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Abstract: 
This paper empirically examines life satisfaction in Benedictine monasteries in 
Germany from the perspective of happiness research in economics. A dataset of 154 
Benedictine nuns is analyzed. The main objective is to identify the most important 
determinants of happiness of Benedictines and to empirically evaluate the 
hypothesis that they have very high subjective satisfaction with life. The impact of 
various aspects (such as age, health, religiosity, motivation and fulfillment of basic 
psychological needs) on life satisfaction is discussed. The fact that Benedictines are 
satisfied with their life might explain why this organization was remarkably 
successful in the past and that many monasteries managed to survive on the market 
for many centuries.  
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1. Introduction 

Benedictine monasteries are extraordinary institutions with a remarkable tradition. 
Benedictine way of life according to their motto “Ora et labora” attracted many generations of 
monks and nuns. Their devotion to spiritual and productive life created an organization with 
unique corporate governance, work ethic and economic strength. According to Inauen and 
Frey (2008) who investigated the reasons for closures of monasteries in Germany and 
German-speaking part of Switzerland, the average Benedictine monastery in this area is more 
than 500 years old and many of the monasteries exist without interruption since their 
foundation. They found out that the last closure of Benedictine monastery that happened due 
to economic distress or management failure occurred in 1863. Since that time, no monastery 
had to be closed due to economic difficulties. Rost et al. (2010) argued that the system of 
monastic corporate governance could be an inspiration for modern companies, especially due 
to their success at avoiding agency problems. 

Such success can hardly be explained merely by focusing on religious aspects of the 
functioning of the organization.  The question how it is possible that Benedictines go bankrupt 
only very rarely and that they have a strong ability to stay on the market for centuries must be 
answered by economists. This paper presents an attempt to provide some answers to this 
question from the perspective of economics of happiness, a recent discipline on the borders 
between economics and psychology.  

The aim of this study is to continue in our previous work (Janotík, 2012) in which we 
proposed the following explanation of the success of Benedictine monasteries: living in a 
monastic community leads to high satisfaction with life (happiness) of Benedictines which 
thus increases the propensity of monks to fully invest their potential into future of their 
organization. Their increased satisfaction with life thus influences the corporate governance 
and contributes to economic survival of the organization. However, this explanation was 
established only theoretically and our previous study lacked any empirical validation. 
Therefore, our current objective is to empirically examine satisfaction with life of 
Benedictines and its determinants. Are Benedictines really happy? If yes, what are the main 
factors behind it? To address these questions, we apply methodology of happiness research in 
economics which works with the concept of subjective well-being (SWB). Respondents in a 
questionnaire subjectively evaluate various aspects of their satisfaction with life. This allows 
quantification of happiness and use of statistical methods. Quantitative analysis is used to 
detect determinants of happiness. Our empirical sample consists of 154 Benedictine nuns. 

The analysis proceeds as follows. Chapter II discusses the most important theoretical concepts 
that we use in empirical analysis. Chapter III presents the empirical research and discusses the 
main findings. Chapter IV concludes.  

2. Theoretical concepts 

This section provides an overview of the approaches that we use for investigation of 
Benedictines. Although many of these ideas and concepts originally belong to the domain of 
psychology, they can be very beneficial for understanding the behavior of Benedictines as 
economic agents.  

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

Maslow (1943) in his theory of motivation came up with hierarchy of human needs. 
According to his approach, humans proceed from fulfillment of basic physiological needs 



(such as need for food, shelter, safety) to more sophisticated needs (such as need to be loved, 
need for self-esteem, respect of others), ending with such complex needs as need for self-
actualization and transcendence at the top of the need pyramid. It is argued that needs at the 
bottom of the pyramid are more acute and necessary for well-being, whereas the needs at the 
top are worth striving for only if the more basic needs are already fulfilled. Maslow’s 
approach gives us the way how to approach satisfaction with life – to find how satisfied with 
life the individual is, it is useful to concentrate on the degree of fulfillment of human needs.  

