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Level of education and psychological well-being

Summary

This article deals with a belief, commonly expressed by the educational lobby, that
schooleducation contributes to a fuller and happier life. This belief is tested in
a secondary analysis of a survey study among 1552 25-65 aged inhabitants of the
Netherlands. Contrary to the belief a negative relation appears between the level
of education and indicators of psychological well-being. These negative relations
remain when controlled for sex, age, social economic status and social mobility. An
inventarisation of 27 other empirical studies, dealing with both educational level
and happiness, shows this outcome is not too exceptional. Though 19 of these
studies report significant positive relations, 8 do not find any relations at all.
The data suggest that the happiness effect of education is highest in the
underdeveloped countries, and that during the last few decades it has almost
disappeared in the western world. Obviously the relation between happiness and
well-being is more complicated than we tend to think.

Introduction

The continuing expansion of the school

In the last century we saw a rapid growth of the educational sector in
all modern societies. Most countries now have compulsory education and
all over the world the average period of education is being extended.
The school entrance age is becoming lower. In most developed countries
more and more children go to Kindergarten and for three year olds play
schools have become numerous and fashionable. The number of years spent
in the school benches continues to increase: studying till the age of
25 is becoming less and less exceptional. Having left school one is
again confronted with special educational programs. The concept of
"education permanente", the open school, is gaining ground and bringing
older people back into an educational setting. The educational
activities of business enterprises and government organisations are
becoming increasingly remote from the workshop and increasingly
embedded in the larger educational system.
To withdraw from school is becoming more difficult; school age tends to
be raised and many countries are developing compensation programs for
people who are not school minded. In short: a large number of people
are spending a larger part of their life in school.
Comparing it to other social institutions this growth in the schoolsystem is remarkable. Few institutions influence so many people at such
a receptive period of their lives. Even the Church at the heights of
its power in mediaeval Europe probably had less control over people's
minds than the school has today.

Need for an evaluation
How should we evaluate this trend? Is it a beneficial development
which deserves to be stimulated or should we take the advice of
Illich (1970) and "deschool" society?
Our answer should depend upon our knowledge of the effects of extending
the educational sector: effects for society as a whole as well as

for the individual citizen. Does education bring greater economic
prosperity?

Do our educational efforts result in a wiser administration,

in greater justice and more equality? Is the educational system a source of
new ideas, new meanings and.' inventions?
And on the individual level: does

the extended stay in educational

institutions result in more stable persons who will make wiser decisions
in life? Will they feel happier and healthier? Will school help them to
realise their personal goals in life? Do the years spent in school
constitute a happy period? Does school offer more satisfaction than work
or other activities?

Lack of data
Current knowledge about such effects of education is limited. There is a
wealth of speculation and belief but a lack of factual information. Efforts
to supply such information by empirical research have not yet been very
successful. The investigators encountered serious methodological problems
and reached results which were often contradictory.
Idenburg (1971) stated in his valedictory lecture that he had never been
able to substantiate his belief in the positive social effects of education.
It had turned out to be very difficult to demonstrate the independent effect
of the educational system on social equality, science, technique, morals,
law etc. Even the claim that schooling raises economic growth could not be
supported with convincing facts. On the individual level the long term
effects of more education are no clearer. Empirical studies are plentiful
but their results contradictory.
In this article we limit ourselves to the effects which schooleducation has
on later personal psychological well-being in adult life. It is meant to
present some relevant data and to refute some naive ideas. It does not aim
at a comprehensive explanation of the empirical findings reported.

Common beliefs about the effect of schooleducation on
personal well-being

Philosophers of all times have cited the satisfactions of intellectual
comprehension. Especially in the Enlightment the benefits of education
for

a fuller

and

happier

life were

stressed.

Rousseau for

example maintained that a proper intellectual education of the child is
the basis of his future happiness. This belief is still in force
nowadays. Continued school attendance and good marks are generally
thought to further the chances for later psychological well-being.
Accordingly parents and teachers warn

children who

tend to drop out

not to "thrown away their life". Children are encouraged to foresake all
kinds of enjoyments which might interfere with the demands of the school;
education is rigorously forced upon them for the sake of their own
happiness. We meet this same idea in political debates. Compulsory
education has been advocated as away of bringing happiness into the lives
of the poor and more recently "equality of educational opportunities" is
often equated with "equality of happiness-chances".
Sometimes the claim that school education furthers later happiness is
substantiated by suggesting the causal mechanisms involved. At least
three of these explanations have achieved common sense status. First of
all education is often

claimed

to yield many direct satisfactions.

