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Respondents, approximately 1,000 each country, were
asked where on the ladder they felt they might fit in. The
Gallup poll asked respondents to assess the state of their
present life and their expectations for the future. The re-
sponses were then divided into three categories:

Thriving. Well-being that was strong, consistent, and
progressing. These people had a positive view of their
present life situation (7+) and a positive one of the next
five years (8+). 

Struggling Well-being that was moderate or inconsis-
tent. Respondents have moderate views of their present
life situation or moderate or negative views of their fu-
ture. They are either struggling in the present, or expect
to struggle in the future. 

Suffering. Well-being was considered at high risk.

These people had poor ratings of their current life situ-
ation (4 and below) and negative views of the next five
years (4 and below). 

This breakdown permitted researchers to correlate well-
being with work situations, health and the environment. 

In Italy, for example, 39 of 100 respondents ranked
themselves as “thriving,” compared to the European av-
erage of 28 and the world average of 21. The “struggling”
numbered 57, the same as the European average (the
world average is 63). Only four of every 100 said they
were “suffering,” compared an average of 12 in Europe
and 11 worldwide. But in the overall well-being index,
the general average, Italians ranked the country a seven-
minus, which placed Italy in 24th place, behind 11 Eu-
ropean countries, the United States, Australia, as well
as Costa Rica and Saudi Arabia. In general terms, how-
ever, the Gallup Poll was good news for Europe. Its find-

elcome Denmark atop the chart of charts. Qual-
ity-of-life studies carried out using both objec-
tive and subjective criteria suggest there’s no

better place in the world to live than in Hamlet’s old
stomping ground. Why does the Danish peninsula, flat,
windy and heavy on long, dark winters, hold that dis-
tinction? «The Danes proudly attribute their status as
world’s happiest country to a number of factors, includ-
ing a free, well-managed economy, high educational stan-
dards, social safety nets, and a receptiveness to those
coming to live there,» wrote the magazine “Business
Week” in probe that accompanied the release of the
Gallup survey. 

But there are also intangibles, including hygge (pro-
nounced “huga”), which the magazine called “a friend-
ly and relaxed feeling based on strong family ties.” Wrote
one “Business Week” reader: «Danish happiness does-
n’t hinge on hygge alone, but also on the confidence peo-
ple have in authorities, in the judiciary, police, teach-
ers, doctors, neighbors, and even politicians…» 

I say «chart of charts» because so far there’s really no
one unique way of measuring personal welfare. Instead,
there are number of recognized scientific methods that,
when combined, give a fairly precise indication of how
the world feels about its day-to-day.

The Gallup approach 
esearchers at the U.S. Gallup Poll agree that na-
tional happiness represents a vital indicator in
assessing a country’s business and political cli-

mate. In 2008, it released its first Annual Report on State
of the World. Citizens of 144 nations were asked for their
views on individual well-being, personal finances, health,
education, security, as well as how they regarded their
national institutions. 

«The results,» said the report, whose general findings
were obtained by east, «represent the most comprehen-
sive information concerning the current state of mind,
beliefs and aspirations of the people of Earth.»

The perception of well-being was based on the 10-rung
Ladder of Life scale developed by psychologist and so-
cial researcher Hadley Cantril, with the bottom rung of
his ladder representing the worst possible situation and
the top one representing the best. 

Happiness, Thy
Name is Denmark 
by Donato Speroni  

Researchers at the U.S. Gallup Poll agree

that national happiness represents a vital

indicator in assessing a country’s business

and political climate. In 2008, it released

its first Annual Report on State of the World.

Citizens of 144 nations were asked for their

views on individual well-being, personal

finances, health, education, security,

as well as how they regarded their national

institutions. The results produced

some unexpected surprises.
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A youth does a back flip during winter bathing in Iceland.
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RIGTH Children in a Ghana are often left to harvest

and recycle usable American computer parts.
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The World Values Survey
hat then are the determining factors in any self-
evaluation regarding the definition of individual
happiness? One important answer comes from

the World Values Survey (WVS), an international network
of researchers based in Stockholm and run by University
of Michigan political scientist Ronald Inglehart. 

Since 1981, the WVS has been collecting data 350,000
in 97 countries in an effort to compare reported happi-
ness with perceived values. Inglehart’s latest round of
results, registered in 2008, again emphasize the impor-
tance of economic prosperity, but not at the expense of
other considerations. Yet again, Denmark leads the pack.
But Puerto Rico is a surprising second. The island has a
wonderful climate and maintained an income tax-free
status as a result of its unincorporated status with the
United States. Third is Colombia, which despite high
levels drug-related violence nonetheless has a popula-
tion that’s pleased both with high level of education and
excellent interracial ties. 

