Huebner, 1991), validated 
in Chile by Alfaro et al. (2016). This is a new version that was improved to make 
it more interculturally comparable in the spirit of the third wave of the Children’s 
Worlds international study (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020). The wording is Please 
say how much you agree with each of the following sentences about your life as 
a whole. According to Casas and González-Carrasco (2021), the CW-SWBS did 
not fit well enough with the original six items but displayed an excellent fit with 
five items and they recommended to use that version (CW-SWBS5) (χ2 = 13.311; 
CFI = 0.997; RMSEA = 0.047; SRMR = 0.009). It includes the items: “I enjoy my 
life”, “My life is just as it should be”, “The things that happen in my life are 
excellent”, “I like my life”, “I am happy with my life”. The response scale format 
was an 11-point Likert type scale with values ranging from 0 for “Not at all agree” 
up to 10 for “Totally agree” and its reliability was (α = .91).

3. The multidimensional Children’s Worlds Domain Based Subjective Well-Being 
Scale (CW-DBSWBS) measures the cognitive dimension of subjective well-being 
assessed via satisfaction with different domains of life. It was created taking the 
Brief Multidimensional Student Life Satisfaction Scale (BMSLSS) of Seligson 
et al. (2003). The version used in this study was the one modified by Casas and 
Rees (2015) and validated in Chile (Alfaro et al., 2016). The wording is How 
satisfied are you with …The 11-point scale runs from 0 to 10 in which 0 means 
“Not satisfied at all “ and 10 is “Totally satisfied”. The CW-DBSWBS scale 
presents an optimal fit for the sample using five items (χ2 = 13.549; CFI = 0.988; 
RMSEA = 0.041; SRMR = 0.021). It includes the items: “Satisfaction with your 

1 Project website: www. isciw eb. org

http://www.isciweb.org
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friends”, “Satisfaction with the area where you live”, “Satisfaction with your 
family”, “Satisfaction with your life as a student”, “Satisfaction with the way 
that you look”. The reliability of the scale for the sample was α = .67.

4. Items regarding the use of free time based on those used in the Children’s Worlds 
project, including two items on satisfaction with the use of time. Satisfaction was 
measured with a 11-point scale, where 0 is “Not satisfied at all” and 10 “Totally 
satisfied”. The items are: “how do you use your time” and “the amount of free 
time you have to do what you want”

5. Overall Life Satisfaction Scale (OLS) has a single cognitive SWB item. The OLS 
evaluates overall life satisfaction as proposed by Campbell et al. (1976). The OLS 
has shown sufficient validity concordant with other school satisfaction measures 
for Chilean, Brazilian, Spanish, and Romanian students (Casas et al., 2015a, b). 
The 11-point scale runs from 0 to 10 and asks: How satisfied are you with your 
life as a whole?

Procedure

A pilot study was done during November 2018 with children to observe how they 
view the questions and the length of the survey. Afterward the definitive version of 
the questionnaire was finalized.

The sample drew from 60 schools located in high-risk areas of different neigh-
borhoods in the Metropolitan Region. The sample included schools in 31 out of 52 
communes that make up the Metropolitan Region.

Data collection was done during the 2019 school year between May and Decem-
ber. Each school was contacted, and they formally authorized the survey application 
at an agreed upon time and date. Informed consent forms for the children’s parents 
or guardians were delivered to the schools. Children whose parents did not author-
ize the use of the questionnaire were given an alternate activity while the others 
answered the survey. The research term was present in person to administer the 
scales to the group.

Data Analysis

Any questionnaires that left 25% or more of the answers unaddressed were excluded. 
Each scale was subsequently analyzed and any forms that had 25% of more of 
answers left blank for a given scale were also excluded. Out of the 1099 children 
who participated, 66 questionnaires were eliminated, so the final sample size was 
1033 children. Once the database was refined, the missing values were imputed by 
regression with the SPSS 21 software.

