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The relativity of relative satisfaction
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Abstract

Freese [Evol. Hum. Behav. (2002)] claims that TV viewing has no effect on satisfaction with
friendships relative to satisfaction with life in general. However, if one uses a seemingly better
measure of general life satisfaction, most of my original findings remain or get even stronger.
© 2002 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved.

Freese (2002) claims that TV viewing has no effect on satisfaction with friendships,
relative to satisfaction with life in general, because all these measures of satisfaction with
various aspects of life highly correlate with each other. I am not exactly sure what
“satisfaction with friendships relative to overall life satisfaction” means. If TV viewing
ceases to have a significant effect on such a relative measure of satisfaction, it seems to me
that it is because watching TV increases satisfaction with life in general. Why should that be?
What exactly does the concept “satisfaction with friendships relative to overall life
satisfaction” measure?

However, since Freese, in his critique, goes out of his way to take my empirical analysis on
its own terms, despite his numerous skepticisms, I will return the favor and continue to use
his notion of “satisfaction with friendships relative to satisfaction with life in general,”
despite my reservations with the concept. If Freese wants to relativize satisfaction with
friendships by overall life satisfaction, however, it appears that there is a better way of doing
so in the GSS data. The GSS asks its respondents in every survey a specific question about
satisfaction with life in general: “Taken all together, how would you say things are these
days—would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” It seems to
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me that this is a much more global measure of satisfaction or happiness with which Freese
could have relativized satisfaction with friendships.

As Table 1 shows, if I enter this measure (reversed coded as 1 =not too happy, 2 = pretty
happy, 3=very happy) in my original equations in order to control for the respondent’s
overall life satisfaction, five out of my six original findings stand, and two of the three
significant effects remain the same or get even stronger. The effect of watching TV news
among men is no longer statistically significant (P=.1176); however, the effect of watching
dramas and sitcoms for women is still statistically significant (P<.05) and the effect of
watching PBS shows among men becomes even stronger (changing from P<.01 to P<.001).
Note that, as Freese argues, the effect of overall life satisfaction on satisfaction with
friendships is consistently and strongly significant (P <.0001 in most cases), indicating that
the general and specific measures of satisfaction correlate highly, yet the significant effect of
watching TV on satisfaction with friendships remains in two out of three cases.

Table 1
The effects of TV friends on satisfaction with friendships relative to overall life satisfaction: US General Social
Survey, 1993

TV friends Women Men
Dramas and sitcoms 0.0859* —0.0278
(0.0422) (0.0539)
TV news 0.0575 0.1147
(0.0480) (0.0732)
PBS shows —0.0371 0.1697%**
(0.0403) (0.0510)

Control variables
Overall life satisfaction 0.3214%*%* () 3237*%** () 3140%** (.5263**** () 5]74%%** () 5348****
(0.0785) (0.0787) (0.0791) (0.1059) (0.1058) (0.1044)

Age 0.0038 0.0019 0.0032  —0.0059  —0.0065"  —0.0063"
(0.0029) (0.0030) (0.0029)  (0.0038) (0.0038) (0.0037)
Race (Black=1) —0.5256%%% —0.5479%%* _0.5462%%* —0.1618  —0.1908 —0.2264
(0.1581) (0.1582) (0.1585)  (0.2068) (0.2059) (0.2039)
Education 0.0392* 0.0360" 0.0433*  —0.0283 —0.0305 —0.0438*
(0.0192) (0.0193) 0.0197)  (0.0197) (0.0195) (0.0197)
Marital status (married=1) 0.0857 0.0727 0.0994 0.1520 0.1440 0.1645
(0.1000) (0.1007) (0.1010)  (0.1315) (0.1306) (0.1293)
TV hours per day —0.0186  —0.0085 0.0029  —0.0923%*  —0.1051%% —0.1161%**
(0.0253) (0.0245) (0.0248)  (0.0328) (0.0317) (0.0315)
R .0800 0760 0741 1018 1079 1260
No. of cases 611 611 609 426 427 426

The main table entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
* P<.05.
** Pp<.01
#kk P< 001
**kk P< 0001
tp<.10
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I hope Freese agrees with my larger theoretical point that the human mind is an evolved
organ adapted, not necessarily to the current environment, but to the environment of
evolutionary adaptedness (EEA), and that, as such, it should have difficulty comprehending
or dealing with entities and situations that did not exist in the EEA. However, it seems to me
that Freese’s specific empirical contention on whether TV viewing has a significant effect on
relative satisfaction with friendships depends on which measure of overall life satisfaction
one uses to relativize.
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