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Abstract: This literature review attempting to specify how socioeconomic status (SES) is
related to happiness, health, and education from different sections. Different theories and
categories describe different associations of SES and these three aspects, and some of them
have not been the consensus in both psychology and sociology. Based on the former
theories and discovery, it is arbitrary to identify the opinion that the high SES is directly
related to the high happiness, and the relationship between SES and health is not always
casual. In addition, SES associations with education should be evaluated variously under
different circumstances.
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1. Introduction

The experts and researchers from all over the world devote to find the influence of socioeconomic
of status (SES) to people’s life in all the aspects. For this review of literature, it will focus on the
SES associations with the happiness, health, and education these three aspects. Although there are
many consensuses in this field, many former research and experiments also shown that the
associations which are most commonly recognized might not always be true. Consequently, the
former evaluation of their relationship should take some other situations and circumstances into the
consideration to make the results more accurate and comprehensive.

In this article, the SES will be defined “the social standing or class of an individual or group” [1],
which is same as the explanation to this term in The American Psychological Associations (APA).
As the definition of happiness is so diverse that it is necessary to limit its scope of discussion.
Consequently, in this article, it will be defined as the degree to which an individual would judge
his/her life positively [2]. The health emphasizes the physical body health instead of mental health,
and the education is divided into different groups: the parental education and school education, the
examination-oriented education and quality-oriented education. Besides that, the educational system
is also classified into the homogeneous and heterogeneous, centralized and decentralized.
Furthermore, the homogeneous means the nation force schools provide the same quality and content
of education, and the heterogeneous means the nation allow schools to change their content of
teaching adjusted for the certain situation. A centralized education system means the nation will
gather all the education resources (e.g. at the national level), which means the whole education
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system has little autonomy [3]. While in decentralized educational systems, municipalities would
supervise the school funding for all types of schools, including the public and private [4].

The section begins by explaining the relationship between SES and happiness from macro and
micro level of society these two dimensions, as well as introducing the common method to measure
the happiness. In the next section, the article describes the associations to SES and health in the
casual theory, as well as introducing its limitations. In the end part of the essay, we discuss different
associations of family SES and academic achievements, and different degree of different
educational system being influenced, including the homogeneous and heterogenous, the centralized
and decentralized.

2. Happiness

The word of “happiness” is defined in different meaning in different circumstances and conditions.
However, in this section, the content will follow the definition of happiness in the World Database
of Happiness, which is the degree to which an individual would judge his/her life positively, which
means how much a person likes the life he/her lives [2,5].

The methods to measure the happiness is mainly subjective well-being (SWB). The subjective
well-being (SWB) means how people would evaluate their lives with many variables such as the
life satisfaction, lack of anxiety and depression, positive moods [6]. Although self-report measures
are the most common measure in the field of SWB, but it is also important to realize the danger of
measurement bias. Consequently, the research would use both the self-report and also non-self-
report, such as: the observer report, facial measures, physiological measures, and emotion-sensitive
tasks, which pursue the objectiveness of the measurement [7].

In the experiment which use the SWB as their experimental method, the researcher will use some
questions to measure their SWB [2]. All the questions will be checked if they are suitable for the
definition given in this experiment before being asked to the subjects. The most common example is
named liker scale:

The soaring stream of research on happiness has made it difficult to keep an overview of results
but it can be analyzed by two dimensions followed by their conditions [8].

2.1. Macro Level of Society

From the perspective of macro level of society, it can be introduced by wealth, freedom, equality
and security [8]. evidence shows that, with the increase of wealth and population density, the
relationship between SES and SWB will be strengthened. Besides, it is widely known that the
security can directly influence the social mobility. However, the research also shows that the
decrease of social mobility can also lead to the strong SES-SWB associations [9].

2.2. Micro Level of Society: Family SES and Individual SES

The micro level of society also contains four conditions, which is social status, education, social
participation and intimate ties [8]. Theoretical and empirical work had proved that the family SES
will influence on the happiness of children. Specifically speaking, many studies suggest that the
growing environment filled with poverty in childhood have the negative impacts on adult subjective
wellbeing [10]. Evidence also suggested the higher social class you are, the greater happiness you
will have [11]. Consequently, a family with high SES can give enough capital and security to the
growth of children but the rest of conditions prefer to depend on the certain situation because many
successful people also have some peculiarities which may do harm to the freedom and equality. In
addition, many experiments also find that socioeconomic status in childhood affect adult subjective
wellbeing directly and positively, implying that the negative impacts of poverty on children may
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extend throughout adulthood [12] and the research also confirmed that adults with high
socioeconomic status would probably have the positive social emotion [13]. As a result, it can be
speculated that the family with higher SES can offer better parental education to their young
generation which is suitable for the above four conditions.

