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American Satisfaction and Optimism Reach an All-Time High 
in September 2009

With the overall U.S. economy showing mixed signs of recovery during September 2009, a 
key measure of American well-being and optimism within the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being 
Index™ (WBI) climbed to an all time high during the month, signaling a significant increase in 
the satisfaction of Americans with their current life circumstances and positive outlook for the 
future.

The WBI’s Life Evaluation sub-index (LEI) rose 1.7 percentage points in September to close 
the month at 49.5, a 21-month high and a 16.4 percentage point increase over the LEI’s all 
time low of 33.1 recorded in November of 2008, representing improved life evaluation for 
nearly 38 million U.S. citizens.

Under the LEI’s classification system, which categorizes individuals as Thriving, Struggling or 
Suffering based on their self-reported position on a 10 point scale, more Americans are now 
Thriving – 52.9 percent – and fewer are Struggling – 43.8 percent - than at any point in the 
past two years. The percentage of Americans Suffering (3.4 percent), those often lacking 
access to basic necessities or physically impaired, has also declined significantly as the year 
has progressed. The number Suffering dropped below four percent in April 2009 for the first 
time since April 2008 and has remained there for the past six months.

The WBI’s Life Evaluation sub-index is revealing because, unlike other, traditional indicators
of national well-being and consumer confidence, the LEI asks individuals to rate their own, 
personal circumstances, rather than soliciting their views of broader economic and business 
conditions.

Overall, well-being in the U.S., as reflected in the WBI’s Composite Index, declined slightly –
a non-significant 0.3 percentage points – between August and September, driven by 
significant drops in the WBI’s Physical Health, Healthy Behavior, and Work Environment sub-
indices, which fell by 0.7, 0.8, and 1.4 percentage points, respectively. Even with last month’s 
small decline, the Composite Score has generally trended upward through 2009. 
September’s absolute score of 66.7 is a 3.4 percentage point improvement from the WBI’s
historic low set in December 2008.

A seasonal decline in Healthy Behavior can be anticipated as the fall and winter months 
approach, but there’s evidence the recession may have had a lasting, negative impact on the 
nation’s health. Overall, the number of Americans reporting exercise at least three days per 
week has consistently tracked two to three percentage points lower in 2009 than 2008. The 
number of Americans reporting themselves to be obese has risen by a full percentage point 
year-over-year. Of positive note, to date, the percentage of Americans with flu has remained 
within expected prevalence levels, adjusting for seasonality. In September 2008, 1.7 percent 
reported being ill with flu-like symptoms, compared to 2.0 percent in September 2009. The 
WBI does not differentiate between various flu strains in its reporting.
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U.S. Composite and Life Evaluation Score

Based on 28,151 surveys completed in September 2009. Total of 623,538 since January 2, 2008.

Aug SepJulMay JunAprFeb MarJanNov DecOctSep
2008 2009 Change

Month Year

Well-Being Index SCALE 0-100 MoE = +/- 0.2%

67.0 66.766.466.866.165.864.363.864.663.363.866.165.9National -0.3 +0.8
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Well-Being Index by Month

Aug SepJulMay JunAprFeb MarJanNov DecOctSep
2008 2009

Life Evaluation SCALE 0-100 MoE = Composite Score +/- 0.7% Each Category +/- 0.6%

47.8 49.546.847.847.545.937.637.340.333.633.138.739.6Life Evaluation +1.7 +9.9
51.1 52.950.451.251.249.642.742.044.538.037.442.744.1Thriving % +1.8 +8.8
45.6 43.845.945.545.146.852.253.351.457.558.353.251.4Struggling % -1.8 -7.6

3.3 3.43.63.43.73.65.14.74.14.44.34.14.5Suffering % +0.1 -1.1
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National and Regional Composite Well-Being Scores

Based on 28,151 surveys completed in September 2009. Total of 623,538 since January 2, 2008.

Aug SepJulMay JunAprFeb MarJanNov DecOctSep
2008 2009 Change

Month Year

Well-Being Index MoE = National +/- 0.2% Regional +/- 0.4%

National 67.0 66.766.466.866.165.864.363.864.663.363.866.165.9 -0.3 +0.8
Northeast 67.2 66.467.066.466.165.764.264.364.063.863.965.865.3 -0.8 +1.1

South 66.1 66.065.766.765.765.863.763.163.862.663.265.865.9 -0.1 +0.1
Midwest 66.6 66.965.866.765.165.464.063.464.762.262.565.164.7 +0.3 +2.2

West 68.5 67.967.367.667.666.365.564.766.265.166.167.667.6 -0.6 +0.3
Life Evaluation MoE = National +/- 0.7% Regional +/- 1.4%

