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Determinants of life satisfaction in Nigeria: the roles of region, 
relative income, and education
Daniel Tuki a,b

aPhilipps University of Marburg, Marburg, Germany; bGerman Institute for Global and Area Studies, 
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ABSTRACT
While research on the determinants of subjective well-being in 
Nigeria exists, little attention has been given to regional differences 
in life satisfaction between the country’s two major regions – the 
North and the South. This study addresses that gap by analyzing 
cross-sectional survey data from Kaduna and Edo States, located in 
Nigeria’s Northern and Southern regions, respectively (N = 2991; 
age: 15 and above; 55% female and 45% male). In addition to 
comparing both states (regions), the study also examines how 
satisfaction with relative income and educational attainment relate 
to life satisfaction. Ordered logit regression analysis reveals 
a striking contrast: despite facing poorer socioeconomic conditions, 
residents of Kaduna report higher life satisfaction than those in Edo. 
Additionally, satisfaction with relative income is positively corre
lated with life satisfaction in both states. However, while educa
tional attainment is negatively associated with life satisfaction in 
Kaduna, it has no significant relationship with life satisfaction in 
Edo. These findings underscore the importance of accounting for 
regional differences in the study of subjective well-being in Nigeria, 
as national aggregates may conceal important local patterns and 
heterogeneities.
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1. Introduction

A report by the Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics (2022) reveals that 63% of 
Nigerians are multidimensionally poor – amounting to 133 million individuals out of 
a population of approximately 200 million. Similarly, the Round 9 Afrobarometer survey 
conducted in 2022 shows that 72% of Nigerians rate their living conditions as either ‘very 
bad’ or ‘fairly bad’.1 When asked about the country’s economic performance over the 
past year, 77% indicate that the situation has worsened. Despite these challenges, 
a substantial proportion of Nigerians express optimism about the future: half of the 
respondents anticipate that economic conditions will improve within the next 12  
months. This optimism is reflected in Nigeria’s ranking as Africa’s eighth-happiest 
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country in the 2023 World Happiness Report (Helliwell et al. 2023), underscoring the 
country’s resilience in the face of economic adversity.

However, the relatively high levels of reported happiness among Nigerians present 
a paradox, given the widespread socioeconomic hardship across the country. To explain 
this discrepancy, Agbo et al. (2012, p. 306) contend that this self-reported happiness may 
not reflect genuine life satisfaction but rather serves as a psychological coping mechanism 
against the negative emotions encountered in daily life. Qualitative evidence reinforces 
this distinction. According to Minkov and Bond (2017, pp. 323–324), many Nigerians 
perceive happiness as merely ‘being in a good mood, probably an innate personality trait’, 
whereas life satisfaction ‘comes from an appraisal of one’s achievements’. Although the 
concepts of life satisfaction, happiness, and subjective well-being are often used inter
changeably in the literature (e.g. Easterlin, 2003; Michalos, 2017; Veenhoven, 2012), Sirgy 
(2012, pp. 5–23) draws an important conceptual distinction: life satisfaction is cognitive – 
entailing a reflective evaluation of one’s life circumstances – whereas happiness is 
affective, grounded in transient emotional states. Similarly, Chui and Wong (2016, 
p. 1035) emphasize that ‘happiness and life satisfaction are empirically and conceptually 
distinct. Life satisfaction might be characterized by more profound enjoyment and 
achievement in life than happiness’.

Beyond these conceptual nuances, while socioeconomic challenges are widespread 
throughout Nigeria, poverty levels vary substantially across regions. According to the 
Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics (2022), five of the six poorest states are located in 
the northern region, while only one is in the south. On average, northern states experi
ence higher poverty levels than their southern counterparts, suggesting that national- 
level aggregates may obscure meaningful regional disparities. To examine these differ
ences, this study draws on novel cross-sectional survey data from Kaduna, a northern 
state, and Edo, a southern state, collected as part of the 2021 Transnational Perspectives 
on Migration and Integration (TRANSMIT) research project (N = 2991) (TRANSMIT,  
2025). The analysis investigates the determinants of life satisfaction, with particular 
attention to relative income and educational attainment. Because Edo and Kaduna are 
situated within Nigeria’s two major regions, the findings from these states can reasonably 
be generalized to their respective regional contexts, thereby providing insight into 
broader patterns of regional variation in life satisfaction.

While previous studies have investigated the determinants of life satisfaction in 
Nigeria, they often focus on specific subgroups. For example, in a qualitative study of 
32 women aged 65 and above in the municipality of Nsukka, Ekoh et al. (2023) found that 
most participants reported dealing with poverty and feelings of exclusion from their 
churches and wider society. Additionally, the perception that they were viewed as 
unintelligent further diminished their life satisfaction. Likewise, Lambert et al. (2022) 
conducted a study among 145 staff members in a medium-security prison, finding that 
work overload was negatively correlated with life satisfaction. However, a limitation of 
these studies is their narrow scope due to small sample sizes and a focus on specific 
demographics based on age or occupation. The present study makes two primary 
contributions to address these gaps. First, it provides a comparative analysis of the 
determinants of life satisfaction in Nigeria’s northern and southern regions – an 
approach that, to the best of my knowledge, has not been systematically undertaken in 
prior research. Second, it employs novel large-scale survey data and econometric 
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methods, thereby addressing a notable gap in the quantitative literature on life satisfac
tion in Nigeria.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. The next section discusses the 
relevant theoretical frameworks and develops the hypotheses. Section 3 presents the data, 
operationalizes the variables, and describes the analytical technique employed. Sections 4 
and 5 report and interpret the regression results, respectively. Section 6 addresses the 
policy implications derived from the findings, while Section 7 evaluates the study’s 
limitations. Finally, the eighth section concludes the paper by summarizing the key 
findings and highlighting their broader relevance.

