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Happiness questions
(World Values Survey)

Taking all things together, would you say you 
are: 

Å1 'Very happy'

Å2 'Quite happy'

Å3 'Not very happy'

Å4 'Not at all happy'



Reliability of Happiness

Happiness is well correlated to: 

ÅAuthentic smiles (so called Duchenne smiles: this latter occur 
when the zygomatic major and obicularus orus facial muscles 
ŦƛǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ǎƳƛƭŜǎΩύΦ 

ÅHeart rate 

ÅBlood pressure 

ÅPsychosomatic illnesses such as digestive disorders and 
headaches

ÅElectroencephalogram measures of pre-frontal brain activity 

ÅSuicides

Å!ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎ ōȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
members

Å!ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎ ōȅ ƘŜǊκƘƛǎ ǎǇƻǳǎŜ



The evolution over time 
of subjective well-being

ÅHow far is general income growth  likely 
to increase average happiness? 

ÅThis is a question about time series 
relationships



GDP and happiness, US, 1946-1996

The Easterlin paradox



Health



Information 
technologies



Travels



But...



... !

é..economic growth seems to be associated to undesirable side-effects on 

well-being



Well-being trends across countries

ÅThere are international differences in long-
term trends of subjective well-being (SWB)

ÅFor instance: SWB slightly increased in several 
EU countries and decreased in the US in the 
last 30 years



Trend in US happinessDeclining Trend in US happiness 

Source: Stevenson and Wolfers 2008, GSS data



Source: Stevenson and Wolfers 2008



What does predict the international 
differences in the trends of 

well-being?

Å Income trends do not

Å People do not become happier when a 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎΦ



The Easterlin paradox

ÅThe trends of happiness and income are 

unrelated in the long run in: 

ïdeveloped countries

ïdeveloping countries

ïall countries together 

(Easterlin and Angelescu 2009)
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What predicts happiness  
over the long-run: social capital does

ÅWhat happens in this kind of regressions
when income is substituted by social capital
as the independent variable?  (Bartolini, 
Bilancini and Sarracino (2009) 

ÅThe measure of social capital: share of the 
population member in at least one group or 
association

ÅData: World Values Survey, waves 1-5 (1980-
2005)



Groups and associations

Å Social welfare service 
for elderly

Å Religious organizations

Å Education, arts, or 
cultural activities

Å Labour unions

Å Political parties

Å Human rights

Å Conservation, the 
environment, ecology, 
animal rights

Å Youth work

Å Professional associations

Å Sports or recreation

Å Womenôs group

Å Peace movement

Å Organizations concerned 
with health

Å Consumer groups

Å Other groups



Bel

Ire

USA

Swe

Den

Can

Esp

Fin

uk

Ger

Fr

It

Net

Jap

0

.0
02

.0
04

.0
06

.0
08

av
er

ag
e 

gr
ow

th
 o

f h
ap

pi
ne

ss

-.005 0 .005 .01 .015 .02
average growth of group membership

Ehapr Linear prediction

Correlation among trends

N = 14

R2 = 0.60

Y = 0.0012 +   0.381X

(2.40) (7.40)

t-stat in parentheses

Happiness & Social Capital 
Developed countries (15 years)

Correlation between trends  



Chile

Mex

KorRep
Arg

China

-.
01

0

.0
1

.0
2

.0
3

.0
4

av
er

ag
e 

gr
ow

th
 o

f h
ap

pi
ne

ss

-.02 -.01 0 .01 .02 .03
average growth of group membership

Ehapr Linear prediction

Happiness & Social Capital 
Developing countries (15 years)

N = 5

R2 = 0.68

Y = 0.0047 +   0.890X

(1.29) (2.44)

t-stat in parentheses

Correlation between trends 



Bel

Ire

USA
Swe

DenCan

Chile
Esp

Mex

FinKorRep

uk
Ger

Arg

China

Fr It

Net

Jap

-.
01

0

.0
1

.0
2

.0
3

.0
4

av
er

ag
e 

gr
ow

th
 o

f h
ap

pi
ne

ss

-.02 -.01 0 .01 .02 .03
average growth of group membership

Ehapr Linear prediction

Happiness & Social Capital 
All countries (15 years)

N = 19

R2 = 0.53

Y = 0.0001 +   0.740X

(0.09) (2.30)

t-stat in parentheses

Correlation between trends 



Results

ÅWorld-wide evidence: Happiness and GDP are 
unrelated in the long run while happiness and 
sociability are strongly and positively related



Evidence from within-countriesdata

Can within-countries data give us a more 
detailed picture of what determines the 
changes in well-being over time?



The trend of US happiness is predicted by 4 forces

that drive such a trend in opposite directions

(Bartolini, Bilancini and Pugno 2008, GSS data)

ü Increase in income

ü Social comparisons

ü Decline of relational goods

ü Decline of trust in institutions

Declining Trend 

in US happiness (1975-2004): Why?

Relational goods and trust in institutions: 

components of social capital



Social comparisons

ÅHaving a lot may seem little to Mrs. Jones if those she 
compares herself to, have more

ÅGrowth raises happiness if what matters for happiness is to 
have a bigger car, not if what matters is to have a bigger car 
than your neighbour 

ÅAn increase in income has a positive impact on the well-being 
of Mrs. Jones but an increase of the same size in the income 
of her reference group, offsets about 2/3 of such an impact

ÅMrs. Jones compares what she owns with what is owned by 
other persons, said reference groups



The trends of the various indicators document: 

ÅAn increase in: loneliness, sense of isolation, 
instability of families, generational cleavages, mistrust

ÅA decrese in: social contacts, honesty, solidarity, 
social participation, civic engagement

The decline in relational goods



Predictors of the
decline in US  happiness  

The predicted negative impact of: 

ÅSocial comparisons

ÅDecline of relational goods

ÅDecline of trust in institutions

more than offset the predicted positive impact 
of the increase in income



Relational goods matter

ÅIf relational goods had remained at its 1975 
level, happiness might have substantially 
increased

About 10% ! 

This is the growth rate of household income 
needed to compensate for the happiness loss 
due to the decline in relational measures





Private 
wealth



Common 
poverty



Common 
poverty



Lessons for measuring well-being

ÅThepurchasingpower,measuredby GDP,is one componentof
well-beingbut isnot all that matters

ÅA credible indicator of well-being must also take into account
socialcapital

ÅThequality of relationalexperiencecannotbe purchasedbut is
important for well-being



Social capital and happiness in 
Europan countries

ÅIn many Europan countries happiness and 
social capital increased in 1980-2000 
(Sarracino 2008, WVS data)



Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: SC & SWB trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: SC & SWB trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: SC & SWB trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: SC & SWB trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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Results: social capital trends in Europe
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