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Abstract

Income comparisons are a well-established determinant of subjective well-being (SWB) —
a social indicator that attracts more and more attention among migration scholars. Still little is
known about how migration, particularly forced displacement, reshapes configuration and
salience of migrants’ reference social groups. Utilizing survey data from 2024, this study
examines the role of income comparisons in shaping SWB, encompassing life satisfaction,
positive affect, and negative affect, among Ukrainian migrants in Poland compared to Poles.
In the context of massive displacement from Ukraine that reshaped social environments in
Poland, we take into account multiple comparison groups and refer also to individuals’ past
conditions. Linear regression models and variance decompositions reveal that relative material
standing matters far more for life satisfaction than household income. Crucially, in the case
of Ukrainians, migrant-specific reference groups (other migrants, compatriots in Ukraine,
Poles) outweigh traditional social benchmarks (peers, family, neighbours) in terms of their
influence on SWB. However, for both Ukrainians and Poles, physically closer reference groups
matter more for SWB. The findings also demonstrate differences in comparison behaviour.
While Poles only experience SWB losses when falling behind wealthier peers, Ukrainian
migrants look both up and down also gaining satisfaction boosts from downward comparisons.
Furthermore, perceiving personal progress over time enhances SWB of all, whereas feeling
worse off than in the past is generally not associated with lower levels of SWB. This study
demonstrates that migration, also forced displacement, expands social comparison spaces
across borders, offering practical insights for migrant and refugee integration policies.

Keywords: Ukrainian migration, subjective well-being, income comparisons, war refugees,
reference groups

Streszczenie

Porownania dochodowe stanowig ugruntowang determinant¢ subiektywnego dobrostanu
(SWB) —wskaznika spotecznego, ktory budzi coraz wigksze zainteresowanie badaczy migracji.
Woeciaz jednak niewiele wiadomo na temat tego, jak migracja, a w szczegdlnosci przymusowe
przemieszczenie, przeksztatca konfiguracje 1 istotno$¢ spotecznych grup porownawczych
migrantow. Wykorzystujac dane sondazowe z 2024 roku, niniejsze badanie analizuje role
poréwnan dochodowych w ksztaltowaniu SWB — obejmujacego satysfakcje z zycia, afekt
pozytywny oraz afekt negatywny — wsrod ukrainskich migrantow w Polsce w poréwnaniu z
Polakami. W konteks$cie masowych przemieszczen z Ukrainy, ktére przeksztatcity otoczenie
spoteczne w Polsce, uwzgledniamy liczne grupy poroéwnawcze, wlaczajac w to wczesniejsza
sytuacje jednostek. Modele regresji liniowej oraz dekompozycje wariancji wykazuja, ze
wzgledna pozycja materialna ma znacznie wigksze znaczenie dla satysfakcji z zycia niz dochod
gospodarstwa domowego. Co kluczowe, w przypadku Ukraincow specyficzne dla migrantow
grupy odniesienia (inni migranci, rodacy w Ukrainie, Polacy) przewazaja nad tradycyjnymi
punktami odniesienia (rowiesnicy o podobnym wyksztatceniu, rodzina, sgsiedzi) pod
wzgledem ich relacji z SWB. Jednakze zarowno dla Ukraincow, jak i dla Polakow, grupy
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odniesienia znajdujace si¢ fizycznie blizej maja wigksze znaczenie dla SWB. Wyniki wskazujg
réwniez na réznice w zachowaniach porownawczych. Podczas gdy Polacy doswiadczaja
spadku SWB jedynie w sytuacji pozostawania w tyle za zamozniejszymi roéwiesnikami,
migranci ukrainscy dokonuja poréwnan zarowno ,,w gore”, jak i ,,w dol”, czerpiac wzrost
satysfakcji réwniez z porownan w dot. Ponadto postrzeganie osobistego postepu w czasie
podnosi SWB u wszystkich badanych, podczas gdy poczucie pogorszenia sytuacji w
poréwnaniu z przesztos$cig na ogot nie wigze si¢ z nizszym poziomem SWB. Niniejsze badanie
pokazuje, ze migracja, w tym przymusowe przemieszczenia, rozszerza przestrzen poréwnan
spolecznych ponad granicami, dostarczajac praktycznych wnioskéw dla polityki integracji
migrantow i uchodzcow.

Stowa kluczowe: migracja ukrainska, subiektywny dobrostan, poréwnania dochodowe,
uchodzcy wojenni, grupy porOwnawcze



1. Introduction

Subjective well-being! (SWB) or happiness of migrants attracts more and more attention as an aspect
helping better understand migrants’ integration outcomes, and also their settlement and further mobility
intentions (Hendriks & Bartram, 2019; Schiele, 2021; Shamsuddin & Katsaiti, 2020). At the same time,
human evaluation of SWB is inherently comparative and spatially anchored with social comparisons
emerging as a key determinant of SWB (cf. Easterlin, 1974; Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005). According to the
relative income hypothesis (Duesenberry, 1949), individuals evaluate their SWB not merely through
absolute earnings, but through how their income compares with that of relevant others. Crucially, in the
case of migrants, these relative income evaluations are related not only to immediate SWB, but also
directly long-term settlement and further mobility decisions (Stark & Taylor, 1989, 1991; Mara &
Landesmann, 2013).

The character of relationship between income comparisons and SWB, however, depends critically on
the choice of reference group i.e., group of individuals with whom we compare ourselves. Yet in an
interconnected world, social comparison spaces became complex and are no longer confined by physical
proximity or national borders. Migrants, in particular, evaluate their SWB through multi-layered spatial
reference frames that bridge destination and origin contexts. Evidence suggests that newly arrived
migrants predominantly evaluate their situation against peers in their country of origin (Brockmann,
2021). Over time, however, the structure of reference groups becomes more complex. While migrants
continue to compare themselves with compatriots remaining in the origin country, they also assess their
relative position against other migrants, both co-ethnic and non-co-ethnic, and, increasingly, against the
native population (Gelatt, 2013; Olgiati, Calvo & Berkman, 2013). Although the nature and salience of
these comparisons vary across contexts and groups (Gokdemir & Dumludag, 2012; Hendriks, 2015),
the growing prominence of natives as a reference point over time in the host country is a consistent

finding in the literature (Hendriks & Burger, 2020; Stranges, Vignoli & Venturini, 2021).

The above intricacies of the role of social comparisons in shaping migrants’ SWB, derived mainly from
the research on voluntary migrants, becomes even more complex and less obvious in the case of forced
migration. When heightened uncertainty and safety concerns directly press upon the SWB of involuntary

migrants (Jannesari et al., 2020), material conditions capture only part of the psychological picture.

The goal of our article is to identify the complexity, distinct mechanisms, spatial dimensions, and
relative explanatory power of income comparisons in shaping the SWB of Ukrainian migrants in Poland
relative to Poles during the ongoing war in Ukraine. Rather than viewing social comparisons through

single-source lens, we examine how migrants’ comparison spaces expand across transnational, local,

' A multi-dimensional construct defined by an individual's overall evaluation of their life, encompassing both
a cognitive component (global evaluation of life satisfaction) and an affective component (the frequency and
intensity of positive and negative emotions) (Diener, 1984).



and also internal temporal reference frames during times of uncertainty caused by the war in the home
country. Specifically, we evaluate the role of multiple reference groups and temporal evaluations against
one's own past; and how comparison directionality (upward vs. downward), as well as these groups’
social and spatial proximity, differentially drive SWB across migrant and native populations. By
assessing the dominant reference sets through variance decomposition, this study reveals how multi-
layered comparative mechanisms are related to SWB under conditions of uncertainty and forced

displacement.

Ukrainian migrants in Poland provide an example of exceptional dynamics of social comparisons and
of the context of migration uncertainty. Following the 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which
triggered unprecedented, forced displacement (Duszczyk & Kaczmarczyk, 2022), approximately 2.1
million Ukrainians had applied for temporary protection in Poland by mid-2026. In 2023-2025, the
population of war refugees residing in Poland oscillated around one million (PESEL registry data). This
massive shock abruptly altered individual life trajectories and dramatically reshaped the socio-
demographic composition of Ukrainian community in Poland (Andrews et al., 2023; Duszczyk et al.,
2023). Crucially, these post-2022 war arrivals outnumbered pre-war Ukrainian migrants consisting
primarily of economic circular migrants (Gorny, 2017; Gérny & van der Zwan, 2024) alongside those
displaced by earlier hostilities in Donbas, Luhansk, and Crimea (Andrews et al., 2023). The data
analysed derive from two surveys of Ukrainian migrants in Poland and Poles conducted in 2024. We
estimate regression models to evaluate how subjective material status relative to various reference
groups shapes SWB with the focus on life satisfaction. Then, to complement these findings, we examine
the affective components of SWB. This is followed by a Shapley-Owen decomposition to quantify the

relative contribution of comparisons to each group to migrants’ and Poles’ SWB.

