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“What you measure affects what you do. 
If you don’t measure the right thing, you 
don’t do the right thing.”

-Joseph Stiglitz,

Nobel Laureate in Economics



GDP per capita, USA 1960-2022
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Number of Anti-Government Protests in 
Major Western Economies, 1946-2018

Turchin P, Korotayev A (2020) The 2010 structural-demographic forecast for the 2010–2020 decade: A retrospective 

assessment. PLOS ONE 15(8): e0237458. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0237458

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0237458

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0237458


Income 
Inequality in 

the US, 
1902-2021



Number of Shooting Incidents, 2000-2020



Mistrust of Politicians in the USA  
[I thank Stefano Bartolini, University of Sienna]



What about data on 
people’s subjective 
well-being such as 
happiness and 
mental health?



The Easterlin Paradox

Happiness and GDP per capita in the USA, 1972-2002

Source: Easterlin, R.A. and Angelescu, L., 2012. Modern economic growth 
and quality of life: Cross-sectional and time series evidence. In Handbook 
of social indicators and quality of life research (pp. 113-136). Springer 
Netherlands.



BRFSS data (1993-2020)

Data on 8 million US citizens

“Now thinking about your mental health, which includes stress, depression, and 
problems with emotions, for how many days during the past 30 days was your 
mental health not good?” 

Extreme mental distress is defined as those who say all 30 days out of 30

Blanchflower, D. G., & Oswald, A. J. (2020). Trends in extreme 

distress in the United States, 1993–2019. American Journal of Public 

Health, 110(10), 1538-1544.



Extreme Distress Over Time in the USA: 
% of Americans saying ‘every day of my life is a bad day’ 

Blanchflower-Oswald, American Journal of Public Health, 2020.
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Despite tremendous economic growth, the US might not 
be doing as well as we might have thought had we focused 

only on pure and objective economic indicators 

Why?



Might this have something to do with work 
getting more stressful in every country over 
time? 

[Yes]

Work by Francis Green, Keith Whitfield, et al.
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Source: Skills Survey series



Another explanation is that people 
care more about relative income 
than absolute income



It has been found that

Relative-income variables show up 
consistently in well-being equations.

Blanchflower-Oswald, Journal of Public Economics 2004

Luttmer, Quarterly Journal of Economics 2005

GDA Brown et al, Industrial Relations 2008



Clark and Oswald (JPubEcon 1996). BHPS Data 
on 5000 Employees

Log income (y) -0.02 0.11 -0.001

(0.039) (0.050) (0.04)

Log comparison income (y*) --- -0.20 ---

(0.062)

Log NES comparison income (y**)  --- --- -0.26

(0.073)

“Comparison Income” predicted from a Mincer Earnings equation (note: requires 
exclusion restrictions to avoid multicollinearity);

“NES comparison income” matched in from another data set by hours of work, and 
thus avoids identification problems (but assumes reference group defined by hours 
of work).

• The positive 
effect on job 
satisfaction 
associated with 
a 1% increase in 
income is 
completely 
wiped out by a 
1% increase in 
the comparison 
income 

• So, we are 
happier with a 
pay rise until we 
realise that 
everybody else 
got the same 
pay rise as well

Clark, A.E. and Oswald, A.J., 1996. Satisfaction and comparison income. Journal of 
public economics, 61(3), pp.359-381.



Since the pursuit of 
relative income is a zero-
sum game, it might 
explain why as the 
society becomes richer 
over time, the average 
subjective well-being of 
the citizens has not been 
increasing with it



But why should 
we care about 
well-being if well-
being is arguably 
relative?  



Data on human feelings strongly predict 
many important human behaviours and 
physiological outcomes



Kaiser, C., & Oswald, A. J. (2022). The scientific value of numerical measures of human 

feelings. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 119(42), e2210412119.





