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Abstract 
We use the U.S. General Social Survey to investigate the overall life satisfaction of Asian Americans. 
In contrast to most other racial minority groups in the U.S., Asian Americans are advantaged over 
whites in regard to education and incomes which are known to be correlated with overall life sa-
tisfaction. Despite these socioeconomic advantages, Asian Americans express somewhat lower le-
vels of overall life satisfaction than whites. Foreign-born Asian Americans are more likely than 
whites to be “not too happy” while native-born Asian Americans are less likely than whites to be 
“very happy.” This pattern persists even after controlling for educational attainment and the dis-
tribution of household income. The implications of these findings are discussed in regard to the 
social psychology, assimilation, and demographic characteristics of Asian Americans. Asian Amer-
icans are often portrayed as the “Model Minority,” but they appear to be somewhat less happy with 
what they have. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Understanding Overall Life Satisfaction among Asian Americans 
Among other factors, socioeconomic circumstances are consistently associated with self-reported levels of over-
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all life satisfaction (Easterlin, 2001; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004). Persons with greater household incomes 
are more likely to report being “very happy” in cross-sectional social surveys (Clark, Frijters, & Shields, 2008). 
In longitudinal surveys, persons who experience a positive change in their income are more likely to report be-
coming happier (Ravallion & Lokshin, 2002). While socioeconomic factors are not the only variables affecting 
reported life satisfaction (Argyle, 1999), prior research consistently reveals net effects of education and income 
not only in the U.S. but in a variety of other societies including those with developing economies (Graham, 
2009). 

Understanding the nature of the relationship between socioeconomic status and overall life satisfaction is also 
pertinent to the study of racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S. who typically have different (usually lower) av-
erage levels of education and income (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). In regard to African Americans, prior 
research finds that this minority group is considerably less likely than whites to report a high level of happiness 
(Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1975; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Graham, 2009). This negative racial 
effect appears to be partly—though not entirely—mediated by education and income. According to one expert in 
the field of happiness studies, the “lower happiness of ethnic minorities is mainly due to their lower incomes, 
education, and job status” (Argyle, 1999: p. 362). 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the sources of overall life satisfaction among Asian Americans as a 
demographic group. This general research objective is motivated by the fact that Asian Americans have appar-
ently not been considered in prior demographic studies of this sort. Asian Americans are currently the fastest 
growing minority in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 2013) and research on them lags behind research on other 
racial and ethnic minorities in America (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). 

Our primary theoretical focus is on elucidating the roles of education and income in affecting overall life sa-
tisfaction (which we hereafter also refer to as “happiness”) among Asian Americans. This concern is practically 
justified because these two variables are directly measured in our data along with an indicator of happiness as 
well as demographic covariates. While our discussion of the results draws upon considerations of culture and 
psychology, we do not dwell on these interpretations at length because culture and psychology are too complex 
to be adequately measured by any of the variables available in our data set. Our broader interpretations are 
therefore inherently speculative. Our main contribution is to provide systematic information about measured so-
cioeconomic variables using a nationally representative data set (in contrast to ad hoc convenience samples) that 
allows us to generalize about Asian Americans as an overall demographic group in American society during this 
time period. 

The effects of education and income are also theoretically notable in our study because Asian Americans are 
the one case of a racial minority that actually has higher average levels of socioeconomic status than whites 
(Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). Argyle (1999: p. 362) refers to the “lower incomes, education, and job sta-
tus” of “minorities” (quoted above) and this description generally applies to African Americans, Hispanics, and 
Native Americans but not to Asian Americans. In contrast to prior research, our investigation focuses on the case of 
Asian Americans, but we hope that a byproduct of our analysis is the promotion of a broader perspective on the 
underlying mechanisms associated with the positive correlation between happiness and socioeconomic status.  

1.2. The Cultural and Social Context of Asian American Happiness 
Based on the findings of prior studies, one might expect Asian Americans to be happier than whites. Asian 
Americans have higher levels of education and income. Higher levels of education and income are associated 
with a higher level of overall life satisfaction. Therefore Asian Americans should have a higher level of happi-
ness. 

This hypothesized bivariate pattern—that Asian Americans are happier than whites—might not be observed 
in the population as a whole, however, due to confounding variables. As the result of more recent immigration 
patterns, Asian Americans tend to be younger. They are also more likely to be married. As these latter variables 
are associated with overall life satisfaction (Argyle, 1999), multivariate analysis is needed in order to ascertain 
whether Asian Americans systematically differ from whites. 

Another important confounding factor is immigration. Asian Americans are likely to be foreign born immi-
grants (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). As immigrants, they encounter greater cultural conflicts, and moving 
to a new country is generally stressful. Language barriers, social isolation, misunderstandings, new expectations 
and roles, nostalgia for one’s country of origin, and identity crises may arise (Sue & Morishima, 1982; Bhugra, 
2004). Because Asian Americans are much more likely to be foreign born, this characteristic of being an immi-
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grant may reduce the level of happiness among Asian Americans relative to whites (who are overwhelmingly 
native born in the U.S.). 

