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Abstract 
This study aimed to relate the evaluation of municipal services (EMS) with subjective well-being 

(SWB) through a sample of 1,070 individuals living in the Grande ABC Paulista, Brazil. Data 

showed statistically significant relationship between SWB and EMS, suggesting that public 

services affect the quality of the well-being of individuals.  
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Introduction 

 

Subjective well-being (SWB) or happiness is a concept that has becoming increasingly 

important in the democratic world, in which individuals are expected to live in a way that they 

feel satisfied, based also on their own and particular criteria.  

It is important to note that there are two distinct formats for the evaluation of well-

being: objective and subjective, the latter being the subject of this study. Objective well-being 

is the one that can be measured with economic development indicators, such as GDP, for 

example, but also indicators of housing, health, crime and others formally established. 

Subjective well-being (SWB) involves the internal experiences of individuals and how they 

position their life, positively or negatively. 

Diener et al (2009 p.11) state that the definition of well-being is clearly subjective, since 

“people experience well-being only when they believe that their lives are going well, regardless 

of whether life has pleasure, material comfort or any other objective characteristic that was 

specified as essential for the well-being.”  

This study aims to investigate the relationship between the evaluation of public services 

and subjective well-being declared by the individuals, in the Region of Grande ABC Paulista, 

São Paulo, Brazil.  

Assuming that the search for the well-being of the population is the primary goal of a 

government, as suggested by Scully (2001); Coggburn and Schneider (2003); Veenhoven 
(2005); Highum (2006); Bjørnskov et al (2007); Tavits (2007); Helliwell and Huang (2008); 
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Kacapyr (2008); Eiji (2009); Ram (2009); Kotakorpi and Laamanen (2010); Hessami (2010); 

Ott (2011), this study helps to contribute to fill a gap in the study of subjective well-being, with 

respect to the understanding of the possible relationships between the government’s actions and 

the well-being of those who directly suffer the impact of these actions. 

 

Theoretical References  

 

Only after the mid-twentieth century, happiness or subjective well-being has been the subject of 

increasing interest in applied human sciences, as a synthesis of the emotional responses of 

people on subjective evaluations about society and the actions of governments.  

In general, studies about subjective well-being prior to 1960 included the term well-

being directly associated only to material well-being, mainly related to economics. Thereafter, 

the academic production on the concept of subjective well-being intensified.  

Overall, there seems to be some consistency among theorists of subjective well-being 

that it consists of a cognitive dimension, where there is an evaluative judgment, and a positive 

or negative affective dimension – also expressed in general terms, of happiness or in specific 

terms, through emotions (Table 1). 

 
Table 1 – The concept of subjective well-being 

Reference Concept 

Ostrom (1969) 

Subjective well-being is an attitude that has two basic 

components: affection and cognition. Affection involves the 

emotional components and cognition refers to the rational and 

intellectual aspects. Still, the author states that the definition of 

subjective well-being is not an easy and consensual task, whether 

due to these subjective components, either due to its complex and 

multidimensional nature. 

Calman (1984) 

Subjective well-being can be defined as the sum of cognitive and 

emotional reactions that individuals experience when they 

compare their life (aspirations, needs and expectations) with the 

others. 

Veenhoven (1997) 

Subjective well-being or happiness is the degree to which a person 

evaluates the overall quality of his/her satisfaction with his/her 

current life. In other words, how much the person likes the life 

he/she has. 

Diener et al (1999) 

Subjective well-being is like a broad category of phenomena that 

includes people’s emotional responses and satisfaction with life as 

a whole. 

Diener and Seligmam (2004) 
Subjective well-being can be defined as positive evaluations of 

people about their own lives. 

 

Measurement of subjective well-being or happiness 

 

In general, the measurement of subjective well-being has been performed from two different 

formats: from the single-item scale and from the multiple-item scale. 
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Two criticisms to the measurement of this subject from a single item appear in the 

literature: 

 - the multifaceted nature of subjective well-being that could not be measured by a single-

item scale (Diener et al 1999; Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999). 

- the difficulty of estimating the reliability of a single-item scale (Lucas and Donnellan, 

2012). 

 

Multiple-item scale 

 

A wide variety of measures of multiple items was created. 

The scale of subjective happiness stands out among them.  

