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bring me sunshine*  

how to realise Mr Cameron’s happiness agenda 
*or at least some grit for the roads 

� This year, our first light-hearted Christmas report looks at measuring ‘national 

wellbeing’. Can happiness be measured, or promoted?  

David Cameron is not the first world leader to propose the creation of a ‘happiness index’, and he 

won’t be the last. But does his idea have merit? More to the point, can national happiness be 

promoted, even if it can be measured? In a seasonal spirit of goodwill, we have investigated the 

pursuit of happiness, and have come to some interesting conclusions.   

No one has ever said that Mr Cameron lacks courage, and he has proved this time and again in 

2010. But was his proposal to create an index of national wellbeing a step too far?  Needless to say, 

this idea was wide open to ridicule, and was manna from heaven for satirists and cartoonists. It was 

pretty brave of Mr Cameron to suggest measuring British happiness whilst he was also tackling a 

massive fiscal deficit, and perhaps braver still for an independently-wealthy premier to point out that 

there is more to life than money.  

But, as investors and policymakers prepare for a holiday away from the office whether they like it or 

not – and as economists try to force themselves to be cheerful for as much as a week – might Mr 

Cameron have a point after all? Is there indeed more to happiness than money, and more to national 

contentment than the state of the economy? And how, if at all, do happiness and economics relate to 

each other?  

Wearing festive hats, we set ourselves the task of finding out. And, despite the admittedly semi-

frivolous, holiday spirit in which this quest was undertaken, we surprised ourselves by finding that, 

yes, the pursuit of happiness is indeed a legitimate aim of government, and is far less impractical or 

gimmicky than it might appear at first sight. Moreover, we found that such a policy could pay very 

big dividends indeed for Mr Cameron and his government. We explain why at the end of this 

report.  

Asking the boffins 

We began our quest by wondering whether any government has actually tried to measure happiness 

and base economic policy on it. Yes, it transpires, and the first country to do so was the kingdom of 

Bhutan (it’s in the eastern Himalayas – and yes, we had to look it up too).  

Back in 1972, the King of Bhutan introduced the concept of GNH (Gross National Happiness) and 

decreed that the economy of the kingdom would henceforth be run on this basis. Resultant policies 

included limiting deforestation (presumably because trees make people happy) and setting a 

minimum sum of $200 which must be spent by every visitor to the country (presumably because it is 

very irritating to have foreigners wandering around asking you silly questions such as “are you 

happy?”). GNH per capita must have increased dramatically in 2005, when a census revealed that 
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the population of Bhutan is 700,000, and not the 2 million which seems to have been the 

government’s previous rough guess.  

Following where Bhutan had led, Thailand introduced a GNH measurement in 2006, which is 

published on a monthly basis. If not exactly happiness as such, “the good life” is specified as a 

national objective in the constitutions of both Ecuador and Bolivia. America, of course, has “life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness”. Even before Mr Cameron’s initiative, the governments of China, 

Canada, Australia and France had looked at the idea of a national measurement of happiness. 

Measuring happiness, then, may be an idea whose time has come.  

But what is happiness, and how do we measure it?     

Our investigation had to begin with the economy, even though we anticipated that it wouldn’t end 

there. We started this part of our research in some trepidation, well aware that putting a question to 

four economists would be likely to get us at least five answers.  

Can economists help in the pursuit of happiness? A focus on economic issues is bound to be 

depressing, isn’t it? After all, economics is routinely described as “the dismal science”. To be sure, 

the “science” tag is easily dismissed, because economists cannot conduct repeatable experiments 

under controlled conditions, which is what real scientists do. But the “dismal” label is rather harder to 

shake off. Are economists fun people really?   

It is perhaps indicative that, whilst many jokes have been made about economists, very few are 

made by them. Economists are wide open to being lampooned, from the timeless gag that they have 

“correctly forecast nine of the last three recessions” to the long-ago student who scrawled 

“economics is the study of the insoluble by the insolvent” across the washroom mirror in the 

economics faculty at Cambridge.  

Gags delivered by economists, on the other hand, are much harder to find. Maybe Ben Bernanke’s 

famous remark about dropping dollar bills from helicopters was intended as a joke? If so, it didn’t 

exactly fly. Perhaps then-Chancellor Gordon Brown was auditioning for a stand-up billing with his rib-

tickler about “the importance of macro-economics, post neo-classical endogenous growth theory and 

the symbiotic relationships between growth and investment, and people and infrastructure”? If that 

was intended as a joke – as surely it must have  been – then Mr Brown would be best advised not to 

give up the day job…… oh, he has. Then again, perhaps his entire economic policy was a comedy 

routine? Certainly it often seemed that way, particularly when the advocate of prudence pulled a 

‘stand-and-deliver’ heist on the nation’s pension funds. 

