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The return of happiness – the end of utopia? 
Rankings of subjective well-being and the 

politics of happiness1 

carl marklund

Introduction
In July 2011, the General Assembly of the United Nations unanimously ad-
opted Resolution 65/309. Entitled ‘Happiness: towards a holistic approach 
to development’, the Resolution recognized ‘the need for a more inclusive, 
equitable and balanced approach to economic growth’ with the aim of pro-
moting ‘sustainable development, poverty eradication, happiness and well-
being of all peoples’ in line with the Millennium Development Goals. Mem-
ber States were invited to elaborate measures that can better capture the 
importance of the pursuit of happiness and well-being with a view to guide 
future public policy. The Resolution also called upon Members States as well 
as regional and international organizations to develop new indicators and 
to share information on these at upcoming sessions of the UN General As-
sembly.2

Following the aims spelled out in the Resolution, the world’s first World 
Happiness Report was released in early April 2012. Commissioned by the 
‘United Nations Conference on Happiness’ – also a global first – the report 
begins by noting that ‘happier countries tend to be richer countries’. Ac-
cording to the report, the happiest countries in the world are clustered in 

1 The author wishes to thank Anna Alanko, Nicholas Aylott, Inga Brandell, Yonhyok Choe, Pauli Ket-
tunen, Klaus Petersen, Hannele Sauli, Varda Soskolne, Michael Kuur Sørensen, and Jaakko Turunen 
for valuable comments and critique on an earlier draft of this chapter.

2 United Nations (2011) Resolution 65/309. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.un.org/ga/search/
view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/65/309> (accessed October 2012)
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Northern Europe, with Denmark, Norway, Finland, and the Netherlands at 
the top. The least happy countries are all in Sub-Saharan Africa, with Togo, 
Benin, Central African Republic, and Sierra Leone registering the lowest 
self-reported happiness.3

But it is not just wealth that makes people happy, the report underlines: 
Political freedom, strong social networks, and absence of corruption are – if 
taken together – more important factors than income in explaining well-being 
differences between the top and bottom countries, according to the authors. 
At the individual level, good mental and physical health, job security, and 
stable families are crucial, as well as having ‘someone to count on’.4 ‘Behaving 
well’ makes people happier, too. In addition, the report also tracks differences 
between different groups with regard to happiness. In advanced countries, for 
example, women are generally happier than men, while the situation is more 
mixed in poorer countries. Happiness is lowest in middle age. The report con-
firms that mental health is the biggest single factor affecting happiness in any 
country. Yet, only a quarter of mentally ill people get treatment for their con-
dition in advanced countries and still fewer in poorer countries.5

On average, the report states, the world has become ‘a little happier in the 
last 30 years’. However, as living standards rise, self-reported happiness has 
increased in some countries, but not in others.6 Apparently, happiness does 
not rise in tandem with economic growth.7 Several recent studies suggest 
that affluence and wealth has a tendency to generate new sets of problems 
which are detrimental to self-reported happiness.8 This observation has also 
been connected with the widespread notion that wealthy Westerners have 
become relatively unhappier throughout the past half century.9

3 Helliwell, John F., Layard, Richard & Sachs, Jeffrey D. (eds) (2012) World Happiness Report. New 
York: The Earth Institute, Columbia University.

4 See also Marmot, Michael & Wilkinson, Richard (eds) (2003) Social Determinants of Health: The 
Solid Facts. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe. 

5 Helliwell, Layard & Sachs 2012, 74.
6 Frey, Bruno S. & Stutzer, Alois (2002) ‘What Can Economists Learn from Happiness Research?’ Jour-

nal of Economic Literature, Vol. 40, No. 2, 402–435.
7 Layard, Richard (2005) Happiness: Lessons From A New Science. London: Penguin.
8 Offer, Avner (2006) The Challenge of Affluence. Oxford: Oxford University Press; Lane, Robert E. 

(2001) The Loss of Happiness in Market Democracies. New Haven: Yale University Press; James, 
Oliver (1998) Britain On the Couch: Why We Are Unhappier Compared to 1950 Despite Being Richer. 
London: Arrow Books.

9 James 1998; Simonson, Nisse (2008) Varför mår vi så dåligt när vi har det så bra? Stockholm: Brom-
bergs; Eriksen, Thomas Hylland (2008) Storeulvsyndromet: Jakten på lykken i overflodssamfunnet. 
Aschehoug & Co.
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While increasing income thus has a direct and positive impact upon 
self-reported happiness in poor countries, the correlation is weaker in rich 
countries, as growth itself appears to generate problems of adaptation and 
adjustment. Thus, economic growth and level of income does not neces-
sarily improve self-reported happiness, as first scientifically observed by 
American economist Richard Easterlin.10 The so-called ‘Easterlin paradox’ 
observes that richer individuals may be happier than poorer persons at any 
particular time, but that society as a whole does not become happier as it 
becomes richer. The most common explanation for the Easterlin paradox 
is that people compare themselves to others: When the economy as a whole 
improves, individuals’ relative status remains unchanged as those who gain 
the most quickly adapt to their new higher income while the gains may not 
have been evenly shared.11 

Yet another aspect of the paradoxical relationship between income, 
wealth, and happiness is identified by the authors of the World Happiness 
Report. They observe that various ‘societal factors’ may have ‘counteracted 
any benefits felt from the higher incomes’, noting that ‘[u]ncertainties and 
anxieties are high, social and economic inequalities have widened con-
siderably, social trust is in decline, and confidence in government is at an 
all-time low’.12 By inference, social policies that target the improvement of 
social conditions and generate social equality – or a less competitive work 
culture and excluding labour market, one may add – may thus have a posi-
tive impact upon self-reported happiness, which in turn can have positive 
effects upon the economy.13

Happiness is thus not necessarily a primarily private affair, but something 
which is inextricably linked with economical, political, and social structures 

10 Easterlin, Richard (1974) ‘Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot?’ In David, Paul A.  & 
Reder, Melvin Warren (eds) Nations and Households in Economic Growth: Essays in Honor of Moses 
Abramovitz. New York: Academic Press, 89–125; Easterlin, Richard (1995) ‘Will Raising the Incomes 
of All Increase the Happiness of All?’. Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, Vol. 27, 
35–47.