The approach of the Subjective Happiness Scale is based on the subjective characteristic of 

the respondents to evaluate their happiness in their own perspective. It consists of four items: the 

first two characterize the individual in an absolute manner (how happy they consider themselves) 

and relative (comparing themselves to others, how happy they feel). The other two items describe 

happy and unhappy individuals, respectively, and ask the respondents to quantify the degree to 

which the statements identify their way of being (Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999 p. 140). The set 

of statements that make up the construct is shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 – Subjective Happiness Scale Measurement Method 

Question Concept scale Measurement scale 

For each one of 

the statements 

and/or questions 

below, please 

circle the point 

on the scale that 

you feel as most 

appropriate to 

describe you. 

In general, I consider myself ... 

Bipolar Semantic 

1 – Not very happy 

7 – Very happy 

Compared to most of my peers, I consider 

myself ... 

Bipolar Semantic 

1 – Slightly happy 

7 – Very happy 

Some people are very happy. They enjoy life 

regardless of what is happening, they take full 

advantage of everything. To what extent does 

this describe you? 1 - Not totally 

7 - Totally Some people are not very happy. Although they 

are not depressed, they never seem as happy as 

they could be. To what extent does this 

characterization describe you? 

Source: Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999) 

 

In general, the Subjective Happiness Scale is calculated from the simple arithmetic 

mean of the evaluations assigned to each statement, with the exception that the fourth item 

must be transformed so that higher scores point to a higher level of happiness or subjective 

well-being. 

 

Evaluation of public services as a predictor of subjective well-being 

 

Especially from the beginning of this century, some studies have been developed highlighting 

the governments as key determinants of the well-being of their populations (Scully 2001; 

Coggburn and Schneider 2003; Ott 2005; Veenhoven 2005; Highum 2006, Bjørnskov et al 
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2007; Tavits 2007; Helliwell and Huang 2008; Kacapyr 2008; Eiji 2009; Ram 2009; Kotakorpi 

and Laamanen 2010; Hessami 2010). 

In this sense, Kim and Kim (2012) highlight three different theoretical perspectives that 

were studied more intensively in this period:  

- economic perspective, such as the study of Easterlin (1973), which showed that people 

in richer countries show no greater happiness than those in poorer countries;  

- perspective of cultural differences, such as the study of Suh and Oishi (2002) who 

concluded that (1) individualistic cultures appear to be happier than collectivist cultures; (2) 

psychological attributes (for example, self-esteem and self-consistency) are more important for 

SWB in Western individualistic countries than in collectivistic countries, and (3) self-

perception of well-being differs from the different types of stimuli and experiences between the 

cultures;  

- political perspective: for Bjornskov et al (2008), political factors affect the quality of 

life of individuals, as well as their perception of well-being, with three levels of influence: the 

political system, ideology and the structure of rules of governments, as well as public policies 

guiding their actions in the municipalities. 

Kaufmann et al (2010) proposed six dimensions as aspects of a good government, in a 

study conducted by the World Bank: control of corruption, voice and accountability, political 

stability and absence of violence, government effectiveness, quality of regulatory policies, rule 

of law. In this study, they obtained positive correlations between all dimensions and subjective 

well-being. 

Some scholars perceive a paradox in the relationship between subjective well-being and 

the evaluation of public services: the evaluation of public services impacts on subjective well-

being or subjective well-being impacts on the evaluation of public services?  

In this regard, the main models predicting subjective well-being are divided into two 

broad categories, which Giacomoni (2004) has called the bottom-up and top-down. 

In the bottom-up approach, the SWB only occurs with the success of each of the 

influencers of that feeling. Thus, for example, job satisfaction, with marriage, with income, 

access to health and education would lead to higher levels of subjective well-being. 

(Lyubomirsky, 2001). 

The top-down approach assumes that well-being is precedent and, therefore, individuals 

are happy a priori.   

In this study, the assumption used is that good public services would positively impact 

on the subjective well-being of individuals, that is, bottom-up approach. 

 

Methodological Aspects 

In this study, we conducted a descriptive research with personal interviews with residents 

living in the Brazilian region of Grande ABC Paulista, with minimum age of eighteen years 

old. Data collection was carried out in March 2013. We conducted a two-stage cluster 

sampling: 1
st
 stage: household (drawn from the real estate registration of the municipalities 

integrating the region of Grande ABC); 2
nd

 stage: resident of the household. We obtained a 

sample of 1,070 cases, which corresponds to an error of 3% and a level of confidence of 95%.  

