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Abstract
Quality of life of women: Selected results of direct research

This paper assesses the quality of life of women in Poland using a direct research method, namely
a questionnaire carried out on a random sample of 503 people. The respondents were asked, first, to
assess their own quality of life and, second, to evaluate specific factors such as wages, security, re-
lationships with family, and forms of entertainment. We conclude that women in Poland highly and
positively assess the majority of the analyzed components of quality of life. They pay the greatest
attention to material issues as a result of Poland’s postwar and postcommunist history.

Introduction

The term “quality of life” comes from many scientific disciplines, which include,
among others, psychology, sociology, economics, medicine, pedagogy, and phil-
osophy. This fact means that the literature on the subject defines the term in many
ways. The variety of definitions is an effect of difficulty in formulating one con-
cept including everything that makes up the quality of life of various communities
and individuals (Borys, 2001).
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Quality of life concerns the self-fulfillment and functioning of individuals in
such dimensions as the physical, psychological, and social (including occupational)
(Kowalska, Marcinkowska, and Josko, 2010). Scholars take three main philosophic-
al approaches to the concept. The first approach describes the features of a good life
dictated by normative ideals based on religious, philosophical, or other systems. The
second approach is based on satisfying preferences, where quality of life depends on
whether citizens are able to obtain the goods they want. The third approach considers
the individual’s perspective. The first approach is associated with social indicators
in the social sciences, and the third with the tradition of subjective well-being in the
behavioral sciences (Brock, 1993; Diener and Suh, 1997; Hajduova, Andrejovsky,
and Beslerova, 2014). Over the years, scholars have come to acknowledge that both
objective and subjective factors are important. The former include material prosper-
ity and access to infrastructure, while the latter include individuals’ feelings, satis-
faction, contentment, and happiness (Kedzior, 2003; Wtodarczyk, 2015).

In Poland, the situation of women resembles that in the whole world. Women
generally earn less than men, they hold lower positions in the occupational hier-
archy, their unemployment rate is higher, they are less economically active, and so
on. (Sielska, 2017, 57-92). Additionally, taking into account the ubiquity of neo-
classical economics, in which individuals are usually seen in two roles (as sellers
of labor and buyers of products) and profit and prices are the main determinants
of their behavior (Duchin and Sinha, 1999), the study of gender differences is
important, but neglected. Given this neglect, this paper addresses the following
question: how do women in Poland perceive their quality of life, and what values
are precious to them? To answer this question, we used our own survey, consid-
ering objective and subjective factors, to directly assess quality of life.! We first
explain the origin of the concept of quality of life in economics, then describe our
methodology, and finally reach conclusions.

Quality of life: genesis and development
of the concept in economics

The first attempts to answer questions about the quality of life can be found in
ancient myths, religion, and philosophy. The ancient Greek philosophers looked
for meaning and guidelines that would ultimately be useful in achieving a higher
level of existence. This concept was considered by Aristotle and Plato, who had
different opinions on the subject. The most important value for Plato was logical
contemplation, which trumped human feelings. Aristotle claimed that life without

In ancient Greece, two concepts of happiness were distinguished: objective (it was

! Unlike the direct quality-of-life survey (questionnaire), one can assess it indirectly, using
data from official statistics (Sompolska-Rzechuta, 2013; Kedzior, 2003).
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the most important good) and subjective (a joyful and intense experience) (Som-
polska-Rzechuta, 2013). In the Middle Ages, the most influential writers on the sub-
ject were Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas. Augustine said that happiness
is possible only in the afterlife, while Aquinas believed that the goal of human striv-
ing is happiness, which means true knowledge of God (Michon, 2010).

Ancient and medieval philosophy was certainly the cornerstone of research
on quality of life, but in economics the concept began? with welfare economics,
which was built on the doctrine of utilitarianism and developed at the end of the
nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. Francis Edgeworth
is considered the forerunner of welfare economics. He believed that prosperity
depends only on the income of individuals and that social welfare is the sum of
the utility of the income of individuals (Edgeworth, 1881). On the basis of these
views, the concept arose of a fair distribution of wealth in a society in which there
are no poor. Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, and John S. Mill (Kasprzyk, 2015)
shared these views. Bentham, the creator of the calculus of happiness, believed
that the leitmotiv of each person’s action is to seek the greatest pleasure and that
the measure for evaluating any such action must be human happiness (Bentham,
1958, 17-56). In turn, A. C. Pigou resolved the tension between individual utility
and the utility of the whole society, where general well-being was for him the sum
of the well-being of individuals (Pigou, 1920).