11 Helliwell, Layard & Sachs 2012.
12 Helliwell, Layard & Sachs 2012.
13 Greve, Bent (ed.) (2010) Happiness and Social Policy in Europe. Cheltenham: Edgar Elgar; Saari, Juho 

(2012) Onnellisuuspolitiikka – Kohti sosiaalisesti kestävää Suomea. Helsinki: Kalevi Sorsa Säätiö; 
Wilkinson, Richard G. & Pickett, Kate (2009) The Spirit Level – Why More Equal Societies Almost 
Always Do Better. London: Penguin. 
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and hence, human agency. But the Easterlin paradox is not unanimously ac-
cepted by happiness researchers, and the complex relation between income, 
wealth, and happiness as delineated in the World Happiness Report remains 
at the core of contest in contemporary happiness research.14 

Taking this observation as its point of departure, this chapter analyzes 
the ‘return’ of happiness in public debate, looking at the tension between 
happiness as an (il)legitimate goal of politics and happiness as an (ir)rele-
vant study object of science. It first looks at how happiness was marginalized 
as a political and scientific category in Western public discourse after the 
Second World War. It then analyzes its initially slow return from the 1970s 
and onwards to today’s dramatically rising interest in happiness rankings by 
international organizations and national governments alike. 

While there is an emerging literature on the business appropriation of 
happiness, its scientific-cum-political utilization has not yet been analyzed 
in any greater detail. With a few exceptions, most studies have been prima-
rily been concerned with the quality of the scientific evidence presented in 
support of the claims to measure what scholars call ‘subjective well-being’ 
(SWB).15 

By contrast, this chapter does not discuss the methods and results of 
these rankings, most of which are easily accessible and subject to lively de-
bate among social statisticians.16 Instead, it asks why these rankings are be-
ing produced to begin with and what they may entail for public policy.

14 Most notably, it has been criticized by Ruut Veenhoven, whose statistics show a strong correlation 
between happiness and income, both on the societal and the individual level, see Veenhoven, Ruut 
(2008) World Database of Happiness: Continuous Register of Scientific Research on Subjective Appre-
ciation of Life. Rotterdam: Erasmus University; Gasper, Des (2007) ‘Uncounted or Illusory Blessings? 
Competing Responses to the Easterlin, Easterbrook and Schwartz Paradoxes of Well-Being’. Journal 
of International Development, Special Issue: Human Security, Well-Being And Sustainability, Vol. 19, 
Issue 4, 473–492.

15 Dolan, Paul, Peasgood, Tessa & White, Mathew (2008) ‘Do We Really Know What Makes Us Happy? 
A Review of the Economic Literature on the Factors Associated With Subjective Well Being’. Journal 
of Economic Psychology, Vol. 29, 94–122; Thin, Neil (2012) Social Happiness: Theory Into Policy and 
Practice. Bristol: The Policy Press.

16 For a comprehensive overview of different rankings of happiness and SWB and their different means 
and ends, see European Communities (2009) Beyond GDP—Measuring Progress, True Wealth and 
the Well-being of Nations. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communi-
ties. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.beyond gdp.eu/proceedings/bgdp_proceedings_full.pdf> 
(accessed October 2012)
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Scepticism towards happiness
While the recent concern with well-being has generated high-profile initia-
tives of governments and international organizations alike, scientific inter-
est in measuring happiness is not new. Early and largely theoretical efforts to 
quantify happiness were made by enlightenment philosophers and utilitar-
ian liberals, perhaps most notably evidenced by Jeremy Bentham’s concept 
of the ‘felicific calculus’.17 

Nevertheless, in bringing the explicit concept of happiness back into the 
scope of global governance, the World Happiness Report marks a new depar-
ture from a long tradition of scepticism towards happiness in the social sci-
ences. Western social sciences have largely viewed happiness as emotional, 
personal, and highly subjective.18 Hence, social scientists tended to regard 
it as either irrelevant or found alternative ways of conceptualizing it. When 
used – although sparingly, as noted by Easterlin19 – it was most often as 
a vague analogy to ‘welfare’ in welfare economics, primarily in theoretical 
discussions of the difference between ‘wealth’ and ‘welfare’.20 

Yet, the subject matter of happiness – the match between needs and hu-
man satisfaction – never ceased to be of interest to social scientists. But that 
interest had to be channelled through proxy concepts such as well-being, 
satisfaction with life, and quality of life. Partly, this purging seems to have 
been the result of the success and influence of American behaviourism on 
modern psychology and social science. With its insistence upon only re-
searching those phenomena which can be empirically observed – i.e. actions 
and behaviour of humans and conditions of environment and heredity – 
behaviourism had by the mid-1950s established a firm consensus on social 
‘cause and effect’ and psychological ‘stimulus and response’ as the preferred 
paradigm of Western social science.

17 Bentham, Jeremy (1907 [1780/1789]) An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

18 McMahon, Darrin M. (2006) Happiness: A History. New York: Atlantic Monthly Press.
19 Easterlin 1974.
20 Pigou, Arthur Cecil (1912) Wealth and Welfare. London: Macmillan; Little, I. M. D. (1950) A 

Critique of Welfare Economics. London & New York: Clarendon Press; Mishan, E. J. (1968) ‘Welfare 
Economics’. In International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, Vol. 16. New York: Macmillan, 
504–512; Eckaus, Richard S. (1972) Basic Economics. Boston: Little, Brown.
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In so doing, behaviourism also bypassed the problem of subjectivity 
of (dis)satisfaction by deploying an objective standard of (dis)satisfaction 
through the concept of ‘needs’, e.g. Abraham Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’ 
with physiological needs at the bottom, followed by needs for safety, love, 
esteem, and ‘self-actualization’ on the top. Since happiness could not be tied 
to any particular set of cause and effect or stimulus and response it could 
neither be empirically connected with the fulfilment of concrete needs nor 
be observed experimentally. Thus, the category of happiness thus remained 
something of a ‘blind spot’ for modern social science until methods for pub-
lic opinion polling were being more widely applied by social psychologists 
in the 1960s. 

