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Comparing child subjective well-being in South Korea and the UK: Testing an ecological systems
approach

Abstract

This paperdraws on Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological systems theory to explore links between
various domains of children’s subjective well-being and their overall subjective well-being,
comparing South Koreaand the UK. Data are drawnfromthe Children’s Worlds study
I[www.isciweb.ordl), which surveyed children in diverse national contexts. A model of subjective

well-beingis proposed which ouranalysis indicates is comparable across the two countries, including
children’s ratings of their well-being in the domains of theirlocal community, school, family, their
family’s economicsituation, and their overall subjective well-being. The modelisastronger
predictorof subjective well-beingin South Koreathaninthe UK, suggesting thatthese variables
better capture the factors influencing variation between childrenin the South Korean context.
However, the comparability of the modelsindicates that there is a core of similarity between the
lives of childreninthese two very different contexts. This supports the value of studies such as the
Children’s Worlds survey as enhancing our understanding of the meaning and experience of
childhoodin diverse contexts.

Background

Subjective well-beingis afield of growing policy and academicinterest, but efforts to measure
subjective well-being and especially to collect datafrom children on theirown subjective well -being

are relatively new. The Children’s Worlds studykwww.isciweb.ord.) represents one of the first efforts
to measure children’s subjective well-beingin aninternationallycomparable manner, covering well-

beinginarange of domains aswell as global measures of subjective well-being. This article will use
data fromthe first wave of the Children’s Worlds survey to compare subjective well -beingamongst
childreninthe UK and in South Korea, drawing on an ecological model of child development to
explore how subjective well-being in various domains of children’s lives impacts their overall sense
of well-being.

- Whymeasure child subjective well-being?

The measurement of subjective well-being as an alternative or complementary indicator to GDP of
national performance arose inacontext of increased interestin social indicators more broadly
(Stiglitz Commission, 2009) and research findings indicating that GDP increases above a certain level
do not necessarily equate toimprovementsinthe happiness of nations (Easterlin, 1974). Whilst
effortsto measure subjective well-being are now incorporatedinto some national (eg. Cameron,
2010) andinternational (eg. OECD, 2013) policy agendas, such efforts have tended tofocus onthe
well-being of adults. Inthe contextof a large and growing body of literature which stresses the
importance of incorporatingindicators of child welfareand well-beinginto research, Ben Arieh et al
(2001) highlights the necessityof developing and improving the measurement of subjective well-
beingamongchildren. Thisaligns with the spirit of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child, which stresses the importance of participation, protection and provision rights for children
(Reynaertetal, 2009), and of prioritising child well-beingin nationaland international policy
agendas.
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Recentyears have seen a growing body of evidence in relation to the measurementand
understanding of child subjective well-being (eg. Rees et al, 2010; Bradshaw etal, 2013). Cognitive
and affective aspects of subjective well-being are differentiated, with cognitive measures reflecting a
concernwith appraisals of life satisfaction, and affective measures reflecting emotional experiences
(eg.Reesetal, 2013). Measures of the cognitive aspects of subjective well-being tend to be
preferred due totheirincreased stability overtime (Park, 2004). Another mannerinwhich measures
vary iswhetherthey are concerned with global well-being—ie. overall life satisfaction, measured
using one or more questions concerned with lifeasa whole —or with domains of well-being—ie.
satisfactioninvarious aspects of life, which may then be amalgamatedinto overall measures but
which more directly encompass different domains (see Casas and Rees, 2015, fora discussion of the
use of global and domain-based measures ininternational context). The ecological model of child
development, discussed next, offers an approach to conceptualising well-being which may offer
insightinto how different domains of children’s lives interact and contribute to overall subjective
well-being.

- The ecological model of child development

The issue of domains of well-being raises the question of which domains should be included.
Differentapproaches have been takentothis question, ranging fromthose which draw on
theoretical oradult-centricmodels of well-being (eg. the Personal Well-being Index-School Children,
see Cummins and Lau, 2005) to those which develop domains based on consultation with the
population of interest (eg. Rees etal, 2010). Additionally, the rationale behind the choice toinclude
certain domains and not othersin assessments of subjective well-beingis not always clear.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological model offers amodel for understanding child well-being which
stresses the importance of different kinds of biological, psychological, social, cultural, political and
economicsystems, and interactions between these systems, in shaping children’s worlds (see
Garbarino, 2014). These systemsvaryintheir proximity to the child, with biological and
psychological systems representing internal processes (albeit that they are mediated by and interact
with external processes); social systems representing direct experiences and relationships the child
encounters (such as family and peers); and cultural, political and economic systems representing the
macro contextin which the child lives. Shimomiand Ben Arieh (2013), for example, draw on the
ecological perspectivein theiranalysis of child subjective well-beingin Israel.