The construct of subjective well-being (SWB) was prepared according to Table 2.  

In this study, the evaluation of public services is focused on the political perspective, 

especially on the action of the municipal government, which in the group of dimensions 
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described by Kaufmann et al (2010) would be classified in the government effectiveness 

dimension. 

The construct evaluation of municipal services (EMS) consists of the following 

variables: public health, public education, housing, public transportation, traffic, offer of 

cultural events, offer of public areas for sports and recreation, participation of the population, 

public safety, environment, public sanitation, water supply service, quality of water supplied to 

the household, sewage collection, flood control, selective garbage collection, garbage 

collection, cleaning and maintenance of parks and squares, removal of debris, preservation of 

vacant land, offer of income generation programs, public works undertaken by the current 

municipal government, repair of asphalts of public streets/roads. 

Initially, the constructs SWB and EMS were examined using the Exploratory Factor 

Analysis, using the tool IBM SPSS 21.0 tool (Statistical Package for Social Sciences). Next, 

the measurement model and the structural model were developed using the SmartPLS 2.0 

software. 

 

Analysis of Results 

 

Initially, we will describe the main characteristics of the sample: balance between men (50.2%) 

and women (49.8%), prevalence of people aged between 30 and 49 years old (41.2%), over half 

of the sample (51.3%) have at least complete high school; the share of respondents with the 

lowest household income (2 minimum wages) accounts for 12.3% of total households in the 

sample, compared to 11.8% with the highest income (10 minimum wages), with very high 

variation in income distribution; in relation to consumer class, 51% of respondents belong to 

classes A and B, with only 6% in classes C/D and 43% in class C. There is a greater presence in 

the sample of married individuals or in a stable relationship (66.1%); race/color white (61.1%) 

and Catholics (56.8%). 

Overall, individuals integrating the sample seem to be positioned at a high level of 

subjective well-being (SWB), with average scores greater than 7.0 and a median of 8.0 (Table 

3). 

 
Table 3 – Scale of subjective well-being (SWB) 

Assertion 
Average 

score 
Median 

Coefficient 

of Variation 

1 In general, I consider myself ... 8.16 8.00 0.24 

2 
Compared to most of my peers, I 

consider myself ... 
7.91 8.00 0.27 

3 

Some people are very happy. They 

enjoy life regardless of what is 

happening, they take full advantage 

of everything.  To what extent does 

this describe you? 

7.48 8.00 0.31 
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4 

Some people are not very happy. 

Although they are not depressed, 

they never seem as happy as they 

could be. To what extent does this 

characterization describe you? 

7.12 8.00 0.69 

Overall score 7.67 7.80 0.22 

 

With respect to the evaluation of municipal services (EMS), the only items with 

evaluation greater than seven were those related to water supply and garbage collection, in 

general; traffic appears to be the greatest factor of concern among respondents, with the lowest 

average score (4.01); primary areas of operation such as public health and safety are evaluated 

with scores lower than five (average of 4.64 and 4.51, respectively); the overall score, 

calculated from the arithmetic mean of the scores of the areas of operation , indicated average 

score very close to the center of the scale (mean of 5.47), suggesting a significant level of 

dissatisfaction of the sample with the municipal services (Table 4). 

 
Table 4 - Descriptive statistics of the variables for the evaluation of municipal services 

Area of operation of the municipality Mean Median 

Coefficient 

of 

Variation 

Garbage collection in general 8.14 8.00 0.63 

Quality of water supplied 7.34 8.00 0.32 

Continuity of water supply 7.25 8.00 0.34 

Sewage collection 6.66 7.00 0.40 

Cleaning and maintenance of parks and 

squares 
5.83 6.00 0.49 

Public Cleaning (streets and avenues) 5.73 6.00 0.49 

Education 5.41 5.00 0.53 

Removal of debris 5.40 5.00 0.55 

Public works 5.40 5.00 0.62 

Transportation 5.31 5.00 0.55 

Public areas for sports and leisure 5.29 5.00 0.57 

Culture 5.23 5.00 0.54 

Flood control 5.19 5.00 0.61 

Housing 5.11 5.00 0.56 

Asphalt repair 5.03 5.00 0.60 

Environment 4.96 5.00 0.55 

Participation of the Population 4.77 5.00 0.60 

Health 4.64 5.00 0.66 

Public Safety 4.51 5.00 0.61 

Conservation of vacant lands 4.34 5.00 0.69 

Selective garbage collection 4.29 4.00 0.75 

Traffic 4.01 4.00 0.71 

Overall Score 5.47 5.50 0.35 
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Initially, we applied the exploratory factor analysis to the construct subjective well-being, with 

the purpose of making an initial validation of the concept of unidimensionality of the construct, 

that is, a single factor resulting in the application of the exploratory factor analysis. 