Self-determination theory 

Self-determination theory (SDT) postulates three fundamental psychological needs: need for 
autonomy, need for competence and need for relatedness.  These needs are considered to be 
innate and universal to all people and their fulfillment is essential for ongoing psychological 
growth, integrity and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Contrary to Maslow, all these needs 
are equally important and thwarting of any of them might lead to deterioration in 
psychological health and well-being. The need for autonomy means that an individual needs 
to feel a sense of control, choice and freedom in initiation of one’s own actions. It is argued 
that a happy life must come from within – from individual’s own free decisions. The need for 
competence is fulfilled when the individual feels effective and productive in his environment 
and is aware of his ability to shape it and influence it. Finally, the need for relatedness is a 
need for experience of being cared for and connected to others (Visser, 2010). SDT predicts 
that an environment which provides good conditions for fulfillment of the three basic needs 
will generate happiness and satisfaction with life by providing a comparative advantage at the 
level of individual and group selection.  On the contrary, thwarting of these needs should 
result into substantial loss in individual well-being. If we want to determine whether 
Benedictines are satisfied with their life, SDT provides us with inspiration which aspects of 
their life we should examine. 

Intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation and flow theory 

When studying motivation, psychologists often make a distinction between intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to activities that are inherently interesting or 
enjoyable and individuals engage in them for the mere pleasure of experiencing them. On the 
other hand, extrinsic motivation refers to activities that individuals pursue because they are 
associated with external rewards, such as monetary incentives, respect of others or other 
material benefits (Frey & Stutzer, 2007).  A similar distinction is made between autonomous 
and controlled motivation. Whereas autonomous motivation comes from within – it is a result 
of internal desire to engage in an activity, controlled motivation is a result of external 
pressures (e.g. orders of other people, social expectations, monetary incentives). A lot of 
research in psychology and happiness research suggests that activities associated with 
intrinsic and autonomous motivation increase individual well-being whereas activities with 
controlled and external motivation have negative impact on life satisfaction (Nix et al., 1999). 
Dweck (1986) and Nichols (1984) make a similar point. They distinguish between 
performance goals and learning goals. Performance goals are associated with external rewards 
and admiration of others (ego involvement), learning goals with internal rewards and pleasure 
of doing something for its own sake (task involvement). M. Csikszentmihalyi (2002) argues 
that happiness is a result of flow – of an experience of being heavily concentrated on difficult 
task for the mere pleasure of doing it, being involved in it and eventually succeeding in it. 
Csikszentmihalyi claims that repeated experience of flow is a necessary precondition to a 
fulfilling life. These lines of research also provide us with a perspective to look at 



Benedictines. Do monasteries create good environment for experiencing flow? Is motivation 
of monks internal or external, controlled or autonomous?  

Adam Smith: mutual correspondence of sentiments 

Adam Smith in his Theory of moral sentiments stresses the importance of mutual sympathy 
and fellow feeling among people. Sugden (2005) follows Smith’s ideas and argues that fellow 
feeling and correspondence of sentiments (i.e. when a person shares its affective states with 
other persons around her) is an important determinant of well-being. Janotík (2012) argues 
that Smithian mutual correspondence of sentiments is crucial in the life of Benedictines and 
can even explain their decision to enter the Benedictine order and devote their life to the 
community: 

“Knowing that we are not alone, that there is someone else who has the same sentiments, 
attitudes, and way of life is always pleasurable. It confirms the validity of our own sentiments, 
reinforces our sense of self-worth, and thereby also assures us that our life is composed up of 
worthwhile activities.”(Janotík, 2012)  

Sugden (2005) stresses the fact that humans need justifications for their actions and decisions. 
Correspondence of sentiments is closely linked with social approval and disapproval. For 
Benedictines, their life in monastic community and the fact that they are surrounded by their 
brethren mean that they continuously share all their daily experiences with someone else. The 
fact that they belong to a community composed of the similar-minded people serves as a 
confirmation that their decision to join the monastery and live according to the rule of St. 
Benedict was right and correct. This can have a very significant effect on their life 
satisfaction. 