In this analysis we draw on and develop the approach taken by Shimomi and Ben Arieh (2013), using
children’s assessments of theirsubjective well-beingin arange of contexts —including self, family
and home, material situation, school, and community - to apply the ecological model of child
developmentto children’s subjective well-being, comparing children in South Koreaand the UK.

- WhySouth Korea and the United Kingdom? National contexts

A central aim of thisresearch wasto assess whetherthe ecological approach to child development
providesamodel which can be usedto assess and examine children’s subjective well-beingin
diverse contexts. The Children’s Worlds study covers awide range of countries and cultures and
providesaunique opportunity to use datasupplied by childrenthemselves concerning their
subjective well-being, which has been designed to be comparable internationally. The selection of
South Korea and the UK was made based on the quality of data (both countries drew anationally
representative sample of children, something which was not true forall countriesin the early waves
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of the Children’s Worlds study), and on the diversity of national context. Table 1shows some of the
characteristics of South Koreaand the UK.

Table 1: Social, economic and political indicators in SK and UK

SK UK Year Data resources?
GDP per capita (international $) 31 36 2012 World bank
Gini coefficient (0-100) 31 36 2003 - 12 World bank
Youth unemployment rate (%) 9.0 20.0 2012 World bank
Family benefits public spending 0.937 3.970 2011 OECD
Life expectancy (years) 81 81 2012 UNDP
Median age (years) 40 41 2015 UNDP
HDI rank(1-187) 15 14 2013 UNDP
Urban population (%) 84 80 2013 UNDP
Internet users (%) 84 87 2012 Word bank
Some secoang(la(;ylzgf)ucation (% 83 100 2005 - 12 UNDP

In terms of inequality, both of the countries experience relatively high levels of inequality in
comparison toother OECD countries. While UK is higher has higherlevels of income inequality, SK
has a higher child poverty rate. However, thereis abig difference between two countriesin public
spending forfamily benefits. Publicspending on familiesis almost fourtimes higherinthe UKthan in
SK, but recent policy changesin the UK (see Hood and Phillips, 2015) may resultin this gap beginning
to narrow.

The UK national context

The UK isa developed Western nation representing the third largest economy in Europe, with a GDP
percapita of US$37,300 (CIA World Factbook, 2014). The welfare state had rootsin pre-Second
World War policies but the bulk of provision, including significantimprovements in the conditions of
children, were established as part of the raft of policiesintroduced in the aftermath of the War
(Hendricks, 1997). Welfare provision fitsinto Esping Andersen’s Liberal typology, incorporating
largely means-tested provision with limited socialinsurance provision (1998). Primary and

! Sources:

Row 2, 3, 4, 10:|http://databank.worldbank.org/data

Row 6, 7, 8, 9, 11:|http://hdr.undp.org/en/datg

Row 5:https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/family-benefits-public-spending.htm
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secondary education (up tothe age of 18) are provided free at the point of delivery, and educational
participationis compulsory forchildren under 16. Provisionforchildren and families which exists
through a suite of social transfers and service provision has been reduced underrecent austerity
measures, instigated following the Great Recession of 2008 (Reed and Portes, 2014). The anchored
child poverty rate remains high (25.6% in 2012, up from 24.0% in 2008; UNICEF, 2014); and the
current Conservative government have begun the process of repealing the 2010 Child Poverty Act
which committed the government to eradicating child poverty by 2020.