In an early effort to address the scientific blindness vis-à-vis human hap-
piness, American public opinion scholar Hadley Cantril collected data in 
1957–1963 from 14 countries – both capitalist and communist societies, rich 
and poor – asking open-ended questions about what people want out of life 
and what they would need for their lives to be completely happy.21 Despite 
the vast socio-economic and cultural disparities among the countries, peo-
ple’s responses were strikingly similar, ranking level of living, happy family 
life, personal and family health, work, emotional stability, personal worth, 
and self-discipline as the most important factors, in that order. According 
to Cantril’s findings, factors such as war, civil rights, political liberties, and 
social equality, mattered less, but this did not mean that respondents valued 
these factors less. It only meant that the interviewees tended to regard these 
factors as largely exogenous.22 

Another example of explicit social science interest in happiness dates 
from a collaborative Nordic sociological project in the early 1970s, where 
subjective happiness was directly connected with material welfare and in-
cluded in the questionnaires used for sampling perceptions of welfare in 

21 The 14 nations included in the original study cover Brazil, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Egypt, 
India, Israel, Japan, Nigeria, the Philippines, Panama, Poland, the United States, West Germany, and 
Yugoslavia. The study employed a ‘Self-Anchoring Striving Scale’, asking the respondent to define 
hopes and fears for self and the nation. Cantril, Hadley (1965) The Pattern of Human Concerns. New 
Brunswick, Rutgers University Press.

22 Easterlin, Richard (2004) ‘The Economics of Happiness’. Daedalus, Vol. 133, Issue 2, 26–33.
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the Nordic countries. Yet, the study used the abstract, existential, and hence 
rather depersonalized question of whether the respondent finds that ‘Life is 
happy’, the answer to which need not necessarily tell the researcher much 
about the actual SWB of the respondent.23

Despite these early attempts at approaching explicit notions of happi-
ness scientifically, ‘satisfaction with life’ proved the most popular analytical 
category throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Part of its appeal rested in its 
connection to then current theories on ‘development’, largely understood as 
the fulfilment of material needs, commensurate with ‘objective well-being’ 
(OWB) and often treated as synonymous with ‘standard of living’.24 

However, as standard of living gradually evolved into a rhetorical weap-
on in the Cold War struggle between capitalism and communism, alterna-
tive and supposedly more neutral concepts such as ‘quality of life’ had to be 
developed. Quality of life proved politically attractive, as most clearly indi-
cated by US President Richard Nixon’s state of the union address in January 
1970 and the Quality of Life review process as established in October 1971. 
The political appropriation of this concept clearly reflected the shift from 
‘materialist’ to ‘post-materialist’ values which could be registered through-
out the politically tumultuous and economically insecure 1970s.25 

Rankings of happiness
Over the past decade, however, the explicit concept of ‘happiness’ has begun 
to reappear more frequently in scholarly literature and university textbooks 
across a number of disciplines, alongside the expanding and progressively 
more inclusive concept of ‘well-being’.26 While academic interest in develop-
ing statistical methods for conducting surveys and rankings of SWB found 
a platform in the journal Social Indicators Research, founded in 1974, The 
Journal of Happiness Studies has since 2000 catered for the more specific 

23 Allardt, Erik (1975) Att ha, att älska, att vara: Om välfärd i Norden. Lund: Argos. 
24 Gasper, Des (2005) ‘Subjective and Objective Well-Being in Relation to Economic Inputs: Puzzles 

and Responses’. Review of Social Economy, Vol. 63, Issue 2, 177–206.
25 Inglehart, Ronald (1977) The Silent Revolution. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
26 Huppert, Felicia & Linley, P. Alex (eds) (2011) Happiness and Well-being: Critical Concepts in Psy-

chology. New York: Routledge.
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interest in the subject matter of happiness. Today, ‘happiness research’ has 
been established as an independent field of multidisciplinary academic re-
search, including economics, psychology, sociology, and management stud-
ies.27

Alongside the development of the academic discipline, one of the most 
high-level initiatives has been undertaken by the Organisation for Econom-
ic Cooperation and Development (OECD) from the beginning of the 2000s. 
Using substantive analysis and surveys, the OECD has sought to address 
the limits of official statistics in measuring the progress of societies’ mate-
rial living conditions, quality of life and sustainability. In 2001, the OECD 
launched its so-called Better Life Initiative to this end.28 In 2011, the Better 
Life Initiative released a report entitled How’s Life? Measuring Well-being as 
part of its ongoing work to promote ‘Better Policies for Better Lives’.29 

Together with the launching of the so-called ‘Your Better Life Index’, the 
release of the report has been widely noted in the media as a step towards 
going ‘beyond GNP’ by measuring and valuing ‘happiness’ as an independ-
ent social objective alongside the more traditional economic measures ac-
cording to which societies are usually ranked.30 In a related undertaking, the 
OECD-sponsored Global Project on ‘Measuring the Progress of Societies’ 
seeks to develop progress indicators as well as to create a community work-
ing together to determine how to measure the well-being of societies. To 
ensure legitimacy and authority, it includes representatives of NGOs, gov-
ernments, and researchers worldwide. The OECD World Forum in Istanbul 
in June 2007 made the ‘Measuring and Fostering the Progress of Societies’ 
its core topic:

27 Layard 2005; Martin, Paul (2005) Making Happy People: The Nature of Happiness and its Origins in 
Childhood. London: Fourth Estate.