2. Theoretical considerations and hypotheses

2.1. Relative income and life satisfaction

In his seminal study, Easterlin (1974) demonstrated that, at a given point in time, income 
positively correlates with happiness. However, this correlation tends to disappear when 
observed over time. This phenomenon, known as the Easterlin Paradox, arises largely 
from social comparison. As overall income levels increase, general well-being also 
improves, yet relative income remains unchanged, ultimately neutralizing the long- 
term effect of rising income on happiness (Easterlin & O’Connor, 2020). A key frame
work for understanding this dynamic is Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), 
which posits that individuals evaluate their personal and social worth by comparing 
themselves to others. In this context, individuals assess their abilities, opinions, and 
overall well-being through these benchmarks. Social comparison can occur in two 
directions: upward or downward. Upward comparison involves comparing oneself to 
those perceived as superior; while it can motivate self-improvement, it may also generate 
feelings of inadequacy. Conversely, downward comparison involves comparing oneself to 
those perceived as worse off, which can enhance self-esteem but also foster complacency.

Building on this theoretical foundation, empirical research suggests that an indivi
dual’s subjective well-being may be more strongly influenced by income relative to others 
than by absolute income. This proposition is supported by a growing body of literature 
showing that subjective well-being depends not only on one’s material conditions but 
also on one’s social reference group. O’Connell (2004), for instance, analyzed survey data 
from 15 European Union countries and found a positive association between income 
equality and life satisfaction. Similarly, Ball and Chernova (2008), using survey data 
spanning approximately 40 countries, reported that while both absolute and relative 
income were positively correlated with happiness, relative income had a stronger effect. 
Rickardsson and Mellander (2017, p. 1) found similar evidence in Sweden, concluding 
that ‘being rich as well as being richer than others in the area [i.e. neighborhood] 
increases the likelihood of being more satisfied with life’. In a study of 1,149 Flemish 
citizens, Schalembier et al. (2020) likewise observed that the influence of income on life 
satisfaction was driven more by relative income than by absolute income, with materi
alistic values further moderating this relationship.

Additional evidence from diverse contexts supports the role of relative deprivation in 
shaping well-being. For instance, Chen et al. (2022), using an online survey of 787 college 
students in China during the COVID-19 lockdown, found that relative deprivation 
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negatively affected life satisfaction. Similarly, Guan et al. (2019) reported that individuals 
who perceived their income as higher than that of their friends and relatives were more 
likely to report greater life satisfaction. Latif (2016), analyzing data from the Canadian 
Population Health Survey, discovered that an increase in the average income of one’s 
reference group led to a decline in individual happiness, whereas an increase in one’s own 
income relative to that group enhanced happiness. The adverse effects of relative 
deprivation on subjective well-being have been consistently observed across various 
populations, including rural-to-urban adolescent migrants in China (Xiong & Zou,  
2023), the Turkish population (Dumludag, 2013; Dumludag et al., 2016), Turkish and 
Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands (Gokdemir & Dumludag, 2012), Americans 
(Cheung & Lucas, 2016; Hastings, 2019), Australians – particularly men (Kifle, 2013), 
British individuals aged 50 and older (Yu, 2019), and Germans (Wolbring et al., 2013).

Given the consistent global evidence regarding the importance of relative standing, 
I expect that these patterns will also hold in the Nigerian case. This leads to the first 
hypothesis that this study seeks to test:

H1: Satisfaction with one’s own income relative to that of other Nigerians positively 
correlates with life satisfaction.

2.2. Regional differences in life satisfaction

Life satisfaction among Nigerians may also vary regionally, with the northern region 
reporting much lower levels of satisfaction than the southern region. This pattern can be 
attributed to the generally poorer socioeconomic conditions in the North compared to 
the South, particularly when indicators such as poverty are considered. According to 
a World Bank (2025) report, the share of Nigerians living below the poverty line of three 
dollars per day increased from 34.7% in 2018 to 41.8% in 2022. However, despite this 
overall rise, the report highlighted stark regional disparities: the poverty rate in northern 
Nigeria stood at 57.4%, compared to just 21.2% in the South. One of the key drivers of 
poverty is the growing insecurity across the country – a finding consistent with the fact 
that northern Nigeria has experienced far more conflict incidents than the South (Tuki,  
2025a, pp. 241–243).

Supporting this regional observation, previous research has shown that poor socio
economic conditions are associated with lower levels of subjective well-being. For 
example, Howell et al. (2006) examined members of the Orang Asli, an ethnic group in 
Malaysia, and found a positive relationship between household wealth – measured by 
ownership of assets such as motorbikes, televisions, and generators – and life satisfaction. 
Similarly, Cheung and Chou (2019) found that elderly individuals in Hong Kong (aged 
65 and above) with fewer assets were more likely to report dissatisfaction with their lives. 
Becchetti and Pisani (2014) further corroborated this in a European context, reporting 
that students in Italy whose parents owned their homes were more satisfied than those 
whose parents were paying a mortgage. They attributed this difference to the financial 
strain of debt repayments, which reduced disposable household income and limited 
access to goods and experiences valued by students, thereby lowering overall satisfaction. 
Finally, evidence from Kasinger et al. (2023) indicated that disparities in wealth 
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ownership contributed to regional differences in life satisfaction within Germany, with 
the western region reporting higher levels than the eastern region.