The study contributes to the SWB and migration literature in three key ways. First, it introduces
a multidimensional reference set that integrates traditional comparison groups alongside migrant-
specific reference groups and internal comparisons. Second, with the help of Shapley-Owen
decomposition, it isolates which reference frames dominate post-migration SWB. Third, it extends
income comparison analyses, traditionally developed in stable, peacetime economies, to settings
characterized by acute shock, severe trauma, and ongoing geopolitical uncertainty. Finally, this study
provides timely empirical evidence on Ukrainian migrants in Poland i.e., a population that underwent
one of the largest and most rapid forced displacements in modern European history. As Ukrainians have
transformed from a traditional labour migrant community into a sizeable and vulnerable displaced
demographic group within Poland, understanding their subjective well-being adaptation and social

integration holds major implications for host-country social cohesion and integration policies.



2. Theoretical Background

Empirical studies frequently document a persistent migrant—native happiness gap (Arpino & De Valk,
2018; Bartram, 2011, 2013), often attributed to discrimination, integration barriers, and socioeconomic
disadvantages (Hendriks & Bartram, 2019; Olgiati et al., 2013). Yet findings also reveal considerable
variation i.e., the gap narrows in the second generation (Arpino & De Valk, 2018), whereas for first-
generation migrants the relationship between duration of stay and SWB is less clear. Although migration
is generally associated with an initial boost in happiness shortly after arrival, this tends to decline within
several years before stabilizing (Hendriks, 2015), reflecting hedonic adaptation (Diener, Lucas &
Scollon, 2006) as well as rising aspirations and shifting perceptions of the host society (Hendriks &
Burger, 2020). These dynamics were documented for voluntary, mostly economic, migrants, while
evidence on the SWB of forced migrants remains scarce (Hendriks & Bartram, 2019). Our article
contributes at filling in this gap by focusing on Ukrainian migrants in Poland during wartime. Although
some of them had left Ukraine before the war, at the moment of the study, all of Ukrainians in Europe
face the same barriers to returning home and all encounter heightened stress and uncertainty related not

only to migration but also to the future of their families, friends and the country.

A factor shaping the migrant-native happiness gap is, among others, how migrants evaluate their
material circumstances relative to others. While absolute income secures baseline material needs
(Diener, 1984; Kahneman et al., 2006; Easterlin, 2021), SWB is far more sensitive to relative income
i.e., one’s position within a perceived social hierarchy (Festinger, 1954; Easterlin, 1974; Ferrer-i-
Carbonell, 2005). While absolute income generally increases SWB by improving material conditions,
reference income operates via comparison and information effects linked to perceived inequality and
future expectations (Clark & Oswald, 1996; McBride, 2001; Senik, 2004, 2008; Hirschman &
Rothschild, 1973). Importantly, the salience of reference groups is linked to their social similarity and
physical proximity that reduce costs of obtaining information necessary to assess others’ situation
(Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977). In general populations, relative income evaluations exhibit
a sharp asymmetry: the well-being penalty from unfavourable upward comparisons (feeling worse off)
is substantially larger than any modest, or often non-existing, premium derived from downward

comparisons (feeling better off) (Boyce et al., 2013).

For migrants, whose aspirations and future trajectories are shaped by perceptions of attainable progress,
the balance between comparative mechanisms, such as relative deprivation versus the optimistic signal
of the information effect, is especially consequential. Grounded in the seminal New Economics of Labor
Migration framework, migration is undertaken as a response to alleviate relative deprivation within
specific reference groups (Stark & Taylor, 1989, 1991). Expanding on this foundation, recent empirical
evidence confirms that both objective relative deprivation and unfavourable subjective evaluations of
financial standing significantly heighten international migration desires across the income spectrum (EI

Anshasy, Shamsuddin & Katsaiti, 2023). Once established in a host country, the dynamics of these
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comparisons continue to dictate spatial trajectories. For example, subjective life satisfaction serves as
a primary predictor of whether migrants intend to stay permanently, remigrate, or return home (Mara &
Landesmann, 2013). Hence, relative standing functions as a continuous spatial recalibration mechanism
whenever host environments fail to fulfil comparative expectations. Ultimately, understanding how
these relative income comparisons shape SWB can help with understanding the broader migration
intentions and further mobility decisions also among displaced populations, such as many Ukrainians

living currently in Poland.

At the same time, among mobile populations, relative income evaluations are inherently multi-sited, as
migrants operate across multiple, overlapping reference groups simultaneously (Stranges et al., 2021).
Rather than measuring themselves against a single local standard, migrants navigate a transnational
comparison space encompassing host-country natives, co-ethnic peers, other migrants, and compatriots
remaining in the origin country. The salience of these benchmark groups evolves over the migration
trajectory, often shifting from origin-centred benchmarks toward host-society standards (Brockmann,
2021; Gelatt, 2013; Hendriks & Burger, 2020), directly driving heterogeneity in migrant SWB.
Importantly, different groups may fulfil distinct roles, with some acting mainly as comparison points
and others providing information. In particular, upward comparisons with natives may generate
frustration over structural barriers or function as an informational signal of longer-term prospects in the
host country. Downward comparisons, such as contrasting present physical safety and material security
with the ongoing crisis faced by compatriots at home, can serve as a powerful cognitive buffer, providing
psychological relief and resilience amid acute uncertainty (Senik, 2008; Olivos, Olivos-Jara & Browne,
2021). Consequently, accurately identifying the relevant comparison group is essential for interpreting
income—happiness relationships. Ukrainian migrants in Poland represent a particularly interesting case
in this regard. Their close geographic and cultural ties to Poland, extensive diasporic networks, and the
fact that many experienced involuntary displacements during the ongoing war create a distinctive and

fluid landscape of reference-group formation and income comparisons.

Beyond interpersonal comparisons, internal or temporal comparisons i.e., evaluations of one’s present
circumstances relative to one’s own past or anticipated future (Albert, 1977), have become an
established component of contemporary research on subjective well-being (Morina & Schlechter, 2023;
Hirata & GroB, 2025). Such comparisons can shape how individuals interpret their current circumstances
by providing reference points against which gains, losses, or discrepancies are assessed, with the
direction and affective consequences of comparison depending on the perceived discrepancy between
the present and the comparison standard (Schlechter, Hoppen & Morina, 2024; Schlechter et al., 2025).
This mechanism appears particularly relevant in migration contexts. Recent evidence among forcibly
displaced people in Germany shows that temporal comparisons were the most frequently reported type

of well-being comparison, with comparisons involving the pre-migration self-constituting a particularly



salient benchmark for evaluating current well-being; aversive comparisons were also associated with

post-migration stressors and lower subjective well-being (Churbaji & Morina, 2024).

In the context of voluntary migration, where anticipated improvements in economic and social
circumstances are often central to migration projects (cf. Kogan & Shen, 2019), migrants may therefore
evaluate their present situation not only against others but also against their own previous circumstances
and expected future (Zafar & Ammara, 2023; Pollenne & Vargas-Silva, 2024). At the same time, the
post-migration trajectory may involve substantial occupational and socioeconomic downgrading,
particularly during labour-market integration (Bakker, Dagevos & Engbersen, 2017; Cortes, 2004;
Akglic & Parasnis, 2023). Recent research further indicates that migration-induced downward subjective
social mobility is associated with lower life satisfaction, whereas upward mobility is associated with
more favourable well-being outcomes across migrant populations (Platz Pereira et al., 2025).
Consequently, migrants’ pre-migration circumstances may serve as an important reference point in
evaluating the present: perceived improvement over one’s previous situation may support SWB,
whereas perceived decline or a gap between anticipated and experienced outcomes may generate
dissatisfaction or disappointment. Another possibility, however, is that, specifically in the case of forced
migration, this disappointment does not appear even when the one’s material situation worsens as
aresult of expectations shift. Specifically, in such settings, assessment criteria such as safety and
survival often outweigh the material or financial conditions (Sprangers & Schwartz, 1999; Bonanno,

2004; Hobfoll et al., 2007).

Against the presented theoretical and empirical background, in our analysis of Ukrainian migrants in
Poland in reference to Poles, we focus on the role of multiple comparison groups in shaping SWB,
attending to mechanisms and salience of comparisons with given groups and to the character of these

groups. Our research hypotheses are as follows:

HI: Income comparisons across multiple reference frames simultaneously shape SWB of Ukrainian

migrants in Poland during the war.