With the maximum likelihood method in the Amos 21 software, a Structural 
Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to test a second order model, incorporating 
affective and cognitive measures of well-being: the positive and negative affect com-
ponents (CW-PNAS) and the general context-free (CW-SWBS) and by domains 
(CW-DBSWBS) cognitive components. In keeping with the criteria used in an 
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analysis done by Casas et al. (2015a, b), a subjective well-being model with a sam-
ple of children and adolescents from three countries (Spain, Brazil, and Chile) was 
then used to verify the validity of its factorial structure. The chi-squared test, Bentler 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Steiger-Lind Root Mean Square Error of Approxi-
mation (RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) were 
used as fit indices of the model. Values greater than .95 on the CFI and lower than 
.05 on the RMSEA and SRMR were viewed as having excellent fit (Arbuckle, 2010; 
Byrne, 2010).

Squared Multiple Correlations (SMC) were calculated for each model because 
they indicate how accurately each variable is predicted by the other variables in 
the model (Arbuckle, 2010; Byrne, 2010). Each SMC value is an estimate from the 
lower band of reliability relating to its variable (Arbuckle, 2010; Byrne, 2010).

Next the model was tested with multigroup analysis by sex in order to determine 
if the parameters of the psychometric instruments were invariant for both groups, 
thus comparable in their scores. Three levels of invariance were tested: (a) configu-
ral invariance (model without constrains), (b) metric invariance (factor loadings 
constrained), and (c) scalar invariance (factor loadings and intercepts constrained). 
The metric invariance enables a comparison of correlations and regressions while 
the scalar invariance allowing means comparison. The measurement invariance was 
acceptable if upon adding each new restriction a change in CFI of less than .01 was 
observed (Chen, 2007; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002).

Once the factorial structure of the model was checked, descriptive statistics and 
t-tests between gender were calculated. The overall index for each scale is presented 
in a range of 0–100 to facilitate visual comparison.

Ethical Aspects

The research was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards set out by the 
Universidad de Girona in the Doctoral Program in Psychology, Health and Quality 
of Life for research on people as well as the protocols for ethical research that guides 
scientific studies in Chile (CONICYT/FONDECYT, 2008). School directors were 
contacted and formally invited to participate, who then authorized the application of 
the questionnaire, which was registered in a signed document. The children’s parents 
or legal guardians were asked to sign the consent form that had been sent to them 
before to the survey was conducted. Informed consent was requested of the chil-
dren through a document that explained that study participation was voluntary, their 
responses would remain anonymous and strictly confidential, and the information 
would be used solely for the purposes of this research.
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Results

Structural Equations Modelling

The integrative model, which was designed to incorporate affective and cognitive com-
ponents that include context-free aspects as well as particular domains of satisfaction, 
showed an optimal fit (χ2 = 293,454; CFI = 0.966; RMSEA = 0.044; SRMR = 0.034. The 
model incorporates four latent variables that correspond to each of the utilized psycho-
metric scales, which in turn are related to a second-order latent variable. Analysis of 
modification indexes suggested how to improve the fit of the model by excluding one 
of the items of the CW-SWBS5 and by adding two error covariances, which in fact are 
very low (<.2) and therefore do not suggest any serious overlapping, so both items are 
kept in the model in both cases.

Specifically, the four items from the CW-SWBS included were “The things that hap-
pen in my life are excellent”, “I like my life”, “I enjoy my life”, “I am happy with my 
life”. The full affect scale, CW-PNAS, was included, the three items from the positive 
affect scale and the three items from the negative affect scale (“you feel happy”, “you 
feel calm”, “you feel full of energy”; and “you feel sad”, “you feel stressed”, “you feel 
bored”).