The South Korean national context

South Korea, or the Republicof Korea, was established as a democracy after the Second World War.
The economy has developed rapidly overthe pastfourdecades, resultingin a GDP per capita of
US$33,200 (CIA World Factbook, 2014). Studies of welfare state typologies have tended to neglect
less advanced welfare states such as that of South Korea (Ebbinghaus, 2012). Ahn and Lee (2012)
stress that the welfare state is still in development and to date can primarily be understoodin
functionalistterms, as developinginresponse to social changes resulting from industrialisation (for
example increasing levels of unemploymentand an ageing population). Inrelation to children, full-
time compulsory education starts at six yearsin primary school and ends at 14 in middle school. The
primary schoolisfor 6 years. Children move to middle school atage 12. Middle school isfor 3 years.
Provision forchildren and families which exists through a suite of social transfers and service
provision has been ranked at the bottom of OECD countries since 2000. The anchored child poverty
rate reduced from 16.8% in 2008 to 13.4% in 2012 (UNICEF, 2014).

Measurement of subjective well-being in the UK and South Korea

The measurement of child subjective well-being, especially in comparative contexts, hasbeena
relatively recent phenomenon and has largely focused on European countries. The UK also uniquely
benefits from a national programme run by a charity — The Children’s Society - focused on measuring
and understanding child subjective well-being. Details of this programme can be found at
www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/research/well-being. Work undertaken through this
programme has helpedtoinform national research and practice interventions within the UK (see
details onthe website)and international research such as the Children’s Worlds survey. In South
Koreathere have beentwo programmes aimed at measuring child subjective well-being. The
Institute for Social Development Studies (2011) focused on child happiness, while KIHASA (2014)
focused onlife satisfaction. However, the data collected forthis article (detailed below) provides a
unique opportunity tocompare the two countries.

The comparison between South Koreaand the UK therefore offers aninteresting opportunity to
examine the structure of child subjective well-being in diverse national contexts, using
representative samples. Itis hoped thatthis comparison will be extended toinclude abroaderrange
of countries as later waves of the Children’s Worlds dataincluding representative samples froma
widerrange of countries become available.

Research questions
The above contextleadsonto our three research questions:
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- Doesthe ecological systems approach provideavaluable method forexamining and
theorising aboutthe drivers of children’s subjective well-being?

- How doesthe structure of an ecological systems approach compare in South Koreaand
England? And:

- What lessonsfor policy and forfurtherresearch can be drawn from this?

Methods and data
- Children’s Worlds data

This study uses data from the Children’s Worlds survey, aninternational study of children’s
subjective well-beingin 15 diverse countries by self-administered questionnaire. The study has
collected representative data on topics relating to children’s lives and daily activities, theirtime use,
and in particulartheirown perceptions and evaluations of their well-being. One of the requirements
for countries to participate in the study was to gain full ethical clearance from arelevant committee
intheircountries. The surveyin England covered arepresentative sample of over 3,000 childrenin
Year 4, 6, and 8 in schools. The surveyin Korea also covered arepresentative sample of over 7,500
childreninsame age groups. For thisanalysis, we use datafrom school Year 8 in both countries, the
yearin which the mean age of childrenis 12, resultingin 2,602 South Korean childrenand 1,141
children from the UK. Thereisa slightgenderbiasinthe data whichissimilarinboth countries, with
girls making up 58% of participantsin both the South Korean and the UK data.

- Indicators

Several indicators were used in the analysis, based on the various domains corresponding to the
systemsinthe ecological perspective. Indicators were selected based on their reflection of
satisfaction with the context, ratherthan with relationshipsin that context (so forexample we
include a ‘family’ domain, butratherthan use children’s ratings of their satisfaction with
relationships with specificfamily members, we use ratings of satisfaction with the family context
overall).

Subjective Well-Being: Huebner’s Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS) was employed as a measure
of overallindividual subjective well-being, representing individual satisfaction and takento be an
indicatorat the microlevel. The SLSSis a seven-item self-report measure that has been used with
children aged 8-18. The items and overall scale provide aglobal (ie. context-free) measure of life
satisfaction. The response format comprises a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0=Strongly disagree
to 4=Strongly agree. Scalability of the items were tested using Cronbach’s Alphaand were found to
be similarand satisfactory in both countries, with a coefficient of 0.80 for South Koreaand 0.82 for
the UK.

Satisfaction with family/home life: Satisfaction in this domain was assessed using 2items:
satisfaction with the house of flat where you live, and satisfaction with the people who you live with.
Both items were measured on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from O=completely dissatisfied to
10=completely satisfied.