Notwithstanding these findings, it is also possible that the population in northern 
Nigeria reports higher levels of life satisfaction than their southern counterparts, despite 
their relatively poorer socioeconomic conditions. This alternative argument is grounded 
in Social Comparison Theory, discussed earlier in Section 2.1. Individuals in northern 
Nigeria might compare their socioeconomic conditions with those of the poorest mem
bers of society – given the generally higher levels of poverty in the region – which could 
make those who are only slightly better off feel more satisfied with their circumstances. In 
contrast, in southern Nigeria, where socioeconomic conditions are generally better, 
people may engage in upward comparisons with wealthier individuals, potentially lead
ing to lower levels of life satisfaction despite objectively better living conditions.

This potential for lower satisfaction in the south is further compounded by external 
reference points. Edo State, which represents the southern region in this study, has one of 
the highest rates of international migration among Nigeria’s 36 states and is often 
described as the country’s ‘migration epicenter’ (Beber & Scacco, 2022; Tuki, 2025b; 
Vermeuelen, 2019). Given this culture of migration, individuals in the state may be less 
satisfied because they compare their circumstances not just to their neighbors, but to the 
higher living standards perceived in more affluent European and North American 
countries.

Based on these competing theoretical frameworks, the following two additional 
hypotheses are proposed:

H2a: The population in the northern state of Kaduna reports lower levels of life 
satisfaction than the population in southern state of Edo.

H2b: The population in Kaduna reports higher levels of life satisfaction than the 
population in Edo.

2.3. Education and life satisfaction

The Human Capital Theory, proposed by Becker (1962, 1975), posits that education 
enhances skills, knowledge, and productivity, ultimately leading to better-paying job 
opportunities. With higher income, individuals can more easily meet their basic needs, 
thereby fostering a higher quality of life and overall well-being. Similarly, the Capability 
Approach to Development, introduced by Sen (1999), emphasizes that education expands 
individuals’ capabilities, empowering them to lead more meaningful lives. Moreover, 
education enhances personal freedom, which in turn contributes to greater well-being 
and life satisfaction.

Building upon these theoretical perspectives, numerous empirical studies demonstrate 
a strong link between educational attainment and subjective well-being. Analyzing data 
from the General Social Survey (GSS) spanning 1972 to 2018, Maharlouei et al. (2020) 
found a positive correlation between education and happiness among the American 
population. Likewise, Meeks and Murrell (2001) examined individuals aged 55 and 
older in Kentucky and found that those with more years of schooling reported higher 
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life satisfaction. Their findings suggest that ‘higher educational attainment is associated 
with lower levels of enduring negative affect, which in turn, is related to better health and 
greater life satisfaction in late life’ (Meeks & Murrell, 2001, pp. 112–113). Furthermore, 
the positive relationship between education and life satisfaction extends beyond the 
United States. Similar correlations have been observed in studies conducted among the 
Dutch population (Ilies et al., 2019), the South African population (Botha, 2014), and the 
Swedish population (Fernández-Ballesteros et al., 2001; Melin et al., 2003). Collectively, 
these findings reinforce the idea that education plays a crucial role in enhancing well- 
being across diverse cultural and socioeconomic contexts.

However, the relationship is not universally positive; some studies suggest that higher 
levels of education can instead be associated with lower life satisfaction. For instance, 
Howell et al. (2006), in a study of the Orang Asli ethnic group in Malaysia, found that 
among individuals with the same level of wealth, those with more education reported 
lower subjective well-being than their less-educated counterparts. They attributed this 
finding to upward social comparison – educated individuals, through their studies, may 
be exposed to wealthier and more highly educated peers. This exposure can lead them to 
compare themselves with a more privileged reference group, ultimately reducing their life 
satisfaction. Similarly, Cheung and Leung (2004) analyzed data collected from 732 
residents of Beijing, China, and found a negative correlation between education and 
life satisfaction. They suggested that this might be because educated individuals are more 
critical of the government, particularly regarding restrictions on personal freedoms, 
which, in turn, makes them dissatisfied with their lives. Beyond social and political 
factors, education also tends to raise future aspirations, and Ferrante (2009, p. 558) 
demonstrated that ‘better perceived opportunities may depress life satisfaction if they 
raise aspirations above real-life chances’.

Given these conflicting theoretical empirical accounts, the discussion leads to the 
following competing hypotheses:

H3a: Educational level is positively correlated with life satisfaction.

H3b: Educational level is negatively correlated with life satisfaction.

3. Data and methodology

3.1. Data

This study relies on novel cross-sectional survey data collected from Nigeria’s northern 
and Southern states of Kaduna and Edo, respectively. Collected in 2021 as part of the 
Transnational Perspectives on Migration and Integration (TRANSMIT) research project 
(TRANSMIT, 2025), the data comprise 1,353 respondents in Kaduna and 1,638 in Edo. 
To ensure the representativeness of the data, interview locations were selected using 
clustered random sampling. Detailed information regarding the sampling strategy is 
provided in TRANSMIT (2025, pp. 13–14). Interviews were conducted via computer- 
assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) with respondents aged 15 and older, featuring 
a gender distribution of 55% women and 45% men. For respondents under 18, consent 
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was obtained first from the household head and subsequently from the minor. 
Enumerators only proceeded with interviews when both parties granted consent.