Welfare economics had its roots not only in neoclassical economics, but also
the mathematical school of Lausanne, to which belonged, among others, Vil-
fredo Pareto. Pareto created the new concept of the welfare state and pointed out
the conditions for optimal allocation of resources (Pareto, 1971; Persky, 1992).
Welfare economics experienced a renaissance in the 1960s. At that time, it was
striving to overcome the purely economic concept of economic growth. Many
economists (among them Gunnar Myrdal, J.K. Galbraith, and Albert Hirschman)
sought ways to quantify quality of life in order to achieve some kind of “social
responsibility” (Veenhoven 1994). This approach to the study of the quality of life
emphasizes mainly the objective and normative components of a good life, while
the later happiness movement3 is characterized by a more subjective approach to
evaluation (Bruni and Porta, 2016).

2 Earlier, when many basic needs were unmet, economic indicators were used to approximate
how a nation was doing. However, as countries became richer and basic needs were largely met,
standard indicators (e.g., GDP) lost their relevance. Furthermore, it could be seen that they are not
synchronized with social well-being (e.g., the wealth of a given country has tripled with a significant
increase in the proportion of mentally ill people) (Bruni and Porta, 2016). This situation was an
impetus for further research on happiness and quality of life.

3 For example, Amartya Sen proposes new approaches to the quality of life, which, according
to him, should be based on living and not on possessing goods. This means that when examining the
quality of life, new indicators should also be taken into account: democracy, social capital, health,
rights, freedom, working conditions, and basic skills (Sen, 1970).
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Thus the criteria for defining quality of life as a non-economic good were
identified in the 1920s, but raising quality of life did not become a social goal
until the 1970s. Scholars paid attention to subjective (for example, life satis-
faction and happiness) and objective (for example, material conditions, com-
munity, environmental protection) aspects of quality of life. These criteria were
developed in the United States and then in Europe, respectively. U.S. scholars
primarily emphasized subjective factors, while scholars in Europe (especial-
ly Scandinavia) emphasized objective life conditions (Glatzer, 2006). Many
international organizations believe that both sides of the coin are extremely
important and should not be overlooked. For example, the World Health Or-
ganization has emphasized both sides in its definition: “the way individuals
perceive their position in life in the cultural context and the system of values
in which they live, and in relation to their tasks, expectations and standards
determined by environmental conditions. Thus, the quality of life is just a com-
prehensive way of assessing the individual’s physical health, emotional state,
independence in life and the degree of independence from the environment, as
well as personal religious and nonreligious beliefs” (Tobiasz-Adamczyk, 1999).

Accordingly, we directly assess both subjective and objective criteria in this study.

Research methodology

In order to directly assess Polish women’s perception of their quality of life, we
used the quantitative method in the form of a questionnaire, a widely recognized
method (Sompolska-Rzechuta, 2013; Kedzior, 2003). Unlike indirect sources ori-
ginating from state statistics, whose cognitive and diagnostic value depends on
whether tests on the same sample at various intervals can be repeated, question-
naires are characterized by the possibility of collecting facts, opinions, and assess-
ments unavailable from other sources (Kedzior, 2003, 17). For our sample, we
focus on a selected group of women. In line with international recommendations
and practices and a rich tradition of Polish research,* our questionnaire covered
thematic areas such as wages, free time for recreation and personal development,
relations with loved ones, health, and personal safety. We considered objective
(remuneration level, types of entertainment, and personal development) and sub-
jective (self-assessed well-being) factors.?

4 The largest collection on the quality of life of Polish society comes from data on household
budgets and has been systematically kept since 1957 by the Central Statistical Office (GUS). In
addition, an important source of information in this type of research in Poland is the National Census
(Narodowy Spis Powszechny) and the so-called “micro-census” on representative samples. Surveys
and interview methods belonging to primary (direct) sources of information are additional sources
in quality-of-life research (Ke¢dzior, 2003, 16-17).

5 Questionnaires should be included in the assessment of the quality of life in terms of value,
which, however, in this case is reflected in an objective and subjective assessment. For example,

Ekonomia — Wroclaw Economic Review 26/, 2020
© for this edition by CNS



Quality of life of women: Selected results of direct research 115

Results

The survey was conducted on a random sample of women from Poland (503
women) between February 2017 and November 2018 with a prepared question-
naire. Table 1 depicts the characteristics of the respondents, including the pro-
portions in various age groups. Of the total, 54 percent were without children, 50
percent single, 43 percent married, 69 percent with a university degree, and 66
percent living in a city with more than 100,000 inhabitants.

