
The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions is 
a tripartite EU body, whose role is to provide key actors in social policymaking with 
findings, knowledge and advice drawn from comparative research. The Foundation 
was established in 1975 by Council Regulation EEC No 1365/75 of 26 May 1975.
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Over the past two decades, the concept of social exclusion has increasingly 

replaced the concept of poverty within the EU policy discussion on social 

vulnerability and disadvantage. It has been shown that unequal access to the 

labour market and poor living conditions negatively affect social participation 

and social contact, which in turn impact on the quality of life of Europe’s citizens 

and lead to a sense of social exclusion. The second European Quality of Life 

Survey (EQLS), conducted by Eurofound in 2007, offers a wide-ranging view of 

the diverse social realities in Europe today. This report looks at the relationships 

between living conditions, social exclusion and mental well-being. It draws on 

the results of the EQLS to examine the factors that influence perceived social 

exclusion and the impact that this has on mental well-being. The scope of the 

findings – spanning 31 countries – offers an important insight into how social 

exclusion and integration vary across Europe, given the different cultural and 

historical contexts as well as recent social and economic experiences.
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deprivation via social exclusion is relatively unimportant in determining mental well-being, whereas 
the direct effect is significant. 

Figure 17: Determinants of mental well-being – path coefficients
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Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ overview

Interestingly, Figure 17 confirms that the direct effect of social exclusion varies significantly in 
importance across the country groups. In the CC3, the coefficient is 0.03, compared with 0.17 in the 
NMS12 and 0.22 in the EU15. Taken together with the results for deprivation, this could suggest that 
low levels of material resources are the main issue in the CC3 and, to a lesser extent, in the NMS12; in 
the EU15, on the other hand, perceived social exclusion and social participation appear to be relatively 
more important. 

Conclusions

This chapter has examined the patterning of mental well-being in the EQLS survey. The social structuring 
of psychological distress has been the subject of a substantial body of literature and the results outlined 
in this report confirm the importance of demographic variables, such as gender, and socioeconomic 
differences, such as income and lifestyle deprivation. There is a clear gradient across social groups, with 
the more disadvantaged individuals reporting lower levels of mental well-being – although the relative 
impact of disadvantage varies significantly between countries and country groups. 

Although the reciprocal relationship between mental health, social exclusion and socioeconomic 
conditions cannot be ignored, it is useful to examine the relationship between the variables and to try 
to infer the importance of the direct effects of living conditions on mental health relative to the indirect 
effects via perceived social exclusion. Analyses using path analysis show that the direct association 
between lifestyle deprivation and mental well-being is more important than the indirect path through 
perceived social exclusion, although this varies significantly by country group. Across all country 
groups, the direct association is strongest, although a strong indirect association is also evident in the 
EU15. Since these countries tend to be wealthier, with less unemployment and deprivation and with 
more developed welfare systems, this could suggest that social integration becomes more important as 
country wealth increases.
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6Conclusions

The past two decades have witnessed a transformation in the European debate regarding social progress 
and how it is measured. In particular, the concept of social exclusion has increasingly displaced the 
concept of poverty within academic debate and EU policy discussion on social vulnerability and 
disadvantage. Unlike the concept of poverty, social exclusion has to be seen as both an objective and 
subjective phenomenon. Therefore, the analyses in this report examine processes leading to a sense of 
exclusion, along with factors mediating these processes and the impact of perceived social exclusion 
on well-being. The measure of perceived social exclusion used in the analyses is a composite measure 
constructed from four different items that explore different aspects of social exclusion. The analyses 
begin from the position that three key processes promote social integration at the individual level: 
firstly, attachment to or access to the labour market; secondly, the provision of basic essentials in terms 
of income and the ability to lead a lifestyle acceptable to the majority of people within a country; and 
thirdly, social support and membership of a family unit or small group of some form.

Overall, the results show that a majority of European citizens feel socially integrated, with about 86% 
of respondents showing scores that indicate social integration. Levels of perceived exclusion vary 
significantly between the countries and country groups under examination, and it is clear that citizens 
of the NMS12 and CC3 are less likely than the EU15 respondents to perceive themselves as being 
integrated. Bulgarian respondents are particularly likely to view themselves as being excluded, as are 
respondents from Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonian and Romania, although to a 
lesser degree. At the other end of the scale, respondents from Denmark, Norway and Sweden are the 
least likely to perceive themselves as being socially excluded, with Finland not falling far behind. 