To implement the survey, the project contracted a local firm, Oxford Policy 
Management.2 Enumerators were recruited from the respective states to ensure sensitiv
ity to local norms and customs, thereby improving response rates. In addition to English, 
interviews were conducted in local languages such as Pidgin English and Hausa, ensuring 
broad coverage of respondents regardless of their proficiency in English, Nigeria’s official 
language.

Before commencing the interviews, participants were informed of the study’s purpose, 
the topics to be covered, and data processing protocols. Ethical approval was obtained 
from the ethics review committee of the WZB Berlin Social Science Center (Application 
No.: 2020/3/101) and the National Health Research Ethics Committee of Nigeria 
(NHREC).

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Dependent variable
3.2.1.1. Life satisfaction. This variable was derived from the question, ‘And if you think 
about your life in general, how satisfied are you currently with it?’ The responses were 
measured on a scale with five ordinal categories ranging from, ‘0 = very dissatisfied’ to 
‘4 = very satisfied’.

Figure 1 shows that the population in Kaduna reports a higher level of life satisfaction 
than that of Edo. Although there is no significant difference between the states in the 
proportion of people who identify as ‘very satisfied’, the disparity is more pronounced in 
the ‘very dissatisfied’ category. Only 10% of Kaduna’s population falls into this category, 
whereas the figure is notably higher in Edo at 21%.

3.2.2. Explanatory variables
3.2.2.1. Region. This is a dummy variable coded as 1 for respondents living in the 
northern state of Kaduna and 0 for those residing in the southern state of Edo.

Figure 1. Regional distribution of life satisfaction. Notes: The vertical axis shows the number of 
respondents from Edo and Kaduna who answered the question about life satisfaction. The pooled data 
is derived by summing the observations across the two states. The horizontal axis shows the 
percentage of respondents for each level of satisfaction.
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3.2.2.2. Relative income. This variable was derived from the question, ‘Relative to 
others, how satisfied are you with your current income?’ The responses were measured 
on a scale with five ordinal categories ranging from, ‘0 = very dissatisfied’ to ‘4 = very 
satisfied’.

Figure 2 shows that, although the population in Kaduna is socioeconomically worse 
off than the population in Edo, it is more satisfied with its income. This contrast is 
particularly evident in the ‘very dissatisfied’ response category, which accounts for 15% of 
the population in Kaduna compared to 30% of the population in Edo.

3.2.2.3. Educational level. This variable ranges from ‘0 = no formal schooling’ to ‘9 =  
master’s degree and above’.

3.2.3. Control variables
I incorporate a series of control variables, derived from the literature, that could con
found the relationship between the explanatory and dependent variables. These include 
political instability and demographic factors such as age, age squared, gender, and marital 
status. Each variable is discussed in the Appendix (Appendix B), along with a justification 
for its inclusion in the regression model.

3.3. Analytical technique

To examine how region, relative income and educational level relate to life satisfaction, 
I consider a model of the following general form: 

In this equation, γi is the dependent variable which measures the life satisfaction of 
Respondent i. φ0i is a vector of control variables, while α0 is the intercept. The terms α1, α2, 
and α3 are the coefficients of the primary explanatory variables, α4 denotes the coeffi
cients of the control variables, and μi is the error term.

Since the dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale, I estimate the model 
using an ordered logit regression. This approach allows me to assess the association 

Figure 2. Regional distribution of satisfaction with relative income. Notes: The vertical axis shows the 
number of respondents from Edo and Kaduna who answered the question about satisfaction with 
their income compared to other Nigerians. The pooled data is derived by summing the observations 
from the two states. The horizontal axis shows the percentage of respondents for each level of 
satisfaction.
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between the explanatory variables and each category of the dependent variable. The 
estimation follows a two-step process. First, I analyze the pooled data, which includes 
respondents from both states (regions); next, I disaggregate the data by region and 
estimate separate models for each. Summary statistics for the variables used in this 
study are reported in Tables A1, A2, and A3 of the Appendix.

4. Results

4.1. Pooled analysis

Table 1 presents the regression results based on pooled data from Edo and Kaduna 
states. Model 1 establishes a baseline specification incorporating only the regional 
dummy variable. Consistent with the descriptive findings, this variable carries 
a positive coefficient statistically significant at the 1% level. This finding supports 
Hypothesis 2b, indicating that individuals in the northern region (Kaduna) tend to 
report higher levels of life satisfaction than those in the south (Edo).

In Model 2, the focus shifts to relative income, which yields a positive coefficient 
significant at the 1% level. This result supports Hypothesis 1, suggesting that individuals 
who are more satisfied with their income relative to other Nigerians are consequently 
more likely to report higher life satisfaction. In contrast, Model 3 shifts the focuses to 
educational level and reveals a negative coefficient significant at the 1% level. Consistent 
with Hypothesis 3b, this indicates that higher educational attainment is associated with 
lower levels of life satisfaction.

Table 1. Ordered logit models regressing life satisfaction on region, relative income, and educational 
level (pooled data).