Understanding is thought to be a pleasant experience in itself, and as
education gives rise to more understanding, it should also result in more
pleasant experiences and thus in more happiness. Secondary school
education is also said to affect happiness more indirectly by providing
chances for a better social position. Higher education is thought to
further chances for upward social mobility, and conditions for happiness
are thought to be better in the higher social strata. Thus, on average,
the higher educated should have more happiness. Finally modern pedagogues
stress that, apart from intellectual skills, school education furthers
psychological competences as well.

The school is thought to make its pupils more creative, imaginative,
more balanced and more socially competent. Thus the longer one's
stay in educational settings, the better one should be able to cope
with life's everyday problems and as a result be more happy. The
benefits of school education have been celebrated in other theories
as well. We will not review them here, but rather assess whether
their predictions of greater happiness are true.

Are the higher educated indeed happier?

To test this belief a secondary analysis was made of an investigation
performed in the Netherlands (Aakster 1972) which contained five
indicators of psychological well-being and in which the level of
education was assessed as well. The presence of several indicators of
psychological well-being made this study especially suited for our
purpose. As the concept of psychological well-being is rather broad
and ill-defined we better not limit our analysis to one specific
aspect of psychological well-being.

Design of the study
The design of this study was as follows; A representative sample of 2367
persons was drawn out of the 25 - 65 aged population of the Netherlands
by probability area sampling. These persons were visited at home in June
1968. Only 66% of them were actually interviewed: 10% refused, 21% could
not be reached and 3% turned out to be unusable. Control for sex, age,
marital status, area and size of residence revealed a slight
underrepresentation of unmarried man and women,

and of inhabitants of

smaller towns. The western part of the nation was slightly
overrepresented.
The respondents filled out a questionnaire themselves and handed it
after completion in a sealed envelope to the interviewer, who was
instructed not to interfere in the response process, to prevents others
from doing so and to take care that the respondent did not change
responses or looked back at earlier ones. The average interview lasted
about 50 minutes. Only a minor proportion of the question turned out to
be unanswered (0,5%), Coding and punching operations can be said to be
very reliable.
The questionnaire first asked for some social background variables, one
of which was education. The level of school education was classified
according to the school types known in the Netherlands at that time. As
school systems in other countries are slightly different it is difficult
to explain precisely what level each school type represents, Globally
the classification concerns the following categories:

1 primary school unfinished or special education
2 primary school
3 low level secondary school
4 high level secondary school
5 university, college
The questionnaire continued with many detailed questions about health
complaints and about attitudes and feelings. Several of these questions
can be regarded as indicators of psychological well-being. They are
presented in table 1 along with their association with the level of
education.

Results

Surprisingly, table 1 shows consistent negative associations between level
of education and psychological well-being. The higher educated appear to
score lower on all five indicators of psychological well-being. However we
cannot just accept this outcome. It is quite possible that these overall
associations mask a strong positive relation among younger people and a
reverse relation among older people. Thus further elaboration is needed.
We elaborated the outcomes for sex, age, social economic status and social
mobility. Social economic status was assessed by the respondent's
occupational level or the occupational level of the spouse. Social
mobility was operationalized as the difference between this level and that
of the father's. The results are summarized in table 2. They do not change
our first impression. Well-being is hampered rather than furthered by
school, education. In both sexes, in all age groups and in all socioeconomic levels, school education is consistently negatively related to
indicators of psychological well-being. Only the variable of social
mobility produces some differences in the elaboration. It seems that those
whose educational achievements could not prevent social degradation feel
most miserable. However, those who gained upward mobility by educational
achievement are not much better off. In this category educational level
still is negatively related to psychological well-being.

We extended finally, our analysis by examining whether other outcomes
appear if we split up sex groups by age, age groups by status etc. We
carried out this analysis for the happiness question only. The results
are presented in table 3. They neither suggest an other view; at best
they indicated that education is most strongly associated with
unhappiness in young adults who experienced downward social mobility.

Other studies

This outcome seemed important enough to check with other studies. For
that purpose we searched for empirical studies in which both well-being
and level of education have been assessed. We found quite a few. We only
selected those studies which use highly similar indicators of
psychological well-being. To facilitate comparison we converted the
results in Gamma values (if possible). The results are summarized in
table 4. They present a rather chaotic picture. We see sizable
differences between nations as well as great differences between results
obtained at different points in time in the same nations. The data
suggest that the happiness effect of education has diminished during the
last decade in both the Netherlands and the U.S.A. We also see a
stronger happiness effect of education in the underdeveloped countries.
This pattern is far from perfect however. We will not try to explain
these phenomena. We suffice by pointing out that these data do make
clear that there is no simple clear-cut relation between education and
happiness. Nine out of the twenty-nine

studies reported here find no

relation at all, one finds a negative relation and nineteen a positive
relation. Obviously the relation between education and psychological
well-being is more complicated than we tend to think.
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