H2: The SWB effects of social comparisons operate through different mechanisms for Poles and
Ukrainians, reflecting differences in the social and economic circumstances experienced by the two

groups.

H3: For Ukrainian migrants, comparisons with migrant-specific and transnational reference groups are

more strongly associated with SWB than absolute income.

H4: For both Poles and Ukrainians, the relationship between relative income and SWB is stronger in the
case of spatial and social proximity of comparisons, such that reference groups whose material standards
are most readily observable in daily life exert a stronger immediate influence on SWB than structurally

distant benchmarks.



3. Data & Methods

3.1 Data
We draw on data from the second wave of a longitudinal CAWI survey conducted on online research
panels in 2024 on representative samples of both Poles and Ukrainian migrants living in Poland. In the
first wave, responses were collected from 1,234 Ukrainians and 1,200 Poles. Attrition between waves
was 24.5% among Ukrainians and 21.6% among Poles, yielding final second-wave samples of 932 and
941 respondents, respectively. Our analysis relies specifically on the second wave because it introduced
the targeted survey modules on multiple reference groups essential for this study, which were not
included in the first wave. To ensure full comprehension of the questionnaire, the Ukrainian survey was
administered in three language versions: Ukrainian, Russian, and Polish. Data quality was safeguarded
through the inclusion of two attention-check items, as well as the exclusion of responses completed in
implausibly short times. Upon completion, participants received compensation in the form of loyalty
points in accordance with the panel’s reward scheme. The study design and survey instrument received
ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Economic Sciences, University of Warsaw

(Decision No. 1/2024).

Evaluating how well the Ukrainian subsample reflects the broader Ukrainian population in Poland is not
straightforward, given the highly dynamic nature of this group. Still, the profile of respondents in our
study aligns closely with findings from earlier research on Ukrainians in the Polish labour market that
draws on other data sources (Dudek & Strzelecki, 2026; Strzelecki, Dudek & Panuciak, 2024; Dlugosz,
2023). In our data, Ukrainian participants are predominantly highly educated women, engaged in
employment, and residing in large urban centres or adjacent areas. Most respondents (around 82%)
arrived in Poland on or after 24 February 2022. To more thoroughly account for the issue of
representativeness, we constructed post-stratification weights for age and gender based on the PESEL
registry of Ukrainians in Poland, which are used in all of our analyses. Table 1 reports both unweighted
and weighted socioeconomic characteristics of the Ukrainian sample. For comparison, the Polish sample
(see Table 1) is representative of the Polish population with respect to age, education, gender, and place

of residence (by voivodeship and settlement size).



Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the Ukrainian sample

Ukrainian Migrants Poles

Variable Unweighted Data Weighted Data
Sample size 932 932 941
Gender

Female 779 (83.58%) 63.83% 474 (50.37%)

Male 153 (16.42%) 36.17% 467 (49.63%)
Age in years (M £ SD) 41.89+11.06 24.21+13.46 50.86+15.18
Relationship status

In a relationship 649 (69.64%) 67.83% 663 (70.46%)

Single 283 (30.36%) 32.17% 278 (29.54%)
Children

Yes 772 (77.47%) 65.67% 694 (73.75%)

No 210 (22.53%) 34.33% 247 (26.25%)
Education

Elementary 34 (3.65%) 6.07% 104 (11.05%)

Vocational 42 (4.51%) 6.34% 196 (20.83%)

Secondary 130 (13.95%) 18.05% 339 (36.03%)

Higher education 726 (77.90%) 69.54% 302 (32.09%)
Household Income

Below Median 522 (65.01%) 54.11% 335 (35.60%)

Approximately Median 137 (14.70%) 13.35% 156 (16.58%)

Above Median 273 (29.29%) 32.55% 450 (47.82%)
Employment status

Employed 645 (69.21%) 64.27% 510 (46.44%)

Unemployed 99 (10.62%) 11.53% 48 (5.10%)

Outside of labor force 188 (20.17%) 24.20% 383 (40.70%)
Place of residence

Big city or outskirts 564 (60.52%) 61.94% 312 (33.16%)

Medium or small city 312 (33.48%) 32.56% 323 (34.33%)

Countryside 56 (6.01%) 5.50% 306 (32.52%)
First Arrival to Poland

Before 2014 91 (9.81%) 9.56%

Between 2014 and 2022 273 (29.42%) 32.16%

In 2022 or later 564 (60.78%) 58.29%

Note: M mean, SD, standard deviation

Source: Own elaboration.

3.2 Measures

Drawing from Diener’s (1984) tripartite framework, we operationalize SWB through its cognitive and

affective components. Since prior literature demonstrates that pecuniary factors and material standing

primarily shape cognitive evaluations rather than daily emotional states, our main empirical analysis
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centres on life satisfaction. Nevertheless, affective SWB components i.e., positive and negative affect
are analysed as supplementary outcomes to evaluate the robustness and emotional nuances of our core

findings.

Cognitive part of SWB (life satisfaction) was measured using Polish, Ukrainian, and Russian adaptations
of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985). This scale consists of five statements
e.g., “The conditions of my life are excellent” or “I am satisfied with my life.” Respondents asses each
statement using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The final SWLS
score ranging from 5 to 35 is a sum of scale points with the higher values meaning higher levels of
satisfaction with life. Internal consistencies, measured by Cronbach’s alpha, for this scale were excellent

(0.84 for Ukrainian migrants and 0.92 for Poles).

Positive and negative affects were assessed using the PANAS scale (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988),
again provided in the three language versions based on Polish, Ukrainian, and Russian adaptations. This
scale is built from two lists of 10 adjectives each. Those adjectives capture either positive (e.g.,
“determined” or “excited”) or negative (e.g., “distressed” or “alert”) emotional states. Respondents rate
the frequency of experiencing each of the states on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely). Scores for positive and negative affect were calculated by summing the respective items,
yielding values between 10 and 50, where higher scores indicate higher levels of either positive or
negative emotions. For this scale, internal reliability was high, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients

exceeding 0.89 both for Ukrainians and Poles.

Our key independent variables capture subjective perceptions of material standing relative to specific
reference groups. Respondents were asked the question: "How well are you doing financially compared
to the following people or groups of people? Please answer using a scale where 1 means 'much worse'
and 5 means 'much better'. Responses were then collapsed into three discrete categories: worse off,

about the same (reference category), and better off.

We incorporate two distinct sets of comparison groups. Both the Polish population and Ukrainian
migrant samples evaluated their standing against three traditional reference groups - peers of comparable
age and education, family members, and neighbours — as well as against their own past material situation
(internal comparison). For the Ukrainian migrants, we introduced four additional migrant-specific
reference groups: other Ukrainians in Poland, compatriots in Ukraine, Ukrainians residing in third
countries, and Poles. Importantly, for migrant-specific groups, we also include category I did/does not
know such people. This option accounted for instances where respondents could not perform a social
comparison due to a complete lack of social ties or personal acquaintance with individuals from that
specific benchmark group (e.g., not knowing any Ukrainians living in third countries or Poles). That

response ranged from 2.7% for compatriots in Ukraine to 14.1% for Ukrainians living in third countries.
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Table 2 presents the percentage distribution across these comparison categories for both Ukrainian

migrants and Poles.

Table 2 Percentage Distribution of Subjective Material Standing Relative to Reference Groups

Reference Group Relative Position  Ukrainian Migrants (%) Poles (%)
Traditional Reference Groups
Peers (comparati Worse off 26.98% 25.50%
oo o dgf;goz‘; About the same 40.14% 55.26%
& Better off 32.89% 19.23%
Worse off 29.15% 22.32%
Family members  About the same 36.54% 54.20%
Better off 3431% 23.49%
Worse off 30.56% 20.72%
Neighbors About the same 45.26% 57.28%
Better off 24.18% 22.00%
Worse off 28.16% 18.70%
Own past situation ~ About the same 36.58% 55.90%
Better off 35.26% 25.40%
Migrant-Specific Reference Groups
Worse off 21.98%
Ukrainians in About the same 42.72%
Poland Better off 30.02%
No such people 5.28%
Worse off 34.67%
Ukrainians in About the same 20.10%
Ukraine Better off 42.50%
No such people 2.73%
Worse off 33.17%
. About the same 25.38%
Ukrainians Abroad Better off 27 35%
No such people 14.10%
Worse off 43.86%
Poles About the same 18.30%
Better off 32.39%
No such people 5.45%

Note: Estimates for Ukrainian migrants are weighted using age-gender post-stratification weights based on the PESEL-UKR registry. "About
the same" serves as the reference category in all subsequent regression specifications. The category "No such people" accounts for respondents

who reported having no acquaintances within a given comparison group.