Economics of religion: Internal vs. external religiosity 

In order to understand the life of Benedictines, it is also necessary to investigate the impact of 
religious and spiritual life on subjective well-being. It is useful to distinguish between two 
aspects of religiosity - external and internal. External religiosity refers to activities that are 
observable, e.g. going to the church, attendance of religious rituals and community 
participation. Internal religiosity includes spiritual aspects, such as prayers, belief in God and 
relationship with Him (Steiner et al., 2010).   
 
As far as external religiosity is concerned, the literature suggests that the higher is the 
frequency of attending religious rituals and community events, the higher is also subjective 
well-being of individuals (Greene and Yoon (2004), Pollner (1989)). Therefore, an important 
part of the increased happiness as a result of religion might be gained from socializing with 
others and from common attendance of religious ceremonies and events.  
 
According to the research on subjective well-being, internal religiosity is also associated with 
increased happiness. Pollner (1989) and Myers (2008) show that people who believe in God 
report higher satisfaction and suffer from fewer depressions and negative psychological 
conditions. Their happiness is increased as a result of a relationship with supranatural 
imaginary being, strong sense of meaning and greater purpose in life (Steiner et al., 2010). 
These factors also contribute to easier handling of every-day problems and difficulties, thus 
leading to lower levels of stress (Lewis et al., 2005). Therefore, religion correlates not only 
with subjective measures of well-being but also with variables that are more objectively 
measurable, such as health and age. Levin (1994) and Tao (2008) find that religious life 
increases health. Consequently, religious people also live longer. This is also confirmed in the 



case of Benedictine monasteries where the average life span is much higher than in the rest of 
the population (with 25% lower mortality rate (Dobson, 2002)). Factors like stress, health and 
age will also be included in our analysis of determinants of happiness in Benedictine 
monasteries.  
 

3. Empirical analysis 
 

This section applies the approaches to individual motivation and well-being mentioned in the 
previous chapter and aims to find out which factors are the most important in the life of 
Benedictines.  
 
We conducted empirical investigation using questionnaires directly in monasteries in 
Germany. The main reason for choosing Germany was the fact that Benedictine monasteries 
have a very old tradition in this country. Moreover, Germany has a very good availability of 
data about subjective well-being, thanks to the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) 
which is a dataset containing data about social, demographic and economic factors in 
Germany which is published every year since 1984 (Wagner, Frick & Schupp, 2007). The 
availability of this dataset enables us to compare the data about Benedictines obtained from 
our data collection with the data for general public in Germany. 

We mailed the printed questionnaires to all 54 Benedictine monasteries in Germany. Table 1 
shows the response rates. Out of 54 monasteries that we contacted, 16 monasteries agreed to 
participate in our survey, leading to a sample of N = 154 respondents. All the respondents 
were women; no male monastery chose to participate in the survey.  

Table 1: Main characteristics of the sample 

 
Total in 

Germany 
Our 

Sample 
Response 

rate 
Benedictines 12571 154 12.25 % 
Monasteries 54 16 29.62 % 

 

Into the questionnaire we included items relating to many factors that could be considered to 
be determinants of subjective well-being based on theoretical concepts mentioned in the 
previous chapter. Respondents in the questionnaire assessed their degree of agreement with 
various statements on a scale from 1 to 4, where answer 1 means “totally disagree” and 4 
means “totally agree”. We also included questions about frequency of some feelings or events 
in life of respondents on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 means “not at all” and 5 “very often”. 
Questions about satisfaction with life were measured on a scale between 0 and 10 (to assure 
comparability with German Socio-Economic Panel where life satisfaction is also measured on 
this scale), where 0 means “totally dissatisfied” and 10 means “totally satisfied”. Tables 1 and 
2 present sample averages for answers to items that we included into the questionnaire.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 According to Catholic Encyclopedia: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02443a.htm. This number also 

corresponds to our number based on gathering the information from the webpages of all German monasteries. 