Table 1. Descriptive data of the studied group

Respondents
Name of variable Characteristics of variable

n %
19-25 164 33
A 26-35 143 28
£e 36-46 83 17
46 and over 113 22
1 74 14
2 108 21
. 3 32 6
Number of children 4 12 N
more than 4 5 1
none 272 54
single 250 50
. married 215 42
Marital status divorced 29 6
widowed 9 2
elementary 3 1

vocational 32
Education secondary 115 23
higher 347 69
other 6 1
city with over 100,000 residents 334 65
city with 50,000 — 100,000 residents 45 9
Place of residence city with 10,000 — 49,999 residents 23 5
city with less than 10,000 residents 19 4
village 82 16

Source: own research.

standard of living or living conditions translate into an objective picture of quality of life, and the
perception of a standard of living is a subjective aspect of quality of life (Sompolska-Rzechuta,
2013, 131).
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Polish women’s perception of their quality of life

In the first part of the survey, women were asked how they perceive their quality
of life. The key question was “What do you think is an improvement of the quality
of a woman’s life?” According to the respondents, increases in personal earnings
(33 percent) and better well-being and health (32 percent) have the highest impact
(figure 1). Increases in expenditures on recreation and tourism have the lowest
impact (11 percent). Respondents also indicated what other factors affect their
quality of life. The most frequent answers were the feeling of being loved, good
relations with loved ones, emotional maturity, equal treatment of women and men,
better nutrition, having more free time, savings, professional fulfillment, career,
promotion, and a happy family.

- Increase in personal earnings

Increase in spending
on recreation and tourism

- Better well-being and health
(e.g. less stress, fewer diseases,
better nutrition)

Personal development
(e.g. courses, training, workshops)

Figure 1. What do you think is an improvement in the quality of a woman’s life? (N=1027)

Source: own questionnaire.

In addition, women were asked to self-assess their quality of life. Most stat-
ed that it was very good (13 percent, or 64 people) or good (58 percent, or 294
people). Out of all respondents only 29 percent (145 people) evaluated their qual-
ity of life as not very good, as average, or as bad. They were mainly unemployed
or earning less than PLN 3,000 net (26 percent from 29 percent).

Evaluation of factors that represent quality of life

In the next part of the questionnaire, we considered the factors explaining qual-
ity of life. We analyzed respondents’ earnings in detail. The average net salary
of the respondents is in the range PLN 2,000-5,000 net (55 percent, or 277
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people).® Only 6 percent of respondents (30 people) earn over PLN 5,000 net,
while fully 39 percent (197 people) earn less than PLN 2,000 net. Women with
the lowest salaries (below PLN 2,000 net) are aged nineteen to twenty-five and
have higher or secondary education, suggesting a relatively short participation
in the labor market (usually they are working in their first job and have no pro-
fessional experience), which may explain their low earnings. The majority of
those who receive more than PLN 5,000 net are aged twenty-six to forty-six (78
percent). It is not surprising that the opinions on satisfaction with remuneration
are so divided (after all, as many as 55 percent of respondents earn near the
average nation-wide wage), with 46 percent of respondents satisfied and 54 per-
cent dissatisfied. Of course, women dissatisfied with remuneration earn the least
(55 percent of women with earnings less than PLN 2,000 net answered “I’m
dissatisfied,” as did 30 percent with earnings in the range of PLN 2,000-3,000
net; see figure 2).

- Over 3 000 PLN net

2000 — 3 000 PLN net
I Less than 2 000 PLN net

Figure 2. Women earning up to PLN 3,000 net and their dissatisfaction with remuneration
Source: own questionnaire.

The respondents were asked to give a reason for their dissatisfaction with
their wage. Most argued that the remuneration is too low in relation to the work
and inadequate for their level of responsibility. Another reason was that current
earnings do not allow them to satisfy higher-level needs (for example, entertain-
ment, travel, saving). Others commented that the remuneration should also be
adequate to the level of education. Note that the earnings of most respondents
in the last few years have increased (up to 70 percent of respondents) because

6 In 2018, the minimum wage in Poland was around PLN 1,530 net, while the average wage
was PLN 3,500 net per month.
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of a change of job, a higher position, or promotion in their current job. Most
respondents (64 percent) can also count on the support of a partner.