National 47.8 49.546.847.847.545.937.637.340.333.633.138.739.6 +1.7 +9.9
Northeast 48.2 49.347.847.347.546.237.338.139.334.132.836.937.0 +1.1 +12.3

South 46.7 48.646.148.148.946.137.436.239.632.832.139.541.0 +1.9 +7.6
Midwest 46.2 48.344.546.144.044.635.734.439.629.829.735.936.4 +2.1 +11.9

West 50.8 51.948.949.549.146.840.241.043.138.038.041.943.5 +1.1 +8.4
Emotional Health MoE = National +/- 0.3% Regional +/- 0.5%

National 79.1 78.978.979.278.678.678.077.778.077.578.178.878.6 -0.2 +0.3
Northeast 79.3 78.179.278.678.378.177.577.377.377.477.278.678.1 -1.2 +0.0

South 78.4 78.978.579.178.578.878.077.777.877.378.178.779.0 +0.5 -0.1
Midwest 79.6 79.379.279.978.278.778.478.178.377.477.978.878.1 -0.3 +1.2

West 79.2 79.178.979.179.378.677.977.778.678.079.279.278.9 -0.1 +0.2
Physical Health MoE = National +/- 0.2% Regional +/- 0.3%

National 77.3 76.677.177.076.176.576.075.876.575.776.577.977.4 -0.7 -0.8
Northeast 78.1 76.677.477.376.376.276.376.076.676.176.678.177.6 -1.5 -1.0

South 76.3 75.875.976.075.376.275.175.575.774.375.177.477.0 -0.5 -1.2
Midwest 77.6 77.077.877.475.876.776.375.577.076.776.677.877.1 -0.6 -0.1

West 77.8 77.278.077.877.177.076.576.377.376.478.278.478.2 -0.6 -1.0
Healthy Behavior MoE = National +/- 0.2% Regional +/- 0.4%

National 64.8 64.064.364.263.162.662.761.861.259.761.463.663.7 -0.8 +0.3
Northeast 65.2 64.465.364.663.963.663.062.261.360.261.564.364.6 -0.8 -0.2

South 63.3 62.863.163.561.562.161.960.960.359.460.662.662.7 -0.5 +0.1
Midwest 63.1 62.862.662.261.560.061.060.059.257.159.161.661.7 -0.3 +1.1

West 68.0 66.766.866.665.965.065.464.564.262.064.866.366.4 -1.3 +0.3
Work Environment MoE = National +/- 0.6% Regional +/- 1.2%

National 50.5 49.148.950.249.249.149.848.749.150.650.853.351.8 -1.4 -2.7
Northeast 47.6 46.247.846.346.046.448.049.045.450.349.850.349.2 -1.4 -3.0

South 51.3 49.850.052.249.550.749.348.548.850.751.854.152.5 -1.5 -2.7
Midwest 49.5 49.848.051.048.649.650.149.650.748.147.652.250.4 +0.3 -0.6

West 53.3 50.349.550.652.349.052.047.751.753.453.756.354.7 -3.0 -4.4
Basic Access MoE = National +/- 0.2%  Regional +/- 0.4%

National 82.6 82.382.182.682.282.081.581.582.482.983.184.184.1 -0.3 -1.8
Northeast 84.9 83.884.284.384.283.583.083.284.285.085.386.385.5 -1.1 -1.7

South 80.7 80.280.581.280.780.880.380.180.680.981.382.783.1 -0.5 -2.9
Midwest 83.6 83.982.983.882.582.982.682.583.384.283.884.384.6 +0.3 -0.7

West 82.1 82.081.581.781.981.380.981.082.182.682.783.783.7 -0.1 -1.7

Regions: EAST: ME, NH, VT, MA, RI, CT, NY, NJ, PA, MD, DE, WV, DC. MIDWEST:  OH, MI, IN, IL, WI, MN, IA, MO, ND, SD, NE, KS. SOUTH: VA, NC, SC, GA, FL, KY, 
TN, AL, MS, AR, LA, OK, TX. WEST: MT, AZ, CO, ID, WY, UT, NV, NM, CA, OR, WA, HI, AK.
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National Well-Being Scores by Demographic

Based on 28,151 surveys completed in September 2009. Total of 623,538 since January 2, 2008.