Material well-being: One question was used to assess material well-being; children were asked to
rate theirsatisfaction with ‘allthe things you have?’ on 11-point Likert scale from O=completely
dissatisfied to 10=completely satisfied.
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Satisfaction with school: Satisfactionin this domain was measured using 3-items, comprising
satisfaction with the school you go to, satisfaction with other childreninyourclass, and satisfaction
with yourschool marks. These were measured on 11-point Likert scales ranging from O=completely
dissatisfied to 10=completely satisfied. The overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.67 for South
Koreaand 0.71 for the UK.

Satisfaction with community: This was measured using 3items comprising satisfaction with the local
police inyourarea, satisfaction with the outdoorareas children can use in your area, and satisfaction
withthe area youlive in general. Each of these was rated on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from
O=completely dissatisfied to 10=completely satisfied. The overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were
0.79 for South Koreaand 0.79 for the UK.

Controls: In additionto subjective well-being measures, we controlled forthe gender of the child
and the numberof adults they lived with in theirfirstoronly home. Genderis oftenfoundtobe
associated with subjective well-being (eg. Bradshaw et al, 2010), and number of adultsis considered
by many authorsto be an indicator of social/financial capital (see Ferguson, 2006, for a review;
UNICEF, 2007; Mai, 2014).

- SEM methods

In this study, latent mean analysis (LMA) using structural equation modelling (SEM) was performed.
Item parcelling was applied to obtain observed indicators forthe latentvariable child’s subjective
well-being (Littleetal. 2002). Within this approach, the first step is to establish the uni-
dimensionality of the underlying construct via exploratory factoranalysis. Next, parcels are
constructed according to the common factor loadings by combining higher loadingitems with lower
loadingitems to maximize the balance of the parcelsinterms of homogeneousloadings on the
latent construct (Hall etal, 1999).

Using structural equation modelling to explore models across different groups requires that certain
kinds of invariance are established (Hongetal, 2003) — that is, for comparisons to be meaningful, the
underlying dataand patterns must have certain similarities across the groups being compared, and
the extentto which such patterns are similardictates the kinds of comparison which can be
reasonably drawn. Without establishinginvariance, itis notclearwhetherthe sameindicatorsare
measuring the same constructsin the groups being tested; this compromises the meaning of
comparisons, since formodelsto be compared, it must be established that the same underlying
constructs are being measured.

Typesofinvariance include:

- Configural or measurement invariance: thisisthe weakest type of invariance, andis
necessary forany comparisons between groups as a lack of configural invariance indicates
that fundamentally different underlying constructs are being measured. Without configural
invariance, noothertypesof invariance can be achieved (Bollen, 1989). To achieve
configural invariance, models must fit the datafor all groups under consideration, and the
numberand pattern of factors must be the same inthe comparison groups. That s, the
same variables mustload onto the same factors.
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- Metric or loading invariance: if configural invarianceis achieved, metricinvariance can be
tested. Toachieve metricinvariance, factorloadings of observed variables onto latent
variables must be similaracross the groups under examination. Thatis, the structure of the
factors must be similarforthe different groups, indicating that not only are the same
constructs being measured, but that these constructs have similar meanings for the groups.
In orderto compare factor loadings and intercepts across groups, metricinvariance must be
achieved (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998).

- Scalar orinterceptinvariance:if metricinvarianceis achieved, scalarinvariance can be
tested. Toachieve scalarinvariance, the mean scores onthe underlying constructs mustbe
the same across the differentgroups. Thatis,a meanscore of 5 on one underlying construct
for one group means the same as a similar mean score on the same construct for the other
group/s. Scalar invariance mustbe achieved if the mean scores are to be compared
between groups (Meredith, 1993).

As indicated above, these types of invariance form a hierarchy, with later forms only being tenableif
earlierformsare achieved. Therefore the modelwastested inthisthisorder. Various modelfit
indices were used to assess goodness of fit, including RMSEA, NFI, TLI and CFI.

The multi-group option of Amos 18.0 was used for all analyses.
Findings
- Descriptive statistics

First, we present descriptive statistics for the contextual variables usedin our model —gender,
number of adults living with the child, and family type in the child’s first oronly home. These are
presented forSouth Koreaand the UK separately, intable 1.

