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Growth versus happiness


An emerging body of psychological research ( some of it still unpublished ( is posing the most profound challenge to our economic system, and suggests that our political leaders are hopelessly out of date in their beliefs about how to build a better society.  The new research ( which attracted a front page report in the International Herald Tribune on February 3rd 1999 ( defies the idea that the best way to improve national prosperity is to raise incomes through more economic growth.


In a series of studies, some already published in leading journals, Tim Kasser, an assistant professor of psychology at Knox College, Illinois, and Richard Ryan, professor of psychology at the University of Rochester, distinguish between two sets of beliefs about the sources of happiness.  The first is the belief that the path to happiness lies in the pursuit of the external goals of wealth, fame and physical attractiveness.  The second is that happiness grows from striving for deeper relationships, personal growth and contributing to the community. 


This first set of beliefs is a self-centred system, one in which happiness is derived by extrinsic material rewards won in the outside world.  Clearly, this is the modern myth of consumer society; we are bombarded every day with images and messages that attempt to persuade us that we can find contentment and fulfillment by acquiring this product or that one, or by pursuing a perfect body image or clawing our way up the corporate ladder.  We celebrate the wealthy, the powerful, the famous and the beautiful.


After classifying individuals according to whether they operate on a belief in extrinsic goals or intrinsic goals, the researchers then ask which group is happier.  The conclusions, summarised in a yet-to-be-published paper by Mr Kasser, are unambiguous.  In his words:


individuals oriented towards materialistic, extrinsic goals are more likely to experience lower quality of life than individuals oriented toward intrinsic goals (Kasser 1999).  


But the news gets worse.  Not only are those with extrinsic orientation in life less happy than those with intrinsic goals, but they make others less happy too. 


Further, extrinsically oriented individuals are shown to have shorter, more conflictual, and more competitive relationships with others, thus impacting the quality of life of those around them.  In sum, the pursuit of personal goals for money, fame and attractiveness is shown to lead to a lower quality of life than the goals of relatedness, self-acceptance and community feeling (Kasser 1999).


More money, more misery?


These studies demonstrate what many people know intuitively (  that the goals of wealth, fame and attractiveness are hollow.  They show that when those pursuing them achieve their goals they do not feel any better off as a result.  Indeed, people who have extrinsic goals tend to be more depressed than others, and they suffer from higher levels of psychological disturbance as well as scoring lower on measures of vitality and self-awareness.  One study found that teenagers in a high-risk group who put great stress on financial success were less likely to contribute to their communities and more likely to engage in anti-social behaviour such as muggings and vandalism (Kasser and Ryan 1993).


On the other hand, those who have intrinsic goals focussed on closer relationships, self development and helping others improve their levels of well-being as they attain their goals.  Although this research program has focussed on the USA, the results are beginning to be replicated in other cultures, notably Germany, Russia and India.


The implications of this new research for social development and public policy could not be more far-reaching.  The results strongly suggest that the more our media, advertisers and opinion makers emphasise financial success as the chief means to happiness, the more they promote social pathologies. 


The perils of economic rationalism


Over the last two to three decades, the pursuit of neo-liberal economic policies and the canonisation of free markets and individual choice have deliberately reinforced the validity and desirability of extrinsic goals.


Economic and social policies are now overwhelmingly based on the belief that the central goal of government should be to maximise the rate of economic growth.  For example, Prime Minister Howard declared in a speech to the World Economic Forum last year that: “The overriding aim of our agenda is to deliver Australia an annual growth rate of over 4 per cent on average during the decade to 2010”.  This and a thousand similar statements express the deepest belief of all sides of politics: more economic growth is good for us.


In the public sector, corporate goals and methods have been introduced, including performance bonuses and huge salary rises for top executives.  In other words, the intrinsic goals of commitment and public service have been replaced by the extrinsic goals of maximising personal income.  The replacement at senior levels of older-style public servants by thrusting entrepreneurial types attracted by huge salaries may explain why state and federal bureaucracies suffer from a permanent malaise of morale.


The ideas of neo-liberalism have penetrated the education system through the emphasis on career training for personal advancement at the expense of all-round intellectual development.  The growing strength of business schools and economics faculties in universities is reprogramming students to devalue the intrinsic rewards of a good education.  To the extent that it succeeds, it will make them less satisfied with their lives.


More broadly, governments have become the chief advocates of consumer capitalism ( with its overwhelming emphasis on material acquisition, wealth accumulation, and the creation of identity through consumption behaviour.  Governments promote the interests of consumerism through the unquestioning pursuit of economic growth, despite the demonstrable failure of growth to solve the problems of inequality, unemployment and environmental degradation.  The spread of the gambling culture ( heavily promoted by governments ( is perhaps the most blatant expression of extrinsic goal orientation.  Happiness can be had by enormous wealth falling from heaven.  It should be no surprise when researchers show that lottery winners are no happier a year after winning than they were before, and many have their lives ruined. 