Life satisfactionσ (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Northern region 0.492*** 0.127* 0.164**
(0.069) (0.073) (0.076)

Relative income 0.984*** 0.97*** 0.964***
(0.042) (0.042) (0.042)

Educational level −0.101*** −0.062*** −0.037*
(0.017) (0.018) (0.019)

Intercept 1 −1.465*** −0.471*** −2.111*** −0.7*** −1.14***
(0.061) (0.069) (0.09) (0.115) (0.26)

Intercept 2 −0.151*** 1.154*** −0.805*** 0.935*** 0.497*
(0.052) (0.08) (0.08) (0.121) (0.263)

Intercept 3 0.095* 1.468*** −0.561*** 1.249*** 0.813***
(0.052) (0.084) (0.079) (0.124) (0.265)

Intercept 4 2.348*** 4.297*** 1.691*** 4.093*** 3.669***
(0.076) (0.134) (0.087) (0.163) (0.285)

Control variables No No No No Yes
Observations 2829 2829 2826 2826 2825
Pseudo R2 0.006 0.122 0.004 0.125 0.127
Log pseudolikelihood −3966.799 −3503.171 −3969.023 −3488.781 −3480.606
AIC statistic 7943.598 7016.343 7948.046 6991.561 6985.211
BIC statistic 7973.336 7046.081 7977.78 7033.188 7056.567

Notes: σ is the dependent variable, robust standard errors are in parentheses, ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10. All models 
are based on the pooled data from the states of Edo and Kaduna in Nigeria’s northern and southern regions, 
respectively. Control variables include age, age squared, marital status, gender, and political instability. AIC = Akaike 
information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. The table is based on data collected in Nigeria in 2021 as 
part of the Transnational Perspectives on Migration and Integration (TRANSMIT) research project.
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Model 4 integrates the three explanatory variables – region, relative income, and 
education – into a single estimation. The results remain robust and consistent with the 
individual baseline specifications. Finally, Model 5 demonstrates that these findings 
persist even after the inclusion of control variables, thereby reinforcing the stability of 
the observed relationships.

To illustrate the regional disparities in life satisfaction across Nigeria, I plotted the 
predicted probabilities derived from Model 1 in Table 1. As illustrated in Figure 3, 
individuals in Northern Nigeria are 4.8% points more likely to report being ‘very 
satisfied’ with their lives and 7.3% points more likely to report being ‘satisfied’ than 
those in the south. Conversely, Northerners are 6.5% points less likely to report being 
‘very dissatisfied’ and 5.2% points less likely to report being ‘dissatisfied’ relative to their 
southern counterparts.

4.2. Disaggregated analysis

4.2.1. Northern region (Kaduna)
The results presented in Table 1 may mask regional variations within Nigeria due to the 
reliance on pooled data. To address this constraint, I disaggregated the data by region and 

Figure 3. Predicted probabilities showing the association between region of residence and life 
satisfaction (pooled model). Notes: The figure illustrates the association between residence in 
Northern Nigeria (reference: Southern Nigeria) and each of the five categories of the dependent 
variable measuring life satisfaction. The vertical axis shows the predicted probabilities, while the 
horizontal axis shows the different levels of satisfaction. Confidence intervals are set at the 95% level. 
“v” denotes “very”.
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estimated separate models for the North and South. Table 2 displays the results for the 
northern region (Kaduna). Models 1 and 2 serve as baseline specifications, incorporating 
only relative income and educational level, respectively. Consistent with the pooled 
findings, relative income yields a positive coefficient, while educational level exhibits 
a negative one; both are statistically significant at the 1% level. These results persist when 
both explanatory variables are included in the same model (Model 3) and when addi
tional control variables are introduced (Model 4).

To illustrate the strength of the association between the dependent and explanatory 
variables, I plotted the predicted probabilities for the baseline models (Models 1 and 2, 
Table 2) in Figure 4. A glance at Panels A and B shows that, as in Figure 3, the magnitude 
of the association is weakest for the ‘neither’ response category. Specifically, Panel 
A indicates that a one-unit increase in satisfaction with relative income increases the 
probability of respondents being ‘very satisfied’ with their lives by 9.2% points and 
‘satisfied’ by 8.9% points. In contrast, this change reduces the likelihood of being ‘very 
dissatisfied’ by 8.9% points and ‘dissatisfied’ by 8.6% points. Consistent with the regres
sion results, Panel B shows the opposite pattern: a one-unit increase in education level 
reduces the probability of respondents being ‘very satisfied’ with their lives by 1.5% 
points and ‘satisfied’ by 2.1% points, while increasing the probability of being ‘very 
dissatisfied’ by 1.4% points and ‘dissatisfied’ by 1.9% points.

4.2.2. Southern region (Edo)
Table 3 presents the regression results based on data from Edo State in Southern Nigeria 
(Edo). In Model 1, which examines only relative income, the variable shows a positive 
coefficient; this is consistent with the pooled model results (Table 1) and those from 

Table 2. Ordered logit models regressing life satisfaction on relative income and educational level 
(Kaduna).