Table 2 : Descriptive statistics showing characteristics of data between SK and UK

SK (%) UK (%)
Boy 41.6 41.7
Gender -
Girl 58.1 58.3
1 7.8 15.7
Number of adults living with child 2 79.4 79.9
3 or more 12.8 4.4
Two parents 89.0 84.3
Lone mother 7.1 13.9
Family type in first home Lone father 79 18
Other 1.0 .0

The gender balance is skewed towards girlsin both countries, with about 58% girls and 42% boysin
the sample. Most children —about 79-80% in both countries —live with two adults, and in two parent
households (89% in South Koreaand 84% inthe UK). There are more childrenlivingin households
containingthree ormore adultsinthe Korean sample thanin the UK sample.
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Next, the well-being variablesincluded in the modelwere tested for significant differences between
childreninSouth Koreaandthe UK. Resultsare shownintable 2.

Table 3: Descriptive statistics and t-tests showing differences between mean scores on key
variables

Country N Mean(SD) t-value
Child subjective well- SK 2565 16.6(4.7) 13.35%%*
being UK 1139 18.7(4.2)
Satisfaction'with SK 2591 19.0(6.1) 13 5 %**
community UK 1136 22.0(6.1)
Satisfaction with SK 2585 19.7(5.6) -20.65%**
school UK 1135 23.6(5.0)
Satisfaction with SK 2596 16.6(3.6) -.79
family and home UK 1125 16.7(16.7) .
Satisfaction with SK 2543 7-9(1.9) _17.21%%*
material situation UK 1140 9.0(1.5) '

Significantly different mean scores were found forall of the variables other than satisfaction with
familyand home;inall cases (ie. for overall life satisfaction, satisfaction with community, and
satisfaction with school), the mean scores of childreninthe UK were higherthanthe mean scores of
childreninSouth Korea.

- Models
Test of configuralinvariance, metric invariance and scalarinvariance

We setup a multi-group structural equation modelto test our hypotheses regarding the effects of
children’s satisfaction with familyand home, material status, school and community on their
subjective well-being. First, we tested whether a baseline model fit the data forboth South Korea
and the UK reasonably (see table 3). The purpose of thismodel is to test for configural invariance
(see above).

Table 4: Goodness-of Fit Indexed for two-group structural model

X2(DF) CFI NFI TLI RMSEA
SK 779.582(122) 963 .956 948 .046
UK 468.781(122) .954 939 935 .050

The baseline model proved areasonable fitforthe dataforboth countries, indicating that one
common model is plausible across the two countries. Configural invariance is attained, supporting
the ideathat the pattern of fixed and nonfixed parameters isidentical across the countries. Inthe
nextstep the measurement model was tested. The factor pattern coefficients were constrained to
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be equal, resultinginanincrease iny?>valuesfrom 1248.4 to 1424.1, and gaining 13 degrees of
freedom. Asa result of the nesting of the metricinvariance modelwithin the baseline model, a x?
testwas performed, with aresult of x?=175.7, df=13, P>.1. Thissupports metricinvariance (shownin
table 4). Althoughthe y*test iswidely used to compare the fit of nested models, ithas been
observedthatone should notrely exclusively onthe y? difference testasit suffers fromthe same
well-known problems as the x? test for evaluating overall modelfit (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988;
Marsh & Grayson, 1990; Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). Thus, RMSEA, NFI, TLI and CFl were also
considered. These indices confirmed metricinvariance across SKand the UK. Thatis, the
measurement model based on metricinvariance was supported as a betterfitthan the baseline
model, indicating that different groups respond tothe itemsin the same way and thus to compare
meaningfully ratings obtained from different groups.

Followingourtests based on metricinvariance, we tested ascalarinvariance model. Thiswas done
by constrainingthe intercepts of the fourindicators to be the same across the two groups, which
would indicate that group differencesin the means of the observed items should stem from
differencesinthe means of underlying constructs. Asabove, a x* testwas used to establish whether
the scalar invariance model was supported. Results were ¥?=1741.7 (df=26, p=.000). The
significance of the difference of ¥?statisticindicates thatscalarinvariance is not supported (see
model 3intable 4).

The Lagrange Multipliertest can be used to establish which indicators have non-invariantintercepts,
and performingthistestrevealed thatthe significantincrease in x> value was down to a lack of scalar
invariance in the ‘satisfaction with economicsituation’ indicator. Therefore, the constraint on this
indicator was relaxed inafourth model (see model 4intable 4), yielding asubstantial and
statistically significantimprovementin fit compared to the full scalarinvariance model. This partial
scalar invariance model was then evaluated against the metricinvariance model, using the ¥?
difference test. Because the x2difference (x*=1470.1, df=25, p>.1) was not statistically significant,
partial scalar invariance was supported. This model also yielded a substantial improvementin
RMSEA, NFI, TLI and CFl as compared tothe full scalarinvariance model. Thus, analysis was
continued onthe basis of the partial scalar invariance model.