The failings of GDP


This new research presents the most profound challenge to our political system.  It suggests that our political leaders are stuck in a 19th century belief system that is now hopelessly out-dated.  Preoccupied with economic growth, they no longer understand what is needed to improve national well-being. 


The new psychological research receives powerful corroboration from another body of research, an international program to develop alternatives to GDP as a measure of national prosperity.  Known as the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare, or the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), these studies use sophisticated economic theory and vast amounts of data to augment GDP by more than 20 other factors that affect well-being, including the value of household work, the social costs of crime and unemployment and the impact of environmental degradation.  


Carried out for a dozen OECD countries, these studies have revealed an extraordinarily consistent and startling pattern: while GDP per capita has risen steadily since the 1950s, the more comprehensive measure of national prosperity has stagnated or declined since the 1970s (for the UK ISEW see Jackson et al. 1997; for Germany see Diefenbacher 1994).  The costs of economic growth have begun to outweigh the benefits. 


This pattern has been replicated in the Australian GPI: since the late 1970s, while GDP per person has risen by more than 30%, the more comprehensive measure of national progress has not risen at all (Hamilton 1997).  In Australia, the accumulation of income is increasingly at the expense of stocks of natural, social and cultural capital.  Neo-liberal policies of small government and free markets since the 1970s have created a world with a grave imbalance, a world in which we are increasingly living off the capital bequeathed to us by previous generations.


The benefits of marriage


Yet another set of studies has examined directly the relationship between income levels and reported levels of happiness.  The evidence from an array of psychological studies is reviewed in a new book by the Demos Foundation in London.  Michael Argyle, professor of experimental psychology at Oxford University, concludes that beyond a certain point increased income does not result in any increase in well-being.  In the USA, where consistent surveys have been conducted since 1946, incomes have increased by 400%, yet there has been no increase in reported levels of well-being (Argyle 1998). 


These studies show that social relationships are the most important determinant of happiness, including relationships with family and friends.  Married people are the most happy, and divorced people the least happy.  While unemployment is a source of great unhappiness, job satisfaction is very important as a source of happiness, as is ‘serious or committed leisure’ (as opposed to passive television viewing).  Religious belief is also a very important source of happiness for some. These results are corroborated by work in Australia (see Wearing and Headey (1998)).


These three independent sets of research, all conducted over the last decade, invite a striking observation: social and economic trends over the last two or three decades appear to be undermining the principal sources of human happiness.   While increasing emphasis is placed on higher incomes ( which will not work ( there is widespread concern about the breakdown of social relationships, the erosion of social capital, and a sky-rocketing divorce rate.  While many cannot find work, there is an epidemic of overwork and plummeting job satisfaction.


Economic and social trends may also be causing widespread confusion about how we should live.  The psychological research tells us that the more opinion makers and governments manage to persuade us to pursue extrinsic goals of material consumption, wealth acquisition, fame and ‘success’, the more we create the disturbed individuals and the social pathologies that make for a sick society. 


This is reflected in the emergence over recent years of the culture of the ‘loser’, the quintessential expression of extrinsic goal-orientation.  If someone cannot make it in the world of wealth, corporate success, and public impact then they are dismissed as losers.  The new research tells us that in fact the ‘losers’ are winners, that those who do not play the consumption and fame game are happier for it, and that the real losers are those who are preoccupied with winning.


The post-growth society


If we are to survive and prosper in the third millennium we need a revolution in the way we think about and improve personal and social well-being.  At present our national accounting system promotes a profoundly misleading picture of changes in national prosperity in Australia.  GDP fails to recognise that the growth process produces ill-being in addition to well-being, ‘bads’ as well as goods, yet it is the principal measure of success used by our political leaders. 


The principal function of government in a post-growth society should be to protect, expand and enrich our human, social, cultural and natural capital.  This demands an epoch-making transformation of political and social thinking, one that transcends the 19th century belief that economic growth and material consumption mark out the path to happiness.


Once they have overcome their preoccupation with growth at all costs, governments could do many things to increase social well-being.  In the 21st century, governments committed to improving the happiness of their citizens will need to:


redistribute work, both to provide jobs for those who do not have them and to relieve the pressure on those who are overworked;


promote more satisfying jobs with greater emphasis on the intrinsic benefits of work;


invest in developing the personal skills that make relationships survive the difficult times;


genuinely redistribute income so that those living in poverty have adequate access to the material needs of life;


refuse to sacrifice the natural environment on the altar of higher incomes; 


build the infrastructure for more supportive and trusting communities; and


develop and apply better measures of social progress so that governments and communities can accurately determine where they are going.
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