The items concerning satisfaction with the use of time were tested as related to the 
CW-DBSWBS latent variable to assess whether or not they made a unique contribu-
tion that increased the fit of the model. Previous to include them in the model, a multi-
ple linear regression was done with the OLS scale as a dependent variable in keeping 
with the criteria established by the International Wellbeing Group (2013). Satisfaction 
with time use showed a contribution of 2.5% with unique explained variance. Then the 
structural equation model was revised by excluding the item on satisfaction with the 
amount of free time, as it provided no unique variance (see Supplementary materials). 
Therefore, in this model six items have been related to a latent variable named CW-
DBSWBS: satisfaction with your friends, with the area where you live, with your fam-
ily, with your life as a student, with the way that you look, and with how you use your 
time. This version of the CW-DBSWBS including the satisfaction with time use item 
presented an excellent fit (χ2 = 24.911; CFI = .982; RMSEA = .041; SRMR = .025) and 
its reliability was α = .70.

Figure 1 shows this model displays an excellent fit (χ2 = 293.454, gl = 97, p < .001; 
CFI = .966; RMSEA = .04 [.039–.050 with 90% CI)]; SRMR = .034). According to the 
SMC scores the explained variance of the second order latent-variable on each first-
order latent variable is of 76% for the CW-SWBS, of 74% for the CW-DBSWBS, of 
86%for the Positive Affect, and of 27% for the Negative Affect.

The results of the multigroup analysis by gender are shown in Table 1, displaying 
that the model achieved metric and scalar invariance. This suggests that the correla-
tions, factorial loadings and means can be compared between boys and girls.
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Using the total sample, the results show that the participants had medium high scores 
for the well-being scales with values of skewness and kurtosis within acceptable 

Fig. 1  Structural equations model with affective and cognitive components included
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ranges2 (Kline, 2015). Means for the OLS, CW-SWBS, DBSWBS and positive 
affect scales returned high scores with more than 80 points out of 100, whereas the 
negative affect average was low (see Table 3).

For the affect scales, the item with the highest scores was “you feel happy”. Regard-
ing the Children’s Worlds (CW-SWBS) context-free scale, the item with the highest 
scores was “I’m happy with my life”. The highest scoring item on the CW-DBSWBS 
scale that measures the cognitive dimension of subjective well-being assessed through 
satisfaction with different domains of life was “satisfaction with the family”.

The correlations were calculated to assess the association between the subjective 
well-being scales. The correlations among the positive measures ranged between 
r = 0.364 and r = 0.703 (p < .001), with all of them being statistically significant, i.e., 
the higher the score on the well-being scales, the higher the score on the others, 
including the positive affect scale. The negative affect scale negatively correlates 
to the other scales, with all of them being statistically significant. The values range 
from r = −0.215 and r = −0.351 (p < .001); i.e., the higher the score on the well-
being scales, the lower the score on the negative affect scale (see Table 2).

Table 1  Gender Multigroup analysis

Model Sample χ2 df p CFI RMSEA
[90% C.I.]

SRMR

1 Starting model Pooled 332.948 99 .000 .959 .048
[.042–.054]

.036

2 Model modified (with 2 error cov.) Pooled 293.454 97 0.000 .966 .044
[.039–.050]

.034

3 Model 2 unconstrained Multigroup 473.743 194 .000 .951 .037
[.033–.042]

.040

4 Model 2 + constrained loadings Multigroup 495.366 206 .000 .950 .037
[.033–.042]

.042

5 Model 2 + constrained loadings & 
intercepts

Multigroup 532.724 221 .000 .946 .037
[.033–.041]

.045

Table 2  Descriptive statistics and correlations between scales of subjective well-being (n = 1033)

***p < .001. The girls’ results are situated below the diagonal line and the boys’ results are above it

1 2 3 4 5

1. OLS – .521*** .524*** .364*** −.215***

2. CW-SWBS .687*** – .525*** .525*** −.300***

3. CW-DBSWBS .703*** .612*** – .470*** −.302***

4. Positive Affect - CW-PNAS .497*** .639*** .566*** – −.304***

5. Negative Affect - CW-PNAS −.262*** −.312*** −.296*** −.351*** –
M 87.73 87.17 84.30 81.46 38.68
SD 21.18 20.33 15.55 18.92 27.80