Table 5: Fit Indices for invariance tests and x2 difference tests

X2 (DF) NFI TU cFl | RMSEA X2 df Decision
Baseline
model 1248.4 (244) .95 .94 .96 .03
(modell)
Full metric Accept
invanance -\ 4474.1 (257) .94 93 | .95 03 | 1757 | 13 | (modell
model S
(model 2) model 2)
Full scalar Reject
INVarance i 59901 (283) | .88 86 | .89 05 | 17a17 | 26 | (Model?
model Vs
(model 3) model 3)
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Partial Accept
scalar (model 2
invariance 2889.0 (282) .88 .87 .89 .05 1464.9 25 Vs
model
(model 4) model 4)

Comparison of differences in children’s subjective well-being models between South Korea and the
UK

Given thatthe assumptions of configural, metricand scalarinvariance were satisfied, the next step
was to test fordifferences between the two countries. Since we knew form preliminary analyses that
childreninthe UK tend to report higher subjective well-being and satisfaction in school, community
and economicsituation than childrenin SK, this part of analyses examines more specificresults
including of the power of statistics and comparing the effect sizes betweenindicatorsin each
country.

Satisfaction
with community

Satisfaction
with school

657 *x*xx(SK)
/73ax**x(UK)

Satisfaction
with economic
situation

Satisfaction with
family

Child Subjective

well—-being Control Variables

: Gender, Number of
adults living with Children

- Figure 1. Partial scalar invariance model

Satisfaction inthe domains of family and school are significantly associated with child subjective
well-beingin both countries. However, the sizes of this effect are different. Interms of the effect of
satisfaction with family, thisis strongerin the UK (at .574) thanin SK (at.266). Turningto the effect
of satisfaction in school, the direct effect is stronger in SK (at .312) than in the UK (at .277). However,
there are also indirect effects within the model. Forexample, looking atthe path from satisfaction
with school, via satisfaction with family, to child subjective well-being, the effectis strongerin the
UK (at .136+.574=.710) than in South Korea (at .203+.266=.469). Turningto another path of
satisfaction with school, via satisfaction with economic conditions, to subjective well-being, we can
see a strongereffectin SK (of .401+.220=.621) than inthe UK (of.120+-.009=.111). Thirdly,
satisfaction with school can be traced via satisfaction with economic conditions then via satisfaction
with family to subjective well-being, again showinga strongerassociationin South Korea

(at .401+.537+.266=1.204) than inthe UK (at.120+.462+.574=1.156). The effects of the various
domainsonsubjective well-being, then, appearto be presentin both countries but much strongerin
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South Koreathan inthe UK. Similarly, the effects of children’s satisfaction with theireconomic
situation are significantin both countries (although the direct effect of satisfaction in this domainis
not significant forthe UK), but the effectsize is much largerin South Koreathan in the UK. Indeed,
the only non-significant links in the model are the direct effect between satisfaction with their
economicsituation and overall subjective well-being for childrenin the UK, and the direct effect
between satisfaction with theircommunity and overall subjective well-being for childrenin both
countries. The indirect effects between community satisfaction and overall subjective well -being,
however, are significantin both countries.

In terms of the control variables, boys are happierthangirlsin UK. Howeverthere isa nosignificant
genderdifference of CSWin SK. Analysis of alater wave of the Children’s Worlds study found that
there wasllittle evidence of a consistent gender pattern, with some countries tending to have slightly
higherscoresforgirlsand other countries tending to have slightly higher scores for boys (Rees &
Main, 2015). Cultural factors may have an impact on the association between genderand subjective
well-being—for example inthe UK it has been suggested that mediainfluences promoting unrealistic
bodyimage foryoungwomen may resultingirls reporting lower levels of CSW than boys (e.g. see
Palmer, 2015). However, amore detailed exploration of the role of genderin predicting variationsin
children’s subjective well-beingis beyond the scope of this article.