These surprising rankings, says Inglehart, have a moral:
«Money matters but it’s not everything,» he says. A per-
ceived sense of freedom, social solidarity and, in the
poorest countries, attachment to religious beliefs and na-

ly” (5) dissatisfied. Forecasts for the rest of the year were
stagnant, with only 22 percent foreseeing improvement,
21 percent a worsening, and 54 saying things would re-
main more or less the same.

How do the attitudes of European nations rate against
the general average? Once again, Denmark sits atop the
happiness ladder: 98 percent of Danes expressed “satis-
faction” with their lives and of that number, 65 percent
said they were “very satisfied” (the first rung of the lad-
der). Nor are Danes concerned about the future, with on-
ly seven percent expecting their situation to worsen. Hol-
land and Sweden were close to Denmark in the rank-
ings, while Bulgaria (57 percent “dissatisfied”), Hungary
(55) and Portugal (53) were the most poorly placed.

Eurobarometer placed Italy worst among major Eu-
ropean countries. Only 60 percent said they were “sat-
isfied” (of which only four percent were “very satis-
fied”), compared to a 79 percent “satisfied” rate in Spain
and France, 82 percent in Germany, and 90 percent in
Britain.
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ings (which broadly reflect the first half of 2008) saw six
European countries atop the list topped by Denmark,
Finland and Norway. Among the major EU nations, Spain,
France and Great Britain all beat Italy by placing closer
to higher than the 7-mark. Germany, meanwhile, lan-
guished in 31st place. As other surveys have already
shown, Germany is burned by the difficulties concen-
trated in the former East Germany. 

EU countries that were once part of the Soviet empire
showed mixed results, with the Czech in 30th place, Hun-
gary in 90th, and Bulgaria buried at 140, beneath both
Burkina Faso and Afghanistan. Only Croatia escaped a
dire report card from the former Yugoslavia: Bosnia was
93rd, Macedonia 115th. As for the rest of the world, Cana-
da ranked 9th, the U.S. 13th, while most Central and South
American nations performed respectably; Panama, the
best, ranked 20th and Uruguay, the worst, stood 50th. Des-
titute Haiti was the exception, ranking 142, five notch-
es from the bottom. Among the other large nations, Japan
was in 38th place, Russia in 52nd, India 78th, with China
relegated to 96th. Africa showed acceptable living con-
ditions only in Botswana, Tunisia, Morocco and South
Africa, while the other nations of the continent were
buried deep in the rankings.

Eurobarometer survey 
allup’s results, which furnish a detailed global
snapshot, have a European counterpart in Eu-
robarometer, a twice-annual survey commis-

sioned by the European Commission and introduced in
1973. Eurobarometer data gauges the well-being of EU
citizens based on a sampling of approximately 1,000
citizens of EU states. Eurobarometer asks questions sim-
ilar to the ones on the Cantril Ladder of Life, but meas-
ures the results on a scale of 1 to 4, based on personal
satisfaction this year and views about what’s ahead for
next year.

The latest survey, based on fieldwork conducted in
January and February 2009 and published in July, re-
flects European concern about the global economic cri-
sis, but remains generally positive. 

On average, 75 percent of Europeans said they were
“satisfied” with their lives (17 said they were “very sat-
isfied,” while 58 were “fairly satisfied). Another 24 per-
cent said they were either “partially” (19) or “complete-
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LEFT Boys play soccer in Bhutan.

CENTER Peasants in Bhutan’s Mandue Valley.
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tional institutions, also play a central role in how peo-
ple view their lives. 

In richer countries, tolerance also makes a difference.
«In the past quarter century, the European countries
whose residents are most satisfied have seen increases
in gender equality and the acceptance of minorities and
homosexuals,» observes Inglehart. «For example, Switzer-
land, which is in seventh place, has elected two women
heads of state over the past decade, while Iceland (fourth)
has passed laws ensuring gay couples receive the same
rights as heterosexual couples.»

A happiness database 
ut differences in cultural attitudes still make the
data subject to doubt. For example, it’s fair to as-
sume that only few Italians will call themselves

“very satisfied” or “very happy” because tradition scorns
the flaunting of good fortune. Nordic inhabitants by con-
trast are more than happy to admit what they earn, and
therefore vocal about how much it pleases them. It there-
fore becomes useful to compare the perception of some
respondents against those of others to determine a “truer”
state of wellness. 