Source: Own elaboration.
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Although our analysis is at the individual level, objective material status is measured via household
income rather than individual personal income. This accounts for household resource pooling, ensuring
that an individual's objective economic standing accurately reflects their actual standard of living,
particularly for respondents with low or zero personal earnings who reside in higher-income households.
Household income was recoded from seven original income brackets into three tiers, below median,
median (reference category), and above median, anchored to the bracket containing the 2024 Polish
national median income. We also control for the general subjective importance assigned to income
comparisons, collapsed from a 5-point scale into unimportant, neither important nor unimportant
(reference category), and important. Finally, we take into account the following confounders: gender,
age, higher education attainment, and employment status. For the models’ simplicity, we do not control
for relationship status, children, or health as these factors influence only the dependent variable but not

the income comparison variables, and, hence, are not confounders (Bartam, 2021).

3.3 Method

Our empirical strategy relies on parallel linear (OLS) regression models estimating the effects of
subjective income comparisons across multiple reference groups on life satisfaction, conducted
separately for Ukrainian migrants in Poland and Poles as the native population. Then we re-estimate the
models on affective components of SWB i.e., positive and negative affects. To ensure demographic
representativeness, all models for the Ukrainian migrants are weighted, along with robust standard errors
to account for heteroskedasticity. Prior to model estimation, we evaluated pairwise rank correlations
across all comparison variables using Kendall’s tau. Independence tests confirmed minimal dependence
between predictors, with Kendall’s tau coefficients being negligible to weak across all pairs, indicating

that the reference group variables represent distinct comparison benchmarks.

We structure the estimation sequentially. First, using STATA 19, we model the effects of traditional
reference groups common to both populations: peers of comparable age and education, family members,
neighbours, and an internal temporal comparison (the respondent’s own past material situation). In the
next step, only for the Ukrainian migrant sample, we expand the specification to incorporate migrant-
specific reference groups: other Ukrainians in Poland, Ukrainians residing in third countries,
compatriots remaining in Ukraine, and Polish natives. To isolate income comparison effects, all models
control for key socioeconomic and demographic confounders. Importantly, for the sake of comparative
part of our analysis, we keep the same control set for Ukrainians and Poles. However, we also perform
a robustness check and include the timing of the first arrival to Poland (categorized into the following
categories: “before 20147, “between 2014 and 20227, and “in 2022 or later”) into the model of migrants

to check whether it modifies our findings. Additionally, we repeat the first part of the analysis only for
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war refugees i.e., for those who arrived to Poland after the outbreak of the full-scale war in February

2022.

Next, to determine the relative contribution of various reference-group income comparisons, absolute
household income, and socio-demographic characteristics SWB, we supplement our regression analysis
with variance decomposition using the Lindeman, Merenda, and Gold (LMG) Shapley value approach
(Gromping, 2006; Lindeman et al., 1980). We adopt this method to isolate the exact percentage share of
explained variance attributable to specific comparison reference groups relative to baseline controls.
While variance decomposition does not establish causal directionality, it provides a robust structural
assessment of which comparative benchmarks dominate the overall variance in SWB across both
populations. The final metrics are normalized to sum to 100%, allowing us to isolate the exact percentage
share of explained variance driven by specific upward, downward, and internal comparison reference
groups relative to absolute economic and demographic controls. Standard regression metrics, such as
incremental R? or partial correlations, fail to isolate the distinct contribution of strongly correlated
predictors, such as the natural overlap between education, absolute income, and relative comparison
benchmarks. Unlike conventional sequential models, the LMG approach overcomes this limitation by
calculating each predictor's marginal contribution across all possible variable orderings. This produces

an order-independent, fair partitioning of total explained variance (R?).

4. Results

4.1 Subjective Material Position and Life Satisfaction — Comparative Perspective

The results of models for Ukrainian migrants and Poles for standard comparison groups are depicted in
Figure 1 while the exact regression results are presented in Table 3 (columns 1 and 3). The models
explain 11% of variance in life satisfaction for Ukrainian migrants and 23% for Poles. Although these
figures indicate modest explanatory power, such levels are not unusual in individual-level life
satisfaction research, including research on migrant populations, given the multidimensional nature of
subjective well-being and the large number of factors that may shape life satisfaction (Yaman, Cubi-

Molla, & Plagnol, 2022; Stranges et al., 2021).

Beginning with peer comparisons, evaluating one's standing as worse off than one's peers is associated
with a 1.6-point reduction in life satisfaction (on a 5-35 scale) among Ukrainian migrants. For Poles,
we observe an even larger life satisfaction penalty for being worse off relative to the baseline category
(by 4.2 points). Importantly, Ukrainian migrants also experience a life satisfaction bonus from feeling

better off than their peers (by 1.1 points), a pattern not observed among Poles. This suggests that while
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both upward and downward peer comparisons influence life satisfaction for migrants, Poles are

primarily sensitive to upward comparisons.

Figure 1. Effects of being worse or better off than others by comparison group on life

satisfaction among Ukrainian migrants and Poles

Social Position Effects on Satisfaction with Life
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Note: The figure displays point estimates with 95% confidence intervals from Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. The independent
variables of interest are subjective income comparison levels: "Worse off" and "Better off" (with "About the same" serving as the omitted
reference category) across four common reference groups: Peers, Own Past, Family Members, and Neighbors. Models for Ukrainian migrants
(N = 932) are estimated using robust standard errors and analytical weights to correct for age and gender distributions in the migrant sample.
Models for Polish natives (N = 941) are unweighted and estimated with robust standard errors. Control variables include absolute household
income, the subjective importance of income comparisons, and standard socio-demographic factors (gender, age, higher education, and
employment status).

Source: Own elaboration.

Regarding family comparisons, we find no statistically significant effects for Ukrainian migrants. This
can be related to the complexity of migrants’ familial configurations spanning national borders making
it difficult to isolate a coherent reference group with a label of family. In contrast, for Poles, perceiving
oneself to be worse off than family members is significantly associated with a 2-point drop in life
satisfaction. The opposite pattern emerges for neighbour comparisons: being worse off than neighbours
significantly reduces life satisfaction among migrants (by 1.4 points), whereas no significant neighbour

comparison effects appear for Poles.

Turning to internal temporal comparisons, we observe a significant effect only among Poles, for whom

being better off than in the past increases life satisfaction by 2.2 points. This points to the specificity of
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the post-migration situation among forced migrants for whom material dimension of comparisons with
the past is of secondary importance. Regarding absolute household income, for both Ukrainians and
Poles, only falling below the median is significantly associated with lower life satisfaction, whereas
having an income above the median yields no additional well-being improvements. This is consistent
with hedonic adaptation (Diener et al., 2006) i.e., getting used to income improvement by adjusting the
material aspiration (Ukrainians) and income satiation dynamics (Jebb et al., 2018) (Ukrainians and

Poles), where additional income offers diminishing returns to happiness once basic needs are met.

Finally, among the socio-demographic controls, significant effects appear primarily within the Polish
sample, where age and holding a higher education degree are positively associated with life satisfaction.
For Ukrainian migrants, none of the demographic control variables demonstrate statistically significant
associations with life satisfaction. This can suggest existence of some universal factors influencing SWB

of Ukrainians in Poland in the context of migration and in times of war.

Table 3 Results of the models for Life Satisfaction among Ukrainian migrants and Poles

Ukrainian Migrants
' Poles
Variables (1) )
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.55%* -1.12 -4 1 5%**
(0.59) (0.59) (0.60)
Better off 1.08* 0.83 0.24
(0.51) (0.50) (0.60)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.02 0.50 -2.04%**
(0.59) (0.57) (0.59)
Better off -0.06 -0.32 0.02
(0.52) (0.50) (0.55)
Neighbours (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.35* -0.93 -0.38
(0.55) (0.56) (0.61)
Better off -0.66 -0.22 -0.90
(0.58) (0.56) (0.58)
Own situation in the past (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.72 -0.54 -0.76
(0.55) (0.53) (0.54)
Better off 0.66 0.92 2.22%**
(0.53) (0.51) (0.53)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.43*
(0.63)
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Better Off -0.34

(0.58)
No such people 2.89%:#*
(0.88)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.65
(0.62)
Better off 1.20*
(0.59)
No such people -1.01
(0.93)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.12
(0.60)
Better Oft -0.88
(0.69)
No such people -0.61
(0.74)
Poles (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.62%
(0.67)
Better Off -1.23
(0.69)
No such people -0.94
(1.03)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.69%* -1.31%* -1.48%*
(0.68) (0.65) (0.61)
Above Median -0.49 -0.23 -0.10
(0.71) (0.70) (0.58)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important -0.70 -0.58 1.34
(0.63) (0.61) (0.81)
Unimportant -0.30 -0.41 0.78
(0.51) (0.49) (0.42)
Gender (Men) 0.65 0.62 -0.24
(0.56) (0.54) (0.42)
Age -0.01 0.00 0.06%***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Higher Education -0.21 -0.07 1.04*
(0.55) (0.54) (0.44)
Employed -0.04 -0.43 -0.29
(0.51) (0.49) (0.47)
Constant 19.43%%* 20.23%** 17.67***
(1.19) (1.28) (1.12)
Observations 932 932 941
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R-squared 0.11 0.16 0.23

Note: ¥** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-age weights (Ukrainian migrants only), Model

(1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes the full set of reference groups.