2 The ranges of skewness and kurtosis are considered to be problematic for the distribution when the 
values are greater than 3 for skewness and above 10 for kurtosis (Kline, 2015).
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Comparing the Scores of the Subjective Well-Being Scales and Items by Gender

The scales and items were compared between the groups by sex using the t-test for 
independent samples. As shown in Table 2, the majority of the items on the well-
being and life satisfaction scales report significant differences between girls and boys. 
The single-item OLS Overall Life Satisfaction scale and the CW-PNAS Children’s 
Worlds Positive and Negative Affect scale demonstrate differences by sex with statis-
tical significance in that the boys had higher scores than the girls. The boys showed 
more subjective well-being than the girls for all positive and negative affect items 
except for one (You have felt calm). The boys said they were more satisfied with life, 
felt happier, had more energy, felt less sad, less stressed and less bored than the girls.

The boys had significantly different and higher scores on the context-free sub-
jective well-being Children’s Worlds scale (CW-SWBS) (Girls: M = 85.12, 
SD = 22.22; Boys: M = 89.15, SD = 18.14). Different results were obtained with the 
CW-DBSWBS depending on the domain being assessed. The domain of greatest 

Table 3  Descriptive statistics of the scales and items of SWB, satisfaction with life between gender 
(t-test)

Girls Boys t gl p Cohen’s d

M SD M SD

OLS 86.35 23.36 89.05 18.76 −2.05 969.461 .041 .127
Positive Affect (CW-PNAS) 79.76 20.78 83.11 16.78 −2.84 971.885 .005 .177
Feel happy 8.36 2.35 8.69 2.04 −2.44 998.58 .015 .150
Feel calm 7.60 2.99 7.57 2.94 .138 1031 .891 .010
Feel full of energy 7.98 2.99 8.67 2.24 −4.20 937.13 .000 .261
Negative Affect (CW-PNAS) 42.28 28.19 35.20 26.99 4.12 1031 .000 .257
Feel sad 3.56 3.49 2.79 3.11 3.77 1008.17 .000 .232
Feel stressed 4.33 3.88 3.50 3.71 3.52 1031 .000 .219
Feel bored 4.79 3.91 4.28 3.77 2.16 1031 .031 .133
CW-SWBS 85.12 22.22 89.15 18.14 −3.18 976.35 .002 .199
The things in my life are excellent 8.15 2.55 8.40 2.37 −1.62 1031 .106 .102
I like my life 8.54 2.57 9.06 2.02 −3.61 959.67 .000 .225
I enjoy my life 8.67 2.42 9.10 1.95 −3.11 970.44 .002 .196
I am happy with my life 8.69 2.45 9.10 1.98 −2.99 971.17 .003 .184
CW-DBSWBS 83.88 16.90 84.72 14.12 −.87 985.64 .386 .054
Satisfaction with how you use your 

time
8.34 2.48 8.52 2.13 −1.27 1001.25 .204 .078

Satisfaction with your friends 8.61 2.39 8.52 2.39 .65 1031 .518 .038
Satisfaction with the neighborhood 7.65 3.12 7.66 2.94 −.05 1031 .962 .003
Satisfaction with your family 9.06 2.12 9.35 1.57 2.51 930.07 .012 .156
Satisfaction with your life as a student 8.57 2.28 8.45 2.17 .835 1031 .404 .054
Satisfaction with the way that you 

look
8.10 2.91 8.33 2.57 −1.37 1004.37 .172 .084
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satisfaction was the family and the one with the lower satisfaction scores was in rela-
tion to the neighborhood. Differences between boys and girls were not significant, 
except for satisfaction with the family - boys displaying significantly higher scores 
than girls.