The fact that the average perceived integration was highest in the Scandinavian states is not accidental, 
as analyses in Chapter 3 clearly show that a lower GDP per head of population as well as higher 
unemployment and more widespread poverty in a country are associated with a higher level of 
perceived social exclusion. However, the relationship between a country’s wealth and perceived social 
exclusion is by no means deterministic and some countries are clearly more successful at fostering 
integration at a given level of wealth than others. For example, although Finland, the Netherlands and 
Sweden are comparatively wealthy countries, their level of GDP is reasonably close to countries such 
as Austria, Belgium, France and the UK; nonetheless, the latter set of countries have significantly higher 
average levels of exclusion. The same patterns can be observed for the overall rate of unemployment, 
where, once again, the former countries manage to have higher levels of unemployment with greater 
integration. The reasons for this are likely to be complex and may be related to historical processes; 
however, it is also interesting that these countries have lower levels of income inequality and more 
generous and inclusive social welfare systems. 

Analyses at the individual level confirm the strong association between living conditions and perceived 
social exclusion. Perceived social exclusion increases at the individual level if the person has a lower 
income, is unemployed or experiencing economic strain, regardless of the particular country. The 
person’s level of lifestyle deprivation is also crucial and appeared to be one of the most powerful 
predictors of lower integration. Since factors such as being in an unskilled manual occupation, having 
low levels of education or being retired or ill/disabled strongly influence income and deprivation level, 
it is not surprising that these factors are also strongly predictive. These results confirm those of previous 
academic research and EU policy documentation, underlining the need to promote education and skills 
learning, to increase access to employment and to support living standards for those who cannot work.

However, living conditions are not the only determinants of perceived social exclusion. Chapter 4 
examined the role that social support systems play in buffering the impact of poor living conditions. 
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The results reveal wide variation between the countries examined in this study in terms of the perceived 
ability of European citizens to obtain financial support. Although almost 85% of respondents report 
that they could get financial support in an emergency, this proportion tends to be lower in the CC3 and 
NMS12 countries compared with the EU15 countries. There is also wide variation in the perceived role 
of the family in providing financial support, with less than 60% of respondents viewing the family as the 
main source of support in the CC3 and NMS12 countries compared with 70% of citizens in the EU15. 

There is rather less divergence between countries and country groups in terms of the perceived 
availability of moral support and the major source of this support, with the family being seen as the 
primary source by around two-thirds of European citizens in all country groups. This is not uniform 
across the countries: for instance, France and the Czech Republic stand out as countries where 
relatively fewer respondents perceive the family as a source of moral support. These patterns do not 
lend themselves to easy explanations based on country wealth and political or institutional structures. 
Instead, they are more indicative of different cultural histories and structures, which operate alongside 
different expectations of the role of family and others in providing support.

In terms of the notion of social support as a buffering process, the results show that individuals who 
have access to financial or moral support tend to have lower levels of perceived social exclusion, 
even at the same levels of lifestyle deprivation. This underlines the importance of social networks and 
support in generating social cohesion and better individual well-being. At the same time, it suggests 
that policy development should focus on the factors that promote social support as well as dealing with 
the processes that create poorer living conditions.

The final chapter of the report examines the link between living conditions, social exclusion and mental 
well-being. As the analysis of social exclusion in Chapter 3 demonstrates, higher levels of wealth in 
the form of GDP are associated with higher levels of mental well-being at the aggregate level across 
the countries. This association also appears to be strong at the individual level, with higher income 
being associated with better mental well-being. The strong association between mental well-being and 
resources and wealth means that citizens of the CC3 and NMS12 have significantly lower levels of 
mental well-being, on average, compared with those in the EU15. However, the results also point to 
higher levels of mental well-being at any given level of deprivation among respondents in the EU15 
compared with those in the CC3 and NMS12. This suggests that other factors are at play in the EU15 
countries. The report has provided evidence of one such factor in the form of social support, which was 
more likely to be available to citizens in the EU15. Nevertheless, it is also possible that the institutional 
environment in these countries is more conducive to better outcomes.
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Annex 1:  
Glossary of terms

‘At risk of income poverty’

A person is at risk of income poverty when their net household income is below a poverty line set at 60% 
of the median equivalised income across individuals in their society.

