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Another way to address this issue is to see whether economic growth produces
corresponding increases in subjective well-being. The United States provides a
suitable example. Income in the United States has increased dramatically since World
War II. In 1988, the adjusted wealth of the lowest fifth of Americans surpassed the
median income in 1955 (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). Despite this remarkable
rise in purchasing power, Figure 5.15 shows that Americans are no happier now than
they were 60 years ago. In fact, by some indicators, things are worse: Divorce rates
have skyrocketed, depression rates have risen, and suicide rates have climbed as well
(Myers, 2000). The same is true in Japan and other industrialized countries that have
experienced dramatic economic growth without seeing a comparable rise in happiness.

Finally, we can examine the correlation between income and happiness within a
country. If we look at very poor countries, such as India, we find that wealth matters
a lot. People who have almost nothing are less happy than people who are better off
(Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2001). But if we look at wealthier countries, such as
America, we find that income matters very little (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995).
Within these wealthier countries, people with lots of money aren’t noticeably happier
than those without lots of money (Diener, Sandvik, Seidlitz, & Diener, 1993). Taken
together, the findings point to a simple conclusion: Money buys happiness if it means
meeting our basic needs for food, shelter, and safety; beyond this, it doesn’t matter
much at all.

TABLE 5.3 National Income and Well-Being

Percentage above Neutral
Country Per Capita Income (1990) in Life Satisfaction

United States 17,945 85
Canada 16,362 90
Switzerland 15,887 89
Japan 15,105 72
Sweden 13,986 87
France 13,918 72
Netherlands 13,281 92
New Zealand 11,363 84
Ireland 9,637 88
Russia 7,741 28
Portugal 7,478 76
Mexico 6,253 83
Bulgaria 5,208 33
Hungary 4,645 52
Brazil 3,882 72
South Africa 3,068 56
Romania 2,043 57
Bangladesh 1,510 63
China 1,493 72
India 1,282 67
Nigeria 978 71

Note: Correlation between income and well-being = 0.54.

Source: Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002).
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