28 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2011) ‘Better Life Initiative: 
Measuring Well-being and Progress’. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.oecd.org/statistics/
betterlifeinitiativemeasuringwell-beingandprogress.htm> (accessed October 2012)

29 OECD (2011) How’s Life? Measuring Well-being. Online. Available HTTP: <http://wwwu.uni-klu.
ac.at/nwohlgem/makrooekonomik/topics/How%20is%20life.%20measuring%20wellbeing.pdf> (ac-
cessed October 2012)

30 OECD (2012) ‘Better Life Index’. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org> 
(accessed October 2012)
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Is life getting better? Are our societies making progress? Indeed, 
what does ‘progress’ mean to the world’s citizens? For a good portion 
of the 20th century there was an implicit assumption that economic 
growth was synonymous with progress: an assumption that a grow-
ing GDP meant life must be getting better. But we now recognise that 
it isn’t quite as simple as that. Access to accurate information is vital 
when we come to judge our politicians and hold them accountable. 
But access to a comprehensive and intelligible portrait of that most 
important of questions – whether or not life has got and is likely to 
get better – is lacking in many societies.31

At the World Forum, the Istanbul Declaration was signed by representa-
tives of the European Commission, the OECD, the Organisation of the Is-
lamic Conference, the United Nations, the United Nations Development 
Programme and the World Bank. The Declaration states that:

A culture of evidence-based decision making has to be promoted at 
all levels, to increase the welfare of societies. And in the ‘information 
age’, welfare depends in part on transparent and accountable public 
policy making. The availability of statistical indicators of economic, 
social, and environmental outcomes and their dissemination to citi-
zens can contribute to promoting good governance and the improve-
ment of democratic processes. It can strengthen citizens’ capacity to 
influence the goals of the societies they live in through debate and 
consensus building, and increase the accountability of public poli-
cies.32

Noting that ‘[o]fficial statistics are a key “public good” that foster the 
progress of societies’, the Declaration ‘urge[s] statistical offices, public and 
private organizations, and academic experts to work alongside representa-
tives of their communities to produce high-quality, facts-based information 

31 OECD (2008) Statistics, Knowledge and Policy 2007: Measuring and Fostering the Progress of Societies. 
Paris: OECD Publishing.

32 Istanbul Declaration (2007) Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.wikiprogress.org/images//Istan-
bul_Declaration.pdf> (accessed October 2012)
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that can be used by all of society to form a shared view of societal well-being 
and its evolution over time’.33 

In November 2007, this largely OECD-driven quest for ‘a shared view of 
societal well-being’ resulted in a conference in the European Parliament in 
Brussels on the topic ‘Beyond GDP – Measuring progress, true wealth, and 
the well-being of nations’, jointly organized by the European Commission, 
European Parliament, Club of Rome, WWF and OECD.34 The conference 
sought to initiate the selection and inclusion of various new indexes pur-
porting to measure happiness and well-being in official statistics, providing 
a ‘Virtual Indicator Exhibition’ where some 20 complementing and compet-
ing indexes were presented. In gathering the authors of these indexes, it also 
provided a platform for a general discussion on the political applicability of 
these measures, i.e. for making and shaping policy initiatives. 

At the conference, a basic dividing line emerged between those who 
view these new measures as a complement to GDP and those who argue 
that these measures should also contribute to a shift in (inter)national policy 
objectives, away from promoting free market liberalism in favour of global 
equality, justice, and welfare. Neither side turns openly against the order of 
priority held by the other. Instead, the debate is focused on the degree to 
which ‘societal well-being’ or ‘happiness’ can at all be measured with any 
accuracy. While the policy implications remain rather underdeveloped in 
these discussions, the evidence presented by both sides appear to support 
a link between happiness and welfare policies, as long as the latter are ad-
equately provided for.35

Through evaluation of policy outcomes and peer pressure, the OECD 
has been instrumental in promoting policy diffusion and norm entrepre-

33 Istanbul Declaration 2007.
34 European Communities (2009), Beyond GDP—Measuring Progress, True Wealth and the Well-being 

of Nations. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities. Online 
Available HTTP: <http://www.beyond-gdp.eu/proceedings/bgdp_proceedings_full.pdf> (accessed 
October 2012); see also Costanza, Robert, Hart, Maureen, Posner, Stephen & Talberth, John (2009) 
Beyond GDP: The Need for New Measures of Progress. Boston: The Frederick S. Pardee Center for the 
Study of the Longer-Range Future.

35 The argument can be found in a more developed form in Frey, Bruno S. & Stutzer, Alois (2007) 
‘Should National Happiness Be Maximized?’ Institute for Empirical Research in Economics University 
of Zurich Working Paper, No. 306. Online. Available HTTP:  <http://www.iew.uzh.ch/wp/iewwp306.
pdf> (accessed October 2012)
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neurship in a wide variety of different policy areas.36 Since 2008 and on-
wards, its advocacy for including happiness in official statistics appears to 
win ground internationally. In the USA, for example, similar ideas have 
been expressed by advisers of President Barack Obama’s administration. In 
their 2008 book Nudge: How to Improve Decisions About Wealth, Health, 
and Happiness, economist Richard H. Thaler and lawyer Cass R. Sunstein 
(until August 2012 head of the US Government’s Office of Information and 
Regulatory Affairs, OIRA) argue that individuals are frequently led astray 
from making the decisions which would improve their SWB by following 
the wrong cues. A measure of ‘libertarian paternalism’ – which is distinct 
from paternalism according to Thaler and Sunstein in that it does not pro-
hibit, but rather attempt to ‘nudge’ people’s decisions in certain, presumably 
favourable directions – can, the authors suggest, improve general levels of 
happiness by reframing the ‘choice architecture’ of a given society.37 

In December 2011, a panel of experts in psychology and economics – 
including Daniel Kahneman, psychologist and Nobel laureate in econom-
ics and prolific writer on the topic of well-being and ‘hedonic psychology’ 
– began convening in Washington D.C. to try to define reliable measures 
of SWB.38 The panel enjoys the explicit support of President Obama’s chief 
economic adviser and chair of the Council of Economic Advisers, Alan B. 
Krueger, who has previously proposed a method for generating a national 
statistic covering ‘the flow of emotional experience during daily activities’.39

Mainly funded by the US Department of Health and Human Services 
and organized by the non-profit National Academies, the panel has been 

36 Recent examples where the OECD has influenced member state policies include anti-corruption, 
educational policy, investment policy, labour market policy, and tax policy.