Britain’s University of Leicester used this approach
in compiling its Atlas of Happiness, released in March
2007. The map was based on 80,000 answers from res-

idents of 178 countries and included additional data
from UNESCO, the CIA, the World Health Organiza-
tion, the New Economics Foundation, and other sources.
Adrian White, the social psychologist who oversaw the
research, said researchers averaged out results based
on three main happiness indicators, health, wealth and
education.

In Europe, the Atlas listed Denmark first, followed by
Switzerland, Austria and Iceland. Also in the top 12
were Finland, Ireland, Sweden and Luxembourg. Only
three non-European countries made the list, the Ba-
hamas (residents praised climate and the strong family
values), Bhutan (a strong sense of national identity and
limitations on foreign tourism, which would introduce
different lifestyle models), Brunei (oil revenue, free med-
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LEFT Poor fisherman living along the coast

of Tamil Nadu, in southern India. 

BELOW Market pictured during a Buddhist Tsechu, 

or sacred festival, in Thimphu, Bhutan.

Very high (38 developed countries; the top 25)

Norway
Australia 
Iceland
Canada
Ireland
Netherlands
Sweden
France
Switzerland
Japan
Luxembourg 
Finland
United States
Austria 
Spain
Denmark
Belgium  
Italy
Liechtenstein
New Zealand
United Kingdom
Germany
Singapore
Hong Kong, China 
Greece

1
2
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4
5
6
7
8
9
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13
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17
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19
20
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22
23
24
25

39
40
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43
44
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48
49
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Medium (74 developing countries; the top 10)

Armenia
Ukraine
Azerbaijan
Thailand
Iran 
Georgia 
Dominican Republic  
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
China 
Belize

84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93

Low (23 least developed countries; the bottom 10)

Guinea-Bissau
Burundi 
Chad 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
Burkina Faso 
Mali
Central African Republic
Sierra Leone 
Afghanistan 
Niger 
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0.394
0.392
0.389
0.389
0.371
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0.365
0.352
0.340

0.798
0.796
0.787
0.783
0.782
0.778
0.777
0.772
0.772
0.772

0.971
0.970
0.969
0.966
0.965
0.964
0.963
0.961
0.960
0.960
0.960
0.959
0.956
0.955
0.955
0.955
0.953
0.951
0.951
0.950
0.947
0.947
0.944
0.944
0.942

High (44 developing countries; the top 10)

Bahrain
Estonia
Poland
Slovakia
Hungary
Chile
Croatia
Lithuania 
Antigua and Barbuda 
Latvia
Argentina

0.895
0.883
0.880
0.880
0.879
0.878
0.871
0.870
0.868
0.866
0.866
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n a recent article for the “Journal of Happiness
Studies,” he defied skeptics by insisting that the
search for happiness can and should exist in the

context of a public and political quest. 
The following is an abbreviated version of her article.
It can be accessed in full at: 
http://www2.eur.nl/fsw/research/veenhoven/Pub2010s/
GreaterHappiness-JOHS-2.pdf

The greatest happiness principle is well-known, and
it is a standard subject in every introduction to moral
philosophy. Yet the principle is seldom put into prac-
tice. Why is this? The answer to this question is also to
be found in most introductory philosophy books: Util-
itarianism is typically rejected, both on pragmatic and
on moral grounds. 

How do these objections stand up to empirical tests?
Below I will first consider the pragmatic objections and
next the ideological qualms. I will draw on the empir-
ical findings on happiness gathered in the World Data-
base of Happiness

Is happiness a practicable goal?
Pragmatic objections against the greatest happiness

principle are many. It is useful to consider the evidence
for and against for each of them. 

Can happiness be defined?  
The word happiness has different meanings and these

meanings are often mixed up, which gives the concept
a reputation for being elusive. Yet a “confusion of
tongues” about a word does not mean that no substan-
tive meaning can be defined. Let us consider what mean-
ings are involved and which of these is most appropri-
ate as a final policy aim. 

Enduring satisfaction with one’s life-as-a-whole is
called ‘life-satisfaction’ and also commonly referred to
as “happiness.” In my view, life-satisfaction is most ap-
propriate as a policy goal 

Can happiness be measured? 
A common objection against the ‘greatest happiness

Questions 
about Happiness:
Can it Really 
be Measured?
by Ruut Veenhoven  

Dutch sociologist Ruut Veenhoven of the

University of Rotterdam runs a website that

attempts to measure happiness. He has

compiled what’s called the “World Database. 
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Sigmund Freud, the founder of modern psychoanalysis.
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resources? To answer the question, the Happy Planet
Index (HPI), developed by the New Economics Foun-
dation (NEF) came up with a different set of criteria.
HPI combines life hopes, declared satisfaction, and an
“ecological footprint,” a calculation of the relationship
between satisfaction and the consumption of natural re-
sources. According to the 2009 HPI, which was based
on data collected in 2005, the world should move to
Central America. Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic,
Jamaica and Guatemala occupied the top four places.
But since HPI ignores GDP, plenty of nations mired in
profound economic woe also appeared high on the list:
Vietnam is sixth and Egypt 12th. Miserable Haiti was
42nd, while Italy ranked only 69th and Australia 102nd.