Aug SepJulMay JunAprFeb MarJanNov DecOctSep
2008 2009 Change

Month Year

Gender MoE = +/- 0.3%

Male 67.2 66.966.567.066.665.964.764.265.163.964.666.566.4 -0.3 +0.5
Female 66.8 66.566.266.765.665.763.963.464.162.863.165.765.4 -0.3 +1.1

Age MoE = 18 to 29 +/- 0.7% 30 to 44 +/- 0.5% 45 to 64 and 65++/- 0.3%

18 to 29 68.0 67.566.967.267.166.064.565.165.663.163.566.065.5 -0.5 +2.0
30 to 44 67.7 66.966.967.866.566.264.763.964.763.664.065.666.1 -0.8 +0.8
45 to 64 65.5 65.865.365.764.864.663.162.463.462.362.765.064.8 +0.3 +1.0

65 and older 68.9 68.368.067.668.468.766.466.466.666.267.670.469.0 -0.6 -0.7

Family Status MoE = Married +/- 0.3% Widowed, Single, Divorced +/- 0.6% Separated +/- 1.7% Domestic Partner +/- 1.3%

Married 69.4 69.169.069.469.268.967.166.767.566.566.869.269.1 -0.3 +0.0
Single 65.6 65.364.565.064.563.662.262.262.961.161.963.263.4 -0.3 +1.9

Divorced 60.5 60.960.060.660.360.559.057.459.157.758.560.359.0 +0.4 +1.9
Widowed 64.8 64.864.264.163.765.363.162.463.462.263.065.964.5 +0.0 +0.3

Separated 56.2 57.756.959.457.155.254.254.353.054.052.554.456.7 +1.5 +1.0
Domestic Partner 63.3 62.762.963.663.960.762.060.961.959.659.761.561.0 -0.6 +1.7

Ethnicity MoE = White +/- 0.2% Black, Hispanic +/- 0.8% Asian +/- 1.6% Other +/- 1.2%

White 67.7 67.566.867.466.666.664.864.565.264.264.867.066.8 -0.2 +0.7
Black 64.4 63.864.864.263.762.861.260.662.359.060.062.161.5 -0.6 +2.3

Hispanic 64.7 64.664.765.765.064.063.762.263.761.662.263.964.0 -0.1 +0.6
Asian 71.0 69.370.770.968.669.267.565.067.967.864.470.068.3 -1.7 +1.0
Other 64.5 65.164.263.364.361.361.061.460.361.060.463.262.0 +0.6 +3.1

Household Income MoE =Under $1,000 +/- 0.9% All other categories +/- 0.6%

Under $1,000 55.3 54.253.754.153.354.051.951.553.151.651.654.453.3 -1.1 +0.9
$1,000-$1,999 57.3 58.958.359.758.958.057.155.956.154.455.956.857.4 +1.6 +1.5
$2,000-$2,999 63.1 62.262.363.663.363.460.960.161.059.959.261.960.8 -0.9 +1.4
$3,000-$3,999 67.2 65.865.766.466.865.463.963.864.763.262.665.065.1 -1.4 +0.7
$4,000-$4,999 68.7 68.168.567.968.167.966.666.466.166.266.467.868.0 -0.6 +0.1
$5,000-$7,499 71.8 70.871.071.271.070.769.568.169.868.168.870.470.2 -1.0 +0.6
$7,500-$9,999 74.0 72.773.774.673.973.271.570.871.171.271.474.272.8 -1.3 -0.1

$10,000 + 74.9 75.374.274.474.773.972.873.072.872.072.774.274.6 +0.4 +0.7

About the Sub-Indices and Methodology

To compile the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index, Gallup obtains completed interviews from 1,000 U.S. adults nationally, seven days a week, excluding only major 
holidays. The survey methods rely on live interviewers, dual-frame random-digit-dial (RDD) sampling – which includes landlines as well as wireless phone sampling – and a 
random selection method for choosing respondents within a household. Daily tracking includes Spanish-language interviews and interviews in all 50 states. The data are 
weighted daily to compensate for disproportionalities in selection probabilities and nonresponse. The data are weighted to match targets from the U.S. Census Bureau by 
age, sex, region, gender, education, ethnicity, and race.  For results based on each monthly sample, one can say with 95% confidence that the maximum margins of 
sampling error are as shown. Demographic results will have a higher level of sampling error. In addition to sampling error, question wording and practical difficulties in 
conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of public opinion polls.

The Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index Composite Score is comprised of six sub-indices: Life Evaluation, Emotional Health, Physical Health, Healthy Behavior, Work 
Environment and Basic Access. The Life Evaluation Sub-Index is partially based on the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale and combines the evaluation of one’s present 
life situation with one’s anticipated life situation five years from now. The Emotional Health Sub-Index is primarily a composite of respondents’ daily experiences, asking 
respondents to think about how they felt yesterday along nine dimensions. The Physical Health Sub-Index is comprised of questions related to: Body Mass Index, disease 
burden, sick days, physical pain, daily energy, history of disease and daily health experiences. The Healthy Behavior Sub-Index includes items measuring life style habits wi
established relationships to health outcomes. The Work Environment Sub-Index surveys workers on several factors to gauge their feelings and perceptions about their work
environment. The Basic Access Sub-Index is based on thirteen items measuring resident’s access to food, shelter, healthcare and a safe and satisfying place to live.
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