Seriously, though, what is the connection between economics and happiness? Is it true that there are 

few causes of unhappiness that cannot be cured with a cheque for £100,000?   

Unhappiness and poverty seem inextricably linked. Cleric and wit Sydney Smith (1771-1845) 

expressed the situation rather well when he said that “poverty is no disgrace to a man, but it is 

confoundedly inconvenient”. (Some of old Syd’s lines are still pretty good, though his advice to a 

friend contemplating marrying a lady three times his size might nowadays be regarded as a tad 

reactionary). Smith’s point was that wealth may not buy happiness – for that matter, “money can’t 

buy me love”, as the Beatles memorably put it – but poverty can certainly create misery. 
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“I spent a lot of money on booze, birds and fast cars. The rest I just squandered” 

George Best 

 

If the equation between poverty and unhappiness is surely beyond dispute, does the reverse apply? 

Does an ever-increasing income equate to continually rising happiness? Classical economics 

assumes that this must be the case, and further assumes that individuals will always act in ways 

calculated to increase their income and wealth.  

But – whisper it who dares – some heretical economists have challenged the material gain 

assumption implicit in conventional economic thinking. Indeed, they have even gone so far as to 

suggest the creation of the new discipline of “happiness economics”.   

The very idea of setting happiness as an economic goal must appal all traditionally-minded teachers 

of the dismal science. To be sure, they concede, Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) advocated a 

“hedonic calculus” but, scoff the traditionalists, what can one expect of a man whose will decreed 

that, upon his decease, his body should be stuffed and displayed in a glass case?  

Somehow, one cannot help but feel that ‘happiness economists’ must have missed the misery 

modules in their economics foundation courses. Perhaps these were the miscreants, the pranksters 

who sat at the back of the class throwing ink pellets when they weren’t scrawling false moustaches 

and glasses onto portraits of Adam Smith. 

In fact, ‘happiness economists’ are amongst the most innovative of the followers of Smith, David 

Ricardo and John Stuart Mill, not least in the discovery of “The Easterlin paradox”. Although this 

sounds like the name of a nebula to be found at the outer reaches of the cosmos, it turns out to be a 

theory pioneered by distinguished economist Richard Easterlin of the University of Southern 

California and first published in 19741.  

According to Prof. Easterlin’s researches, and although people with higher incomes are more likely 

than those on lower incomes to report being happy, this measure only works within individual 

countries and at a specific time. Applied internationally, the correlation between income and 

happiness breaks down, such that the average reported level of happiness does not correlate with 

per capita GDP, always supposing that countries in abject poverty are excluded from the 

comparison. Moreover, rising incomes do not correlate with increasing happiness. Although income 

per person rose steadily in the United States between 1946 and 1970, Prof. Easterlin found that 

average reported happiness showed no long-term trend. Happiness actually declined between 1960 

and 1970, during which time American per capita incomes increased markedly. 

This discovery has been disputed – it wouldn’t be economics if it hadn’t been – but it’s worth noting 

what the “Easterlin paradox” tells us. First, it says that the average American, with a per capita 

income of $46,000 per annum, isn’t necessarily any happier than the average New Zealander with 

$27,300. Second, it says that, even if the average American’s real income were to increase by 20% 

over a given period, far from necessarily being 20% happier, his happiness might be unchanged, or 

could even have declined. 

                                                 
1 Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some Empirical Evidence, Richard Easterlin, 1974  
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And then there’s the “hedonic treadmill”. According to this paradigm, perceptions of well-being are 

linked to relative status. If your income was to rise by 5%, that wouldn’t necessarily make you 

happier in itself. But it would make you happier if the incomes of those around you grew by less than 

that. Conversely, a 5% rise in income could actually make you downright miserable if the incomes of 

those around you rose by 10%. In other words, it’s all about keeping up with the Joneses. 

Another way to look at this is that people work day after day just to stay in the same place in relation 

to others. Any relative progress creates satisfaction, whilst a perceived decline causes unhappiness. 

You might be thrilled to bits with your new Porsche, that is to say, until you discover that your 

neighbour has just bought a Ferrari. Psychologist Oliver James carried this “treadmill” thinking even 

further with his brilliant 2007 book Affluenza, which identified the harmful stress effects which can 

result from the excessive pursuit of material advancement.   

By this stage of our investigation, it seemed high time to bid adieux to the experts, and to find out 

what real people feel about happiness, what it is and how to measure it. But let’s sum up what we 

learned from the theorists.  