Life satisfactionσ (1) (2) (3) (4)

Relative income 1.06*** 1.038*** 1.024***
(0.066) (0.067) (0.067)

Educational level −0.153*** −0.091*** −0.053*
(0.024) (0.025) (0.027)

Intercept 1 −0.734*** −2.786*** −1.123*** −2.206***
(0.12) (0.131) (0.163) (0.403)

Intercept 2 1.108*** −1.268*** 0.732*** −0.334
(0.129) (0.107) (0.168) (0.4)

Intercept 3 1.451*** −1*** 1.078*** 0.016
(0.136) (0.105) (0.174) (0.401)

Intercept 4 4.696*** 1.592*** 4.339*** 3.308***
(0.21) (0.115) (0.235) (0.419)

Control variables No No No Yes
Observations 1298 1297 1297 1297
Pseudo R2 0.132 0.012 0.136 0.141
Log pseudolikelihood −1495.564 −1702.254 −1488.732 −1479.641
AIC statistic 3001.127 3414.508 2989.463 2981.282
BIC statistic 3026.97 3440.347 3020.47 3038.128

Notes: σ is the dependent variable, robust standard errors are in parentheses, ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10. All 
the models are based on data from the Northern Nigerian state of Kaduna. Control variables include age, age 
squared, marital status, gender, and political instability. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian infor
mation criterion. The table is based on data collected in Nigeria in 2021 as part of the Transnational Perspectives on 
Migration and Integration (TRANSMIT) research project.

PSYCHOLOGY, HEALTH & MEDICINE 11



Kaduna (Table 2). However, in Model 2, which focuses solely on education, the variable 
carries a positive coefficient and lacks statistical significance. This finding supports 
neither Hypothesis 3a nor 3b, contrasting with the pooled and Kaduna models where 
education correlated negatively with life satisfaction. The baseline results persist when 
both explanatory variables are included simultaneously in the same model (Model 3) and 
when control variables are added (Model 4).

I also plotted the predicted probabilities for the baseline models (Models 1 and 
2, Table 3) in Figure 5. Panel A demonstrates that a one-unit increase in satisfac
tion with relative income increases the probability of an individual being ‘very 
satisfied’ with their life by 7.7% points and ‘satisfied’ by 9.2% points. Conversely, 
this increase lowers the probability of being ‘very dissatisfied’ by 13.5% points and 
‘dissatisfied’ by 3.8% points. Consistent with the regression results, all confidence 
intervals in Panel C cross the horizontal axis at 0, indicating the absence of any 
meaningful association between educational level and life satisfaction.

Figure 4. Predicted probabilities showing the association between relative income, educational level, 
and life satisfaction in Kaduna. Notes: Panels A and B (based on Models 1 and 2 in Table 2) visualize the 
associations between the explanatory variables (relative income and educational level) and the five 
categories of the dependent variable measuring life satisfaction. The vertical axis shows the predicted 
probabilities, while the horizontal axis shows the different levels of satisfaction. Confidence intervals 
are set at the 95% level. “v” denotes “very”.
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Table 3. Ordered logit models regressing life satisfaction on relative income and educational level 
(Edo).

Life satisfactionσ (1) (2) (3) (4)

Relative income 0.909*** 0.914*** 0.914***
(0.053) (0.053) (0.053)

Educational level 0.008 −0.04 −0.024
(0.027) (0.028) (0.029)

Intercept 1 −0.341*** −1.312*** −0.517*** −0.629*
(0.085) (0.141) (0.151) (0.365)

Intercept 2 1.173*** −0.09 0.999*** 0.888**
(0.1) (0.135) (0.158) (0.37)

Intercept 3 1.467*** .0143 1.291*** 1.181***
(0.106) (0.135) (0.161) (0.372)

Intercept 4 3.918*** 2.122*** 3.753*** 3.646***
(0.167) (0.149) (0.205) (0.399)

Control variables No No No Yes
Observations 1531 1529 1529 1528
Pseudo R2 0.108 0.00 0.109 0.11
Log pseudolikelihood −1985.501 −2222.041 −1979.61 −1976.826
AIC statistic 3981.002 4454.082 3971.22 3975.653
BIC statistic 4007.671 4480.744 4003.214 4034.302

Notes: σ is the dependent variable, robust standard errors are in parentheses, ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10. All 
models are based on data from the Southern Nigerian state of Edo. Control variables include age, age squared, 
marital status, gender, and political instability. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information 
criterion. The table is based on data collected in Nigeria in 2021 as part of the Transnational Perspectives on 
Migration and Integration (TRANSMIT) research project.

Figure 5. Predicted probabilities showing the association between relative income, educational level, 
and life satisfaction in Edo. Notes: Panels A, B, and C (based on Models 1 and 2 in Table 3) visualize the 
associations between the explanatory variables (relative income and educational level) and the five 
categories of the dependent variable measuring life satisfaction. The vertical axis shows the predicted 
probabilities, while the horizontal axis shows the different levels of satisfaction. Confidence intervals 
are set at the 95% level. “v” denotes “very”.
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5. Discussion

A key finding of this study is the significant regional difference in life satisfaction between 
Northern Nigeria (Kaduna) and the South (Edo). This result is notable because residents 
of the poorer North report higher satisfaction levels than those in the more prosperous 
South, a finding that supports Social Comparison Theory. This theory suggests that 
individuals evaluate their well-being relative to others rather than in absolute terms. In 
Kaduna, where socioeconomic conditions are generally poor (e.g. multidimensional 
poverty) and fall below the national average (Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics,  
2022, p. 27), downward comparison might be the primary mechanism at play. These 
economic challenges are further compounded by a high incidence of violent conflict, 
resulting in widespread death and displacement (Angerbrandt, 2018; Sheikh et al., 2014,  
2015). Indeed, Kaduna records the second-highest incidence of violent conflict among 
Nigeria’s 36 states (Tuki, 2026, Tuki, 2024; Campbell, 2019).