Source: Own elaboration.

4.2 Subjective Material Position on Life Satisfaction — Migrant-Specific Perspective

The effects of subjective material standing from the expanded model for Ukrainians (Table 3), which
incorporates migrant-specific comparison groups, are illustrated in Figure 2. Introducing these migrant-
specific benchmarks increases the proportion of explained variance (R?) in life satisfaction to 16%.
Crucially, controlling for these groups attenuates the coefficients of all traditional comparison

benchmarks to statistical insignificance at the 5% level.

Figure 2. Effects of being worse or better off than others by comparison group and SWB

component among Ukrainian migrants for migrant-specific comparison groups

Social Position Effects on Life Satisfaction
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Note: The figure displays point estimates with 95% confidence intervals from OLS regressions restricted entirely to the sample of Ukrainian
migrants in Poland (N = 932). The coefficients illustrate the impact of feeling "Worse off" or "Better off" (relative to the omitted "About the
same" baseline) across four migrant-specific comparison cohorts: Ukrainians in Poland, Ukrainians in Ukraine, Ukrainians Abroad, and Poles.
All models are estimated using robust standard errors and analytical weights to correct for age and gender distributions in the migrant sample.
Control variables include absolute household income, the subjective importance of income comparisons, and standard socio-demographic
factors (gender, age, higher education, and employment status).

Source: Own elaboration.
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Looking at specific migrant reference groups, evaluating one's standing as worse off than other
Ukrainians in Poland incurs a life satisfaction penalty of 1.4 points. Interestingly, those who do not know
individuals from this group have higher life satisfaction by about 2.9 points. Next, comparisons with
compatriots in Ukraine matter only when respondents evaluate themselves as better off, which generates
a 1.2-point life satisfaction bonus. In contrast, relative standing compared to Ukrainians living in third
countries shows no significant association with life satisfaction, which can be related to fussiness of
a reference group defined in this way. Finally, reporting a perceived disadvantage relative to Poles is
associated with a 1.6-point reduction in life satisfaction. Interestingly, reporting perceived advantage
over Poles also decreases migrants’ life satisfaction (by 1.2 points), although only at 10% significance
level. Therefore, in the case of migrants being similar to Poles (natives) in material terms provides for
the highest life satisfaction. This can be interpreted as an indicator of structural integration (cf. Bosswick
& Heckmann, 2006) apparently bosting migrants’ SWB. All remaining demographic and socioeconomic

controls yield results comparable to the baseline model.
4.3 Shapley-Owen Decomposition

To determine the relative importance of absolute income, socio-demographic characteristics, and
various reference-group income comparisons in driving life satisfaction, we apply the LMG (1980)
variance decomposition. Figures 3 and 4 present the normalized share of explained variance (R?)
contributed by each predictor set for Ukrainian migrants (R? = 15.94%) and Polish natives (R? =
22.65%), respectively.

The decomposition reveals that social comparisons, rather than absolute economic standing or
demographic traits, drive the vast majority of explained variance in life satisfaction among Ukrainian
migrants. Crucially, migrant-specific reference groups collectively account for nearly half (48.6%) of
the total explained variance in the model (other Ukrainians in Poland, Poles, Ukrainians in third
countries, and compatriots in Ukraine). Looking at individual predictors for migrants, the single largest
contributor to migrant life satisfaction is the comparison with other Ukrainian migrants in Poland
(18.6%), closely followed by general peers of similar age and education (18.0%). This highlights that

immediate social equals within the host country serve as the primary baseline for self-evaluation.
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Figure 3 Relative Importance of Socio-Demographic and Social Comparison Predictors of Life

Satisfaction (SWLS) Among Ukrainian Migrants: LMG Variance Decomposition
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Note: The dependent variable is the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) score. Bars represent the relative contribution of each regressor to the
model’s explained variance (R? = 15.94%), calculated using the Lindeman, Merenda, and Gold (1980) LMG decomposition method and
normalized to sum to 100%. The underlying OLS regression is estimated using analytical weights to correct for gender and age distribution
and robust standard errors. The sample is restricted to Ukrainian migrants in Poland (N = 932]). 4bsolute Income refers to the respondent's
household income; Importance of Comparisons measures the subjective value placed on comparing one's income with others.

Source: Own elaboration.

Comparisons with Poles represent the third largest contributor, accounting for 13.2% of explained
variance. This underscores that relative position as compared to host society members is a critical
psychological benchmark during post-migration adaptation also in the context of displaced populations.
Moreover, transnational reference groups hold substantial weight. Comparisons with Ukrainians in third
countries explain 10.4% of the variance, while comparisons with compatriots remaining in Ukraine
contribute 6.4%. Next, internal temporal evaluations (own past situation) account for 7.4% of explained

variance, followed by neighbours (6.9%) and family members (1.9%).

While absolute household income remains a meaningful predictor, explaining 10.2% of the variance in
life satisfaction among migrants, its contribution is substantially outweighed by the combined influence
of relative comparison benchmarks. Meanwhile, general subjective importance of income comparisons
contributes only 2.1%. Standard socio-demographic factors (gender, age, education, and employment
status) play a negligible role, collectively accounting for less than 5% of explained variance (with gender

contributing 3.8%, employment 0.6%, age 0.5%, and higher education 0.1%).
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Figure 4 Relative Importance of Socio-Demographic and Social Comparison Predictors of Life

Satisfaction (SWLS) Among Poles: LMG Variance Decomposition
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Note: The dependent variable is the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) score. Bars represent the relative contribution of each regressor to the
model’s explained variance (R? = 22.65%), calculated using the Lindeman, Merenda, and Gold (1980) LMG decomposition method and
normalized to sum to 100%. The underlying OLS regression is estimated without survey weights using robust standard errors. The sample is

restricted to Polish natives (N = 941).

Source: Own elaboration.

For Poles, life satisfaction is overwhelmingly dominated by traditional, localized social ties. In
particular, comparisons with peers account for over a third of total explained variance (37.2%) - more
than double the contribution observed among migrants. Unlike migrants, for whom family comparisons
play a minimal role (1.9%), family members constitute the second largest driver of Poles’ life
satisfaction (16.6%), followed by internal temporal comparisons (own past: 13.8%) and neighbours
(9.0%). Finally, socio-demographic factors, particularly age (8.3%) and higher education (4.6%), carry

significantly greater explanatory power for native population life satisfaction than for migrants.

Taken together, this comparison demonstrates a key structural difference. While natives’ life satisfaction
is anchored in traditional, immediate, largely local, social networks (peers and family), migrants have
more complex transnational comparison space, and their life satisfaction varies mostly with social

standing as regards to those migrant-specific groups.
4.4 Supplementary Analysis — Affective Component of SWB

Table 4 presents the regression estimates for the affective components of SWB: positive affect (PA) and
negative affect (NA). Across specifications, the models account for a substantial share of variance in
affective states. For Ukrainian migrants, the proportion of explained variance (R?) is 11% for positive

affect and 17% for negative affect, compared to 8% and 14%, respectively, for Poles.

Examining traditional social benchmarks reveals distinct emotional dynamics between the two

populations. Evaluating oneself as worse off than peers is significantly associated with lower positive
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affect across both Ukrainians and Poles. However, this upward peer comparison increases negative
affect exclusively among Poles. Conversely, a downward peer comparison bonus emerges for migrants
i.e., those who evaluate themselves as better off than their peers experience significantly lower negative
affect. Comparisons with family members yield no statistically significant associations with either
positive or negative affect in either group. For neighbours, feeling worse off initially predicts higher
negative affect among Ukrainians. However, this effect attenuates to statistical insignificance once
migrant-specific reference groups are added to the specification. Next, evaluating one's current standing
as better off than in the past serves as a strong positive emotional anchor, significantly boosting positive

affect for both migrants and Poles.