To a lesser extent, the impact of cultural differences may partially carry over to affect the level of happiness 
among second-generation Asian Americans. Native-born, second-generation Asian Americans often encounter 
some traditional Asian values and expectations at home but more liberal American norms among their peers, 
secondary groups, and in the media. This “acculturation discrepancy” (Kim, Chen, Wang, Shen, & Orozco-  
Lapray, 2013) is especially pronounced for Asian Americans because Asian cultures emphasize collectivist val-
ues while American society contrarily emphasizes individualistic values (Diener & Suh, 1999; Markus & Ki-
tayama, 1991). Conflict between first-generation and second-generation Asian Americans is thus an old theme 
(Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009).  

A common cultural difference is the larger parental investment in their children’s future socioeconomic status 
and educational attainment among Asian parents than among white American parents (Sun, 1998; Sakamoto, 
Kim, & Takei, 2012). Asian American children typically spend more time and effort involved in schooling and 
educational activities (Mau, 1997; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Sun, 1998; Jiménez & Horowitz, 2013; 
Hsin & Xie, 2014) than white children in part due to the higher educational expectations that Asian parents have 
for their children (Goyette & Xie, 1999). Higher levels of parental investments and aspirations for their child-
ren’s education are symptomatic of the more codependent and collectivist nature of Asian American families 
(Fuller, Holloway, Azuma, Hess, & Kashiwagi, 1986; Sakamoto, Kim, & Takei, 2012). 

An extreme but journalistically popular example is provided by Amy Chua’s (2011) personal memoir entitled 
The Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mom. This book describes the harsh parenting style of a stereotypically authorita-
rian Chinese American family. The mother was engaged in an almost ruthless compulsion to foster the superior 
educational achievements of her daughters (both of whom were later admitted to extremely prestigious universi-
ties). The book contends that a highly authoritarian parenting style (i.e., at least by mainstream American stan-
dards) helps to explain the notably higher educational attainments of Asian Americans. Similarly, the recent au-
tobiography of the world’s most famous concert pianist (i.e., Lang Lang’s Journey of a Thousand Miles) de-
scribes the harsh parenting practices of a “Tiger Dad.” 

In terms of statistical evidence from nationally representative survey data, the higher educational attainments 
of Asian Americans is indeed a well-established finding that has been consistently evident for decades (Saka-
moto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). The educational attainments of Asian Americans are greater than expected based 
on the social class origins of Asian Americans (e.g., even some working-class Asian Americans get accepted by 
prestigious universities). Asian American educational attainment is thus not simply derived from class-based so-
cioeconomic advantages but is partly cultural in origin at least among second-generation Asian Americans (Kao, 
1995; Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009; Hsin & Xie, 2014). Although unusual cases to some degree, The Battle 
Hymn of the Tiger Mom and Journey of a Thousand Miles are nonetheless consistent with systematic statistical 
evidence on higher levels of Asian American educational achievement, and they also illustrate the greater edu-
cational investments and expectations that Asian parents often have for their children.1 

Given this cultural context, Asian American children may grow up to become adults who are less happy than 
whites with equivalent levels of educational attainment. Second-generation Asian American adults may be more 
likely to be unhappy if they have strained social relations with their parents or have had a psychologically de-
pressing (though not necessarily economically deprived) childhood (Kim, Chen, Wang, Shen, & Orozco-Lapray, 
2013). As noted earlier, conflict between first-generation and second-generation Asian Americans is seen as be-
ing common and is often related to the high educational expectations of Asian American immigrant parents. 
Second-generation Asian American adults may harper resentments towards their immigrant parents if they were 
too harsh by the standards of mainstream America (given the more lax childrearing practices of the U.S. relative 
to Asia). Second-generation Asian American adults may furthermore feel that they never fully satisfied the often 
unappeasable educational and career expectations of their demanding parents.2 

In addition to conflict with parents over their high expectations, second-generation Asian American adults 
may be less likely to be happy if, due to family pressures, they were coerced into entering more financially lu-
crative careers rather than pursuing those fields of study or occupations that were more intrinsically appealing. 

 

 

1Asian American parenting practices probably involve both authoritarian and authoritative styles and hopefully are not usually as obsessive-
ly negative as portrayed in The Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mom (Choi, Kim, Kim, & Park, 2013). 
2Much anecdotal evidence corroborates the findings of Jiménez and Horowitz’s (2013) ethnographic study characterizing a B grade on an 
exam as constituting an “Asian fail” (Jiménez & Horowitz, 2013: p. 859). 
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The expected financial returns to educational attainment are a common theme in the motivations of Asian 
American parents when they seek to influence their children’s educational careers (Goyette & Xie, 1999; 
Jiménez & Horowitz, 2013). For example, prior research has shown that Asian Americans are far more likely 
than whites to enter into science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields of study and occupations 
(Kim & Sakamoto, 2010). The latter more consistently provide for a higher and more stable long-term income 
but many Americans apparently seem to find them to lead to less intrinsically rewarding jobs (Joyner, 2011). 