Given this precarious background, it is plausible that individuals of average means 
compare themselves to those who are extremely poor or displaced, thereby feeling 
relatively better about their own circumstances. Moreover, amid persistent conflict, 
many may experience a sense of gratitude or relief simply for being alive, which could 
further bolster reported life satisfaction. This pattern of higher self-reported well-being 
arising from downward comparison aligns with extant literature from diverse contexts, 
including the United States (Huang, 2016), Canada (Stewart et al., 2013), and China 
(Cheng et al., 2008).

By contrast, the lower level of life satisfaction found in Edo may reflect the psycho
logical toll of upward comparison. Socioeconomic conditions in Edo are relatively 
favorable by Nigerian standards and exceed the national average (Nigerian National 
Bureau of Statistics, 2022, p. 27). One explanation for this discrepancy lies in the culture 
of migration prevalent in the state (Beber & Scacco, 2022; Bisong, 2022; Vermeuelen,  
2019). Many residents may compare their present living conditions to the perceived 
opportunities available abroad – particularly in more affluent Western countries – 
leading to dissatisfaction with their current lives. Supporting this view, Beber and 
Scacco (2022) found that nearly one in four households in Edo has had a family member 
attempt to migrate overseas. This tendency toward lower life satisfaction driven by 
upward comparison is consistent with empirical findings from Germany (Diel et al.,  
2025; Schmuck et al., 2019), the Netherlands (Buunk & Ybema, 2003; de Vries et al.,  
2018), and China (Du et al., 2024).

The positive association between satisfaction with relative income and overall life 
satisfaction observed in both Edo and Kaduna further underscores the pivotal role of 
social comparison. People evaluate their well-being not merely in terms of absolute 
income but relative to the income and living standards of peers and neighbors. Those 
who are socioeconomically better off may experience a sense of accomplishment rein
forced by the visible hardships of others; this perceived success can enhance self-esteem, 
a core component of subjective well-being. This link between relative income and general 
satisfaction corroborates findings from Sweden (Rickardsson & Mellander, 2017), 
Belgium (Schalembier et al., 2020), Turkey (Dumludag et al., 2016), and Australia 
(Kifle, 2013).
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Finally, education is negatively correlated with life satisfaction in Kaduna but not 
in Edo, potentially reflecting regional differences in expectations. Educational attain
ment is substantially lower in Northern Nigeria than in the South. According to 
a report by the Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics and UNICEF (2018, pp. 194– 
196), only 59.8% of people aged 15–24 in Kaduna are literate, compared to 96.6% in 
Edo.3 The higher literacy rate in Edo suggests that education is deeply integrated into 
everyday life and widely regarded as a normative expectation rather than an excep
tional achievement. Consequently, education may not significantly sway life satisfac
tion because it is perceived as standard. In contrast, in Kaduna, obtaining an 
education may be viewed as a major achievement that raises expectations for 
improved job prospects. However, given Nigeria’s high unemployment rate, these 
expectations often go unmet, leading to disillusionment.4 While this explanation is 
plausible, qualitative interviews remain invaluable for unpacking the nuanced 
mechanisms underlying the divergent education-life satisfaction relationship observed 
between the two states.

6. Implications

The findings of this study have some important implications. First, the higher levels of 
life satisfaction observed in Kaduna, despite poorer socioeconomic conditions, suggest 
that material deprivation alone does not fully account for differences in well-being. 
Policymakers should therefore, aim to reduce regional disparities in income and employ
ment – particularly in Northern states – to ensure that psychological resilience is 
complemented by tangible improvements in living standards. Furthermore, the finding 
that individuals in violence-prone regions may derive life satisfaction through downward 
comparison points to adaptive coping mechanisms in the face of adversity. This may also 
signal underlying psychological strain. Government and development agencies should 
therefore, integrate mental health, trauma care, and community-based resilience pro
grams into humanitarian and social welfare initiatives in conflict-affected areas. Finally, 
policymakers should prioritize youth empowerment programs that generate viable local 
opportunities, reduce the perceived ‘migration premium’, and channel migration inten
tions toward safe and productive pathways. Public campaigns highlighting entrepreneur
ship and local success stories may also help to recalibrate perceptions of well-being.

7. Strengths and limitations

One limitation of this study is the cross-sectional nature of the dataset, which makes it 
difficult to analyze changes in life satisfaction between the two regions over time. 
Moreover, the correlational design of the analysis precludes establishing causal claims. 
Future research should focus on re-examining these relationships using panel data and 
experimental or quasi-experimental approaches that attenuate potential endogeneity 
issues and enable the establishment of causal links. Despite these limitations, it is 
important to note that this study is the first to examine how life satisfaction varies 
between Nigeria’s two major regions. By capturing these variations, the study highlights 
important nuances that might be overlooked in analyses focusing solely on the national 
level.
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8. Conclusion

Using cross-sectional survey data, this study examined how satisfaction with relative 
income and educational attainment relate to life satisfaction in Nigeria’s northern 
(Kaduna) and southern (Edo) regions. The ordered logit regression analysis revealed 
a striking pattern: despite being relatively poorer, the population in Kaduna reported 
higher levels of life satisfaction than its southern counterparts. This result may be 
explained by differences in social comparison. Individuals in the North may compare 
themselves to the poorest segments of society, while those in the South are more likely to 
compare their living conditions to what they could achieve by migrating to more affluent 
Western countries.