Incorporating migrant-specific reference sets uncovers nuanced affective mechanisms unique to migrant
populations. Relative standing in the host country primarily drives positive emotional states. On the one
hand, Ukrainian migrants who feel worse off than either fellow Ukrainians in Poland or Polish natives
report significantly lower positive affect. On the other hand, experiencing relative advantage over Polish
natives yields a distinct positive affect premium. Comparisons back home primarily relate to negative
emotional states. Intriguingly, migrants who evaluate themselves as worse off than compatriots
remaining in Ukraine, as well as those reporting no active social contacts in Ukraine, exhibit
significantly lower negative affect. This finding might point to a protective coping mechanism, where

being safely removed can resonate with the feeling of guilt due to leaving the country under the war.

Table 4 Results of the models for Affective Subjective Well-Being among Ukrainian migrants

and Poles
Ukrainian Migrants Poles
Variables PA (1) PA(2) NA(l) NA(2 PA NA
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -2.09%** -1.61% 0.95 0.53 -1.54* 1.54*
(0.72) (0.73) (0.91) (0.94) (0.71) (0.69)
Better off 1.40 1.10 -2.15%* -1.82% 0.11 0.02
(0.73) (0.73) (0.81) (0.77) (0.69) (0.63)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.72 -0.42 1.37 1.23 -1.47 0.93
(0.80) (0.78) (0.95) (0.91) (0.78) (0.71)
Better off -0.44 -0.53 0.96 0.89 -0.46 -0.15
(0.80) (0.77) (0.86) (0.85) (0.63) (0.64)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.56 -0.01 2.04* 1.63 -0.41 0.04
(0.75) (0.76) (0.83) (0.87) (0.81) (0.72)
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Better off 0.05 0.67 0.89 0.53 -0.22
(0.87) (0.82) (0.89) (0.88) (0.64)
Own situation in the past(ref. cat. About the same)

Worse off 0.55 0.65 0.92 0.90 -0.27
(0.75) (0.73) (0.85) (0.83) (0.75)
Better off 2.17%%* 2.45%** -0.83 -1.03 2.83%**
(0.74) (0.72) (0.82) (0.79) (0.60)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -2.07* 1.37
(0.82) (0.98)
Better Off -0.20 0.47
(0.79) (0.87)
No such people -0.16 1.15
(1.32) (1.56)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.95 -1.98*
(0.78) (0.99)
Better off 0.21 -0.82
(0.78) (0.94)
No such people -1.24 -4 47*
(1.71) (1.81)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -0.18 1.50
(0.85) (0.93)
Better Off -0.34 0.30
(0.90) (1.02)
No such people -0.06 0.08
(1.15) (1.28)
Poles (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -2.57%* 0.84
(0.90) (1.04)
Better Off -2.17* 1.22
(0.91) (1.13)
No such people -1.01 1.01
(1.47) (1.84)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.04 -0.66 1.41 1.15 -0.47
(0.90) (0.89) (0.99) (0.96) (0.74)
Above Median -0.94 -0.69 1.05 0.87 0.12
(0.99) (0.99) (1.05) (1.02) (0.68)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important -0.03 0.10 1.61 1.72 1.52
(0.89) (0.86) (1.06) (0.99) (1.01)
Unimportant 0.12 0.10 -0.68 -0.45 0.49
(0.75) (0.73) (0.83) (0.80) (0.51)

0.86
(0.70)

1.34
(0.72)
0.15
(0.61)

-0.86
(0.76)
-1.22
(0.74)

1.10
(0.95)

“1.17*
(0.53)
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Gender (Men) 1.12 1.10 -3.154%%% 3 Rk 0.51 -1.10*

(0.73) (0.70) (0.89) (0.88) (0.52) (0.49)
Age 0.00 0.01 0.08%  -0.09%* 0.03 L0.16%%*
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Higher Education 0.71 0.91 0.79 0.51 0.12 0.35
(0.69) (0.69) (0.85) (0.84) (0.50) (0.52)
Employed 2.35%k% ] g7% _1.58% 122 1.25% -0.76
(0.67) (0.65) (0.79) (0.76) (0.61) (0.56)
Constant 26.32%%%  27.60%k*  25.80%kk 25 G3kkk 7 (8kEE )8 J ik
(1.40) (1.47) (1.88) (2.23) (1.55) (1.50)
Observations 932 932 932 932 941 941
R-squared 0.11 0.14 0.14 0.17 0.08 0.14

Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, PA - positive affect, NA - negative affect, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-
age weights (Ukrainian migrants only). Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes

the full set of reference groups.

Source: Own elaboration.

Socio-demographic controls also demonstrate clear patterns across both groups. Male and older
respondents in both groups report significantly lower negative affect. Additionally, Poles who view
income comparisons as unimportant experience lower negative affect. Crucially, employment status
plays a significant role for Ukrainians: employed migrants report both significantly higher positive affect

and lower negative affect - a dual affective benefit not observed in the native sample.

4.5. Robustness Check
First, we re-estimated the life satisfaction models for Ukrainian migrants using unweighted data to assess
whether the results are sensitive to the application of survey weights (see Table Al in the Appendix).
The results are broadly consistent with those obtained from the weighted models, indicating that the
main findings are not sensitive to the use of survey weights. Next, adding the timing of first arrival
yields the same findings, and this variable is not statistically significant for either life satisfaction or
affective SWB (see Tables A2 and A3). Focusing exclusively on war refugees (Tables A4 and AS), we
observe several key differences compared to the general model. Specifically, peer comparisons and
comparisons with Poles show no significant effects on SWB - a pattern that may stem from shorter

lengths of stay or the specific circumstances of forced migration.

Apart from this, we find an SWB bonus from being better off than in the past (similar to the effect for
Poles), alongside a significant association between temporal deterioration and higher negative affect.
This indicates that war refugees experience heightened negative emotions when perceiving a decline in
their material situation. Interestingly, a significant SWB bonus emerges both when individuals are worse

off and better off than compatriots in Ukraine, though the magnitude is larger for those who are better
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off. The unexpected bonus from relative material disadvantage may be distinct to forced migration
contexts, where physical security is often prioritized over relative financial standing. Furthermore, we
identify a life satisfaction penalty among refugees who are worse off than Ukrainians in other host
countries, likely reflecting post-displacement evaluations of destination choices. Finally, war refugees
who reported knowing no other Ukrainians in Poland exhibited significantly lower positive affect and

higher negative affect, highlighting the vital role of host-country diasporic networks.

5. Discussion

This study provides new empirical insights into how subjective income comparisons shape SWB during
acute uncertainty and forced displacement. By contrasting Ukrainian migrants in Poland with Poles, our
findings demonstrate that migration, including forced displacement, alters the structure, direction, and

explanatory weight of social comparison groups in the context of SWB.

Overall, our empirical results lead to supporting all four hypotheses. In line with Hypothesis 1, perceived
social position across multiple and differing reference groups is significantly associated with migrants’
life satisfaction, including both traditional comparison groups as well as migrant-specific groups. This
points to the complexity of income comparisons in the case of migrants which demonstrates how

challenging is evaluation of their importance for migrants’ SWB.

Furthermore, confirming Hypothesis 2, we observe distinct patterns of how income comparison
influence SWB of both groups. For Ukrainians, position as compared to peers of comparable age and
education, neighbours, and above all migrant-specific groups (other Ukrainians in Poland, compatriots
in Ukraine, and Poles) is associated with distinct SWB outcomes. For Poles’ SWB income comparisons
that matter include peers, family members, and own past. Moreover, while Poles engage exclusively in
upward comparisons that lower their SWB, Ukrainian migrants exhibit two-sided comparison
behaviour, experiencing both SWB penalties from upward comparisons and usually distinct premiums
from downward comparisons. The finding, thus, highlights a distinct psychological adaptation strategy
among migrants. For Poles, social comparisons conform to standard relative deprivation models (Ferrer-
i-Carbonell, 2005; Boyce, Brown & Moore, 2010), exhibiting pronounced loss aversion. Feeling worse
off than peers imposes a substantial life satisfaction penalty and elevates negative affect, whereas feeling
better off yields no statistically significant SWB bonus. Conversely, Ukrainian migrants incur a life
satisfaction penalty when falling behind peers, but they also secure a statistically significant SWB bonus
when outperforming them, reporting higher life satisfaction, elevated positive affect, and reduced
negative affect. Under conditions of post-displacement vulnerability, obtaining a higher relative
standing within one's peer group apparently provides positive reinforcement and psychological

compensation, helping to buffer the broader socio-economic uncertainty of resettlement.
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The complexity and distinctiveness of the role of social comparisons in shaping migrants’ SWB is well
portrayed in the case of Poles as a reference group. Ukrainian migrants experience a significant life
satisfaction penalty when feeling worse off than Poles but receive no corresponding SWB bonus from
feeling better off. On the contrary, we see that being better off than Poles is related to lower positive
affect. Income position relative to host-country natives functions primarily as an informational signal
regarding structural and institutional integration. Falling behind natives signals structural
marginalization and administrative insecurity, associating with lower SWB (Clark, Frijters & Shields,
2008; Boyce et al., 2010; Safi, 2010). Conversely, outperforming natives does not generate
a psychological bonus if broader structural friction or social integration barriers persist (Bartram, 2013;
Verkuyten, 2008). Importantly, our further analyses suggest that for forced migrants, relative social
comparisons operate distinctly from general migrant populations, as comparison with natives is not
significantly associated with SWB, likely because initial post-displacement priorities centre on safety

and adaptation rather than local status benchmarking.