Discussion

The main aim of this article was to contribute to the scientific understanding of the 
subjective well-being and life satisfaction of school-aged Chilean children living in 
poverty. The study was conceptually based on an understanding of the subjective 
well-being of girls and boys that considers affective (positive and negative affect) 
and cognitive components (either context-free or considering different satisfac-
tion domains). This is why information was collected in view of a number of scales 
that address these components based on evidence accumulated in several countries 
including Chile (Alfaro et al., 2016; Arthaud-day et al., 2005; Ben-Arieh et al., 2014).

An integrative model of subjective well-being was designed and tested in this 
study using SEM with the data provided by our sample – this model displaying 
an excellent fit. The model integrated affective and cognitive components, which 
provide empirical support to the tripartite theory considering three components of 
subjective well-being. These include a cognitive component referred to as the cog-
nitive assessment with respect to life satisfaction at the overall level and in differ-
ent domains. The second component is positive affect, and the third being negative 
affect (Arthaud-Day et al., 2005; Metler & Busseri, 2017). The array of components 
at the foundation of this subjective well-being construct has also been reported in 
earlier studies (Bedin & Sarriera, 2014; Casas, 2017; Strelhow et al., 2020).

A multiple regression analysis showed a relevant contribution with unique 
explained variance of an item on satisfaction with time use to an overall life satisfac-
tion scale. This underscores the importance of including satisfaction with the use of 
time as a domain to consider when assessing subjective well-being, an analysis that 
was done with the model used in this study. Consequently, an item on satisfaction 
with time use was added to our model, and it was related to the cognitive domain-
based latent variable.

The second order model tested in this study displayed excellent fit. Three of 
the four first-order latent variables showed very high explained variance from the 
second-order latent variable, as measured by SMC. Only the Negative Affect latent 
variable showed low SMC scores suggesting it is much less important to explain 
the core component of subjective well-being, than positive affect or the cognitive 
components. Such result is consistent with previous findings suggesting Negative 
Affect has lower correlations with cognitive components than positive affect (Casas 
& González-Carrasco, 2020).

Generally, in regard to the first objective, the child participants had high levels of 
subjective well-being and overall life satisfaction, which is in agreement with other 
studies’ results (Rees, 2021). Values greater than 80 points on a 0- to 100-point scale 
were obtained on all scales except for the negative affect scale, which had an average 
of less than 40. Considering the fact that all of the children who participated in this 
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study live in highly vulnerable social conditions, the relatively high score averages 
for subjective well-being and overall life satisfaction observed herein strengthen 
proposals to distinguish the assessments of adults and children. Children’s subjec-
tive well-being appears to be affected differently by objective poverty levels than in 
the adult population (Bruck & Ben-Arieh, 2020; Main, 2019). As demonstrated in 
other studies, the quality of relationships maintained with other adults may mediate 
or moderate the effects of socioeconomic factors in children’s subjective well-being 
(Cho, 2018; Knies, 2011; Main, 2019).

These findings may turn out to be important for creating evidence-based public 
policies designed for children by indicating the essential utility of considering not 
only material variables, but socio-emotional and relational ones as well in order 
to help improve the quality of life of children living in poverty. From an academic 
standpoint, these results add to our understanding of the well-being level of children 
living in developing countries like Chile while helping to decrease the current dis-
parity of studies undertaken in European, North American and Asian countries as 
compared to Latin America as a whole.

Regarding the second objective, important gender differences were observed for 
SWB scores, particularly in the affective components and in global life satisfac-
tion - boys showing higher levels of well-being than girls. These results are consist-
ent with those reported in other studies in Chile in which boys express being more 
satisfied with life than girls, even in the case of migrant children living in Chile 
(Céspedes Carreño et al., 2019) and consistent with results in other countries (Casas 
et al., 2013; Rees et al., 2011). The results of this study turn out to be worrying, in 
terms of the fact that girls showed on average a lower level of SWB than boys. In 
this regard, and considering an ecological systemic perspective, these results can be 
associated with existing gender gaps at the macrosocial level. As has been suggested 
by some authors (Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017; Tesch-Römer et al., 2007), gender ine-
qualities in the development of the country, as well as the presence of differentiated 
and stereotyped socialization patterns, may be important for understanding differ-
ences in SWB between girls and boys.