Economic stress

An individual is said to be experiencing economic stress if they are experiencing difficulty or great 
difficulty making ends meet on the household’s total income from all sources.

EQLS

The European Quality of Life Survey carried out by the European Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound).

Lifestyle deprivation

A person is experiencing lifestyle deprivation if they do not own specific items or carry out specific 
activities that are seen as essential by a majority of individuals across their society because they cannot 
afford them. In this report, the following items are used:

•	 an adequately warm home;

•	 paying for a week’s annual holiday;

•	 replacing any worn-out furniture;

•	 a meal with meat, chicken or fish every second day;

•	 buying new rather than second-hand clothes;

•	 having friends or family for a drink or meal at least once a month.

Mental well-being

A generalised measure of an individual’s mood, vitality and general interest over a specific time period. 
It is measured in this report using the World Health Organization’s five-item measure, which uses the 
following items:

1.	 ‘I have felt cheerful and in good spirits’

2.	 ‘I have felt calm and relaxed’

3.	 ‘I have felt active and vigorous’

4.	 ‘I woke up feeling fresh and rested’

5.	 ‘My daily life has been filled with things that interest me’

Multivariate model

A statistical technique for establishing the impact of one factor (e.g. age) controlling for another (e.g. 
sex).

Path model

A theoretical model that describes the ‘paths’ or processes through which factors (e.g. deprivation) 
influence an outcome (e.g. mental well-being) either directly, or indirectly via another factor (e.g. 
perceived social exclusion). The explanatory value of the theoretical model can be tested by specifying 
the relationships in a statistical model.
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Perceived social exclusion

The respondent’s evaluation that they are excluded from the normal life of society. This is measured 
by level of agreement with the following statements:

•	 ‘I feel left out of society’

•	 ‘Life has become so complicated today that I almost can’t find my way’ 

•	 ‘I don’t feel that the value of what I do is recognised by others’

•	  ‘Some people look down on me because of my job situation or income’	

Principal economic status

An individual’s principal economic status is their main perceived economic status, that is, whether they 
are employed, self-employed, unemployed, a full-time carer in the home or retired.

Regression coefficient

The amount by which an individual or household characteristic (e.g. perceived social exclusion) 
increases or decreases given the effect of another characteristic (e.g. the person’s sex), controlling for 
other factors (e.g country of residence).
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Annex 2:  
Regression analysis: Coefficients and significance for 
social exclusion

Table A1: �OLS regression coefficients and significance for social exclusion – women, by 
country groups

CC3 NMS12 EU15 EU27

ß Sig. ß Sig. ß Sig. ß Sig.

35–64 years 0.11 * –0.01 n.s. –0.05 * –0.05 **

65+ years –0.02 n.s. –0.03 n.s. –0.17 *** –0.17 ***

Single person –0.03 n.s. –0.03 n.s. 0.03 n.s. 0.02 n.s.

Single parent 0.20 * 0.02 n.s. 0.09 ** 0.09 **

Couple with child(ren) –0.04 n.s. 0.00 n.s. 0.00 n.s. 0.01 n.s.

Other –0.12 n.s. –0.09 * 0.07 * 0.04 n.s.

Unemployed –0.05 n.s. 0.20 *** 0.28 *** 0.26 ***

Ill/disabled –0.17 n.s. 0.22 *** 0.55 *** 0.44 ***

Retired –0.19 * 0.03 n.s. 0.06 n.s. 0.06 **

Carer –0.19 ** 0.00 n.s. 0.02 n.s. 0.00 n.s.

Educated 0.04 n.s. 0.03 n.s. –0.10 ** –0.07 **

Deprivation 2 0.12 n.s. 0.21 *** 0.26 *** 0.27 ***

Deprivation 3 0.13 * 0.36 *** 0.46 *** 0.47 ***

Deprivation 4 0.36 *** 0.66 *** 0.79 *** 0.80 ***

No support 0.54 *** –0.06 n.s. 0.05 n.s. 0.04 n.s.