A third possibility relates to personality in regard to the psychology of self-satisfaction. To some degree, 
many second-generation Asian Americans may have somewhat internalized their parents’ tendencies to be more 
demanding of ever higher achievement. This insatiability leads to a higher rate of what psychologists refer to as 
hedonic adaptation (Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999) or what sociologists have more generally described as the 
Veblen effect (Mirowsky, 1987). Having obtained a high level of education and income, second-generation 
Asian Americans may soon become accustomed (or “adapted”) to accepting that achievement and then to no 
longer feel fully satisfied with it. More so than whites, second-generation Asian Americans may thus have ever 
increasing expectations for even higher achievements (due to having been raised by immigrant Asian American 
parents). This sort of internalized ambition is precisely the sort of personality trait that helped second-generation 
Asian Americans to become highly competitive in the first place. 

Finally, a fourth possibility is racial discrimination of some sort. The level of Asian American happiness 
might be lower than that for whites if Asian Americans encounter racial discrimination or multicultural insensi-
tivity. Whether the latter is blatantly “real” or only primarily “perceived,” either type of experience could possi-
bly generate a sense of resentment that could lead to the development of lower levels of happiness among Asian 
Americans compared to whites with similar socioeconomic status. 

As noted earlier, empirically evaluating the importance of these hypothesized processes is beyond the scope 
of our data which are not primarily cultural or psychological in their orientation. Nonetheless, these proposed 
mechanisms are useful interpretations to consider in order to enhance our understanding of the possibility of 
complex relationships between socioeconomic characteristics and the level of happiness. These interpretations 
help to clarify the cultural and social context of Asian American happiness. 

2. Research Methods 
2.1. Data and Variables 
We use data from the U.S. General Social Survey (GSS). This is a well-known and widely used cross-sectional 
survey that is nationally representative of the non-institutionalized adult population aged 18 and older in the U.S. 
It has been conducted annually for many years. We pool the annual surveys from 1972 to 2010 in order to obtain 
a large sample size with enough Asian Americans to permit multivariate analysis. 

The data that we study are the responses to the survey question which is stated on the GSS as follows: “Taken 
all together, how would you say things are these days—would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or 
not too happy?” This question has a high response rate (Easterlin, 2001: p. 466). Many prior studies have inves-
tigated these data on happiness (e.g., Easterlin, 2001; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Kahneman & Krueger, 
2006) although without specifically considering Asian Americans.  

Kahneman and Krueger (2006: pp. 7-9) review findings that provide some support for the validity of survey 
measures of subjective well-being. These studies find that the responses to this sort of survey question correlate 
with objective physiological and health measures, emotional conditions as revealed in neurological studies, var-
ious indicators of life circumstances, and ratings of one’s happiness made by friends. According to Diener and 
Suh (1999: p. 437), results from survey questions on subjective well-being are generally not highly influenced 
by people’s “propensity to be humble” or by issues relating to “language translation.”  

As mentioned above, we pool the annual surveys from 1972 to 2010 in order to increase the sample size of 
Asian Americans. In doing so, we obtain a sample size of 521 foreign-born Asian Americans and 137 native- 
born Asian Americans with observed data on happiness. While these figures do not constitute huge sample sizes, 
they are generally adequate for basic multivariate analysis. We employ standard statistical methods since these 
data can be treated as a representative sample over this time period. 

Nonetheless, we acknowledge that 521 foreign-born Asian Americans plus 137 native-born Asian Americans 
implies that our total sample size for Asian Americans is just 658 which is less than 2 percent of the total sample 
and admittedly rather modest for a period spanning 4 decades. Unfortunately, this sample size is not sufficient to 
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make highly detailed multivariate analysis for Asian Americans separately. In our approach, we simply include 
Asian American as a dichotomous variable in the regression models that also control for period effects over 
these decades. In this case where the estimates for the control variables will be dominated by the values asso-
ciated with the much larger sample of whites, the statistical results for the Asian American coefficient are akin 
to standardization methods used in demographic analysis for smaller populations. Furthermore, this time period 
refers to the post-Civil Rights era in which the labor market circumstances and social attitudes towards Asian 
Americans were relatively stable compared to the pre-Civil Rights period (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). In 
short, these data do provide important empirical evidence that is better to be considered than to be ignored. 

We limit our sample to persons aged 25 and older so as to avoid the volatile happiness levels of young people 
who are making the difficult life transition to adulthood (often fluctuating substantially in the short term). In or-
der to provide some comparative findings that include some contrasts that are informative for understanding the 
net effects of being Asian American, we define the following race/ethnicity/nativity groups: 1) native born, 
non-Hispanic whites; 2) foreign born, non-Hispanic whites; 3) native born, non-Hispanic African Americans; (4) 
foreign born Asian Americans; and 5) native born Asian Americans. While other groups obviously could in 
principle be considered, our primary focus is on Asian Americans as we have discussed earlier. Space con-
straints and highly limited sample sizes prevent us from investigating other groups such as Native Americans. 

As mentioned above, our approach utilizes multivariate analysis including various control variables. Age is 
measured in terms of five-year categories beginning with the ages 25 to 29. In order to account for period effects 
(i.e., happiness may be influenced by unmeasured conditions that change over time at the societal level), we in-
clude variables to indicate the interview time period including: 1972 to 1980; 1982 to 1986; 1987 to 1991; 1993 
to 2000; and 2002 to 2010. Other categorical indicators include gender (i.e., whether female), marital status (i.e., 
currently married, never married, widowed, divorced/separated), and region of residence (i.e., the standard U.S. 
Census grouping of states into New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South 
Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, Mountain, Pacific). 