37 Thaler, Richard H. & Sunstein, Cass R. (2008) Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and 
Happiness. New Haven: Yale University Press; see also Sunstein, Cass R. (2010) Law and Happiness. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

38 Kahneman, Daniel, Wakker, Peter P. & Sarin, Rakesh (1997). ‘Back to Bentham? Explorations of Ex-
perienced Utility’. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 112, No. 2, 375–406; Kahneman, Daniel, 
Diener, Ed & Schwartz, Norbert (eds) (1999) Well-Being: The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology.
New York: Russel Sage Foundation; Whoriskey, Peter (2012) ‘If you’re happy and you know it ... let 
the government know’. The Washington Post. Online. Available HTTP:  <http://articles.washing-
tonpost.com/2012-03-29/business/35450353_1_gross-national-happiness-alan-krueger-measure> 
(accessed October 2012)

39 Krueger, Alan B. & Kahneman, Daniel (2006) ‘Developments in the Measurement of Subjective 
Well-Being’. Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 20, No. 1, 3–24.
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promoting the message that a more accurate measure of happiness is a 
helpful tool for evaluating the success or failure of a range of government 
policies. As such, it could help analyze citizen preferences and government 
policy priorities with regard to trade-offs between health benefits, educa-
tion, employment, and higher income levels, besides probing the complex 
and changing relationships between these human needs and policy goals. It 
might also detect extremes of inequality or imbalances in how people divide 
their time between work and leisure. If deemed reliable, the measures under 
development by the panel could become part of official US statistics, includ-
ing that of the US Census Bureau and the Bureau of Economic Analysis. If 
so, the USA would become ‘the latest country to clamber aboard a happiness 
bandwagon’, as noted by The Economist.40

The happiness discourse is by no means reserved by ‘progressive’ ac-
tors such as the current US administration. Conservatives on both sides of 
the Atlantic, have also been keen to appropriate the happiness discourse. In 
2008, former French President Nicholas Sarkozy convened a commission, 
consisting of Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi, stating 
that ‘time is ripe for our measurement system to shift emphasis from meas-
uring economic production to measuring people’s well-being’. The Commis-
sion on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress 
– also known as the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission – concluded in Sep-
tember 2009 that a broad range of measures and indicators about people’s 
well-being and societal progress should be used alongside more standard 
economic measures such as GDP.41 In 2009, the French government started 
publishing its own happiness indicator, in line with OECD recommenda-
tions.

In 2011, also the British Coalition Government began surveys, asking 
respondents ‘Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday?’ and ‘Overall, how 
satisfied are you with your life nowadays?’ More specifically, the connection 

40 ‘Happiness – No Longer the Dismal Science?’ The Economist. 6 April 2012. Online. Available HTTP:  
<http://www.economist.com/blogs/feastandfamine/2012/04/happiness> (accessed October 2012)

41 Stiglitz, Joseph E., Sen, Amartya & Fitoussi, Jean-Paul (2009) Report by the Commission on the 
Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress. Paris: Commission on the Measurement 
of Economic Performance and Social Progress.
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between happiness and sustainability has been underlined by a UK govern-
ment initiative entitled the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC). 
In cooperation with Earthscan, the SDC proposed ways in which to refocus 
public policy in line with the principle of ‘prosperity without growth’. This 
interpretation could favour an increased attention to sustainability and an 
emphasis upon ‘downshifting’ or ‘descaling’ the economy.42 The SDC was 
set up by the Labour Government in June 2000 as a non-departmental pub-
lic body responsible for advising the government on sustainable develop-
ment and related issues. The SDC was closed by the Coalition Government 
in March 2011, but its reports have since been cited favourably by British 
Prime Minister David Cameron, noting ‘it’s time we focused not just on 
GDP but on GWB – general well-being’. Along similar lines, British econo-
mist Richard Layard has argued that General National Happiness (GNH) 
could positively complement GDP.43 

In addition to these governmental initiatives, there have also been nu-
merous attempts at measuring SWB launched by universities, research in-
stitutions, think tanks, and NGOs. While these rankings usually either pool 
together variables which are already measured by traditional indexes or rely 
upon interviews and surveys where the informants state their own percep-
tion of their SWB, they are often represented in the media as claiming to 
chart happiness. As such, they signal a new type of interest in SWB which 
goes a long way towards ‘rehabilitating’ the concept of happiness in public 
debate. For example, the reference objects of these rankings have recently 
shifted from various qualified and limited notions ‘perceived’ quality of life 
or ‘self-reported’ or ‘avowed’ happiness to make direct and explicit refer-
ences to happiness. 

Paradoxes of happiness
While these rankings all factor in non-material concerns, the authors of 
these indexes usually do not claim that these new measures should replace 

42 Jackson, Tim (2009) Prosperity without Growth. Economics for a Finite Planet. London: Earthscan. 
43 The modern formulation of the idea of GNH finds its origin in a conservative context, having first 

been proposed by the King of Bhutan in 1972, see Ura, Karma & Galay, Karma (eds) (2004) Gross 
National Happiness and Development. Thimphu: The Centre for Bhutan Studies; Layard 2005. 
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the traditional economical measures which have dominated the assessment 
of societies. Instead, the addition of social factors through the notion of 
SWB should simply prevent it from becoming solely deducible from eco-
nomic and material factors.44 But how much importance should be give to 
the one or the other? Is it possible to weigh these factors against one another 
in an accurate manner? And are they really distinct from one another, after 
all? A number of different paradoxes or tensions emerge when the concept 
of happiness is introduced as a parameter for assessing socio-economic con-
ditions as well as policy outcomes. 

Progressives highlight that the societies which tend to register the high-
est levels of SWB are characterized by a high level of economic equality and 
social security, as exemplified by the Nordic countries.45 Indeed, several sur-
veys report the Danes as being the most satisfied.46 Several studies have sug-
gested that the universalistic welfare state has been a decisive factor for the 
high levels of SWB and public trust recorded in the Nordic countries.47 This 
would apparently favour a universalistic welfare state of the Nordic model 
which combines economic growth with social redistribution, in addition to 
placing a strong focus upon democracy and sustainability.