On average, 
happier 
individuals tend 
to live longer than 
less happy 
individuals



Latest research also shows that data on 
feelings are better predictor of British people 
voting whether to remain in the EU than 
income data itself



Liberini, F., Oswald, A. J., Proto, E., & Redoano, 

M. (2019). Was Brexit triggered by the old and 

unhappy? Or by financial feelings?. Journal of 

Economic Behavior & Organization, 161, 287-
302.



Liberini, F., Oswald, A. J., Proto, E., & Redoano, 

M. (2019). Was Brexit triggered by the old and 

unhappy? Or by financial feelings?. Journal of 

Economic Behavior & Organization, 161, 287-
302.



The Stiglitz Commission’s ideas to measure 
people’s well-being

http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://thejakartaglobe.com/media/images/large/20090923204225109.jpg&imgrefurl=http://thejakartaglobe.com/analysis/economic-growth-no-sure-sign-of-progress-report-finds/331370&usg=__9UtlOa_rasnK_ellJrJuNPLPvCI=&h=310&w=468&sz=43&hl=en&start=11&um=1&tbnid=npZefO3qMl4eXM:&tbnh=85&tbnw=128&prev=/images?q=stiglitz+commission+sarkozy+report+on+economic+social+progress&hl=en&safe=off&rlz=1W1SNCA_en&sa=G&um=1


Stiglitz Report 2009:

“Measures of .. objective and subjective well-being 
provide key information about people’s quality of 
life.  Statistical offices [worldwide] should 
incorporate questions to capture people’s life 
evaluations, hedonic experiences … in their own 
survey.” P.16. Executive Summary of Commission 
Report.

http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.airportdirecttravel.co.uk/live/Portals/10/France/France%20Paris/Paris-1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.airportdirecttravel.co.uk/live/Destinationinformation/Europeandestinations/France/tabid/483/Default.aspx&usg=__TWySJlzLtlFfoPr8g0uMDFDQMts=&h=386&w=600&sz=67&hl=en&start=4&tbnid=12z03Yn-ewrQRM:&tbnh=87&tbnw=135&prev=/images?q=paris&gbv=2&hl=en&safe=off


Prime Minister Speech (20th Nov 2010)

From April next year, we’ll 
start measuring our progress 
as a country, not just by how 
our economy is growing, but 
by how our lives are 
improving; not just by our 
standard of living, but by 
our quality of life.



Three Dimensions of Well-Being

• Cognitive well-being
• Information-based appraisal of one’s life for which people judge the extent to 

which their life so far measures up to their expectations and resembles their 
‘ideal’ life

• E.g., life satisfaction; domain satisfaction, etc.

• Affective well-being
• The presence of positive affects and the absence of negative affects on a day-

to-day basis

• E.g., how often smile today; number of days spent worrying last week, etc. 

• Eudaimonic well-being
• The idea of “virtue living”, “human flourishing”, and doing “what is 

meaningful”

• E.g. , purpose, feeling worthwhile, meaningfulness, etc. 



• The UK Office of National Statistics (ONS) has been 
measuring people’s well-being since 2010

• There are four ONS questions on personal well-being
• “Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays?”

• “Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you do in 
your life are worthwhile?”

• “Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday?”

• “Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday?” 

The responses range from 0 “Not at all” to 10 “Completely”, 
i.e., 11-point scale



Well-being Dashboard 

UK Office of National 
Statistics

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationan
dcommunity/wellbeing/articles/ukmeasureso
fnationalwellbeing/dashboard







What about Singapore?

How are we doing?



Compared to other countries, 
Singapore are not doing too 

badly at all…









Where are we when it comes to 
caring about the society’s mental 

health and wellbeing?



It’s definitely 
a very good 
start…



We need detailed data on feelings of human 
resentment, frustration, anger, and ‘falling behind’.

And we need to act immediately on what we discover.



“What you measure affects what you do. 
If you don’t measure the right thing, you 
don’t do the right thing.”

-Joseph Stiglitz,

Nobel Laureate in Economics
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