Education is measured in terms of the number of years completed as traditionally associated with each 
schooling level (i.e., high school graduation being 12 and a bachelor’s degree being 16, and so forth). Number of 
children is an interval level variable (i.e., 0, 1, 2, etc.) that refers to the total number of children that one has 
“ever had.” Household income refers to the total income of related individuals residing together in the same liv-
ing quarters in a given year of the survey (or individual income in the case of persons living alone). We measure 
income in terms of which quartile (i.e., bottom, just-below-the-median, just-above-the-median, top) that it is lo-
cated in based on the distribution for each year considered separately. 

To obtain our actual sample, we employ listwise deletion for all of the independent variables except income. 
Because income is a particularly important variable given our substantive interests, we do not wish to risk creat-
ing any inadvertent sample selection bias that might arise in the investigation of our research objectives. We 
therefore created a separate dichotomous independent variable (known as “Missing” for the income categories) 
that is equal to unity for cases that are missing on income (and zero otherwise). For similar reasons, we do not 
delete cases that are “don’t know” or missing on the happiness variable (i.e., our dependent variable) but instead 
define them to constitute a separate outcome category that is empirically studied. 

2.2. Statistical Models 
For our multivariate statistical analysis we estimate multinomial logistic regression models. Because the main 
outcomes for our dependent variable are ordered categories, an ordered logistic regression might seem to be a 
more straightforward approach. However, the latter model includes a multiplicative constraint which assumes 
that the net effect of an independent variable on the chances of going from “not to happy” to “pretty happy” is 
proportional to the chances of going from “pretty happy” to “very happy.” Although that assumption is conve-
nient in that it reduces the number of parameters to be estimated, preliminary analysis indicated that the net ef-
fects of many independent variables are not proportional in this way as assumed by the ordered logistic model. 
We therefore use the multinomial logistic model which does not make any such assumptions of proportionality. 
Our findings are thereby more robust.3 

 

 

3Multinomial logistic regression furthermore allows us to include “missing on happiness” as a separate categorical outcome in itself. Our 
models do include this nonresponse as an outcome variable. We do not show these results in the tables because the estimates are mostly not 
significant and do not alter any of our main conclusions. 
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3. Empirical Results 
3.1. Descriptive Statistics 
As shown at the bottom of Table 1, the total sample size is 37,323 including 30,170 native born, non-Hispanic 
whites (hereafter, “whites”), 1418 foreign born, non-Hispanic whites (hereafter, “foreign born whites”), 5077 
native born, non-Hispanic African Americans (hereafter, “blacks”), 512 foreign born Asian Americans (hereaf-
ter, “foreign born Asians”), and 137 native born Asian Americans (hereafter, “native born Asians”). Although 
whites are overwhelmingly the largest majority group (constituting 81% of our total sample as shown in Table 
1), that percentage accurately reflects the population composition in the U.S. for this overall time period given 
that our sample includes data going back to 1972.4  
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics by race/ethnicity and nativity, general social survey 1972-2010.                                 

 Full sample US-born 
NH-White 

Foreign-born 
NH-White 

US-born 
NH-Black 

Foreign-born 
Asian 

US-born 
Asian 

Asian  
Combined 

Happiness        

Very happy 0.30 0.31 0.29 0.21 0.29 0.20 0.27 

Pretty happy 0.53 0.53 0.51 0.53 0.48 0.58 0.50 

Not too happy 0.11 0.10 0.12 0.18 0.13 0.09 0.12 

Missing 0.07 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.13 0.11 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

US-born NH-White 0.81       

Foreign-born NH-White 0.04       

US-born NH-Black 0.14       

Foreign-born Asian 0.01       

US-born Asian 0.004      0.79 

Age       0.21 

25 - 29 0.12 0.11 0.09 0.14 0.15 0.22 0.16 

30 - 34 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.14 0.21 0.18 0.20 

35 - 39 0.12 0.12 0.11 0.12 0.17 0.07 0.15 

40 - 44 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.14 0.11 0.13 

45 - 49 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.08 0.09 

50 - 54 0.09 0.09 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.05 0.07 

55 - 59 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.12 0.07 

60 - 64 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.04 

65 - 69 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.02 0.04 0.03 

70 - 74 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.02 

75 - 79 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.02 

80 - 84 0.03 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.004 0.02 0.01 

85 - 89+ 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.004 0.01 0.01 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

Interview year        

1972-1980 0.10 0.11 0.13 0.07 0.04 0.02 0.03 

1982-1986 0.18 0.18 0.18 0.18 0.07 0.09 0.08 
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Continued 

1987-1991 0.17 0.17 0.15 0.19 0.08 0.05 0.08 

1993-2000 0.29 0.29 0.28 0.28 0.34 0.15 0.30 

2002-2010 0.27 0.26 0.27 0.28 0.46 0.69 0.51 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

Female 0.57 0.56 0.54 0.63 0.52 0.53 0.52 

Highest year of school  
completed 

13.02 
(3.15) 

13.15 
(3.03) 

13.13 
(4.02) 

11.95 
(3.25) 

15.24 
(3.43) 

14.61 
(2.92) 

15.11 
(3.34) 

Household income  
(base = 1986)        