These interpretations have troubled self-designated neoliberal observers 
for a variety of reasons. First, there is scepticism regarding the inclusion of 
rankings of SWB in the work of various international organizations. Second, 
there has been a neoliberally-slanted criticism which claims that the notion 
of legitimate needs could imply a limiting of free choice in consumption and 

44 Diener, Ed & Seligman, Martin E. P. (2004) ‘Beyond Money—Towards and Economy of Wellbeing’. 
Psychological Science in the Public Interest, Vol. 5, No. 1, 1–31; Costanza, Robert, Fisher, Brendan, 
Ali, Saleem, Beer, Caroline, Bond, Lynne, Boemans, Roelof, Danigelis, Nicholas L., Dickinson, 
Jennifer, Elliott, Carolyn, Farley, Joshua, Gayer, Diane Elliott, Glenn, Linda MacDonald, Hudspeth, 
Thomas, Mahoney, Dennis, McCahill, Laurence, McIntosh, Barbara, Reed, Brian, Rizvi, S. Abu 
Turab, Rizzo, Donna M., Simpatico, Thomas & Snapp, Robert (2007) ‘Quality of Life: An Approach 
Integrating Opportunities, Human Needs, and Subjective Well-Being’. Ecological Economics, Vol. 
61, Issues 2–3, 267–276; Brown, Kirk & Kasser, Tim (2005) ‘Are Psychological and Ecological Well-
Being Compatible? The Role of Values, Mindfulness and Lifestyle’. Social Indicators Research, Vol. 74, 
No. 2,  349–369; Abdallah, Saamah, Thompson, Sam & Marks, Nic (2008) ‘Estimating Worldwide 
Life Satisfaction’. Ecological Economics, Vol. 65, No. 1, 35–47.

45 Wilkinson & Pickett 2009.
46 Greve 2010.
47 Rothstein, Bo (2011) ‘Social tillit, lycka, korruption och välfärdsstat’. In Holmberg, Sören, Weibull, 

Lennart & Oscarsson, Per (eds) Lycksalighetens ö. Göteborg: SOM-institutet, 65–84.
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production and hence an infringement upon the free market forces. Third, 
there is a tendency to question the link between the welfare state and hap-
piness on the one hand and the link between sustainability and happiness 
on the other. 

The criticism has unfolded in two different directions in response to the 
progressive challenge posed by the new happiness discourse to free market 
liberalism. One direction has actually ‘joined the choir’. Legatum Institute, 
for example, a think tank based in Washington D.C., has pointed out that 
the contemporary policies of the Nordic welfare states which generate fa-
vourable ratings for the Nordics are just as liberal and economy-oriented as 
the policies of those societies which score worse. The difference lies in the 
determination and skill by which Nordic governments have implemented 
necessary reforms in the welfare systems, thus saving the welfare state while 
reframing the ‘Nordic model’ of the past into a new ‘Nordic Way’ of the fu-
ture which has recently won the praise of liberal newspaper The Economist.48 

Another concern has been the accuracy of the measures. Neoliberal crit-
ics frequently criticize the evidence provided by happiness researchers. In 
2007, the same year as the OECD launched its ‘Beyond GNP’ conference, 
researchers associated with the Cato Institute, another Washington-based 
think tank, argued that the data provided by happiness researchers show 
that ‘neither higher rates of government redistribution nor lower levels of 
income inequality make us happier, whereas high levels of economic free-
dom and high average incomes are among the strongest correlates of SWB’.49  

The problem rests with the diverging interpretation of the causal mecha-
nisms behind the weak correlations that the rankings point to: Not only is 
happiness research troubled by competing methodologies and conflicting 
research objectives, neoliberal critics and other sceptics argue. Happiness 
itself does not appear as ‘a simple empirical phenomenon but a cultural and 

48 ‘The Next Supermodel: Politicians from both Right and Left Could Learn from the Nordic Coun-
tries’. The Economist. 2 Feb. 2013. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.economist.com/news/
leaders/21571136-politicians-both-right-and-left-could-learn-nordic-countries-next-supermodel> 
(accessed February 2013)

49 Wilkinson, Will (2007) ‘In Pursuit of Happiness Research: Is It Reliable? What Does It Imply for 
Policy?’ Policy Analysis, No. 590, 2–41. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/
files/pubs/pdf/pa590.pdf> (accessed October 2012)
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historical moving target’, defined differently by different individuals at dif-
ferent points in life – indeed, a central argument of liberal critics of the wel-
fare state for a long time. 

Politics or rhetorics of happiness?
Happiness research has this far failed to establish a singular ‘shared view 
of societal well-being’ as called for by the OECD. The question is whether 
the rather natural and seemingly neutral quest for such a shared view could 
translate from rhetorics into politics, and what kind of politics that would 
be. 

The differences between different factors in explaining happiness and 
SWB appear marginal in most rankings. This observation has lead social 
psychologists to launch the ‘set-point theory’ according to which most peo-
ple have a stable level of SWB, to which they return after various positive as 
well as negative experiences. This individual set-point is supposedly more 
determined by personality than income, wealth, health, or equality. If SWB 
is mostly determined by factors beyond the reach of politics or even human 
agency, it would follow that public policy with the aim of improving happi-
ness would carry little hope of actually increasing SWB, just as the so-called 
‘bell curve paradox’ would rule out the aggregated effects of education on 
overall levels of intelligence in a given society. A set-point theory of happi-
ness would thus rather support a neoliberal interpretation than a welfare 
state interpretation of public policy.50 

But if we accept the correlation between happiness and the welfare state 
as evidenced by the high rankings for the Nordic societies, the possibility 
of a politics of happiness would seem clear enough: It would simply be a 
question of providing for the basic social goods (education, employment, 
empowerment, and environmental protection) on a universal basis through 
the means of public participation to secure the possibility for as many as 
possible to independently pursue their own ideas of how to achieve happi-

50 Bruni, Luigino & Porta, Pier Luigi (eds) (2007) Handbook on the Economics of Happiness Chelten-
ham: Edward Elgar; Easterlin 2004; Inglehart, Ronald & Klingemann, Hans-Dieter (2000) Genes, 
Culture and Happiness. Boston: MIT Press.
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ness.51 It would then be a rather basic and very practical question of setting 
up systems of social care which as far as possible address social conditions 
which are known to correlate with unhappiness and deteriorating mental 
health, rather than some utopian attempt at downscaling the economy or 
to ‘maximize happiness’ for all through some ambitious scheme of ‘social 
engineering’. 