In short, for all the HPI’s good intentions, its results
are questionable. Maybe it reflects the happiness of the
planet in all its amplitude, but certainly not in terms of
the satisfaction of its inhabitants.                                  .

ical services, absence of poverty) and Canada (good so-
cial services, low crime rates). Asian countries faired
poorly. China ranked 82nd, Japan 90th, and India 125th.

Collective Indexes
y itself, GNP may be seen as an inadequate indi-
cator, but it does have the advantage of being one
number assigned to one country. Attempts at re-

place it with a broader global index that takes into ac-
count other social factors has so far yielded unsatisfac-
tory results. The most significant of these alternate in-
dices is the Human Development Index (HDI) and the
Happy Planet Index (HPI). 

The HDI is sponsored by UN development agency
UNDP, which just released its latest rankings. The index
takes into account per capita GDP based on purchasing
power parity, level of education (literacy rate and per-
centage of university-level students) and life expectan-
cy at birth. Five nations top the survey: Norway, Aus-
tralia, Iceland, Canada and Ireland. Denmark ranks on-
ly 16th, in part because its residents have a shorter aver-
age life expectancy, 78 years (the number is 81 in Italy,
which ranks 18th). 

But how to combine an examination quality of life in
terms that also include the depletion of environmental
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RIGTH An elderly woman exercises in a Helsinki park. 

BELOW Young Japanese walking in the Kyoto train station.
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is part of the “World Database of Happiness’.”  
Though these questions are fairly clear, responses can

be flawed in several ways. Responses may reflect how
happy people think they should be rather than how hap-
py they actually feel and it is also possible that people
present themselves happier as than they actually are.
These suspicions have given rise to numerous validation
studies. I concluded that there is no evidence that re-
sponses to these questions measure something other than
what they are meant to measure. Though this is no guar-
antee that research will never reveal a deficiency, we can
trust these measures of happiness for the time being. 

Reliability  
esearch has also shown that responses are af-
fected by minor variations in wording and or-
dering of questions and by situational factors,

such as the race of the interviewer or the weather. As a
result the same person may score 6 in one investigation
and 7 in another. This lack of precision hampers analy-
ses at the individual level. It is less of a problem when
average happiness in groups is compared, since random
fluctuations tend to balance. This is typically the case
when happiness is used in policy evaluation.

134 east  . europe and asia strategies

principle’ is that happiness cannot be measured. This
objection applies to most of the above-discussed mean-
ings of the word, but does it apply to happiness in the
sense of life-satisfaction? 

By definition, happiness is something we have on our
mind and consequently we can measure happiness us-
ing questions. That is, simply asking people how much
they enjoy their life-as-a-whole. Questions on happiness
can be posed in various contexts; clinical interviews, life-
review questionnaires and survey interviews. The ques-
tions can also be posed in different ways; directly or in-
directly, and by means of single or multiple questions.

Common survey questions
ecause happiness can be measured with single
direct questions, it has become a common item
in large-scale surveys among the general popu-

lation in many countries. A common question reads: 
“Taking all together, how satisfied or dissatisfied are

you currently with your life as a whole?” Numeric val-
ues (1-to-10) are then expressed to measure “Dissatis-
fied” and “Satisfied.” 
Many more questions and answer formats have been
used. All acceptable items are documented in full de-
tail in the collection of “Measures of happiness,” which
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low 4 everywhere and also defies adaptation theory that
predicts universal averages around 5. 

Summing up: Enduring happiness for a great number
of people is possible.

Can happiness be manufactured?
The observation that most people can be happy does

mean that they can be made happier by public policy.
Like the wind, happiness could be a natural phenome-
non beyond our control. Several arguments have been
raised in support of this view. 

A common reasoning holds that happiness is too com-
plex a thing to be controlled. In this line it is argued that
conditions for happiness differ across cultures and the
dynamics of happiness are of a chaotic nature, and one
that will probably never be sufficiently understood. 

All this boils down to the conclusion that planned
promotion of happiness is an illusion. 