Quartiles [p0, p25] 0.25 0.22 0.22 0.42 0.16 0.12 0.16 

Quartiles (p25, p50] 0.24 0.25 0.20 0.23 0.18 0.26 0.20 

Quartiles (p50, p75] 0.23 0.25 0.23 0.16 0.26 0.21 0.25 

Quartiles (p75, p100] 0.18 0.19 0.22 0.08 0.25 0.30 0.26 

Missing 0.10 0.10 0.13 0.12 0.15 0.10 0.14 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

Marital status        

Currently married 0.56 0.58 0.61 0.36 0.69 0.47 0.64 

Never married 0.15 0.13 0.11 0.26 0.18 0.33 0.21 

Widowed 0.11 0.11 0.12 0.13 0.04 0.07 0.04 

Divorced/separated 0.18 0.17 0.15 0.26 0.09 0.14 0.10 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

Number of children 2.06 
(1.75) 

2.01 
(1.68) 

1.84 
(1.59) 

2.50 
(2.08) 

1.53 
(1.57) 

1.50 
(1.47) 

1.52 
(1.55) 

Region        

New England 0.05 0.05 0.08 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.04 

Middle Atlantic 0.14 0.14 0.25 0.14 0.22 0.12 0.20 

East North Central 0.19 0.20 0.14 0.18 0.13 0.08 0.12 

West North Central 0.08 0.09 0.04 0.05 0.03 0.01 0.02 

South Atlantic 0.19 0.18 0.16 0.32 0.13 0.09 0.12 

East South Central 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.11 0.01 0.01 0.01 

West South Central 0.09 0.08 0.05 0.13 0.05 0.01 0.04 

Mountain 0.06 0.07 0.05 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.03 

Pacific 0.12 0.12 0.22 0.06 0.36 0.61 0.41 

(Total) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) (1.00) 

N 37323 30170 1418 5077 521 137  

 
The smaller sample sizes for foreign born Asians and native born Asians implies that we cannot obtain very 

precise results for these two groups in regression models estimated separately for them. We attempted to do so 
but did not obtain many statistically significant findings using our primary model specification that includes a 
rather large number of independent variables many of which are fairly highly correlated. As mentioned above, 
our general approach for the multivariate analysis is therefore to combine all of the groups together into a single 
regression model in which dichotomous variables are included to indicate each of the minority race/ethnicity/ 
nativity groups using whites as the reference category. 
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In regard to the dependent variable, Table 1 indicates that most of the sample is “pretty happy” (hereafter, 
“PH”), namely, 53%. 30% are “very happy” (hereafter, “VH”) while just 11% are “not too happy” (hereafter, 
“NTH”) and 7% are missing. Thus, most people report being PH while VH is next most common outcome with 
NTH being somewhat uncommon. The cases that are missing on happiness are disproportionately from the last 
decade of the data when nonresponse rates increased. Although Table 1 shows that Asian Americans are some-
what more likely to be missing on happiness than whites overall in these data, this pattern reflects the fact that 
the Asian American population had proportionately increased after 2002. Net of time period, Asian Americans 
are not more likely to be missing than whites.5 

As for racial differentials, Table 1 shows that the outcomes for whites are close to the pattern for the entire 
sample because whites are the overwhelmingly majority of that sample. On the other hand, although constituting 
a rather small demographic group, foreign-born whites have a happiness distribution that is quite close to whites. 
The groups that more particularly stand out are blacks and native-born Asians who are less likely to be VH, and 
blacks and foreign-born Asians who are more likely to be NTH.  

Consistent with many other studies, Table 1 shows blacks have a lower mean years of schooling than whites 
while foreign-born Asians and native-born Asians have higher means. Foreign-born whites have a mean years of 
schooling that is nearly identical to whites. Also consistent with prior research, foreign-born Asians and na-
tive-born Asians are more likely to be in the upper quartile of the distribution of household income in any given 
year while blacks are more likely to be in the bottom quartile (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). 

In regard to number of children, blacks have the highest mean while foreign-born whites, foreign-born Asians, 
and native-born Asians have means that are slightly lower than whites. Blacks are disproportionately located in 
the southern areas while whites are disproportionately located in the north central areas. Foreign-born Asians 
and especially native-born Asians are disproportionately located in the Pacific. Foreign-born Asians and for-
eign-born whites are also slightly more likely to be residents of the Middle Atlantic. 

Table 2 shows the cross-classification of happiness by race/ethnicity/nativity group. This information is also 
contained in the first four rows of Table 1 and the most basic patterns were already discussed above. However, 
Table 2 more clearly shows that for each group, PH is the modal category while NTH is the least common re-
ported happiness level. 

3.2. Multivariate Statistical Results 
These foregoing descriptive statistics are important in documenting the overall empirical contours of reported 
life satisfaction with respect to socioeconomic and demographic variables including race and ethnicity. However, 
as discussed earlier, our more theoretical interest is to understand whether Asian Americans have the same le-
vels of happiness as whites after controlling for the higher levels of education and incomes of Asian Americans. 
In order to assess the robustness of our empirical conclusions, we also report results for slightly varying specifi-
cations that also include additional control variables. 
 