Table 2: Average subjective responses of the respondents to relevant monastery-related items 

Item name Scale Sample 
average 

Need for autonomy     
My work in the monastery is exactly what I always wanted to do in 
my life. 

1-4 3.03 

How my life goes on depends primarily on me. 1-4 2.91 
If I could choose, I would do a lot of things in my life differently. 1-4 2.27 
Need for competence     

I am Expert in what I am doing. 1-4 2.97 
I am happy when I am able to fulfill all rules of monastic life. 1-4 3.14 
Need for relatedness/correspondence of sentiments/identification 
with the community     

Monks/nuns in our monastery are one big family. 1-4 3.00 
I sometimes feel lonely. 1-4 2.31 
As a member of our community, I have a feeling of belonging to 
something bigger.  1-4 3.10 

I often engage in voluntary work, like taking care for other people in 
need.  1-4 2.92 

Other members of the community support me in everything. 1-4 2.93 
Flow     
I often engage in activities that I find fascinating. 1-4 3.05 
Working on something challenging (frequency, last 4 weeks) 1-5 3.10 
Being concentrated on something difficult (frequency, last 4 weeks) 1-5 2.99 
Learning new and interesting things (frequency, last 4 weeks) 1-5 3.03 
External religiosity     
I love listening to organ music. 1-4 3.16 
Attending religious rituals is very important to me. 1-4 3.47 
I like wearing habit, even outside monastery. 1-4 3.24 
Internal religiosity     
I feel the presence of God in my life. 1-4 3.43 
Prayer is very important to me. 1-4 3.86 
Autonomous and intrinsic motivation     
The work that I do in the monastery is meaningful and important. 1-4 3.64 
I am always trying to do my work well, regardless of the reward. 1-4 3.51 
I love my work because it is interesting. 1-4 2.95 
I often have to do things I don't want. 1-4 1.83 
Other items 

  
I experience a lot of stress.  1-4 2.05 
I am an optimist. 1-4 2.96 
I feel regrets that I couldn’t marry, have children and have my own 
family. 

1-4 1.52 

 



Aggregated average subjective evaluations of items in our questionnaire from all respondents 
give us some answers about which factors play a crucial role in the life of Benedictine nuns. 
The strongest agreement is expressed in the case of items relating to internal and external 
religiosity (values above 3 and even close to 4), indicating that these areas are very important 
for Benedictines. Benedictines also report a strong sense of meaning and identification with 
the way of life they lead (strong agreement in the case of items relating to communal life, 
autonomous and intrinsic motivation). They express strong sense of belonging to their 
community. These results show that the motivation of monks is rather intrinsic than extrinsic, 
and rather autonomous than controlled. Agreement, although milder, is expressed also in 
terms relating to the fulfillment of three basic psychological needs according to self-
determination theory (need for autonomy, competence and relatedness). This shows that 
Benedictines tend to indicate the fulfillment of these basic needs. Benedictine nuns also 
indicated some presence of flow in their life (their average responses to questions about 
frequency of working on something challenging and difficult in last 4 weeks are roughly in 
the middle of a scale from 1 to 5). Disagreement is expressed in the case of experiencing a lot 
of stress, suggesting that monastic life is not too stressful. Benedictine nuns are also rather 
optimistic than pessimistic. Strongest disagreement is expressed in case of feeling regrets 
about not getting married and not having children and own family. This suggests that 
Benedictine nuns are not dissatisfied with this important aspect of their life.   
 
For the comparison with GSOEP dataset (the most recent available wave from year 2011), we 
included into the questionnaire also the same items as are used in GSOEP surveys. Table 2 
presents the results. The GSOEP sample that is used here contains representative sample of 
female adult population in Germany (number of observations N = 3205) and a subgroup of 
catholic women (N = 775).  
 