Well, they agree that poverty can make people unhappy, but they’re not sure if the equation works in 

reverse. It seems that a law of diminishing returns applies here. Hand £1,000 to a poor man and it 

will make him very happy. Give it to a man on an average wage and he, too, will be pretty pleased, 

but a billionaire isn’t going to jump for joy over an extra grand. Money seems to make us happy if 

we’ve got more of it than than those around us.  

But is there some kind of linear equation whereby having more money than we had yesterday or last 

year will automatically make us happier than we were then? The answer, it seems, is no. 

A final point to note, before we leave the economists to their revels, is that there are good reasons to 

suppose that the relationship between prosperity and happiness may work in reverse, with a 

contended workforce, and contented consumers, having a positive impact on productivity and output.          

Taking it to the streets 

If the economists can’t give us much help in our pursuit of a definition of happiness, we reasoned, it 

might be a good idea to listen to the views of the general public. We wondered about asking “the 

man on the Clapham omnibus”, but discovered that he was “a legal fiction”. Well, that’s better than 

being an illegal fiction, no doubt, but it was of little help in our quest. 

Ideally, the most useful way of discovering public opinion would be to question people - in bus 

queues, in restaurants, in pubs, at football matches, and so on. (An even better idea would be to 

make such a survey truly global, but we suspect that any proposal that we be funded to question 

people in bus queues in the Bahamas, in restaurants in the Seychelles, in pubs in Bermuda and at 

football matches in Hawaii might, for some strange reason, be declined by the accounts department).         

It being too near Christmas to pester busy people with silly questions anyway, we didn’t conduct a 

survey at all, but just listened in an ad hoc fashion. And, once we started listening to people in 

ordinary places engaged in ordinary activities, things began to make an extraordinary amount of 

sense. First, though, we had to make a crucial discovery, which is that, to understand how to make 

people happy, you have to discover not just what they think makes them happy, but what they know 

makes them unhappy.  



page  

strategy insights | issue twenty-one 

5

 “In 1969 I gave up women and alcohol - it was the worst 20 minutes of my life” 

George Best 

 

Not surprisingly, the list of things that people think makes them happy includes health, relationships, 

money, community and the environment. All of this positive stuff is pretty vague, and doesn’t get 

fleshed out into a useful form until one starts to look instead for causes of unhappiness and to 

discover how to reverse them. 

This applies to money, for example. Everyone seems to agree that having more of the stuff would 

make them happier, but most cannot actually explain how more money would do this. Pose the 

reverse question, however – ‘where do matters concerning money make you unhappy?’ – and you 

start to get into specifics.  

Top of the pops in the ‘money and unhappiness’ category is “being ripped off” – the feeling that 

businesses and the authorities are out to extract money from people in nefarious ways. A commonly-

cited example is the so-called “cheap” flight, which all too often turns out to be very far from cheap 

once you have added in taxes, charges for baggage and for checking in, and fuel surcharges. Few 

people think that a return fare of £100 from London to Barcelona is excessive, but they do resent 

being told that the fare is actually £1.50. Utilities and banks, too, attract disproportionate volumes of 

criticism along similar lines.  

Much the same sense of resentment at supposedly nefarious practices is directed at government, 

with the interesting twist that as much anger is addressed at local as at national authorities, even 

though “the government” gets its fair share of the flak. At the local level, much anger is expressed 

over authorities which are perceived to have “armies of pen-pushers” working in “glitzy offices” but at 

the same time seem incapable of providing the quality services that the public require. The recent 

appalling state of the roads has naturally been much to the fore, a frequently-heard remark being 

that, if the local authority employed less office workers, and gave its senior officers lower salaries and 

fewer perks, there might be more people available to grit the roads. Time and again we have heard 

about local authorities which have chopped down horse-chestnut trees to prevent children from 

engaging in the supposedly-dangerous pursuit of playing conkers, and of schools who forbid this 

traditional English game unless children are wearing face-masks. 

Much the same sort of criticism is levelled at national government. The authorities – and politicians 

more generally - are perceived as being “self-serving”, “meddling”, “hypocritical” and “incompetent”. 

The last government has been criticised for spending £300 million on handing children laptops which 

were very likely to, er, go astray. HM Revenue and Customs has been criticised for bungling millions 

of people’s tax affairs despite investing very heavily in new computers – maybe they should have 

bought school laptops on eBay instead? Civil servants who lose highly sensitive data by leaving 

laptops or data-sticks on trains or in cabs come in for much resentment, as does “plastering the 

country with CCTV cameras”.  

