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Abstract

Aims: The present study is aimed at studying 
the research question whether high satisfaction 
levels achieved through either (1) the fact that 
one’s quality of life is truly satisfactory (i.e., 
stabilized life satisfaction) or through (2) 
adapting a more favorable perception of one’s 
quality of life by lowering standards (i.e., resigned 
life satisfaction) are associated with different 
levels of positive affect (PA) and negative affect 
(NA) when compared to each other but also when 
compared to dissatisfied individuals. Methods: 
A sample of 104 adults completed measures 
assessing stabilized and resigned life satisfaction, 
PA and NA, and global life satisfaction (i.e., 
no explicit consideration of differences in 
standards) in an online survey. Participants 
were not paid for participation but received 
feedback on results of the study if interest was 
expressed. Results: Stabilized life satisfaction 
and global life satisfaction showed highly similar 
correlation pattern with PA and NA. Resigned 
satisfaction was negatively associated with PA 
and positively correlated with NA. Stabilized 
and resigned satisfied individuals showed more 
favorable levels of PA and NA compared with 
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dissatisfied individuals, but did not differ from 
each other with regard to their levels of PA 
and NA. Conclusion: Although showing a less 
favorable correlation pattern with PA and NA, 
adopting a resigned form of satisfaction (i.e., 
taking a more favorable view of one’s quality of 
life by lowering individual standards) seemed to 
prevent individuals from experiencing the same 
high levels of NA like dissatisfied ones. This has 
not been studied in detail so far, and therefore, 
the present paper opens a further area of research 
within the context of life satisfaction.

Keywords: Affectivity, Individual standards, 
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iNTRODUCTION

Life satisfaction measures are widely accepted as an 
indicator for people’s quality of life [1]. However, they 
tend to be negatively skewed with average scores typically 
way above the neutral point of the scale used [2, 3]. 
Acknowledging the plethora of research that identified 
a number of biases impacting on satisfaction scores [4], 
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this paper argues that one important cognitive process, 
which leads to relatively high satisfaction scores, has, 
so far, been mainly overlooked. That is, people at times 
lower their standards with which they judge the quality 
of their life [5, 6] to perceive life in a more favorable way. 
Thus, one contributing factor to high satisfaction scores 
can be due to the fact that a proportion of individuals start 
to cognitively re-evaluate their life when their life does 
not meet their expectations in order to reduce cognitive 
dissonance, and subsequently perceive life in a more 
favorable way [7]. Against this backdrop, the question 
arises whether above average levels of satisfaction, 
either because (1) life is truly satisfactory or (2) because 
standards have been lowered, are associated differently 
with other important indicators of people’s quality of life 
such as affective subjective well-being (SWB; i.e., positive 
and negative affect).

Different forms of satisfaction
Generally, life satisfaction refers to people’s cognitive 

evaluation of their life, based on their own standards [5, 8]. 
Individuals make a comparison between their perceived 
life circumstances and their unique set of standards with 
which they judge the quality of their life [9]. Standards are 
not externally imposed, but “each individual sets [them] 
for him or herself” [1; p. 71]. A discrepancy whereby the 
individual standards are higher or lower than the current 
conditions will result in various degrees of satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction. Such an understanding of the role of 
individual standards can in part be questioned; mainly 
because the level of individual standards is not considered 
to change the quality or nature of satisfaction as such.

In the light of this, we argue that individual standards 
can be on different levels and that the fulfillment of 
these different standards leads to different forms of 
satisfaction. Within the scope of the present paper, 
we distinguish between a stabilized and a resigned 
form of satisfaction [10, 11]. Stabilized satisfaction is 
characterized by having maintained the original, genuine 
standards. Resigned satisfaction is “positively inflated” 
as it is characterized by lowered standards to make life 
appear more positive. Both forms of satisfaction are 
characterized by a fulfillment of individual standards as 
opposed to dissatisfied individuals who feel that life does 
not meet their standards.