Table 3: Comparison of the averages for two GSOEP samples with our sample2  
 

  

Scale 
Benedictine 

nuns   

GSOEP 
2011 

women  

GSOEP 
2011 

Catholic 
women 

Satisfaction with life 0-10 8.47 6.78 6.83 
Satisfaction with health 0-10 7.53 6.29 6.36 
Satisfaction with sleep 0-10 7.83 6.42 6.57 
Satisfaction with work 0-10 8.55 6.74 6.88 

Satisfaction with accomodation 0-10 8.75 7.75 7.83 
Satisfaction with family life 0-10 7.67 7.57 7.65 

Frequency of being angry in last 4 
weeks 

1-5 
2.61 2.90 2.90 

Frequency of being happy in last 4 
weeks 

1-5 
3.61 3.51 3.50 

Frequency of being feared/worried in 
last 4 weeks 

1-5 
1.90 2.28 2.33 

Frequency of being sad in last 4 weeks 1-5 2.35 2.67 2.66 
 

                                                           
2
 The data used in this publication were made available to us by the German Socio-Economic Panel Study 

(SOEP) at the German Institute for Economic Research (DIW), Berlin. 



The comparison with GSOEP dataset in Table 3 reveals that Benedictine nuns report much 
higher satisfaction with life than average for the German women in GSOEP survey. A similar 
difference (although slightly smaller) is observed if we make a comparison to group of 
Catholic women in GSOEP sample. This simple comparison supports the hypothesis that 
monastic life has a positive influence on satisfaction with life and that Benedictines are indeed 
happier. Benedictine nuns also feel healthier; their subjective satisfaction with health is higher 
than in GSOEP samples. Similar results occurred in the case of satisfaction with some other 
aspects of life (sleep, work, accommodation) with the only exception which is satisfaction 
with family life where the score is comparable to German average. We also investigated the 
frequency of various feelings (anger, happiness, being worried or sadness) on a scale from 1 
(not at all) to 5 (very often). The comparison reveals that Benedictine nuns indicated that they 
experience negative emotions (such as anger, being worried or sadness) less often than 
German average and vice versa, they experience positive emotion of being happy more often 
than German average. 

How does life satisfaction of Benedictine nuns depend on age? Do many years spent in the 
monastery increase or decrease the life satisfaction? Most nuns usually enter the monastery 
when they are less than 30 years old (average entry into monastery in case of our sample was 
at 25.5 years of age). Figure 1 shows the average life satisfaction for sample of GSOEP adult 
German women and from sample obtained in our survey plotted against age together with 
linear trend line for our sample. It is possible to observe that age has a positive effect on 
happiness of Benedictine nuns. In case of German women life satisfaction decreases in the 
period between 40th and 60th year of age and then returns to original level after 60th year, a 
phenomenon commonly observed in happiness studies examining the relationship between 
age and happiness (Haidt, 2006). No such U-shaped development could be observed in case 
of Benedictine nuns from our sample. The gap between Benedictine nuns and German women 
is widening with increasing age, especially in the period after reaching 40th year. This 
suggests that the decision to join the monastic community leads to permanent increase in 
satisfaction with life which continues to rise even after many years spent in the monastery. It 
could also mean that Benedictines do not suffer from the crisis of middle age. 

Figure 1: Life satisfaction vs. age: Comparison of our sample with women in GSOEP dataset 

 



 
For analyzing what determinants of happiness significantly influence satisfaction with life of 
Benedictines, we perform econometric analysis. For model specification, we adopt framework 
used by Blanchflower and Oswald (2004) which we modify for the purpose of investigating 
the Benedictines. Let us assume that there exists a self-reported well-being function: 
 
swb = h(u(z)) + ε                      (1)                                                                                                         
 
where swb is person’s self-reported subjective well-being, u(.) is person’s true well-being, h(.) 
is a function relating person’s true well-being to self-reported well-being, z is a vector of 
person’s individual characteristics (both objective and subjective) and ε is the error term. 
Function h(.) is assumed to increase in steps when u(.) increases. Function u is unobservable, 
since it is accessible only to the respondent. We examine impact of various factors on 
subjective well-being of Benedictine nuns (vector z). Equation (1) can be estimated as ordered 
logit where person’s true well-being u is a latent variable and subjectivity of the responses can 
be thought of as going into the error term (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004). 
 