A common theme that runs through the conversations that we have listed to is a sense of resentment 

that “ordinary people” – what political analysts call “the neglected middle” – get a raw deal in a 

country which can afford to buy duck-houses for its ruling class, and can afford to pay the 



page  

strategy insights | issue twenty-one 

6

unemployed to live in Westminster or Kensington, but cannot afford to grit its roads properly. Of 

course, not every politician has a state-subsidised duck house, and not every unemployed person 

lives in a bijou mews property off Holland Park, but, where public opinion is concerned, it is the 

principle that matters.          

Working along the lines of eliminating causes of unhappiness, could the pursuit of happiness pay 

dividends for Mr Cameron and his government? We have discovered that it most certainly could. 

Here’s how. 

For a start, the correlation between happiness and material well-being, already limited, breaks down 

almost completely in a developed society. That poverty creates misery is undisputed, but the inverse 

proposition – which is that happiness can be increased simply by making people ever better off – 

doesn’t really apply. Even economists seem to agree that human decisions and emotions are not 

simply a function of the pursuit of wealth. This must in itself be comforting to government at a time of 

economic difficulty.  

Better still, and rather than basing all assessments of happiness on material well-being, it seems that 

people are very concerned with fairness, with community, with liberty and with the efficiency of the 

society in which they live.  

Fairness can best be pursued not through a statist, politically-correct agenda, but by the simpler 

expedient of cracking down on perceived privilege and injustice, and by focussing resources as much 

on “the neglected middle” as on the underdog. Whilst many people have been made fearful of 

spending restraint by “shroud-wavers”, the reality is that there are vast swathes of state activity that 

they would happily be without. Though there are many aspects of government, both nationally and 

locally, which are popular – random examples include teachers, doctors, bobbies on the beat, the 

armed forces and, believe it or not, trading standards officers – there are other elements, such as 

political correctness propaganda, excessive health and safety meddling, and bureaucracy generally, 

which people would very be glad to see cut back. The recent suggestion that a ratio be established 

between the highest- and lowest-paid taxpayer employees would be a very positive step forward, as 

might the rule that no-one should be paid more by the taxpayer than the £142,500 which is earned by 

Mr Cameron who is, after all, the country’s chief executive. 

Perhaps the best news of the lot is the clear correlation between happiness and liberty, the latter 

clearly including freedom of choice. The latter should not be taken as an endorsement for a policy of 

introducing spurious choice into public services, as it seems clear that people would prefer to have 

one good local hospital than a hard-to-exercise choice between six mediocre ones. But the public do 

seem to have had more than their fill of the heavy-handed restriction of choice under a New Labour 

administration which seemed to be at its happiest when banning things, such as fox-hunting and 

smoking in public places.  

An emphasis on liberty, and on rolling back the meddlesome and coercive encroachments of the 

state, could not only free up resources for more appreciated front-line services but could also form 

the basis for a “liberty agenda” around which both Conservatives and Liberal Democrats could find 

common ideological ground.      
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Merrie Ministers? 

Try as we might – and even with the pantomime season approaching – it is difficult to picture cabinet 

ministers wearing white tights and long curly wigs. Even so, there is a lot that Mr Cameron and his 

colleagues can learn from a national leader long associated with happiness, the ”Merrie Monarch” 

himself, King Charles II.  

Things didn’t all go swingingly for Chas, as his reign (1660-85) included the Great Plague (1665) and 

the Great Fire of London (1666). (And, so far as we can ascertain, Restoration England didn’t get to 

host the World Cup, either).  

Beyond a hedonistic lifestyle (and Nell Gwyn), what really seems to have endeared King Charles to 

the public was the sheer relief that they felt when his easy-going, libertarian regime ousted the dour 

Puritan republic in which theatres and taverns were closed, supposedly politically-incorrect activities 

such as Maypole dancing were prohibited, and the lives of ordinary people were blighted by an army 

of ideologically-fanatical snoopers. That age of drab, self-righteous Puritanism began in 1649 – or 

was it 1997? 

If it is the perennial fate of the British people to swing between libertarian fun and Puritan fanaticism, 

then 2010 might be seen as marking the swing of the pendulum away from a dour age of prohibition 

and coercion. Mr Cameron should surely capitalise on this, and promote happiness by promoting 

liberty and freedom of choice.  

 

In conclusion, we would like to wish everyone a very happy Christmas, and to exhort policymakers, in 

the words of the Christmas carol, to “Rest Ye Merrie, Gentlemen”. …….       

 

 

 

 

Dr Tim Morgan 

GLOBAL HEAD OF RESEARCH 
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