In addition, it is interesting to find that the expanding class divide in happiness the social status
which people belong can directly affect their happiness [14]. The education may be likely to
depends on family SES more than the individual. However, the rest of the conditions may be the
adversity to confirm the overall view of the relationship between individual SES and happiness.
This is because the feature that happiness is stochastic phenomenon. People with high SES will
have the positive mood less frequently or intensely, which results that they cannot feel happiness
frequently [15]. Consequently, it is not quite bright to identify the opinion that people with higher
SES are more happiness that those with lower SES. In addition, when people have less social
participation in the society, they would have the feeling of loneliness which do seriously harm to
their happiness, but many people whatever SES is high or low would have less social participation
in the elder age so the relationship between SES and happiness would not be obvious under this
circumstance [16].

To sum up, the relationship between happiness and SES can be evaluated from two dimensions:
macro level of society, and micro level of society. For the macro level, SES will have more obvious
associations with SWB when the wealth and population density rise. Furthermore, from the micro
position, the family SES and individual SES can both have impact on the people’s happiness. If the
childhood filled with poverty, this would influence the adult well-being negatively. The individual
SES is affected by the family because the family with higher SES can provide individual better
quality of education (both parental and school), which is beneficial for their future development.
Except all the mentioned conclusion, it is also interesting to find that the expanding class is dividing
in happiness as well, which is elaborated from the stochastic phenome on and feeling part of society.

3. Health

Since human started to do research on the topic how the health is related to SES, the debate of the
exact coordination between them had begun. Some people hold the view that the relationship
between SES and health should be causal, but the others would prefer to agree with the point that it
is too arbitrary to justify the relationship between both sides is causal.

3.1. Causal Theory

The most widely believed point is that SES influences health status [17]. This can be divided into
two dimensions to explain. One dimension is to refer to underlying characteristics of persons that
may cause differentiations in health status, which can also be divided into two groups: resource-
dependent characteristics, such as wealth, assets and the ownership of your house, and another is
non-resource-dependent characteristics, like: religious, genetic, and psychological. The second
dimensions should be the period of a person’s life, which cause the inequality of people’s health
status, such as differences in diets, habits, and occupation; and the inequalities resulted from the
different standards of their health care services [18]. Specifically speaking, people with higher
wages and social status can have more chances and enough capital to accept much more advanced
treatment than those with poor income. Besides, the high SES all received higher education, which
means they avoid many bad habits that do harm to the body health [19].

Besides, some people also think different national economic situation has different health
circumstances influenced by SES. Many researches show that, in the developed countries, people
with high-SES would prefer to take some organic and fresh foods to keep their slim body, but in the
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developing countries, positive associations between SES and body size were most common [20].
Consequently, the SES would influence people’s health in different situations.

3.2. The Limitations of Casual Theory

However, people who are the opponents of casual theory think that the theory fails to take all the
possible circumstances into the consideration. For example, a person who just won a lottery still
have the habits that do harm to their body health (e.g. smoking), which is conflicted with the
content of casual theory. Consequently, people who become rich in a short time is also belonged to
those people with high SES, but they are still in a bad health condition [21].

Another limitation of casual theory is that it ignores the influence of time lag. For example, some
people may feel anxious recently, and for them the best way to relieve the pressure is to have the
junk food. It is widely known that the junk food does harm to people’s health but this for that group
of people, they would prefer to get a better mode in a short-term even at a cost to health in a long-
term [21]. As a result, the causal theory only focusses in the long-term, but it ignores if a person has
decided to suicide because of the short-term anxiety, the long-term health is meaningless to him/her.
Above all, it can be summarized to a conclusion: “health” is not a unitary construct that would be
promoted by a specific set of actions, which results that it is too arbitrary and simple for judging the
magnitude of an action. Under this circumstance, the resources belonged to the high-SES may just
bring limited benefit to them [21].

Under the above two circumstances, the original casual theory is not comprehensive enough to
summarize the relationship between SES and health.

4, Education

Education is one of the components of SES, which has become a consensus. Many scholars
believed that SES not only made the achievement of education become inequal, but also caused the
inequality of the chance to be educated [22].

4.1. Family SES and Education Achievement

Theoretical and empirical work has proved the existence of influence to the educational outcomes
by family SES. The experts believe this associations can be achieved by three forms of capital:
economic, cultural, and social capital, which means these three forms lead to the difference of
student achievements [23].