These differences were less evident when assessing SWB in specific domains, 
with more similar results being observed between boys and girls. The domain in 
which girls and boys were most satisfied with was family and the one with the least 
satisfaction was the neighborhood. There are studies in other countries that conclude 
that in the domain of relationships with others, for example, the SWB of girls is 
higher than that of boys (Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017; Uyan-Semerci et al., 2017). In 
this study, the only domain in which boys had significantly higher levels of SWB 
was satisfaction with their families. These results contrast with those obtained in 
an international study that used data from the Children’s Worlds survey in which 
the subjective well-being of 12-year-old girls and boys was compared, noting that 
no gender differences were observed related to satisfaction with the family (Kaye-
Tzadok et al., 2017). Upon reviewing the evidence so far, reports on this topic are 
not conclusive, which means more comparative studies are needed. In summary, the 
results of this research highlight the importance of considering gender as an out-
standing analytical variable when it comes to the SWB of children living in vulner-
able social conditions.



 L. Ditzel et al.

1 3

With respect to how these results can be incorporated into social interventions 
with children, we see a marked growing trend of integrating such empirical evidence 
into public policy and program design guidelines around childhood (UC Center for 
Public Policies, 2017; Chaves & Ramírez, 2020; UNICEF, 2018). Studies on sub-
jective well-being have supported the formulation of public initiatives that bear in 
mind the children’s own opinions as active citizens and social agents involved in the 
very matters that affect them. This fulfills one of the rights inscribed in the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child that was ratified by most countries around the world 
(Cabieses et al., 2020).

Additionally, Chile has committed to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment agreed upon in 2015 by the international community within the framework 
of the United Nations General Assembly (Asamblea General de Naciones Unidas, 
2015). This new development agenda proposes 17 sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) and 169 targets, some of which directly impact children’s lives. The SDGs 
lay out broad-based challenges such as bringing at least half of children and teens 
out of poverty, ensuring that all of them can access quality education, eliminating all 
forms of violence against children and adolescents, and more.

The results of this study lend conceptual and methodological support to the idea 
that the construct of child well-being is quite multi-faceted. Various aspects such as 
these must be considered when designing programs and initiatives aimed at promot-
ing well-being and quality of life for children who live in poverty and experience 
social exclusion.

An orientation toward evidence-based social program design has been more evi-
dent in so-called developed countries where it is part of social policy in some places. 
Knowledge production, data generation and a systematization of best practices are a 
few of the strategies that will help produce the inputs needed for designing innova-
tive, quality and high-impact policies and programs. The challenge still remains to 
make progress on integrating such well-being indicators in Latin American coun-
tries, as is the case of Chile.

The results of this study have some limitations. One is that the sample only 
included children living in poverty, so the conclusions are restricted to this specific 
group in Chile. At the same time, the sample considered only girls and boys in the 
Metropolitan Region, so these results cannot be generalized to other regions of the 
country, which due to their diverse characteristics could yield different results. Thus, 
for example, in the Descriptive Report of Chile of the third wave of the Children’s 
Worlds research: International Survey of Children’s Well-Being (ISCWeB), dif-
ferences in life satisfaction were observed for different domains between children 
from the Metropolitan Region and the Bío-Bío Region (Centro de Investigación en 
Complejidad Social & Centro de Estudios en Bienestar y Convivencia Social, 2021). 
Future research should consider the inclusion of other socioeconomic groups, as 
well as the participation of boys and girls from other regions of the country. Further-
more, expanding the sample to include children in other Latin American countries 
may further elucidate the analysis of the effects of material conditions and poverty 
on children’s SWB.
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