Regarding internal temporal comparisons, both migrants and natives display a pronounced
psychological premium from upward temporal mobility although through different SWB channels.
Evaluating one's current material situation as superior to the past enhances life satisfaction for Poles and
significantly boosts positive affect across both groups. Intriguingly, downward temporal mobility i.e.,
feeling worse off than in the past, does not trigger a symmetric decline in life satisfaction among
migrants but it does increase negative emotions. This asymmetry may reflect cognitive coping
mechanisms that mitigate the psychological impact of perceived material losses. In the context of war
and forced displacement, individuals often recalibrate their expectations and standards of evaluation,
a process consistent with theories of response shift and psychological adaptation, such that physical
safety and survival become more salient reference points than pre-war material living standards
(Sprangers & Schwartz, 1999; Bonanno, 2004; Hobfoll et al., 2007). Consequently, material
downgrading relative to pre-war life may be psychologically buffered, preventing a proportional decline

in cognitive well-being but not necessarily one’s emotions.

Next, supporting Hypothesis 3, in the case of Ukrainian migrants, income comparisons with migrant-
specific reference groups dominate over traditional comparison benchmarks (peers, family, and
neighbours). In particular, comparisons with other Ukrainian migrants in Poland represent the single
largest contributor to migrant life satisfaction. In contrast, comparisons with compatriots remaining in
Ukraine operate primarily as an affective coping buffer rather than a cognitive SWB driver. Specifically,
feeling worse off than those back home, or reporting no active social contacts in Ukraine, is associated
with significantly lower negative affect. Within an active military conflict setting, being safely removed
from danger decouples standard material envy, transforming relative disadvantage into a realization of
physical safety that mitigates daily emotional distress (Hobfoll et al., 2007; Bonanno, 2004; Porter &
Haslam, 2005).
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Finally, as regards Hypothesis 4, we observe that spatial and social proximity remains the key dimension
of a reference group importance for SWB, also in the case of migrants. Namely, for Ukrainian migrants
it is others who live in the same country (natives and other migrants) or neighbourhood or share the
sociodemographic profile (peers of comparable education and age) who matter the most for explaining
differences in life satisfaction. This centrality of proximity aligns closely with classical social
comparison theory, which posits that individuals select reference targets based on social similarity and
attribute relevance (Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977). In a spatial context, physical proximity
significantly lowers the information search costs required to assess others' material well-being, making
the living standards of host-country residents and local peers daily and directly observable (Clark &
Senik, 2010; Luttmer, 2005). Furthermore, social proximity, captured by age and educational peers,
functions as a cognitive benchmark for self-evaluation. This suggests that migrants do not evaluate their
achievements against abstract national averages, but against demographic counterparts who share

similar human capital and life stages, making discrepancies in material success far more salient.

Certain limitations warrant consideration. First, subjective comparison categories (such as peers versus
co-ethnics in Poland) may overlap in respondents' cognitive framing. Even though, we checked
statistical dependence between predictors, future research should incorporate granular social network
data to define reference group boundaries more precisely. Second, our analytical framework relies on
subjective self-assessments of others' material standing rather than objective income benchmarks.
Although subjective perceptions represent the direct psychological trigger for SWB, future studies
combining administrative baseline data with perceived relative standing could provide deeper insights
into how perceptual biases shape social comparison mechanisms during displacement. Third, the models
explain a relatively modest share of the variance in life satisfaction, particularly among Ukrainian. This
indicates that our variables, including income comparisons, while associated with life satisfaction in our
analyses, capture only one component of the broader set of factors shaping SWB. Given the
multidimensional nature of life satisfaction and the importance of social, relational, health-related,
psychological, and situational factors, the findings should therefore not be interpreted as suggesting that
income comparisons provide a comprehensive explanation of migrants' SWB. Future research could
incorporate a broader set of SWB determinants and examine whether the explanatory contribution of
relative income varies across migrant groups and stages of the migration process. Finally, future research
could also extend these insights by investigating how SWB outcomes derived from relative social
standing across various reference groups shape subsequent migration intentions and actual secondary

mobility decisions with the specific focus on forced migrants.
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7. Appendix

All tables’ source is own elaboration.

Table A1l. Results of the unweighted models for life satisfaction among Ukrainian migrants

Variables (1) )
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.73%%* -1.44%*
(0.45) (0.47)
Better off 1.55%** 1.33%*
(0.43) (0.43)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.41 -0.15
(0.45) (0.44)
Better off -0.11 -0.35
(0.44) (0.45)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.14%* -0.80
(0.43) (0.44)
Better off -0.27 -0.09
(0.47) (0.47)
Own situation in the past (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.63 -0.42
(0.44) (0.44)
Better off 0.83 0.96*
(0.43) (0.43)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -0.30
(0.50)
Better Off -0.40
(0.47)
No such people 2.07%*
(0.82)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.26
(0.51)
Better off 0.81
(0.49)
No such people -0.62
(0.98)

Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)

Worse Off -1.23*
(0.50)



Better Off -1.29*

(0.56)
No such people -0.99
(0.59)
Poles (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.85%**
(0.53)
Better Off -1.35%
(0.61)
No such people -1.01
(0.85)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.32%* -1.05%*
(0.52) (0.52)
Above Median 0.20 0.16
(0.57) (0.57)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important -1.20%* -1.08%*
(0.51) (0.51)
Unimportant -0.54 -0.63
(0.42) (0.41)
Gender (Men) 0.89 0.8
(0.53) (0.52)
Age -0.02 -0.01
(0.02) (0.02)
Higher Education -0.45 -0.38
(0.44) (0.44)
Employed 0.11 -0.31
(0.39) (0.39)
Constant 19.27%** 20.49%**
(0.93) (1.07)
Observations 932 932
R-squared 0.14 0.18

Notes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-age weights (Ukrainian migrants only),

Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes the full set of reference groups.
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Table A2. Results of the models for life satisfaction among Ukrainian migrants — controlling

for the timing of the first arrival to Poland

Variables (1) )
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.53%%* -1.01
(0.59) (0.58)
Better off 1.04* 0.80
(0.51) (0.50)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.06 0.54
(0.59) (0.56)
Better off 0.00 -0.23
(0.53) (0.51)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.42% -1.01
(0.55) (0.56)
Better off -0.71 -0.25
(0.58) (0.57)
Own situation in the past (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.74 -0.57
(0.54) (0.53)
Better off 0.69 0.92
(0.52) (0.51)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.38%*
(0.63)
Better Off -0.34
(0.58)
No such people 2.90%**
(0.88)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.82
(0.62)
Better off 1.31%*
(0.59)
No such people -0.79
(0.92)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.11
(0.59)
Better Off -0.94
(0.68)
No such people -0.59
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(0.76)

Poles (ref. cat. About the same)

Worse Off -1.70%*
(0.67)
Better Off -1.34
(0.69)
No such people -0.94
(1.01)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.79%** -1.42%
(0.67) (0.64)
Above Median -0.47 -0.21
(0.71) (0.69)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important -0.67 -0.53
(0.64) (0.62)
Unimportant -0.27 -0.39
(0.52) (0.50)
Gender (Men) 0.73 0.74
(0.57) (0.54)
Age -0.01 -0.01
(0.02) (0.02)
Higher Education -0.34 -0.19
(0.55) (0.54)
Employed 0.01 -0.36
(0.51) (0.49)
First Arrival to Poland (ref. cat. Before 2014)
-1.28 -1.43
Between 2014 and 2022 (0.75) (0.77)
-0.55 -0.48
In 2022 or later (0.68) 0.71)
Constant 20.30%** 21.05%**
(1.44) (1.49)
Observations 928 928
R-squared 0.11 0.17

