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Abstract

This paper provides updated evidence on the possibility of a virtuous cycle that, by prioritizing
subjective well-being in decision making, would lead to socially and environmentally sustainable
economies where individuals can thrive. We first argue that economic growth does not guarantee
better lives for individuals. Our policy efforts should instead concentrate on promoting well-
being directly and establishing conditions that allow economic growth to enhance well-being.
We then introduce neo-humanism, a framework to prioritize well-being in decision making, and
review the key evidence linking social relations, sustainability, and economic performance. In
addition, we provide new evidence on defensive consumption, introduce a new measure of
performance - well-being productivity, and provide some examples of policies targeting
subjective well-being directly. The main implication is that public policy should prioritize well-
being in decision making, rather than focusing on growth in the hope that its benefits will
eventually trickle down onto people.

Keywords: subjective well-being; economic growth; Easterlin paradox; social trust; inequality;
social capital; public policy

e Economic growth is not always good, because production processes can rely on social and
institutional arrangements that undermine well-being.

¢ The quality of growth matters: rising inequality and declining trust help explain why output gains
do not always become life satisfaction gains.

e |[tis possible to lead satisfactory lives in socially and environmentally sustainable economies.
e Prioritizing well-being in policy making is the starting point.
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1. Introduction

The relationship between economic growth and human well-being has long been a central issue
in economics and policy-making. Since the mid-twentieth century, GDP growth has served as the
primary indicator of societal progress, with the implicit assumption that rising material prosperity
translates into better lives (Samuelson, 1948). This assumption has guided policy-making across
developed and developing countries alike, shaping priorities in fiscal policy, labour market

regulation, industrial strategy, and international development (Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, 2009).

However, empirical evidence accumulated over the past five decades reveals that the positive
relationship between economic growth and subjective well-being is not granted across countries.
Easterlin's (1974) seminal observation that rising national income does not necessarily increase
average happiness within countries over time - the so-called Easterlin paradox - has generated
extensive debate and spawned a substantial research literature (Easterlin and O’Connor, 2022;
Easterlin, 2014 and 2017; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008; Clark, Frijters, et al., 2008; Clark et al.,
2008).

This paper contributes to this literature by examining the conditions under which economic
growth contributes to subjective well-being and by proposing to re-orient policy priorities toward
well-being as the primary objective of decision-making. While the debate over the Easterlin
paradox has often focused on whether the relationship between income and happiness is
positive or flat over time (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008; Easterlin et al., 2010), we address a more
policy-relevant question: under what conditions does economic growth enhance well-being, and

under what conditions does it fail to do so or even undermine it?

We maintain that making well-being the primary objective of policy making is the way forward to
promoting socially and environmentally sustainable economies, in which economic growth is
understood as a means rather than an end (Sarracino and O’Connor, 2025). This perspective is
known as neo-humanism (Sarracino and O’Connor, 2023) to emphasize its focus on human
flourishing within socially and environmentally sustainable systems. Neo-humanism does not
advocate for degrowth, but rejects the idea that the economy should grow at any cost. It
recognizes that the quality of growth - how itis achieved and distributed - matters as much as the

quantity.

This framework builds on evidence from well-being studies, it integrates economic traditions that

emphasize human development and capabilities (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011) while



incorporating insights from social capital theory, studies on inequality and on sustainability. It
proposes that by prioritizing well-being, societies can initiate a virtuous cycle linking social
relations, environmental sustainability, and economic performance. Stronger social relations
reduce reliance on resource-intensive consumption, support cooperation in addressing
collective challenges, and directly enhance well-being. Happier populations are healthier and

more productive, generating resources that can finance further well-being-enhancing policies.

In this paper we relate to previous literature in several ways. Firstly, we refer to the extensive
research on the relationship between income and subjective well-being. Easterlin (1974, 1995)
documented that while richer countries tend to be happier at any point in time, increases in GDP
over time did not correspond to increases in average subjective well-being. This paradox, which
came to be known as the Easterlin paradox, has been replicated for a number of countries and
time periods (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Layard, 2005; Easterlin et al., 2010; Easterlin and
O’Connor, 2022), though some scholars have challenged its universality (Stevenson & Wolfers,
2008; Sacks, Stevenson, & Wolfers, 2012). Here, we adopt a perspective according to which the

relationship between growth and well-being is conditional across contexts (Mikucka et al, 2017).

Second, we contribute to the literature on social capital and well-being. Putnam's (2000)
influential work documented declining social capital in the United States and its consequences
for civic engagement and community life. Subsequent research has established robust links
between social capital - measured through trust, social networks, and civic participation - and
subjective well-being (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Bartolini et al., 2013; Helliwell et al., 2014). Here,
we consider the dynamic relationship between economic growth, social capital, and well-being.
In particular, we build on evidence that economic growth can erode social capital in presence of
high inequality. When this happens, the potentially positive contribution of growth on subjective
well-being is off-set by its negative consequences on social capital, and other relevant aspects

of people’s lives (Sarracino and Slater, 2025).