We estimate ordered logit model with the following specification: 

Logit (swb) = β1 age + β2 health + β3 autonomy+ β4 competence + β5 relatedness +                 
β6 loneliness + β7 stress + β8 god_presence + β9 ceremonies + β10 children +      
β11 flow + ε 

where:  

Dependent variable swb is subjective satisfaction with life on a scale between 1 and 3 (1 - less 
satisfied/ 2- satisfied/3 - very satisfied). We obtained this variable by rescaling satisfaction 
with life from the survey where it was measured on a scale between 0-10. 

Variable age is respondent’s age and variable health is respondent’s subjective evaluation of 
his health condition (1 – very good/ 2 – good/ 3 – satisfactory/ 4 – bad/ 5- very bad) from our 
survey.  

Variables god_presence and ceremonies measure religious aspects of monastic life. Variable 
god_presence is designed to measure internal religiosity. It is respondent’s degree of 
agreement to a statement “I feel the presence of God in my life.” on a scale from 1 (totally 
disagree) to 4 (totally agree). Variable ceremonies measures external religiosity and it is 
respondent’s degree of agreement to a statement “Attending religious ceremonies is very 
important to me.” on the same scale. 

Variables autonomy, competence and relatedness are based on self-determination theory. 
Variable autonomy is a degree of agreement to a statement “How my life goes, depends 
primarily on me.” on a scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 4 (totally agree) and it represents the 
degree of fulfillment of need for autonomy. Variable competence indicates degree of 
agreement to a statement “I am expert in what I am doing.” on the same scale and reflects the 
degree of fulfillment of need for competence. Variable relatedness indicates degree of 
agreement to a statement “In our monastery we are one big family.” again on the same scale. 
This variable represents the degree of fulfillment of need for relatedness. Effect of these three 
variables on life satisfaction is expected to be positive. 

Variable loneliness measures the degree of agreement to a statement “I sometimes feel 
lonely” again on a scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 4 (totally agree). We include this variable 



into the model to measure the absence of correspondence of sentiments with others, as 
understood by Adam Smith. We assume that loneliness means lack of interaction with others 
and few opportunities to experience correspondence of sentiments with others. Therefore, this 
variable can be used to measure its absence. We expect the negative effect of this variable on 
life satistication.  

Variable stress is a degree of agreement to a statement “I am confronted with a lot of stress” 
on a scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 4 (totally agree). We expect negative effect of stress on 
happiness. Variable children indicates degree of agreement to a statement “I feel regrets that I 
couldn’t marry, have children and have my own family.” on the same scale. Absence of 
marriage and family life together with celibacy is a very important characteristic of monastic 
life and therefore it is included into the model. We expect negative effect of this variable on 
life satisfaction. 

Variable flow measures the respondent’s answer to question “How often in last 4 weeks have 
you worked on something challenging?” on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very often). This 
variable measures the presence of flow experience and it is expected to influence life 
satisfaction positively. 

Table 3 presents the odds ratios for ordered logit estimation from statistical software Stata. As 
far as handling of missing data is concerned, we included into analysis only the complete 
cases, i.e. those observations which do not suffer from any missing observations in any of the 
variables.  

Ordered logistic 
regression       Number of obs = 126 
  LR chi2(11)     =      48.41 
Log likelihood = -92.307                       Prob > chi2     =     0.0000 
  Pseudo R2       =     0.2078 