Notes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-age weights (Ukrainian migrants only),

Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes the full set of reference groups.
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Table A3 Results of the models for affective subjective well-being among Ukrainian migrants

— controlling for the timing of the first arrival to Poland

Variables PA (1) PA(2) NA(l) NA(Q2
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -2.06%** -1.55% 0.98 0.55
(0.73) (0.74) (0.92) (0.95)
Better off 1.37 1.08 -2, 12%** -1.80%*
(0.74) (0.73) (0.82) (0.77)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.75 -0.45 1.38 1.27
(0.80) (0.79) (0.96) (0.92)
Better off -0.43 -0.53 0.96 0.88
(0.81) (0.79) (0.87) (0.87)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.55 0.01 1.96* 1.57
(0.76) (0.77) (0.83) (0.88)
Better off 0.10 0.72 0.86 0.52
(0.87) (0.82) (0.90) (0.89)
Own situation in the past(ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.58 0.66 0.88 0.88
(0.75) (0.73) (0.85) (0.83)
Better off 2.16%** 241 %%* -0.87 -1.08
(0.74) (0.73) (0.84) (0.79)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -2.09* 1.41
(0.82) (0.99)
Better Off -0.23 0.49
(0.80) (0.88)
No such people -0.23 1.13
(1.32) (1.56)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.98 -1.93
(0.78) (0.99)
Better off 0.27 -0.76
(0.79) (0.94)
No such people -1.15 -4.45%
(1.72) (1.83)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -0.24 1.53
(0.85) (0.93)
Better Off -0.34 0.29
(0.91) (1.02)
No such people -0.03 0.26

38



(1.17) (1.31)

Poles (ref. cat. About the same)

Worse Off -2.59%** 0.74
(0.91) (1.05)
Better Off -2.23% 1.11
(0.93) (1.13)
No such people -1.01 0.82
(1.48) (1.87)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.04 -0.67 1.38 1.14
(0.90) (0.89) (0.99) (0.96)
Above Median -0.93 -0.68 1.07 0.88
(0.99) (0.99) (1.04) (1.02)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important -0.02 0.13 1.66 1.78
(0.88) (0.85) (1.05) (0.99)
Unimportant 0.09 0.07 -0.66 -0.43
(0.75) (0.73) (0.83) (0.80)
Gender (Men) 1.15 1.13 S3.07%*k 3 03F*k
(0.72) (0.70) (0.90) (0.90)
Age 0.00 0.00 -0.08* -0.08%**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Higher Education 0.73 0.93 0.72 0.45
(0.71) (0.70) (0.87) (0.85)
Employed 2.35%** 1.97%** -1.58% -1.22
(0.68) (0.65) (0.80) (0.77)
First Arrival to Poland (ref. cat. Before 2014)
-0.61 -0.71 -0.50 -0.18
Between 2014 and 2022 (1.01) (0.99) (1.14) (1.13)
-0.54 -0.48 0.05 0.25
In 2022 or later (0.88) (0.86) (1.02) (1.02)
Constant 26.85%** 2R 15¥*k* D6 12%*F* D5 56%**
(1.69) (1.74) (2.21) (2.49)
Observations 928 928 928 928
R-squared 0.11 0.14 0.15 0.17

Notes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, PA - positive affect, NA - negative affect, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-
age weights (Ukrainian migrants only). Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes

the full set of reference groups.
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Table A4 Results of the models for life satisfaction among Ukrainian migrants — restricting to

war refugees

Variables (1) )
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.27 -1.04
(0.77) (0.70)
Better off 1.07 0.89
(0.51) (0.65)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.48 1.09
(0.76) (0.71)
Better off -0.02 -0.36
(0.70) (0.66)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.51%* -1.08
(0.67) (0.64)
Better off -1.37* -0.82
(0.81) (0.79)
Own situation in the past (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -0.31 -0.02
(0.71) (0.71)
Better off 0.80 0.47*
(0.67) (0.65)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.54%*
(0.73)
Better Off -0.40
(0.75)
No such people 3.52%%x*
(1.17)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 1.61%*
(0.81)
Better off 1.87*
(0.76)
No such people -1.94
(1.45)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -1.57*
(0.75)
Better Off -0.19
(0.86)
No such people -1.31
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(1.09)

Poles (ref. cat. About the same)

Worse Off -1.93
(0.90)
Better Off -1.16
(0.95)
No such people 1.48
(1.32)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.85* -1.73%
(0.90) (0.83)
Above Median -0.82 -0.89
(1.01) (0.94)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important 1.19 1.28
(0.87) (0.81)
Unimportant -0.52 0.27
(0.70) (0.65)
Gender (Men) 1.97* 1.59%
(0.88) (0.81)
Age -0.01 -0.02
(0.03) (0.03)
Higher Education -0.16 -0.09
(0.85) (0.79)
Employed -0.14 -0.41
(0.61) (0.61)
Constant 18.64%#* 18.80%**
(1.51) (1.64)
Observations 564 564
R-squared 0.10 0.19

Notes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-age weights (Ukrainian migrants only),

Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes the full set of reference groups.
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Table AS Results of the models for affective subjective well-being among Ukrainian migrants

— restricting to war refugees

Variables PA (1) PA(2) NA(l) NA(Q2
Peers (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.38 -0.93 -0.01 -0.26
(0.89) (0.91) (1.14) (1.14)
Better off 1.59* 1.51 -2.40%* 2.11%*
(0.96) (0.95) (1.04) (0.96)
Family members (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off -1.40 -0.97 2.53% 2.42%
(0.95) (0.93) (1.21) (1.18)
Better off -0.76 -0.78 1.15 1.02
(1.06) (0.96) (1.12) (1.04)
Neighbors (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.17 0.58 1.83 1.51
(0.84) (0.81) (1.04) (1.09)
Better off -0.31 0.29 1.65 1.81
(1.23) (1.14) (1.12) (1.11)
Own situation in the past(ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.82 0.74 1.97 2.57*
(0.96) (0.94) (1.08) (1.05)
Better off 1.99%* 2.19%* -0.19 -0.23
(0.91) (0.90) (1.00) (0.95)
Other Ukrainians living in Poland (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -2 . 87H*E 1.47
(0.94) (1.16)
Better Off -0.91 0.76
(1.05) (1.09)
No such people -3.07* 4.67*
(1.55) (2.15)
Ukrainians living in Ukraine (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse off 0.82 -2.02
(0.98) (1.18)
Better off -0.34 -0.61
(0.94) (1.15)
No such people -0.86 -5.16
(2.41) (2.93)
Ukrainians living in other countries (ref. cat. About the same)
Worse Off -0.43 2.19
(1.05) (1.13)
Better Off 0.67 1.64
(1.16) (1.49)
No such people -0.72 2.38
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(1.66) (1.63)

Poles (ref. cat. About the same)

Worse Off -0.88 -0.71
(1.28) (1.36)
Better Off -1.61 -1.11
(1.35) (1.40)
No such people 1.46 -3.68
(2.01) (1.97)
Household Income (ref. cat. approximately median)
Below Median -1.39 -1.16 -0.12 -0.37
(1.14) (1.16) (1.33) (1.16)
Above Median -1.10 -0.81 -1.66 -1.94
(1.30) (1.33) (1.48) (1.37)
Importance of Income Comparisons (ref. cat. Neither important nor unimportant)
Important 2.00 2.22% 0.64 0.66
(1.06) (1.00) (1.32) (1.24)
Unimportant 0.12 0.10 -1.52 -1.23
(0.75) (0.73) (1.11) (1.01)
Gender (Men) 2.09%* 1.84 -4 19%*% 3 T6***
(1.02) (1.01) (1.42) (1.42)
Age 0.00 0.00 -0.04 -0.04
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Higher Education 0.38 0.29 0.54 0.83
(0.94) (0.91) (1.15) (1.13)
Employed 2.54%** 2.18%** -1.66 -1.31
(0.79) (0.78) (0.96) (0.89)
Constant 25.41%%*%  26.773%** DT 25¥*k¥ D6 4] ***
(1.70) (1.84) (2.41) (2.78)
Observations 564 564 564 564
R-squared 0.11 0.15 0.17 0.21

Note: ¥*¥* p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, PA - positive affect, NA - negative affect, robust standard errors in parentheses, weighted by gender-
age weights (Ukrainian migrants only). Model (1) restricts reference groups to match those available in the Polish sample. Model (2) includes

the full set of reference groups.
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