Deprivation 2/no support –0.87 ** 0.09 n.s. 0.10 n.s. 0.09 n.s.

Deprivation 3/no support –0.44 * 0.08 n.s. 0.10 n.s. 0.08 n.s.

Deprivation 4/no support –0.38 * 0.24 *** 0.23 ** 0.20 ***

Constant 2.37 *** 2.11 *** 1.92 *** 1.94 ***

Notes: β = least squares estimator; Sig. = significance; n.s. = no significance.
Higher number of * denotes higher significance.
Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ calculations
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Table A2: �OLS regression coefficients and significance for social exclusion – men, by country 
groups

CC3 NMS12 EU15 EU27

ß Sig. ß Sig. ß Sig. ß Sig.

35–64 years –0.05 n.s. –0.04 n.s. –0.05 n.s. –0.05 **

65+ years –0.29 ** 0.08 n.s. –0.12 ** –0.11 **

Single person 0.10 n.s. 0.20 *** 0.14 *** 0.14 ***

Single parent –0.05 n.s. 0.24 ** 0.10 n.s. 0.16 **

Couple with child(ren) –0.09 n.s. 0.06 * –0.01 n.s. 0.02 n.s.

Other –0.09 n.s. –0.01 n.s. 0.12 *** 0.10 ***

Unemployed 0.36 *** 0.20 *** 0.35 *** 0.31 ***

Ill/disabled 0.74 ** 0.14 * 0.53 *** 0.41 ***

Retired 0.08 n.s. 0.02 n.s. –0.04 n.s. –0.02 n.s.

Carer 0.25 n.s. 0.05 n.s. 0.00 n.s. –0.01 n.s.

Educated –0.10 n.s. –0.08 n.s. –0.16 *** –0.14 ***

Deprivation 2 –0.09 n.s. 0.17 *** 0.36 *** 0.34 ***

Deprivation 3 0.05 n.s. 0.34 *** 0.47 *** 0.48 ***

Deprivation 4 0.10 n.s. 0.57 *** 0.65 *** 0.71 ***

No support –0.18 n.s. –0.08 n.s. 0.03 n.s. 0.01 n.s.

Deprivation 2/no support –0.15 n.s. 0.19 * –0.05 n.s. 0.00 n.s.

Deprivation 3/no support 0.02 n.s. 0.18 * 0.24 ** 0.20 ***

Deprivation 4/no support 0.27 n.s. 0.39 *** 0.35 *** 0.34 ***

Constant 2.43 *** 2.09 *** 1.92 *** 1.93 ***

Notes: ß = least squares estimator; Sig. = significance; n.s. = no significance.
Higher number of * denotes higher significance.
Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ calculations
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Annex 3:  
Regression coefficients for models of lifestyle 
deprivation, perceived social exclusion and  
mental well-being

Table A3: �Standardised OLS regression coefficients (beta) for a model of lifestyle deprivation, 
by country groups

CC3 NMS12 EU15 EU27

Female –0.04 0.06 –0.04 0.05

Age 0.18 0.21 0.09 0.19

Age2 –0.20 –0.13 –0.20 –0.29

Chronic illness, not hampered 0.02 –0.03 0.01 –0.01

Chronic illness, somewhat hampered 0.06 0.02 0.07 0.05

Chronic illness, severely hampered 0.15 0.12 0.08 0.12

Primary education 0.52 0.23 0.24 0.19

Lower secondary education 0.23 0.30 0.16 0.18

Upper secondary education 0.12 0.17 0.09 0.15

Unemployed 0.11 0.16 0.18 0.17

Ill/disabled 0.02 0.09 0.05 0.07

Retired 0.02 0.14 0.03 0.13

Carer 0.09 0.07 0.06 0.04

Student 0.07 0.00 0.01 0.01

R2 0.22 0.23 0.11 0.11

N 3753 11522 16748 28270

Notes: Lifestyle deprivation is the sum of items from EQLS questions19a–f, where 1 = missing an item or activity because the 
household could not afford it. The items are as follows: ‘keeping your home adequately warm’, ‘paying for a week’s annual 
holiday away from home’, ‘replacing worn-out furniture’, ‘a meal with meat, chicken or fish every second day if desired’, 
‘buying new rather than second-hand clothes’ and ‘having friends or family for a drink or meal at least once a month’.
Due to problems of non-response, the effect for income was not estimated.
Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ calculations

