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Four claims

1. Alternative indicators of wellbeing are fun to think about
…but rarely change policy advice

2. Real GDP per capita is closely related to subjective well-being

3. The world is getting happier
…at the same rate you might expect given that it is growing

4. “Objective” data are somewhat subjective
…and “subjective” data may be no less objective



The human development index is based on subjective 
choices of “objective” data
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Between Countries: Richer Countries are Happier
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βbetween ≈ 0.35



Four claims

1. Alternative indicators of wellbeing are fun to think about
…but rarely change policy advice

2. Real GDP per capita is closely related to subjective well-being

3. The world is getting happier
…at the same rate you might expect given that it is growing

4. “Objective” data are somewhat subjective
…and “subjective” data may be no less objective



Well-Being and Log(Income)
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Figure shows the central 90% of the income distribution for each country.

Lowess fits for the 25 Largest Countries; Gallup World Poll
Satisfaction and Log(Family Income)
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Global Well-Being Through Time
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Life satisfaction has increased over time



 asdf
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Average growth rate = 0.0038 (SE = 0.0008)

“Average well-being” is year fixed effects from:
𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑔𝑔𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 = 𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡 + 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐 + 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑦𝑦𝑠𝑠

Prediction from log(GDP) is 0.35 * year fixed effects from:
𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 = 𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡 + 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐 + 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑦𝑦𝑠𝑠
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Subjective 
versus 

Objective
measures

Are these objective measures?
Or are they subjective?
Unemployment rate
 What does it mean to actively 

search for work?
 Are students working?

 Income
 Which resources to include?

Real GDP
 How to compare people whose 

consumption baskets barely 
overlap?

Poverty rate
 What does it mean to be “in 

poverty”?
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