Can we know conditions for happiness? 
As in the case of “health,”  conditions for happiness

can be charted inductively using epidemiological re-

search. Many such studies have been performed over
the last decade. The results are documented in the ear-
lier mentioned World Database of Happiness’ (Veen-
hoven, 2010). What does this research teach us about
conditions for happiness? 

External conditions 
Happiness research has focused very much on social

conditions for happiness. These conditions are studied
at two levels, at the macro level there are studies about
the kind of society where people have the happiest lives
and at the micro level there is a lot of research about
differences in happiness across social positions in so-
ciety. As yet there is little research at the “meso” level.
Little is known about the relation between happiness
and labor-organization, for example.

Livability of society
Table 2 we have seen that average happiness differs

greatly across nations. People live happier in rich na-
tions than in poor ones and happiness is also higher in
nations characterized by rule of law, freedom, good cit-
izenship, cultural “pluriformity” and modernity. Not
everything deemed desirable is related however. Income
equality in nations appears to be unrelated to average
happiness and there is no relationship either between
expenditures for social security and average happiness.

he most affluent nations are also the most free
and modern ones. It is therefore difficult to es-
timate the effect of each of these variables sep-

arately. Still it is evident that these variables together
explain almost all the differences in happiness across
nations, These findings fit the theory that happiness
depends very much on the degree to which living con-
ditions fit universal human needs (livability theory).
They do not fit the theory that happiness depends on
culturally variable wants (comparison theory) or that
happiness is geared by cultural specific ideas about life
(folklore theory).

Position in society  
Next to the above discussed studies on average hap-

piness across nations, there is much research on differ-
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till, the objection is made that responses on such
questions are not comparable, because a score
of 6 does not mean the same for everybody. 

A related qualm holds that is happiness a typical west-
ern concept that is not recognized in other cultures. Yet
happiness appears to be a universal emotion that is rec-
ognized in facial expression all over the world and for
which words exists in all languages. Consequently the
non-response to question about happiness appears to
be low all over the world.

Summing up: Happiness as life-satisfaction is meas-
urable with direct questioning and is well comparable
across persons and nations. Hence happiness of a great
number can be assessed using surveys. 

Is happiness possible? 
Aiming at happiness for a great number has often been

denounced as ‘illusionary’ because long-term happiness
is a fantasy and certainly not happiness for a great num-
ber. This criticism has many fathers. In some religions
the belief is that man has been expelled from Paradise:
earthly existence is not to be enjoyed, we are here to
chasten our souls. 

Classic psychologists have advanced more profane
reasons. Freud (1929) saw happiness as a short-lived
orgasmic experience that comes forth from the release
of primitive urges. Hence he believed that happiness is
not compatible with the demands of civilized society
and that modern man is therefore doomed to chronic
unhappiness. In the same vein, Adorno believed that

happiness is a mere temporary mental escape from mis-
ery, mostly at the cost of reality control (Rath 2002). 

The psychological literature on ‘adaptation’ is less
pessimistic, but it too denies the possibility of endur-
ing happiness for a great number. It assumes that aspi-
rations follow achievements, and hence concludes that
happiness does not last. It is also inferred that periods
of happiness and unhappiness oscillate over a lifetime
and that the average level is therefore typically neutral.
Likewise, social comparison is also seen to result in a
neutral average and enduring happiness is only possi-
ble for a “happy few.”

If all this is true, utilitarians can still go for the least
possible unhappiness, but must miss out on the progress
optimism from which the idea emerged. 

Enduring happiness
Table 1 presents the distribution for responses to the

10-step question on life-satisfaction in the UK. The most
frequent responses are 7, 8 and 9 and less than 10 per-
cent scores below neutral. The average is 7.2. This re-
sult implies that most inhabitants of the UK must feel
happy most of the time. 

Enduring happiness
The high level of happiness is not unique to the UK.

Table 2 shows similar averages in other western nations.
In fact, average happiness tends to be above neutral in
most countries of the world. So happiness for a great
number is apparently possible. All this is in flat contra-
diction to Freudian theory, which predicts averages be-

S
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TABLE 1.Desire to live in the UK (2006) Source European Social Survey 2006.

0%

0,00

10%

20%

30%

40%

0,9

1,00

0,5

2,00

0,9

3,00

3,0

4,00

3,9

5,00

9,4

6,00

8,4

7,00

18,7

8,00

30,6

9,00

14,2

10,00

9,3

World place desirability index
(2006) 0-10 scale 
Source World Database of Happiness,
Collection of Happiness in Nations. TABLE 2.
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Research findings show that good health is an impor-
tant requirement and that mental health is more critical
to happiness than physical health. This pattern of cor-
relations is universal. Intelligence appears to be unrelat-
ed to happiness, at least “school-intelligence” as meas-
ured by common IQ tests. 