Aims and hypotheses
The present study aims to investigate whether 

stabilized and resigned satisfaction are associated 
with different affective reactions to life. Those affective 
reactions of stabilized and resigned satisfied individuals 
are also compared to the affective reactions of dissatisfied 
individuals. More precisely, we hypothesize that (1) 
people who adopted a stabilized form of life satisfaction 
report higher levels of positive affect (PA) compared to 
people with a resigned form of life satisfaction. Mainly 
because, lowered standards reduce the chance of authentic 

accomplishments when standards are met. Nevertheless, 
those who adopted, (2) a resigned form of satisfaction 
meet their lowered standards and report higher levels of 
PA compared with dissatisfied individuals. (3) we also 
hypothesize that there are no differences regarding the 
reported level of negative affect (NA) between people 
who adopted a stabilized or resigned form of satisfaction, 
because in both causes not meeting one’s standards, i.e. 
dissatisfaction, is prevented. Additionally, (4) people 
who adopted a stabilized or a resigned form of life 
satisfaction report lower levels of NA than dissatisfied 
individuals. Finally, as resigned and stabilized satisfied 
individuals have been found to slightly differ in their 
global satisfaction levels [11], global life satisfaction has 
been controlled for when testing these hypotheses.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The sample consisted of 104 German-speaking adult 

volunteers (53 men, 51 women). Their mean age was 
42.71 years (SD = 10.49; range 19–70 years). Participants 
were highly educated (66 had a Master’s degree, 6 a PhD 
degree; 28 had finished an apprenticeship; 3 finished 
school after 9 years of education, and 1 had a high school 
diploma). Most of the participants were married (51) or in 
a relationship (33); 14 were single, 5 were divorced, and 
1 was widowed. Participants represented a wide array of 
occupations.

Instruments
For the purpose of the present study the stabilized and 

resigned life satisfaction scale (SRLSS) was compiled by 
adapting 16 items from Baumgartner and Udris’s list of 
stabilized and resigned job satisfaction items to the life 
satisfaction context [12]. The 16 items, using a five-point 
answer format from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 
agree, revealed sufficient reliability indices of α = 0.89 for 
stabilized (α = 0.91 for females, α = 0.86 for males) and 
α = 0.84 for resigned satisfaction (α = 0.85 for females, α 
= 0.82 for males; see Table 1 for an overview of the items 
and their factor loadings) [13].

Affective SWB was measured using the Mood Survey 
[14], which includes 16 adjectives such as happy, 
depressed, vigorous, and unmotivated to measure positive 
affect (PA) and negative affect (NA). The adjectives have 
to be answered with respect to how often those affects 
have been experienced during the last couple of months 
ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = very frequently. The mood 
survey showed satisfactory reliability and validity [14, 
15]. The PA and the NA scales had internal consistencies 
of α = 0.95 (α = 0.96 for females, α = 0.91 for males) and 
α = 0.93 (α = 0.92 for females, α = 0.93 for males) in the 
present sample, respectively.

Global life satisfaction (i.e., cognitive SWB) was 
measured with the satisfaction with life scale (SWLS; 
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Table 1: Oblimin rotated two-factor solution (pattern matrix) for the stabilised and resigned life satisfaction scale (principal axis 
factor analysis)

Items 1 2

Life is exactly right for me. I am feeling really well. 0.74 -0.29

I am really satisfied with my life and wish everything stays the same in the near future. 0.86 0.00

I am truly satisfied with my life. It meets my needs and wishes, and I would like it to stay like that. 0.89 0.02

I wish that nothing changes in my life. 0.66 0.08

I have reached my goals in life and I am satisfied with what I have achieved. 0.45 0.13

I am satisfied, because I got what I expect from life. 0.76 -0.01

Hopefully my life always stays as good as it is now. I am really satisfied. 0.85 -0.08

One cannot make many demands with regard to having one’s needs fulfilled in life. 0.01 0.59

I am satisfied with my life — I tell myself, it could be much worse. 0.17 0.62

Because I do not expect too much, I am quite satisfied with my life. 0.09 0.48

I am really satisfied with my life. My life does not really meet my needs and wishes, but it could be much 
worse.