Swb 
Odds 
ratio 

Std. 
Err. Z 

 p value 
P>|z| 

 [95% Conf. 
Interval] 

age 1.031 0.148 2.13 0.033 1.002 1.060 
health 0.611 0.143 -2.10 0.036 0.386 0.968 

autonomy 1.733 0.410 2.32 0.020 1.090 2.756 
competence 1.622 0.398 1.97 0.048 1.003 2.625 
relatedness 0.645 0.162 -1.74 0.081 0.394 1.056 
loneliness 0.637 0.143 -2.01 0.044 0.411 0.988 

stress 0.511 0.137 -2.50 0.012 0.302 0.865 
god_presence 1.291 0.338 0.98 0.328 0.773 2.155 
ceremonies 1.891 0.531 2.27 0.023 1.091 3.278 

children 1.223 0.352 0.70 0.484 0.696 2.151 
flow 1.225 0.235 1.06 0.290 0.841 1.784 
/cut1 0.956 1.839   -2.648 -2.648 4.56 
/cut2 4.092 1.884   0.399 0.399 7.78 

 

Regression output shows that on 5% significance level there are 7 significant variables: age, 
health, autonomy, competence, loneliness, stress and ceremonies. Variables relatedness, 
god_presence, children and flow are insignificant.  



Our estimation shows that respondent’s age has a positive effect on life satisfaction. An 
increase in age by one year would increase probability of higher satisfaction with life by 3 %, 
all other factors being equal. This also confirms the result about positive relationship between 
age and life satisfaction shown in figure 1. Health has a positive effect on satisfaction with 
life. One-unit deterioration in respondent’s evaluation of his health would mean that the 
probability of higher satisfaction with life would decline by almost 39 %. Our regression 
reveals that variables autonomy and competence have very strong impact on life satisfaction. 
An increase in degree of agreement on a scale between 1 and 4 by one unit would increase 
probability of higher life satisfaction by 73 and 62 % respectively. This confirms the self-
determination theory (SDT) which claims that these needs are fundamental for life 
satisfaction and psychological growth. However, the effect of third need according to SDT 
(relatedness) is not significant in our model. On the other hand, variable loneliness that 
measures absence of attachment to others and social relationships is significant and one-unit 
increase in the degree of agreement in the case of this variable would lead to decrease in the 
probability of higher satisfaction with life by 37 %. The effect of absence of social relations is 
therefore negatively associated with individual well-being. Variable stress also has a very 
negative effect on happiness; one unit increase in the presence of stress in life of nuns would 
decrease the probability of stating higher satisfaction with life by almost 50 %. Variable 
god_presence which is measuring internal religiosity is insignificant, however, variable 
ceremonies representing external religiosity is significant with strongly positive effect on 
individual well-being (one unit increase in this case would increase the probability of higher 
life satisfaction by more than 89 %). This could mean that external religiosity and attending 
religious ceremonies is more important for Benedictines than internal religiosity. After all, 
nuns spend roughly 3 hours a day attending religious ceremonies and community prayers. 
Variable children is insignificant, suggesting that absence of marriage and family life is not 
important for their life satisfaction. Similar result was achieved in case of variable flow. 

4. Conclusion 

This paper came up with empirical analysis of subjective well-being in female German 
Benedictine monasteries. The main findings can be summed up as follows: 

1) Benedictine nuns in our survey indicated strong agreement with items relating to 
fulfillment of basic psychological needs, such as autonomy, competence, relatedness. 
Their answers suggested that their motivation to live monastic life, is rather intrinsic 
than extrinsic, and rather autonomous than controlled. Furthermore, nuns indicated 
that they feel a strong sense of meaning and belonging to their community, which 
provides them with opportunities to accept challenges and experience flow. Internal 
and external religiosity were evaluated as very important parts of their life. These 
aspects are considered to be important determinants of well-being, psychological 
health and motivation according to relevant psychological approaches.  
 

2) Benedictine nuns indicate much higher satisfaction with life than GSOEP survey for 
general German population. Reported satisfaction with some other aspects of life, such 
as health, work, sleep or accommodation is also higher. Benedictines also reported 
lower frequency of negative emotions than GSOEP respondents and higher frequency 
of positive ones. 
 

3) Our econometric analysis revealed that the most important determinants of life 
satisfaction of Benedictine nuns are their age, health, fulfillment of basic 



psychological needs (need for autonomy and competence), absence of loneliness, 
absence of stress and presence of external religiosity. 
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