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GDP and happiness, US, 1946-1996 
The Easterlin paradox 

 
  



China 1990-2007: average life satisfaction -7.1% 

India 1990-2006: average life satisfaction - 7.6 % 
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Moreover: US work hours increased in the 
last decades 

Source: Rogerson 2008 





• the trend of happiness 

depends on 

- Decline of social capital 

• Bartolini, Bilancini e 

Pugno (2013), American 

GSS data 1975-2004: 

Declining Trend  

in US happiness (1975-2004): Why? 

- Social comparisons 

+ Increase in income 



Social comparisons 



Social comparisons 
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• Increase in: loneliness, sense of isolation, instability of 
families, generational cleavages, mistrust 

 

• Decrease in: social contacts, honesty, solidarity, social 
participation, civic engagement 

 

The decline of US social capital 



Social comparisons and social capital 
in China and India (Bartolini and 

Sarracino 2015) 

• Citizens of both countries experienced an 
upsurge of the importance of social 
comparisons 
 

• In China and India  trust, associational 
activity and various measures of civic 
behavior declined 
 
 
 
 
 



Drivers of the Easterlin paradox  

• Decline of social capital and increasing 
importance of social comparisons 
 

• The decline of well-being in successful 
growth cases is driven by the passage 
from the positive to the negative side of 
sociability 
 
 
 
 
 



Private 
wealth 



 

Relational poverty 



Research questions 

• Social capital and social comparisons are 
treated as independent factors 
 

• Question 1. Is this true?  
 

• Social comparisons are treated as a part 
of human nature:  
 

• Question 2. Is this true or are there 
social or cultural factors affecting social 
comparisons? 
 
 
 
 
 



Hypothesis: social capital affects the 
relationship between income and well-

being 













Conclusion  

• Greater social comparisons and declining 
social capital are two sides of the same 
coin 
 
 
 



Next steps 

• Test of causality: does an increase in 
social capital decrease the importance of 
money for people’s well-being?  
 

• Robustness check of the results on other 
data base: Eu-silc and European Social 
Survey 
 
 
 



Social capital can be increased 

Policies for social capital:  

• Cities 

• Media 

• Work  

• Schools 

• Health care 

• Income inequality 

 

What would be their result?  
 
 
 
 



Implications of the expected results 

• If social capital increases, then societies 
become less dependent on money 
 

• Greater social capital reduces the well-
being inequality among income classes 
 

• More leisure, less work 
 
 



Implications of the expected results 

 
• Overcoming the Easterlin paradox: if we 

stop the engine of dissatisfaction, then 
economic growth will increase well-being 
(Mikucka and Sarracino 2014) 
 
 
 



Thank you for your attention! 
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