-0.07 0.75

I have not really reached my goals in life, but I settle with what I got so far. 0.06 0.50

You cannot expect much in life. -0.12 0.64

My life is not ideal, but it could be much worse. -0.31 0.70

I have no choice but to accept the circumstances. -0.26 0.64

Because my circumstances could be worse, I can be satisfied with life. 0.17 0.60

Note. Bold indicates highest factor loadings of the scales. Explained variance was 28.60% and 20.36% for factor 1 and 2, respectively. 
Items were translated from German to English in a translation-back translation procedure, and the initial translation was created by 
committee approach [13].

[1]), which is a widely used five-item measure of life 
satisfaction utilizing a seven-point answer format (from 1 
= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The SWLS does 
not consider any differences in standards [1]. The German 
version of the SWLS administered in the present study, 
showed satisfactory reliability and validity [16–19]. It 
revealed high internal consistency in the present sample 
(α = 0.87; α = 0.88 for females, α = 0.85 for males).

Procedure
Participants were recruited in several ways to obtain 

a heterogeneous sample. For example, people were 
informed about the survey by press coverage (e.g., 
newspaper and magazine), by online advertisement 
(e.g., through a website offering information about 
psychological studies) as well as by snowball system via 
email and social networks. Participants completed the 
SRLSS, the SWLS, and the mood survey and provided 
information on demographics in an online survey after 
informed consent was given. Data collection took place 
between June and July 2012 as part of a wider project on 
quality of life. Participants were not paid for participation 
but received feedback on results of the study if interest 
was expressed.

RESULTS

Descriptive analyses of the measures
Descriptive statistics were computed for all the scales. 

Furthermore, correlation among the scales and between 
them and the demographic variables were examined 
(Table 2). The descriptive statistics reveal a general happy 
sample with regard to cognitive and affective SWB. The 
correlations among PA, NA, and SWLS were numerically 
higher than those found in other studies using similar 
measures but yielded a comparable pattern [9]. Despite 
the high intercorrelations between PA and NA, a principal 
component analysis still indicated that these two aspects 
of affective SWB could be separated.

Overall, stabilized life satisfaction and life satisfaction 
showed highly similar correlation pattern with positive 
and negative affect. Resigned satisfaction was negatively 
associated with PA and positively correlated with NA 
indicating that resigned satisfaction included aspects of 
dissatisfaction.

Forms of life satisfaction and affect
To examine whether stabilized and resigned 

satisfaction as well as dissatisfaction are associated with 
different levels of affect, participants were allocated 
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to one of these three categories using k-means cluster 
analysis [12] utilizing the 16 items of the SRLSS. 
Individuals allocated to group 1 reported low scores in 
both stabilized and resigned life satisfaction. The second 
group was the group with the highest scores in resigned 
life satisfaction, and the third group showed low scores 
in resigned life satisfaction and the highest scores in 
stabilized life satisfaction. The groups 1, 2, and 3 were 
therefore labeled as dissatisfied, resigned satisfied, and 
stabilized satisfied, respectively. To further test whether 
these clusters of individuals differed with respect to 
PA and NA, two ANCOVAs were computed with group 
membership as main factor (dissatisfied, resigned and 
stabilized). The PA and NA were the dependent variables. 
The control variables were age, gender, marital status, 
and life satisfaction (Stabilized and resigned satisfied 
participants did differ significantly from each other in 
global life satisfaction, MResigned satisfied = 5.14 vs. MStabilized 
satisfied = 5.71, p = 0.004). Post hoc tests (Bonferroni) 
were computed for pairwise comparisons of group 
differences.

ANCOVAs indicated that group membership had an 
effect on PA (F [2, 104] = 6.04, p < 0.05, partial η2 = 
0.111), and on NA (F [2, 104] = 6.36, p < 0.01, partial η2 = 
0.116). Post hoc tests revealed no significant differences 
between resigned and stabilized satisfied individuals in 
PA or NA. However, both resigned and stabilized satisfied 
individuals showed significant lower levels of NA, and 
significant higher levels of PA compared with dissatisfied 
individuals (Figure 1). Thus, the findings are in support of 
hypotheses 2, 3 and 4. Hypothesis 1 is rejected.