Third, we contribute to the literature on beyond-GDP indicators and alternative measures of
progress. Since the influential Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission report (2009), there has been
growing recognition that GDP is an inadequate measure of societal well-being and that policy-
making should be informed by broader indicators encompassing health, education,
environmental quality, and subjective well-being (OECD, 2011, 2013; Fleurbaey & Blanchet,
2013). Several countries have developed national well-being frameworks (Allin & Hand, 2017;
Exton & Shinwell, 2018), and organizations such as the OECD and the UN have promoted well-
being measurement in policy contexts (Exton & Shinwell, 2018; Durand & Exton, 2019). This paper

extends this work by providing an encompassing narrative in favour of subjective well-being as a
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central indicator of societal progress. In addition, we refer to the concept of well-being
productivity as a performance metric that captures societies' capacity to transform resources

into quality of life (Rigas et al., 2025).

Finally, we contribute to the literature on sustainable development and degrowth. Scholars have
increasingly questioned whether indefinite economic growth is compatible with planetary
boundaries and whether high levels of well-being require ever-increasing consumption (Jackson,
2009; Raworth, 2017; Hickel, 2020; O'Neill et al., 2018). The neo-humanist framework offers a
middle path: it does not reject growth per se, but subordinates growth to well-being and assesses
economic activity according to its contribution to quality of life. This approach is consistent with
recent work on "well-being economies" (Fioramonti, Coscieme, & Trebeck, 2022) and "doughnut

economics" (Raworth, 2017), which seek to balance social foundations with ecological ceilings.

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 establishes that economic growth is not
inherently beneficial for well-being, demonstrating that how we produce matters as much as how
much we produce. Drawing on DiMaria et al. (2020), we show that well-being is primarily an input
to production rather than an output, and we review the Easterlin paradox and its implications.
Section 3 examines the quality of economic growth, focusing on the mediating roles of inequality
and social capital. We review evidence that economic growth can erode trust and that this
erosion is amplified by rising inequality. Section 4 introduces the neo-humanist framework and
reviews new evidence on four key topics: the role of social relations in addressing collective
problems and moderating consumption; the direct effects of social and environmental
conditions on well-being; the relationship between well-being and productivity; and the concepts
of defensive consumption and well-being productivity. Section 5 discusses the practical
implications of prioritizing well-being in decision-making, presenting specific policy interventions
and emphasizing the need for a systemic approach. The conclusion synthesizes the main

findings, discusses limitations, and outlines directions for future research and policy.

By examining when and how economic growth improves subjective well-being, this paper aims to
provide evidence-based guidance for reorienting policy priorities. The ultimate goal is to
contribute to the development of socially and environmentally sustainable economies in which
people can lead satisfactory lives—not as a utopian aspiration, but as a realistic and achievable

policy objective grounded in rigorous empirical research.



2. Economic growth and subjective well-being

To what extent is subjective well-being an output versus an input of the production process?
Evidence indicates that well-being is prevalently an input to the economic process, but hardly an
output of economic activity (DiMaria et al., 2022). As reported in panel A of Figure 1, European
data between early 2000s to 2010 show that only a few country-years - predominantly Estonia
and Slovenia - recorded a significant contribution of economic activity to the creation of life
satisfaction. Conversely, well-being significantly contributes to economic activity in most
country-years. Figures suggest that increasing life satisfaction by one unit would deliver
efficiency gains equivalent to nearly 80 hours of work per year. This finding is consistent with the
evidence demonstrating that subjective well-being, whether measured through life satisfaction,
job satisfaction, or experimental methods, contributes to productivity in various ways (see for

instance Peroni et al. (2022), Burger and colleagues (2025)).

Figure 1. Subjective Well-Being is an input to the economic activity, but not an output.
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Source: own elaboration of results by DiMaria et al., 2017.

While these results are not surprising given the extensive evidence on the role of subjective well-
being for productivity, what is controversial is the observation that economic production does
not increase well-being, even in countries at the early stages of development — such as China in

1990s (Bartolini and Sarracino, 2015; Graham et al, 2017). This raises a fundamental question:



what is the point of organizing production processes efficiently if they do not improve individuals’

well-being?
2.1 The Easterlin Paradox
The relationship between economic growth and subjective well-being has been extensively

analysed since the seminal paper by Easterlin (1974), and consensus has largely been reached

on the meaning and implications of the Easterlin Paradox.

The Easterlin Paradox arises from a contradiction between cross-sectional and time-series
evidence. Cross-sectional evidence shows that, on average people tend to report higher levels
of subjective well-being in richer countries than in poorer ones, although with decreasing
marginal returns from additional GDP (Figure 2). This relationship is consistent with basic

economic theory and is not surprising in itself.

Figure 2. Relation between GDP and subjective well-being across countries.
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The paradox emerges when we examine time-series data. Figure 3 presents a scatter plot where

the x-axis shows the yearly growth rate of GDP per capita and the y-axis shows changes in life



evaluation. Each dot represents a country. A substantial cluster of countries concentrates along
the zero line, indicating that in these countries, the economy is growing but there are no
significant increases in subjective well-being. This is the essence of the Easterlin paradox: over

time, economic growth does not durably increase subjective well-being.