The analysis also showed that satisfaction with relative income was positively 
correlated with life satisfaction in both regions, suggesting that people’s well-being 
depends not only on absolute income but also on their perceived social position 
relative to others. However, educational attainment exhibited a contrasting rela
tionship: while it was negatively correlated with life satisfaction in Kaduna, it 
showed no significant correlation in Edo. This pattern may reflect differing 
educational expectations across the two regions. In Edo, where education is 
more normative – as evidenced by higher overall attainment levels – educational 
achievement may not substantially alter one’s sense of well-being. In contrast, in 
Kaduna, where educational attainment is lower, the expectations attached to 
education may be higher. Consequently, when educated individuals are unable 
to secure commensurate employment, their unmet aspirations may diminish life 
satisfaction. Ultimately, this study highlights the importance of accounting for 
regional variations in the study of subjective well-being; focusing solely on 
national trends can obscure important socioeconomic nuances within the country.

Notes

1. To access the Afrobarometer dataset visit: https://www.afrobarometer.org/
2. See: https://www.opml.co.uk/nigeria
3. Since the literacy rate data was disaggregated by gender, I derived the statistics by summing 

the literacy rates for both men and women, then calculating the average.
4. Unemployment, particularly among educated youth, remains a persistent challenge in 

Nigeria. Adhikari et al. (2021) underscore this issue, and data from the Nigerian National 
Bureau of Statistics (2021) further highlight its severity. In the fourth quarter of 2020, 
Nigeria had approximately 122 million people of working age (15–64 years), yet only 
46 million were employed. Of those employed, about 16 million were underemployed. 
Overall, the national unemployment rate stood at 33.3%, rising to 42.5% among young 
people aged 15–34 years. 
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Appendices

Appendix A

Table A1. Descriptive statistics (pooled data).
Variable Number of observations Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Life satisfactionσ 2829 2.081 1.318 0 4
Northern Region 2991 0.452 0.498 0 1
Relative income 2829 1.639 1.295 0 4
Educational level 2826 4.165 1.991 0 9
Age 2890 35.29 15.024 15 97
Married (Ref: Unmarried) 2829 0.685 0.464 0 1
Female (Ref: Male) 2891 0.555 0.497 0 1
Political instability 2991 236.199 164.923 10 993

Notes: σ is the dependent variable. ‘Ref’ denotes the reference category. The statistics reported in the table are based on 
pooled data from the states of Edo and Kaduna.

Table A2. Descriptive statistics (Kaduna).
Variable Number of observations Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Life satisfactionσ 1298 2.282 1.221 0 4
Relative income 1298 1.895 1.243 0 4
Educational level 1297 3.665 2.181 0 9
Age 1321 34.391 14.004 15 85
Married (Ref: Unmarried) 1298 0.74 0.439 0 1
Female (Ref: Male) 1321 0.557 0.497 0 1
Political instability 1353 261.834 199.889 10 993

Notes: σ is the dependent variable. ‘Ref’ denotes the reference category.

Table A3. Descriptive statistics (Edo).
Variable Number of observations Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Life satisfactionσ 1531 1.911 1.373 0 4
Relative income 1531 1.423 1.299 0 4
Educational level 1529 4.589 1.703 0 9
Age 1569 36.047 15.797 15 97
Married (Ref: Unmarried) 1531 0.639 0.481 0 1
Female (Ref: Male) 1570 0.553 0.497 0 1
Political instability 1638 215.024 125.257 52 551

Notes: σ is the dependent variable. ‘Ref’ denotes the reference category.
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Appendix B. Description of control variables

Age

This variable is measured in years. Additionally, I included the square of this variable in 
the regression model to account for a potential U-shaped relationship between age and life 
satisfaction, as suggested by a substantial body of research (e.g. Blanchflower et al., 2023; 
Hellevik, 2017). These studies contend that people are generally very optimistic in their 
youth; however, midlife is often characterized by a decline in life satisfaction, possibly due 
to financial pressures, growing responsibilities, and unmet expectations. People might later 
adjust their expectations and become more accepting of their circumstances, which in turn 
leads to improvements in overall well-being.

Female

This variable is coded as 1 for females and 0 for males. Research on the relationship between 
gender and life satisfaction has yielded mixed findings. Some studies suggest that women report 
higher life satisfaction than men (Joshanloo & Jovanović, 2020), while others indicate the opposite 
(Aymerich et al., 2021; Moksnes & Espnes, 2013).

Married

This variable is coded as 1 if the respondent is currently married or has ever been married, and 0 
otherwise. The relationship between marriage and life satisfaction is complex, with studies 
reporting both negative (Ball & Robbins, 1986; Han et al., 2014) and positive correlations 
(Bailey & Snyder, 2007; Ryan et al., 1998).

Political instability

This variable measures the total number of conflict incidents that occurred within a 50-km radius 
of the respondents’ dwellings between 1997 and 2020. The conflict incidents include events 
categorized as battles, violence against civilians, explosions/remote violence, riots, protests, and 
strategic developments. I developed this variable using QGIS software by integrating the 
TRANSMIT data with conflict data obtained from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data 
Project (ACLED) (Raleigh et al., 2010). This was possible because both datasets are geocoded. 
Previous studies have found a negative correlation between violent conflict and subjective well- 
being (Kijewski, 2020; Mahamid & Berte, 2020).
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