Figure 1: Means of the groups dissatisfied, resigned satisfied, 
and stabilized satisfied in positive affect and negative affect. 
Significance levels of post hoc tests (Bonferroni) for group 
differences between the dissatisfied and the other two groups in 
positive affect and negative affect were all p < 0.01. Significance 
levels of differences between resigned and stabilized satisfied 
were p > 0.05.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Variables Min Max M SD S K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 1 2 -- -- -- --

2. Age 19 70 42.71 10.49 -0.07 -0.43 -0.14

3. Marital 
status 1 2 -- -- -- -- -0.11 0.27**

4. Stabilised 
satisfaction 
(SRLSS) 1.00 4.71 3.12 0.81 -0.57 -0.23 -0.15 0.05 0.20*

5. Resigned 
satisfaction 
(SRLSS) 1.00 4.22 2.15 0.65 0.51 -0.07 0.18 0.01 -0.04 -0.09

6. Life 
satisfaction 
(SWLS) 8.00 34.00 25.61 5.35 -0.88 0.97 -0.19 0.02 0.19* 0.75*** -0.35***

7. Positive 
affect (PA) 2.13 7.00 5.35 1.07 -0.94 0.82 -0.19 -0.02 0.10 0.61*** -0.21* 0.71***

8. Negative 
affect (NA) 1.00 6.38 2.75 1.19 1.07 0.75 0.38*** -0.06 -0.09 -0.53*** 0.20* -0.61*** -0.63***

Note. N = 104. S = Skewness; K = Kurtosis. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female; Marital status: 1 = not in a romantic relationship (n = 20), 
2 = living in a romantic relationship (n = 84).
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DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the importance 
of individual standards as a constituting element of 
life satisfaction. More precisely, the findings suggest 
that lowering standards is a beneficial way of keeping 
satisfaction levels moderately high with no significant 
differences in affective SWB when compared with  
stabilized individuals. Moreover, the benefits with 
regards to PA and NA compared with dissatisfied 
individuals are significant. With regard to the practical 
implications of these findings, it seems important to 
remember that the relatively high levels of satisfaction, 
through adapting a resigned form of satisfaction, come 
about through changes within the individual and are 
therefore not a true reflection of the (objective) quality 
of their life as such. This is in line with research that 
shows that life satisfaction levels are often unrelated to 
objective indicators of people’s lives [4]. Assuming that 
the ability to perceive one’s life in a more favorable way 
is limited and the notion that important life changes can 
lead to permanent drops in happiness [20], it seems 
important to monitor the proportion as well as the level 
of resignation within a certain population. Additionally, 
there is evidence that lowering one’s expectation can be a 
successful strategy to avoid disappointment and therefore 
prevent the experience of low negative affect [21]. Further 
research is, therefore, needed to study when a change of 
standards is adaptive but equally at which point adapting 
a resigned form of satisfaction is a detrimental coping 
strategy. This latter is especially important in the light 
of correlational results presented here that indicated 
the resigned satisfaction goes along with lower levels 
of positive affect and higher levels of negative affect. 
The findings have to be treated with care because of the 
preliminary nature of the study. Particularly, because 
our measure for resigned and stabilized life satisfaction 
is simply an adapted version of items on job satisfaction 
and has only been tested rudimentary. This might in part 
be responsible for the insignificant differences in positive 
and negative affect between stabilized and resigned 
satisfaction although they were expected. Equally, 
our findings are based on a relatively small sample. 
Furthermore, sample was disproportionally highly 
educated and therefore, generalizability may be limited. 
Future research might develop a more advanced scale, 
which measures the level of satisfaction independently 
from the level of resignation which would overcome the 
currently given need to measure resigned satisfaction 
with items that include two contents (satisfaction levels 
and level of resignation), which does not fully comply 
with the rules for item construction. Furthermore, larger 
and more representative samples need to be studied to 
ensure statistical power and generalizability of results.

CONCLUSION

When studying life satisfaction it seems to be important 
to take a closer look at the level of standards. Scores from 
life satisfaction measures tend to be negatively skewed 
with average scores typically way above the neutral point 
of the scale used. This might be in part be explained by 
processes within individuals who cognitively re-evaluate 
their life to reduce cognitive dissonance when it does 
not meet their expectations, and subsequently perceive 
it in a more favorable way. Hence, the present paper 
opens a further area of research within the context of life 
satisfaction.
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