Table 2. Cross-tabulations of overall life satisfaction by race/ethnicity and nativity.                                            

Race-ethnicity-nativity Very happy Pretty happy Not too happy Missing Total 

US-born non-Hispanic White 9473 
(31.4%) 

15,846 
(52.52%) 

2875 
(9.53%) 

1976 
(6.55%) 

30,170 
(100%) 

Foreign-born non-Hispanic White 415 
(29.27%) 

723 
(50.99%) 

169 
(11.92%) 

111 
(7.83%) 

1,418 
(100%) 

US-born non-Hispanic Black 1059 
(20.86%) 

2709 
(53.36%) 

919 
(18.1%) 

390 
(7.68%) 

5077 
(100%) 

Foreign-born Asian 149 
(28.6%) 

249 
(47.79%) 

67 
(12.86%) 

56 
(10.75%) 

521 
(100%) 

US-born Asian 28 
(20.44%) 

79 
(57.66%) 

12 
(8.76%) 

18 
(13.14%) 

137 
(100%) 

Total 11,124 
(29.8%) 

19,606 
(52.53%) 

4042 
(10.83%) 

2551 
(6.83%) 

37,323 
(100%) 

 

 

4For this age range and time period, the majority of native-born Asian Americans are second generation (rather than third or higher genera-
tion) particularly since our analysis is restricted to “single race” persons (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). 
5These and other multivariate results for missing as an outcome on happiness are available upon request. 
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Because these GSS data are derived from cross-sectional surveys, none of these variables has any clear longi-
tudinal aspect relative to the time that the dependent variable was measured. Therefore, these data do not natu-
rally provide any clear statistical basis to assume that certain covariates are fully exogenous with respect to hap-
piness. For example, we cannot conclusively rule out the possibility that some people are never married partly 
because they are intrinsically not too happy or that happier people move to the south (i.e., some reverse causa-
tion may be operating). Our general approach is to estimate various model specifications in order to see how 
sensitive the estimates are for the race/ethnicity/nativity variables. In general, we believe that age, gender, race/ 
ethnicity/nativity, and year of the interview are all strongly exogenous with respect to our measure of happiness. 
We also believe, based on prior research (Argyle, 1999; Easterlin, 2001; Kahneman & Krueger, 2006), that 
education, income, and family structure are primarily exogenous with this sort of cross-sectional data, but we 
recognize that this is an interpretation. 

Table 3 reports the estimates for the prediction of being VH (relative to being PH) while Table 4 reports the 
estimates for the prediction of being NTH (relative to being PH). As mentioned above, we also estimated the re-
gression of being missing on happiness (relative to being PH) so as to obtain more reliable results overall (be-
cause the statistical model optimizes all for the estimates for each of these contrasts simultaneously). We do not, 
however, show the results for this latter regression because they do not indicate any substantively significant or 
notable patterns (except that nonresponse became more common in the last decade of the data). 

The different model specifications shown in Table 3 and Table 4 provide the reader with greater insight and 
detail about how sensitive the net effects of each race/ethnicity/nativity group are given different sets of control 
variables. Model 2 controls for age and interview year. The coefficients for the latter suggest that, in regard to 
being VH as shown in Table 3, the chances of being VH appear to be declining slightly over this time period. 
Because more native born Asians are entering into adulthood in the later years of our survey data (i.e., most na-
tive born Asians were born sometime after the 1965 Immigration Act and so as adults they are disproportionate-
ly to be found in the data for the later 1990’s and 2000’s) and because the chances of being VH seem to be de-
clining slightly over time in American society, the net effect of being native born Asian in Model 3 is −0.460 
which is more attenuated (i.e., closer to zero) than in Model 1 where the estimate is −0.523 without controlling 
for age and interview year. The bivariate estimate of −0.523 partly incorporates the effect of interview year (as 
well as age) rather than representing only the effect of being native born Asian per se. 
 

Table 3. Multinomial logistic regression of being very happy (pretty happy as reference, N = 37,323).                                   

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Race-ethnicity-nativity (ref. = NB-NH-W)       
Foreign-born non-Hispanic White −0.041 −0.055 −0.054 −0.06 −0.086 −0.106 −0.076 

US-born non-Hispanic Black −0.425*** −0.403*** −0.407*** −0.362*** −0.268*** −0.170*** −0.207*** 

Foreign-born Asian 0.001 0.078 0.079 0.031 0.032 −0.047 −0.023 

US-born Asian −0.523* −0.460* −0.459* −0.487* −0.549* −0.471* −0.457* 

Age  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Interview year  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Female   Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Highest year of school completed    Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Household income     Yes Yes Yes 

Marital Status      Yes Yes 

Number of children      Yes Yes 

Interaction of female and # of children      Yes Yes 

Region       Yes 

Constant −0.514*** −0.501*** −0.524*** −0.949*** −0.968*** −0.748*** −0.892*** 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10. 
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Table 4. Multinomial logistic regression of being not too happy (pretty happy as reference, N = 37,323).                          