Table A4: �Standardised OLS regression coefficients (beta) for a model of perceived social 
exclusion, by country groups

CC3 NMS12 EU15 EU27

Female –0.05 0.01 0.01 0.01

Age –0.25 –0.15 0.04 0.00

Age2 0.28 0.15 0.07 0.10

Chronic illness, not hampered 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.01

Chronic illness, somewhat hampered –0.03 –0.02 –0.06 –0.06

Chronic illness, severely hampered –0.04 –0.07 –0.10 –0.10

Lifestyle deprivation –0.14 –0.36 –0.30 –0.34

No social support available –0.03 –0.04 –0.05 –0.05

R2 0.03 0.16 0.12 0.15

N 3536 11554 16909 28463

Notes: Social Exclusion Index refers to the overall average for the following statements: ‘I feel left out of society’, ‘life has 
become so complicated today that I almost can’t find my way’, ‘I don’t feel that the value of what I do is recognised by 
others’, ‘some people look down on me because of my job situation or income’. The statements were evaluated on a scale 
from 1 to 5, whereby 5 = ‘strongly disagree’ and 1 = ‘strongly agree’. Lower scores therefore indicate higher levels of social 
exclusion. 
Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ calculations
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Table A5: �Standardised OLS regression coefficients (beta) for a model of mental well-being, 
by country groups

CC3 NMS12 EU15 EU27

0.03 0.17 0.22 0.21

Female –0.04 –0.05 –0.06 –0.06

Age 0.01 –0.25 –0.26 –0.28

Age2 –0.03 0.16 0.28 0.28

Chronic illness, not hampered –0.03 –0.02 –0.02 –0.02

Chronic illness, somewhat hampered –0.10 –0.14 –0.16 –0.15

Chronic illness, severely hampered –0.19 –0.22 –0.20 –0.21

Lifestyle deprivation –0.26 –0.17 –0.13 –0.16

No social support available –0.03 –0.06 –0.03 –0.04

R2 0.16 0.24 0.18 0.20

N 3516 11519 16885 28404

Source: EQLS (2007),  authors’ calculations







EF/09/88/EN

SALES AND SUBSCRIPTIONS

Publications for sale produced by the Office for Official Publications of the European 
Communities are available from our sales agents throughout the world.

How do I set about obtaining a publication?

Once you have obtained the list of sales agents, contact the sales agent of your choice and 
place your order. 

How do I obtain the list of sales agents?

• Go to the Publications Office website http://publications.eu.int/

• Or apply for a paper copy by fax (352) 2929 42758



The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions is 
a tripartite EU body, whose role is to provide key actors in social policymaking with 
findings, knowledge and advice drawn from comparative research. The Foundation 
was established in 1975 by Council Regulation EEC No 1365/75 of 26 May 1975.

4     5   TJ-30-09-207-EN
-C

Second European Q
uality of Life Survey: Living conditions, social exclusion and m

ental w
ell-being
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Living conditions, social exclusion  
and mental well-being

Over the past two decades, the concept of social exclusion has increasingly 

replaced the concept of poverty within the EU policy discussion on social 

vulnerability and disadvantage. It has been shown that unequal access to the 

labour market and poor living conditions negatively affect social participation 

and social contact, which in turn impact on the quality of life of Europe’s citizens 

and lead to a sense of social exclusion. The second European Quality of Life 

Survey (EQLS), conducted by Eurofound in 2007, offers a wide-ranging view of 

the diverse social realities in Europe today. This report looks at the relationships 

between living conditions, social exclusion and mental well-being. It draws on 

the results of the EQLS to examine the factors that influence perceived social 

exclusion and the impact that this has on mental well-being. The scope of the 

findings – spanning 31 countries – offers an important insight into how social 

exclusion and integration vary across Europe, given the different cultural and 

historical contexts as well as recent social and economic experiences.