Happiness is strongly linked to psychological auton-
omy in Western nations. This appears in correlations
with inner-control, independence and assertiveness.
As yet we lack data on this matter from Non-Western
nations. 

Happiness has also been found to be related to moral
conviction. The happy are more acceptant of pleasure
than the unhappy, and they are more likely to endorse
social values such as solidarity, tolerance and love.
Conversely, the happy tend to be less materialistic than
the unhappy. It is as yet unclear whether this pattern
is universal. 

Summing up: Conditions for happiness can be chart-
ed empirically; the available data is already very in-
formative. 

Can happiness be raised? 
These findings suggest that happiness can be advanced

systematically. Public policy can create conditions that
appear conductive to happiness, such as freedom, while
therapy and education can foster personal characteris-
tics such as independence. Yet these empirical data will
not convince the critics who believe in a theory that
holds happiness as immutable. 

Another theory holds that we are born either happy
or unhappy and that policy interventions can change lit-
tle as far as this is concerned. A collective variant of this
theory is that happiness is a national character trait, for
instance that Russian are chronically unhappy because
of a cultural tradition of melancholy. This theory is al-
so wrong, follow-up of individuals show marked changes
over the long-term and trend studies of nations show al-
so profound changes, such as in Russia, where happi-
ness dropped dramatically in the late 1990s after the Ru-
ble crisis. 

Summing up: Happiness of the great number can be

raised, just like public health can be promoted. At best
there is an upper limit to happiness, analogous to the
ceiling of longevity. 

Is greater happiness desirable? 
The fact that public happiness can be raised does not

mean that happiness should be raised. Several arguments
have been brought against this idea. Happiness has been
denounced as trivial and as of less worth than other goal
values and it has also been argued that happiness will
spoil people. A main objection among philosophers is
that the promotion of happiness may require objection-
able means. Much of this criticism has been advanced
in discussions about different concepts of happiness.
The question here is whether these objections apply for
happiness as life-satisfaction. 

Isn’t happiness trivial?
The value of happiness has been belittled in several

ways, typically on the basis of faulty assumptions about
the nature of happiness.

Mere pleasure?
n his “Brave New World” Huxley (1932) paints
a tarnished picture of mass happiness. In this
imaginary model society, citizens derive their

happiness from uninformed unconcern and from senso-
ry indulgence in sex and a drug called ‘soma’. This is in-
deed superficial enjoyment, but is this enjoyment “hap-
piness”? It is not. 

This kind of experience was classified as “pleasure”
left-top in Table 2 and distinguished from “life-satisfac-
tion” right-bottom. Happiness in that latter sense is more
than mere pleasure; it last longer and involves an ap-
praisal of one’s entire existence. 

It is also unlikely that passive consumer slaves, such
as depicted in “Brave New World,” will be satisfied with
their life-as-a-whole. Research shows that happiness is
typically a fruit of active involvement and meaningful
relations, while materialism appears to be associated
with unhappiness. 

Arbitrary comparison?
It is commonly assumed that happiness depends on
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ences in individual happiness within nations. A com-
mon theme in this kind of studies is the relationship
between individual happiness and social position. Hap-
piness is moderately related to social rank in western
nations, while in non-western nations the correlations
tend to be stronger. Happiness is also related to social
participation and this relationship seems to be univer-
sal. Being embedded in primary networks appears to be
crucial to happiness, in particular being married. This
relationship is also universal. Surprisingly, the pres-
ence of offspring is unrelated to happiness, at least in

present day western nations. 
These illustrative findings suggest that happiness can

be improved by facilitating social participation and
primary networks, in other words, by creating “social
capital.” 

Internal conditions  
appiness depends not only on the livability of
the environment, but also on the individual’s
ability to deal with that environment. What abil-

ities are most crucial? 

H

I

St
ud

io
 G

hi
ro

tt
iG

ob
es

so
 /

 P
.G

hi
ro

tt
i

Finding happiness outside GDP



DOSSIER

141number 27  . december 2009

of affairs is also described in “Brave New World,” where
citizens are concerned only with petty pleasures and
the government is dictatorial.