In this part of the survey, we further consider such factors as entertainment,
well-being, health, relationships with loved ones, level of security, and personal
development. For questions about whether they used various forms of entertain-
ment and recreation over the last five years, 60 percent (302 people) answered in
the affirmative. The remaining 40 percent (201 people) answered in the negative,
explaining that they have no time for such pleasures because of children, work,
or lack of money. The next question was intended to identify whether the re-
spondents engage in different activities that affect personal development. As many
as 57 percent (287 people) do not engage in such activities, primarily because
of a lack of time and financial resources (42 percent).” Respondents who gave
a positive answer were additionally asked to list the types of such activities. The
most frequent answers were language workshops and training related to improv-
ing their qualifications at work.

Furthermore, women were asked to assess their well-being and health and
to express their opinion on relationships with loved ones and their own sense of
security. Fully 74 percent (373 people) consider their health and well-being to be
good, and only 13 percent (65 people) rate them below good (figure 3).

2%

1% 10%

Very good
Good

Rather good
Rather bad
Bad

74%

Figure 3. How do you rate your well-being and health?

Source: own questionnaire.

The respondents — as many as 78 percent (645 people) — also spoke posi-
tively about relationships with their loved ones. Similarly, a little more than half
rated their own level of security as good (56 percent, or 282 people), and 21 per-
cent (106 people) as very good. The survey gave the respondents an extensive def-
inition of security: “Security means a way to ensure survival, reduce uncertainty
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/ risk that threatens the freedom to pursue one’s own interests, provide minimal
protection against diseases and an unhealthy lifestyle, universal appreciation and
respect for human rights.”

Summary and conclusions

Quality of life is a multifaceted concept. Most often it is understood as the ful-
fillment (contentment, happiness) of a person in many aspects of life, including
objective and subjective. Much as in many other countries, Polish women’s qual-
ity of life is unfavorable in many areas when compared to that of men. Our study
used a direct method of testing the quality of life, namely a survey of a randomly
selected sample of 503 women mostly with higher education living in a city of
over 100,000 residents.

Based on the first part of the survey, we find that women are generally satis-
fied with their quality of life (only one-third rated it as less than good). According
to respondents, earnings, well-being, and health have the most influence on their
quality of life. Among other factors, they also mention the feeling of being loved,
emotional maturity, equal treatment of women and men, career, promotion, or
a happy family.

Women in Poland who earn approximately the national average are satisfied
with their earnings. The lowest wages were recorded in the group of persons between
nineteen and twenty-five years of age who have higher education. The relatively low
wages may be related to the respondents’ recent entry into the labor market and little
professional experience. Among respondents, 352 declared an increase in their earn-
ings over the past five years, which may explain their positive assessment of their
quality of life. In addition, women in Poland mostly use various forms of entertain-
ment, highly assess their health and safety, and are satisfied with close relationships
with relatives. Among the barriers limiting their quality of life they mention lack of
free time, low wages, and remuneration disproportionate to education.

Women in Poland attach great importance to monetary issues. According to
them, earnings are one of the most important factors determining the quality of
life, and when talking about personal development they mainly indicate language
workshops and training courses related to improving qualifications at work. This
state of affairs, we believe, results from Poland’s postwar and post-communist
history. During the World Wars, women in Poland mainly ran their households,
raised their children, and supported fighting men. After the political transforma-
tion starting in 1989, although the economy was liberalized, their situation did not
change significantly. Although women more often took up employment in high-
er and better paid positions, they were still not accustomed to leading men and,
without taking the risk, decided to work in the lower-paying state sector. Poland’s
accession to the European Union in 2004 improved their situation. Women began
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to earn more and more often decided to combine professional life with running
a household, but discrepancies compared to other countries are still visible (Si-
elska, 2017, 75, 85, 90).

The historically worse position of Polish women in relation to men has had
an impact on their perception of quality of life, such that material factors play
a significant role. In addition, looking at the problem more generally (and as con-
firmed by a study by the World Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development), although the differences in the level of happiness between
Eastern and Western Europe disappeared because of economic development in
postcommunist countries, people from countries formerly behind the Iron Curtain
still compare their standard of living unfavorably with their western neighbors,
despite improvement (Transition Report, 2016).
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