However, it must also be observed that the universalism of the welfare 
state may produce potential tensions, too. The principle of universalism se-
cures some measure of equality which translates into public trust and SWB 
as well as legitimacy of the welfare state. To be able to afford this universal-
ism, however, the welfare state requires a rather high level of productivity to 
allow for a comparatively high level of both private and public consumption. 
This means that a substantial source of stress and dissatisfaction will likely 
remain inbuilt into the system.52 

The levels of stress among the employed, well-integrated, and more or 
less well-paid middle classes are reportedly on the rise, not only in the West 
generally, but in the Nordic countries, too. This generates growing demands 
for mental health care and crowding out scarce resources for those who al-
ready suffer from unemployment, poverty, social exclusion, and/or mental 
problems – whose well-being in turn is imperilled by the rising require-
ments for employability.53 If the happiness discourse would be embraced by 
the universalistic welfare state, the latter would also need to accommodate 
the rather different needs of both these groups. Medical definitions would 
become even more important than they are today. Where do we draw the 
line between the happiness which should be the concern of the individual 
and the unhappiness which should be the concern of society as a whole? 

This issue is complicated by the suggestion that the welfare state – in 
the Nordic countries as well as elsewhere – is undergoing a transformation 

51 See discussion in European Communities (2009); Frey & Stutzer 2007.
52 Bunting, Madeleine (2005) Willing Slaves: How the Overwork Culture is Ruining Our Lives. London: 

Harper. 
53 For a discussion, see Fallov, Mia Arp (2011) ‘Constructing the Capacity of Employability, and the 

Government of Inclusion’. In Blomberg, Helena & Kildal, Nanna (eds) Workfare and Welfare State 
Legitimacy. Helsinki: Nordic Centre of Excellence NordWel, 125–160.  
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towards a more neoliberal mode of governance by gradually and piece by 
piece abandoning the principle of universalism, so that it becomes a ques-
tion of interpretation whether the eventual success of the Nordic welfare 
model is rather the result of whatever traditional welfare state is left or fol-
lows from the competition state reforms, which, according to some, may 
spell the end of traditional welfare policies.54

The increasing attention to the immaterial factors for happiness and 
SWB unfold in parallel with the current economic recession. The ‘softer’ 
measures of economic and social performance of societies do indeed seem 
to reflect some of the post-materialist values which have become more 
widely accepted during the last decades, in Western Europe, the USA, and 
increasingly also in Southeast Asia. It would be politically sound for both 
conservative and progressive politicians to rhetorically embrace more post-
materialist values in a time of crisis, while retaining a focus upon traditional 
economic policy goals in actual policies, just as Nixon once sought to chan-
nel counter-culture sentiments in the USA during the high-tide of radical-
ism in the early 1970s while conducting relatively traditional economic poli-
cies.

Assuming that the Easterlin paradox holds some truth, governmental 
interest in SWB may then increase when economic figures point downward 
or when income disparity is on the rise. Similar rhetorics have, for exam-
ple, been utilized by various South East Asian governments, notably by the 
Chinese Government invoking the concept of xiaokang [‘basic well-being’] 
during the rapid growth of the 1990s or by the Thai Government in the wake 
of the Asian financial crisis in 1997, as citizens were ecouraged to focus on 
‘sufficiency economy’ and to moderate their consumption rather than to 
expect increased governmental relief or press for an expansion of welfare 
programmes in times of need.55 

54 Blomberg, Helena & Kildal, Nanna (eds) (2011) Workfare and Welfare State Legitimacy. Helsinki: 
Nordic Centre of Excellence NordWel; Heiskala, Risto & Kantola, Anu (2010) ‘Vallan uudet ideat: 
hyvinvointivaltion huomasta valmentajavaltion valvontaan’. In Pietikäinen, Petteri (ed.) Valta 
Suomessa. Helsinki: Gaudeamus, 124–148. 

55 Noy, Darren (2011) ‘Thailand’s Sufficiency Economy: Origins and Comparisons with Other Systems 
of Religious Economics’. Social Compass, Vol. 58, No. 4, 593–610.
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The inclusion of happiness and SWB by conservative governments and 
traditionally free-trade-oriented international organizations can also chan-
nel public criticism away from economic failure, rising income disparity, 
and welfare state retrenchment. So it has been suggested that former French 
President Sarkozy’s embracing of the new happiness agenda was designated 
to compensate for criticism in the context of the lowering of the French 
credit rating in 2011. In any case, the conservative appropriation of the hap-
piness discourse is not very likely to herald massively increased government 
spending on public goods. 

Conclusion
The new rankings of happiness have had some political impact, as witnessed 
by the high-level interest from the UN and the OECD as well as national 
governments. The close relationship between political agency and scientific 
knowledge production, especially the political function of statistics is well-
known: Numbers, rankings, and scientific verifiable knowledge have long 
been considered a precondition for the turning of various social problems 
into targets of evidence-based policy making (EBP).56 But, as of yet, this in-
terest remains on the level of political rhetoric. Even if the social statisticians 
working with official statistics may perceive an increased pressure from gov-
ernments and international organizations to conform to the new norms, a 
pressure which can be said to be ‘political’, the happiness discourse appears 
rather ‘under-politicized’ for now. 

Yet, the popular reception of rankings and measures has actualized an 
essentially political struggle between different interpretations of happiness 
rankings and research. Through its vague and non-committal character, the 
happiness discourse can be bent for different political purposes. For some, 
the happiness discourse can be used as an argument for the expansion of 
the welfare state to also include more qualitative social services with more 
ambitious aims in terms of health and happiness. For others, it can be used 

56 Piironen, Ossi & Erkkilä, Tero (2009) ‘Politics and Numbers: The Iron Cage of Governance Indica-
tors’. In Cox III, R. W. (ed.) Ethics and Integrity in Public Administration. Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 
125–145.
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to drive home the point that we are all individually responsible for our own 
happiness. Still others may use the happiness discourse to promote an envi-
ronmentalist agenda of descaling, downsizing, redistribution, and extended 
regulation of the financial markets in the interest of sustainability. 