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Race-ethnicity-nativity (ref. = NB-NH-W)       
Foreign-born non-Hispanic white 0.253** 0.226* 0.227* 0.218* 0.253** 0.276** 0.229* 

US-born non-Hispanic black 0.626*** 0.652*** 0.651*** 0.536*** 0.402*** 0.329*** 0.323*** 

Foreign-born Asian 0.394** 0.455** 0.456** 0.547*** 0.542*** 0.639*** 0.576*** 

US-born Asian −0.178 −0.176 −0.176 −0.115 −0.02 −0.076 −0.158 

Age  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Interview year  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Female   Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Highest year of school completed    Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Household income     Yes Yes Yes 

Marital Status      Yes Yes 

Number of children      Yes Yes 

Interaction of female and # of children      Yes Yes 

Region       Yes 

Constant −1.707*** −1.834*** −1.844*** −0.820*** −0.798*** −1.113*** −1.180*** 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10. 

 
In regard to coefficients from logistic regression, they refer to effects in terms of logged odds ratios. Taking 

the anti-log of −0.460 and subtracting from unity yields the multiplicative effect in terms of the odds ratio itself. 
Thus, exp (−0.460) − 1 = −0.37 implies that the odds ratio of being VH (relative to being PH) declines by 37% 
for native-born Asians controlling for age and interview year. This result is statistically significant at the 0.05 
level as indicated by its single asterisk as shown for Model 2 in Table 3. 

Other results from Model 2 indicate that the coefficients for foreign-born Asians and for foreign-born whites 
are not statistically significant. Indeed, these coefficients are not statistically significant in any of the model spe-
cifications in Table 3. These results indicate that foreign-born Asians and foreign-born whites do not differ from 
whites in terms of the chances for being VH. The group that does have a statistically significant effect (in addi-
tion to native-born Asians) is blacks. Their coefficient is negative and statistically significant in each of the 
models in Table 3. Although not as large (in absolute value) as the effects for native-born Asians, the estimates 
for blacks indicate that they have lower chances of being VH compared to whites. 

The full specification is Model 7 which uses all of the control variables including age, interview year, gender, 
education, income, marital status, number of children, and region of residence. Table 3 shows that the coeffi-
cient for native born Asians in Model 7 is −0.457 which is statistically significant. This finding again indicates 
37% lower odds of being VH for this group after accounting for all of the control variables. For blacks, the coef-
ficient in Model 7 is −0.207 which is statistically significant and implies that blacks have 19% lower odds of 
being VH net of the control variables.  

Table 4 shows the results for the same model specifications except that the outcome is being NTH (relative to 
being PH). The results for the bivariate specification are shown in Model 1 in Table 4. The coefficients for each 
of the race/ethnicity/nativity group are statistically significant except for native-born Asians. For foreign-born 
whites, the coefficient is 0.253 which implies that this group has 29% higher odds (i.e., exp (0.253) − 1 = 29%) 
of being NTH compared to whites. For blacks, the coefficient is 0.626 which implies that this group has 87% 
higher odds (i.e., exp (0.626) − 1 = 87%) of being NTH compared to whites. For foreign-born Asians, the coef-
ficient is 0.394 which implies that this group has 48% higher odds (i.e., exp (0.394) − 1 = 48%) of being NTH 
compared to whites. 

In Model 2 which controls for age and interview year, the coefficient that changes the most is for foreign-born 
Asians which increases to 0.455 and continues to be statistically significant. In the full specification which in-
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cludes all of the control variables (i.e., Model 7) the coefficient for foreign born Asians increases still further to 
0.576 which implies that this group has 78% higher odds (i.e., exp (0.576) − 1 = 78%) of being NTH compared 
to whites. While the net effect of being a foreign-born Asian thus increases after controlling for age, interview 
year, gender, education, income, marital status, number of children, and region of residence, the coefficient for 
blacks conversely decreases to 0.323 in Model 7 (indicating that blacks have 38% higher odds of being NTH 
compared to whites). Also in contrast to foreign-born Asians, the coefficient for foreign-born whites in Model 7 
does not change very much relative to estimate from Model 1 while the coefficient for native-born Asians con-
tinues to be not statistically significant in Model 7. 

4. Discussion 
To our knowledge, this study is the first to investigate survey data on the overall life satisfaction of Asian 
Americans. Our general approach has been fairly exploratory due to a lack of prior research on this topic for this 
group. Our results indicate that foreign-born Asians and native-born Asians are not happier than whites despite 
the higher levels of education and income among these two Asian groups. While the proportion of whites who 
are NTH is a tiny bit higher than for native-born Asians in Table 2, the coefficient for native-born Asians in 
Model 1 for being NTH in Table 4 (i.e., the bivariate specification as represented in the logistic regression cor-
responding to the bivariate results as obtained in the cross-tabulation shown in Table 3) implies that this slight 
racial difference in Table 2 is not statistically significant. 

However, the coefficient for foreign-born Asians in Model 1 for being NTH in Table 4 is substantively large 
and highly significant as is the (negative) coefficient for native-born Asians in Model 1 for being VH in Table 3. 
Foreign-born Asians are thus more likely to be NTH while native-born Asians are less likely to be VH. These 
patterns still hold substantially as well in the results from Model 2 which controls for age and interview year. 
Thus, there is no clear evidence that either Asian group is ever happier than whites but there is consistent evi-
dence that Asians are either more likely to be less happy or less likely to be more happy. This pattern arises de-
spite the fact that, when compared to whites, both foreign born Asians and native born Asians are more likely to 
have more education and to be in the top quartile of the income distribution.  