4.1.1.Economic Capital

The economic capital would lead to the diversity of education achievement. For example, the
parents with high-SES can send their children to learn more extra curriculums and take a part in
more different activities and competitions, which is helpful for their application to the university in
the future and build a more valuable social circle [24]. However, for children born in the family
with low-SES, their parents cannot afford the cost of these activities, which results they have a
limited outcomes and simple achievement.

4.1.2.Cultural Capital

The cultural capital are mainly defined as the knowledge of cultural symbols and ability of decode
cultural messages, helps parent transmit their advantages to children and reproduce social class [25].
It is widely known that the education can be divided into many different types. The parental
education and school education are two most common types.
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Parental education For the parent education, the cultural capital can be understood as a spirit of
the family, including the rules, beliefs and also the regulations in some specific occasions, which is
a particular embodied properties, and this property exist as a consequence of specific class practices
[26]. This kind of outcomes is difficult to learn from school or the library. The process of getting
these habits and adopting to a different growth environment also need the support from parents and
other family members.

School education School is also an important institution to share the cultural capital. Children
from higher social classes are also talented in obtaining academic credentials. This is because those
children have the access to the school with more cultural capital so that they have more chances to
get in touch with the cultural activities. Besides that, the school teachers’ style of teaching, class
atmosphere, the course set and the conversation with classmates can all be different in practicing
children’s ability of socialization, communicating skills and also their emotional quotient [27].

4.1.3.Social Capital

The possession of social capital mainly reflects the resources contained in social relations [28].
Parents with high-SES mainly have a large and high-quality social circle, which means they can
give their young generations much more choices in education than the poor, by using their
relationships. In addition, the relationship between schools and communities can be used to explain
the higher educational achievements of students based on excepted achievements with respect to
their socioeconomic status [29].

According to the above introduction, it is obvious that the SES and education is influenced by
each other. Furthermore, if an individual can be born in a family with high SES, it has a large
possibility of receiving the best educational resources and be benefited from different forms of
capitals in the future. Moreover, this person will also probably gain the high SES in the future
because of its education achievement.

4.2. Differences in educational system

As mentioned before, the education can be evaluated from many different sides, and the educational
system is same as that. The magnitude of SES should be adjusted for the certain situation and
circumstances.

4.2.1.Homogeneous Versus Heterogeneous

Some research proved that school homogeneity on a large scale is the source of equality in
education because it diminishes the influence of school characteristics on students’ performance in
examinations [30]. The content of all the courses, all the examinations, and the quality of teaching
is all the same, which can reduce the gap between students from different family with different SES.
Take another word, if the educational system is in a high level of similarity between schools, it can
reduce the impact of school variable on students’ performance score [31,32]. Oppositely, in many
countries with heterogeneous educational system, the educational inequality will only increase with
the increase of stratification of schools. In America, inequalities of children’s educational outcomes
is considerable, as children have begun their educational experiences based on the unequal
education resources, and the differences will accumulate as they get older [24].

4.2.2.Centralized Versus Decentralized

Many evidence has shown that the centralization will mainly lead to the standardization of
curriculum, instruction, and central examinations in an educational system, which is greatly helpful
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with reducing inequalities since it mitigates the influence of students’ family background [22].
However, researchers found that the evidence preferred to support the view that in developed
countries, decentralized education systems play a more effective role in reducing academic outcome
inequality than centralized systems [33].

To sum up, the main relationship between education and SES is that the education has the
positive associations with SES, which means the higher SES you are, the more possibility of
gaining more education achievements. However, their relationship should also be evaluated under
different kind of circumstances. The first difference is that in a country with homogenous
educational resources allocation, this relationship will become less obvious because the educational
resources are relatively equal, which means the high SES has difficulty in leading the larger
education achievements. Besides, this associations will also become less obvious in a centralized
country because the government master all the types of education resources and the rights to rule
the education system, which can also give the chances of receiving the excellent education to the
poor. Nevertheless, this kind of role might not be played in the developed country because the
wealth will also have the political rights in the developed country. Moreover, the decentralized is
one of the solutions. This is because the decentralized can help the nation disperse the education
resources, which means the students from rural area can also have the possibility of being benefited
by the excellent education resources from the urban area.

5. Conclusion

To conclude, the SES do have influenced many aspects of a person. This essay focus on the
happiness, health and education these three sides, which can also be understood from the mental,
physical and realistic influence on a person. For these three sides, they almost all have the positive
associations with SES. For the happiness, the key discovery is that expanding class also divide in
happiness, and the relationship between happiness and SES is different in different situations. In
addition, the health associations with SES are not always suitable for the casual theory, and the
situation in the relationship with SES and education also varies because of the diversity of types of
education and educational system. The relationship between them can help us understand the
influence of SES to the people’s life and make some changes according to their relationship.
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