It may perhaps seem paradoxical that happiness returns as a political 
concern at a point in time when politics is widely thought to have been re-
placed by the market and public policy-making is supposedly supplanted by 
‘post-political regulation’.57 The idea that individual happiness can be mea-
sured is strangely familiar with the idea that individual happiness could, for 
all of its complexity, be made into a political objective in its own right – in-
deed, a most utopian idea in itself. This would appear even more puzzling, 
since utopian or visionary ideas are supposedly in short supply today, both 
on the left as well as on the right.58

Proponents argue that there is a demand for better measurements due 
to the rather natural interest in ascertaining a better balance between OWB 
and SWB – between economical and social concerns – when evaluating 
policy effects and designing new policy measures. At the same time, the 
causality between various policies and the reported SWB in a partcular so-
ciety remains elusive at best, national social statisticians warn, beyond the 
subjective character of happiness to begin with. Yet, the way in which the 
goal of individual happiness is articulated ties in with societal well-being is 
an important issue if we are interested in how the limits of politics are being 
changed and re-negotiated under conditions of globalization, post-modern 
values, and post-political regulation.59  

For now, it remains a question for debate whether the rising interest in 

57 For a discussion of the concept of ‘post-political regulation’, see Garsten, Christina & Jacobsson, 
Kerstin (2013) ‘Post-Political Regulation: Soft Power and Post-Political Visions in Global 
Governance’. Critical Sociology. Online. Available HTTP: <http://crs.sagepub.com/content/ear-
ly/2012/06/22/0896920511413942> (accessed February 2013)

58 For the notion of ‘end of utopia’, see successive discussions in Marcuse, Herbert (1970) ‘The End 
of Utopia’. In Marcuse, Herbert, Five Lectures: Psychoanalysis, Politics, and Utopia. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 62–82; Habermas, Jürgen (1986) ‘The New Obscurity: The Crisis of the Welfare State and the 
Exhaustion of Utopian Energies’. Philosophy and Social Criticism, Vol. 11, No. 2, 1–18; Bauman, Zyg-
munt (1999) In Search of Politics. Cambridge: Polity; Berghahn, Klaus L. (2008) ‘The End of Utopia?’ 
Telos, No. 143, 171–180.

59 Cf. Inglehart, Ronald (1997) Modernization and Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political 
Change in 43 Societies. Princeton: Princeton University Press.



carl marklund

226

happiness will be politicized and, if so, to what degree and with what con-
sequences. A first political implication is that these rankings do not only 
answer to a perceived need for knowledge, but also contribute to sustain 
and expand this need. This need will either be filled by ‘pseudo-science’ 
marginalizing official statistics, or official statistics will have to adapt to the 
demand, even if official social statisticians may be wary and skeptical of po-
litical pressure to expand the scope of their discipline. 

Indeed, identifying, measuring, and ranking performance is not only a 
way of generating better knowledge about social conditions and policy out-
comes with a view of improving both. It is also a means of communicating 
a message to the electorate and to shape public opinion. Rankings, even if 
they do not necessarily herald a new start for welfare state policies, do signal 
at least a symbolic response on the part of international and national policy-
making elites to widespread popular concerns with life satisfaction, health, 
and environment beyond the scope of individual economy. 

Second, it may today simply not be possible for politicians to focus sin-
gularly on economic growth as the primary policy objective, despite the cur-
rent crisis. Cynics may remark that this would be rather fitting, since market 
performance is more volatile and appears less susceptible to political control 
now than in the past. It would hence be unwise for politicians to make them-
selves too dependent upon economical performance as the single most im-
portant parameter of policy evaluation. Novel concerns with ‘soft issues’ can 
be used to offset growing dissatisfaction with faltering economic policies 
and demonstrable weakness of politics. Nordic countries, for example, rank 
nicely in the statistics, while social inequalities are on the rise, indicating 
that overall perfomance may be good even if the least privileged members of 
society fare ill or do not share the benefits of stability and growth.

A third political implication, or rather symptom, is that the concern with 
rankings corresponds to the ‘evacuation of politics’ in evidence in contem-
porary governance in a multitude of policy fields, such as care, education, 
and unemployment policies.60 Overarching social conflicts and party po-

60 See for example discussions on neoliberal governance in educational policies in Giroux, Henry A. 
(2008) Against the Terror of Neoliberalism: Beyond the Politics of Greed. Boulder: Paradigm.
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litical contests are reduced as economic and social problems are isolated 
into targets for specialized policy administration.61 In the ‘political void’ 
that is left, global non-political organizations increasingly take up the role 
of visionaries, norm-entrepreneurs, and policy promoters, exactly through 
producing and disseminating new knowledge, new standards, and new best 
practices in a general movement towards post-political regulation. For all 
of its concern with accountability and transparency, it is of interest to note 
how post-political governance is tasking itself with yet more complex policy 
goals, identifying categories that, strictly speaking, cannot be as accurately 
and unambiguously quantified, compared, and evaluated as the traditional 
policy goals of work, security, justice, growth, and equality. 

This raises the question whether contemporary discourses on happiness 
will serve to expand the duties of public policy to include more immaterial 
notions of welfare or to limit the reach of politics, further pointing to the 
responsibility of the individual for her own happiness. Due to this tension 
in the recent attention to happiness, the primary political importance of the 
recent rankings of SWB does not seem to concern their eventual ability to 
actually measure happiness but rather to rhetorically challenge the primacy 
of economy as the single most important basis for public policy and to un-
derscore the social component of economic performance. 

As such, it answers to a utopian drive in an era of utopian exhaustion. It 
is paradoxical, as the increased political and scientific interest in the vague 
and causally under-determined phenomenon of happiness can go in two 
directions: It may either divert attention away from the economy in order to 
further strengthen its grips on our public policies, or – quite on the contrary 
– further emphasize the need for alternative, non-monetary yardsticks by 
which to assess the well-being in the contemporary welfare state.  

61 For a discussion, see Mair, Peter (2000) ‘Partyless Democracy? Solving the Paradox of New Labour?’. 
New Left Review, No. 2, 21–35; Mair, Peter (2006) ‘Ruling the Void? The Hollowing of Western 
Democracy’. New Left Review, Vol. 42, 25–51.
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