In terms of the multivariate results based on the full specification that includes all of the control variables 
such as education and income (i.e., Model 7), the negative effects for the Asian groups persist. For native-born 
Asians, their lower chances of being VH are attenuated only slightly after taking into account their higher levels 
of education and income compared to whites (i.e., Table 3). Although African Americans are also less likely 
than whites to be VH according to the full specification (i.e., Model 7 in Table 3), blacks’ chances are not as 
negative as those for native-born Asians. Furthermore, about half of the negative chances for blacks are statisti-
cally explained by the control variables whereas the negative chances for native-born Asians are only slightly 
explained by the control variables. 

For foreign-born Asians, their higher chances of being NTH are slightly increased after taking into account 
their higher levels of education and income compared to whites (i.e., Models 6 and 7 in Table 4). Although 
blacks also have higher chances than whites of being NTH in the full specification (i.e., Models 6 and 7 in Table 
4), the higher chances among blacks are more substantially explained (and they are certainly not increased) after 
taking into account the control variables. While only about 11% of the overall sample reports being NTH (i.e., 
that is clearly not the modal outcome) foreign-born Asians appear to be much more susceptible to this characte-
ristic. To some extent this outcome may be more likely among immigrants who are uprooted from their coun-
tries of origin since even foreign-born whites are also more likely to be NTH after controlling for the other va-
riables (i.e., Model 7 in Table 4). However, the chances for foreign-born Asians to be NTH are greater than for 
foreign-born whites or African Americans. 

5. Conclusion 
Earlier we discussed several possible sources of lower overall life satisfaction among Asian Americans. While 
our empirical analysis cannot definitely draw strong conclusions about specific causal processes, it does suggest 
certain interpretations. We hope that our initial investigation of happiness among Asian Americans will stimu-
late future research on this topic. 

Although foreign-born whites are more likely to be NTH compared to native-born whites, foreign-born 
Asians are still slightly more likely to be NTH compared to foreign-born whites. This differential suggests that 
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the acculturation process may be more difficult for Asians than for whites. Foreign-born Asians may find it 
harder to establish reliable networks of social support due to greater language barriers or cultural differences. 
Foreign-born Asians may also be particularly susceptible to psychological tensions associated with cultural con-
flict given the greater collectivist values of Asian societies that contrast with the highly individualistic assump-
tions of contemporary American culture.  

An additional social psychological consideration is that Asians may also simply be more critical of their own 
selves which may help to propel them to higher levels of achievement and greater competitiveness but which 
may simultaneously make them less happy with what they have (Ng, 2002). This latter factor is perhaps sug-
gested by the models in Table 4 because the negative net effect of being a foreign-born Asian becomes even 
more negative in those models that control for education and income. 

Racial discrimination may be an additional factor affecting the happiness levels of Asian Americans and our 
findings cannot rule out its significance given that we have no direct measure of it. Nonetheless, we are some-
what reluctant to consider it to be a primary factor at least as a direct causal process. After controlling for educa-
tion and income, the negative effects for the two Asian groups are greater (i.e., more negative) than for African 
Americans. Given the continued higher levels of residential segregation and lower levels of intermarriage be-
tween whites and blacks, we find it difficult to believe that negative attitudes are worse towards Asian Ameri-
cans than towards African Americans. Discrimination is likely greater towards African Americans and yet our 
results show less negative effects for them relative to Asian Americans after controlling for education and in-
come. 

In regard specifically to native-born Asians, their situation is a bit different from foreign-born Asians because 
the pattern for the native born is not the higher chances of being NTH but the lower chances of being VH. Fu-
ture research may focus more specifically on whether this finding may in part derive from specific patterns of 
educational and occupational attainments among native-born Asians (e.g., STEM fields). Lower levels of being 
VH may perhaps help to propel native-born Asian parents to become more acculturated, mainstream American 
parents themselves thereby enhancing the assimilation of Asian Americans. Accordingly, the statistical evidence 
indicates that educational attainment among specifically third-generation Asians tends to be lower than for 
second-generation Asians (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009). 

While the differential in VH for native-born Asians definitely indicates lower overall life satisfaction among 
them compared to native-born whites, it should be further noted that being VH is generally more uncommon 
than being PH in the population as a whole. Future research may also investigate more fully the possible effects 
of specific patterns of intermarriage, civic participation, religiosity, and the possibility of strained relations be-
tween adult offspring and their aging parents. Our results are at least noteworthy in pointing out that despite 
usually having foreign-born Asian parents (some of whom may possibly exhibit “Tiger Mom” tendencies), na-
tive-born Asian American adults do not appear to be more likely to be NTH than whites. 

Our study is not without limitations. First, the measurement of overall life satisfaction is not precise since it is 
indicated as simply a categorical variable with three ordered outcomes. Future research might investigate data 
such as the World Values Survey which measures life satisfaction in terms of a numeric scale. Second, our sam-
ple size of Asian Americans is not especially large. Future research may seek to obtain additional data for Asian 
Americans by including the most current years of the U.S. General Social Survey or other data sets. Finally, if 
the sample size of Asian Americans can be significantly increased, then future research might be able to inves-
tigate ethnic differentials among Asian Americans (e.g., Chinese Americans versus Japanese Americans, etc.). 
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