Overall, the statistics generated for the model are satisfactory and provide an initial 

confirmation of the reliability of the construct from the guidelines of Hair Jr. et al (2009): the 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was 0.764, indicating a moderate 

quality of the model; the Bartlett’s test indicated rejection of the hypothesis that the correlation 

matrix is an identity matrix, with a level of significance lower than 0.1%; there is only one 

factor with eigenvalue greater than or equal to one (2.719), with variance explained by the 

model of approximately 68%, suggesting that the construct of subjective well-being is 

unidimensional; all variables showed a factor loading higher than 0.50; all variables indicated 

commonality and MSA (Measure of Sampling Adequacy) above 0.50.  

Similarly, we applied the exploratory factor analysis to the twenty two assertions 

relating to municipal services, generating four distinct dimensions. All statistics of the 

technique were satisfactory, with KMO equal to 0.953 and variance explained by the four 

factors equal to 59.5%. 

The four factors had the following appointments and explained variance: factor 1, with 

17.5%: “Cleaning and Maintenance,” factor 2, with 15.9%: “Area of Operation,” factor 3, with 

13.9%: “Sanitation” and factor 4, with 12.3%: “Culture, Sport and Recreation.” 

The evaluation of the measurement model was performed through analysis related to the 

validity and reliability of the five constructs studied (one construct for SWB and four 

constructs for EMS). The results showed the adequacy of the measurement model, as shown 

below: 

a) factor loadings: statistically significant for all the indicators that 

integrated the model. Still, these loadings ranged between 0.604 and 0.903, complying 

with the assumption suggested by Zwicker et al (2008) for loadings above 0.600. 

b) composite reliability: all constructs indicated values above 0.700 

suggested as minimum acceptable by Chin (1998), ranging from 0.704 to 0.943; 

c) internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha): ranging between 0.776 and 

0.936, all constructs complied with the minimum required suggested by Sharma (1996) 

of 0.600 for this indicator; 

d) average variance extracted: all constructs ranged from 0.518 to 0.791, 

complying with the minimum suggested by Sharma (1996) of 0.5;  

e) discriminant validity: as suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981), 

Sharma (1996) and Hulland (1999), the square root of the average variance extracted 

was higher than the correlation between the construct and the other constructs of the 

model. 

 

Evaluation of the structural model  

Figure 1 shows the model of this study, which establishes the relationship between the evaluation 

of municipal services and the subjective well-being of the population. Value on the arrow 

presents the beta coefficient connecting the constructs: Evaluation of municipal services (EMS) 

and Subjective well-being (SWB). Value above the arrow presents the corresponding result of 

t-student test. Therefore, a statistically significant relationship between the two constructs of 

this study was confirmed, considering the significance level of 5%. Although the coefficient of 

explanation is of low magnitude, equal to 4.3% (Figure 1), the hypothesis of a positive 
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relationship between the evaluation of municipal services and subjective well-being was 

confirmed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The low coefficient of explanation does not invalidate the importance of the provision 

of good public services by the municipal government in the construction of the subjective well -

being of the population, since the relationship exists and is positive. The results only suggest 

that there are other important variables, not focused on in the subject of this study and which 

influence the measure of SWB. 

 

 

Conclusions 
The results of this study suggest a statistically significant relationship between the evaluation 

of public services and subjective well-being. However, this relationship occurred in a low 

intensity. 

Despite the low intensity of this relationship, this study indicates that there is space for 

the public managers with regard to investments in public policies that reflect in a greater well -

being to their populations. Therefore, systematic studies aiming to support the understanding of 

this dynamics and support the development of these policies are fundamental. 

Such monitoring would allow public managers to, in addition to the basic support for 

the development of the policies, simulate the positive and negative impacts of these actions on 

SWB. 
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