Does happiness spoil? 
Over the ages, preachers of penitence have glorified

suffering. This sermonizing lives on in the idea that hap-
piness does not bring out the best of us. Happiness is said
to nurture self-sufficient attitudes and to make people
less sensitive to the suffering of their fellows. Happiness
is also seen to lead to complacency and thereby to de-
mean initiative and creativeness. It is also said that hap-
piness fosters superficial hedonism and that these nega-
tive effects on individuals will harm society in the long
run. Hence promotion of happiness is seen to lead to so-
cietal decay; Nero playing happily in a decadent Rome
that is burning around him. Above I have argued that cog-
nitive contentment is only one of the “components” of
happiness and not the most important one. Another rea-
son is that the critics of happiness (mostly philosophers)
tend to have a blind eye for the functions of positive af-
fect. As noted above, happiness signals adaptive success,
and as such it also works as a go-signal. If an organism
feels good, it knows that the cost is clear and that it can
go ahead, whereas negative affect rather inhibits action. 

his view is supported in an emerging strand of
empirical research on effects of happiness. The
observed effects are typically positive: happiness

fosters activity and facilitates involvement in tasks and
in contact with other people. For instance: happy peo-
ple tend to be better citizens, they work more, engage
more in civic organizations and use their voting rights
more carefully. There is also good evidence that happi-
ness lengthens life. All this does not deny that happi-
ness may involve some negative effects. There are for in-
stance indications that happy people take more risk. Still
the positive effects are clearly dominant. 

Conclusion: These empirical tests falsify all the theoret-
ical objections against the greatest happiness principle.
The criterion appears practically feasible and morally
sound. Hence the greatest happiness principle deserves
a more prominent place in policy making.                   .

about happiness among professional moralists, which is
an interesting object of study in its own. Whatever the
reason, this is a new fact that must be taken into account. 

Summing up: If one opts for one particular end-value,
happiness is a good candidate. If not, happiness quali-
fies at least as a core value

Will promotion of happiness
come at the cost of other values? 
Even if there is nothing wrong with happiness in it-

self, maximization of it could still work out negative-
ly for other valued matters. Critics of utilitarianism
claim this will happen. They foresee that greater hap-
piness will make people less caring and responsible
and fear that the premise for happiness will legitimize
a-moral means such as torture of dissidents. This state
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social comparison and that happiness is merely think-
ing to be better of than the Jones. If so, one can be hap-
py with a miserable life, provided that the Jones are even
less well off, or unhappy in heaven because the Jones
are on a bigger cloud. The reader may remember that this
theory also implies that greater happiness for a greater
number is not possible since improvement of the living
conditions for all will advance the Jones as much as you,
leaving the difference the same. 

There is some truth in this theory. We are group-ani-
mals, hard-wired to seek social respect and this does of-
ten involve us in zero-sum games. Still, social respect is
only one of several human needs and respect is not on-
ly gained by being better off. Consequently, the correla-
tion between happiness and social status is not very
strong, income, education and occupational prestige ex-
plaining less than 5% of the variance in happiness in
modern nations. 

Culturally relativity?
ikewise it is assumed that happiness depends on
the meeting of culturally determined standards
of success, and that the happiness of present day

Americans draws on their ability to live up to the models
presented in advertisements. We met with this theory in
the above discussion on whether greater happiness can
be achieved, one of its implications being that shift in
standards nullify the effect of progress. 

This theory equates happiness with cognitive content-
ment and misses the point that happiness depends more
on affective experience, which draws on universal hu-
man needs. In this line research shows much similarity
in conditions for happiness in nations all over the world.
The case of corruption is an example; corruption low-
ers happiness everywhere, though there is much cultur-
al variation in the acceptance of corruption. Likewise,
marriage is not equally cherished in all cultures, but the
married tend to be happier everywhere. 

Readers who have been raised with social construc-
tionism may be reluctant to accept this. The following
analogy may help them though: there is much cultural
variation in likes and dislikes for food, e.g. the eating of
pig meat. Still we all need the same nutrients and our
health depends on that. 

Summing up: There are no good reasons to denounce
happiness as insignificant. 

Is happiness the most desirable value?
Agreeing that happiness is desirable is one thing, but

the tenet of utilitarianism is that happiness is the most
desirable value. This claim is criticized on two grounds:
firstly it is objected that it does not make sense to prem-
ise one particular value and secondly that there are val-
ues that rank higher than happiness. 

nother strand of empirical research is survey
studies on value preferences. Happiness ranks
high in such studies, typically together with

“health” that is also a manifestation of human thriving.
There is a remarkable contrast between the valuation of
happiness by the general public and the reservations
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The British conservative leader David
Cameron once told the BBC that:

«Politicians should be saying to them-
selves, ‘how are we going to try and
make sure that we don’t just make peo-
ple better off but we make people hap-
pier, we make communities more sta-
ble, we make society more cohesive.’»
This theory comes straight from the
“happiness economics” sponsored by
Lord Richard Layard, who directs the
Well-Being Program at the London
School of Economics. Here are some
concepts from his speech at the World
Forum in Busan. 