Discussion

The purpose of this article was to use data gathered from children themselves about their overall
subjective well-being, and their satisfaction in various domains of theirlives, to examine and
compare the structure of child subjective well-beingin South Koreaand the UK. Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems approach was used to inform the structure. Community, school, economicand
family well-being were used as predictors of overall subjective well-being, using a structural
equation model to test the type and structure of associations between these domains within and
between the two countries.

Overall support was found for our model which draws on Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological
systems theory. Significant associations were found between all of the variables, with the exception
of directrelationships between satisfaction with theircommunities and overall subjective well-being
for childrenin both countries, and satisfaction with theireconomicsituation and overall subjective
well-beingfor childreninthe UK. This suggests that despite the striking cultural and economic
differences between the two countries, there is a core aspect of ‘childhood’ which is experienced
similarly across both contexts. Regardingthe differencesinrelationtothe impact of children’s
satisfaction with theirfamily’s economicsituation, the lack of a direct effectin the UK comparedto a
relatively strong effectin SK might reflect the differencein social spending on familiesin the two
countries, where (until recent policy changes)families with children were prioritised in the UK whilst
spendingin SKwas comparatively limited. See table 1for more details of these differences. Recent
changesto the UK’s 2010 Child Poverty Act (Duncan Smith, 2015) may resultinan increased effectin
the UK, if thisinterpretationis correct. These findings stressthe importance of astrong social safety
netfor children andtheirfamilies, to mitigate the effects of economicand material deprivation on
children. Thisis notto say that these factors are not important:in both cases indirect effects were
found. Interms of comparingthe two countries, the structure of this model of subjective well -being
was supported across the two countries. Thisindicates thatitis possible to compare the strength of
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the associationsinthe model, based on children’s reports of their satisfaction in these domains of
theirlivesinthe two countries. Interestingly, in most cases the strength of the effect was greaterin
South Koreathan inthe UK. This may as previously represent the different policy contexts of the
countries, interms of a greatersocial investmentin childreninthe UK compared to South Korea.
Differencesinthe education systems, such as the amount of time spentin school each day, may al so
influencethe stronger effects of variablesin South Korea. However, further research with children
inthe two national contextsisindicated to develop abetter understanding of why these factors
appearto have more importance tovariationin CSW in SK than inthe UK. Findings pointtothe
importance of publicspending onfamilies, but furtherresearchis neededto betterunderstand the
ways in which policy can help toimprove CSW.

The findings presented in this paper draw on children’s own reports of their subjective well-being.
Giventhatthe Children’s Worlds study represents one of the first efforts at collecting datafrom
childrendirectly in diverse national contexts, to date we have arelatively limited understanding of
how childrenindiverse national and cultural contexts interpret experiences of their lives and how
those experiences may be mediated through their differences and embedded in a diversity of social
and structural environments. Thatsuchreportsallow forthe construction of a statistically valid
model, based on a theoretical understanding of children’s lives (Bronfenbrenner’s framework), and
is comparable across diverse countries contributes to multiple debatesin the field of childhood
studies. Firstly, the study of children’s livesin aglobal contextis supported (Ben-Arieh, 2006): whilst
the models differ between the two countriesinterms of the strengths of association, asimilar
structure of child subjective well-being is found which suggests commonalities between children’s
lives despite the diverging national and cultural contexts represented by South Korea and the UK.
Secondly, the value of studying child subjective well-being, drawing on children’s own perspectives
and reportsontheirlives, isemphasised (Ben-Arieh, 2004).

Itisimportantto note the limitations of this research, and areas where future developments would
be valuable. Firstly, itshould be noted thatonly children in mainstream schools, aged 12, were
includedinthis model. Secondly, the results only apply to South Koreaand the UK. The Children’s
Worlds project has now been expanded toinclude another wave of data with representative
samples from 15 countries aged 8, 10 and 12, and a valuable next step would be to explore the
potential to constructa model which appliesto children of these broader age ranges and national
contexts. Research with children outside the mainstream school setting would also be awelcome
development. Interms of understanding the reasons why the model differsin South Korea
compared to the UK, further qualitative research with children would be useful in exploringwhy the
different domainsimpact overall subjective well-being differently; and the inclusion of awiderrange
of domainsandvariablesinthe model may facilitate an understanding of which aspects of children’s
lives have astrongerimpactin the UK.
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