For the American writer Henry Louis
Mencken, «Puritanism is the dreadful
fear that someone, somewhere may
be happy.» I want to argue that a prop-
er measure of progress is indeed the
extension of happiness and misery in
the population. I want to go a lot fur-
ther than the Stiglitz Commission, but
I saw that John Stiglitz said something
very import yesterday: if you measure
the wrong thing you will do the wrong
thing. So if you really think that what
matters is the quality of life, that is
what you should measure. But this is
not what he said, this is the conclu-
sion I reach: that patching up the
measure of GDP is not really going to
be enough, to reflect the things that
really concern us, because if you think
for example to the quality of health
which we experience, the quality of
social relationship, the quality of gov-
ernment, how could we reflect these
crucial dimensions of our quality of
life into the GDP?

I think we have to move radically from
the metric of money to the metric of
well being when we think about
progress. Of course it’s nothing new in
thinking this way. In the 18th and 19th

century the most respectable view in
the West about public policy was that
it had to envision the happiness of the
population and reduce the margins of
misery.

Unfortunately in the 20th century we
had philosophical skepticism, then psy-
chological behaviorism and then we
had the economists also attacking the
idea that we could know how happy
people are. That created a void that
was filled by the crass materialism of
the GDP. 

Fortunately science has moved on,
especially psychology. We now do

know a great deal about how to meas-
ure happiness and misery, and we know
that when people report their feelings
their reports are highly correlated with
what their friends thought the person
felt; even more important, we now have
located the areas in the brain where the
electrical activity is highly correlated
with what people say about their hap-
piness and misery. So I think we can fi-
nally assert with confidence that hap-
piness and misery are objective phe-
nomena, quite as objective as the GDP. 

I want to argue, first of all, that we do
need a single measure of progress. This
is not fashionable, but I think that it is

a very important point. Of course it is
very interesting to know how we are do-
ing over different objectives that we are
after, but we need something more than
that because we are trying to help the
high level policy maker to think about
how he is doing and how he could do
better. And of course the main problem
facing a government is how to keep the
right balance between objectives. And
the relative importance of the difference
objectives can only be resolved by know-
ing how they contribute to the overall
objective from which they derive their
importance. So we have to go beyond
what for example Amartya Sen recom-
mends, that we need a way of knowing
how we are doing in the different capa-

dent. I argue that this is our overarch-
ing good. So we can get away from the
need of any policy maker to give a
weight to the importance of the differ-
ent objectives, because the weight will
be based on the experience of the pop-
ulation. This will give to the policy mak-
ers a good framework of national pol-
icy to promote a good pattern of life.

I think that at each government level
this indicator can be used in three

different ways: first, to monitor the
trends, looking at how it is related to
satisfaction in the different domains;
second we are interested in the disper-
sion of life satisfaction across the pop-
ulation, because in particular we want
to see which groups have the lowest
quality of life; third, we can use these
data to think which kind of policies we
think might be useful and how they
would affect the satisfaction of the pop-
ulation. 

Today we have a default metric, that
is money, If we keep using it adjusting
GDP, we will not incorporate the most
important features of the quality of life
and will always be driven back to the
metric of money. If we don’t institution-
alize  an alternative metric, that is sub-
jective well being, we will end up by do-
ing many of the things that we are al-
ready doing. I think this should be the
main new direction: only if we go for
something different there is every
chance that in 25 years we will be mak-
ing our policies not in terms of GDP but
of subjective well being, producing a
much better world.                                 .

Putting Well-Behind Ahead of GDP by Richard Layard* 

bilities; we need a way of weighting the
capabilities. We do have an overall ob-
jective today and that is the GDP. The
question now is what should the objec-
tive be if it is not the GDP. I think it should
be the extent of happiness and misery
in the population, viewed as a single
continuum running from despair to ex-
treme happiness. 

Why do I think that happiness and
misery is the criteria for measuring
progress? There are many goods: lib-
erty, health, income and so on. But then
we should ask: why are they good? Be-
cause the lack of them makes people
feel miserable. But we cannot ask “why
is it important that people don’t feel
miserable?” because it is so self-evi-

* Richard Layard directs the Center for Economic Performance at the London School of Economics

Co
rb

is
 /

 K
. N

om
ac

hi

M
ik

a 
/ 

Co
rb

is

Finding happiness outside GDP