However, the scatter plot reveals considerable heterogeneity. Green dots represent countries
where both the economy and life evaluation are increasing. Red dots represent countries where
the economy is growing but subjective well-being, as measured with average life evaluations, is
declining. This variation indicates economic growth can be linked to improving subjective well-

being in some countries.

The relationship between growth and well-being can also change within countries over time.
Japan provides a compelling illustration. Between 1980 and 1990, GDP per capita in Japan nearly
doubled. However, life satisfaction stagnated during this period - a clear example of the Easterlin
paradox. In contrast, during the following decades (1990-2010), which economists labelled the
"lost decades" due to slower economic growth, life satisfaction increased substantially. Thus,
what were economic "lost decades" were "booming decades" in terms of well-being (Sarracino

etal., 2022).

Figure 3. Relation between economic growth and changes of subjective well-being within
countries.
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These findings demonstrate that the relationship between economic growth and subjective well-
being is not straightforward. On average, there is no significant association between economic
growth and subjective well-being. However, there are cases where the two variables co-evolve
together and others where this is not the case. This observation suggests that economic growth
is not always good or bad for individual well-being: the way we organize economic activity

matters for its consequences on subjective well-being.

3. The quality of economic growth matters

Economic growth is the result of economic activity, which involves factors of production, but also
institutions, values, culture, interactions among people, and interactions between individuals
and the natural environment. The way economic activity is organized matters for the quality of
growth, which can be either beneficial or detrimental to human well-being. For instance,

excessive emphasis on incentives and competition on the workplace can crowd-out



cooperation; environmental deregulation benefits production to the detriment of the
environment; unsociable working hours crowd-out leisure time. Hence, the relevant question is
not whether economic growth can benefit well-being, but under which conditions it does so - and
which conditions should be avoided to prevent growth from undermining well-being. This is a key

question for public policy.

3.1 The Role of Trust and Social Capital

Since social capital, and trust in particular, are strongly associated with subjective well-being
(Helliwell and Putnam, 2004; Helliwell and Wang, 2010; Bartolini and Sarracino, 2015; Helliwell
etal., 2017), itis possible that economic growth undermines subjective well-being if it destroys
social capital. What is the relationship between economic growth and social capital? This
questionis centralin the literature on development economics, and most studies focused on the
role of trust, a commonly used measure of social capital, as a catalyst for economic interactions
(Arrow, 1972). This view is well summarized in Figure 4, Panel A, showing that cross-sectionally
countries with higher levels of trust tend to be richer, and vice versa. There are various reasons
for this relation: trust reduces transaction costs, facilitates work relations, reduces incentives
forfreeriding and moral hazard, and mitigates principal-agent problems (Whiteley, 2000; Zak and
Knack, 2001; Beugelsdijk, 2004; Beugelsdijk et al., 2005, Peiro-Palomino, 2016; Easterly and
Levine, 1997; Knack and Keefer, 1997). This means that trust contributes to economic activity by
smoothing work relations and liberating resources that can be reinvested in the production

process, thereby boosting growth.

However, this cross-sectional relationship does not imply that increasing GDP raises trust over
time. Figure 4, Panel B, shows that worldwide GDP has increased over recent decades while trust
has on average declined. Such decline does not concern only trust in others, and affects both
developed and developing countries: Figure 5 shows that participation in groups and
associations, trust in others, and confidence in national institutions declined in both G7 and

BRICS countries.

Sarracino and Slater (2025) showed that there is a negative, causal relationship between
economic growth and trust. Using multiple econometric methods - standard fixed effects, two-
stage least squares, and first-difference estimators - they documented that a one percentage
pointincrease in GDP correlates with a decrease in trust of approximately 0.18 percentage points
per year. Over ten years, a 1% annual growth rate would decrease trust by nearly 2%. These
estimates track well observed data, such as the well-established declining trends of trust in

others in the United States.



Figure 5. Declining social capital in the G7 and BRICS countries.
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grouping of major emerging economies.

3.2 The Mediating Role of Income Inequality

One explanation for the erosion of trust is rising income inequality. Following the example of the
United States, Sarracino and Slater (2025) showed that between 1980 and the early 2000s, the
relationship between trust and GDP was negligible: trust was stable and GDP was growing. This
period was characterized predominantly by levels of inequality below the country average.

However, the period after 2000 saw high and rising income inequality, which coincided with the

erosion of trust observed in recent decades.

Figure 4. Income inequality, Gross National Income and life satisfaction in Luxembourg.
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We observe a similar pattern in Luxembourg. Figure 6 shows the share of people very satisfied
with their life (solid line) from 2009 to 2023, alongside gross national income per capita (dashed
line). Dots and triangles identify years when inequality is below or above average, respectively.
The grey bars indicate major economic downturns - the 2008-09 financial crisis (which affected
Luxembourg slightly later) and the 2020-21 pandemic. Both life satisfaction and GNI per capita
are reported on the y-axis and rescaled to a common metric by setting their initial value in 2009
equal to 100. After the initial crisis period, life satisfaction began declining despite economic
growth, coinciding with a period of high inequality. On the contrary, life satisfaction recovered

when inequality was below average.

Mikucka and colleagues (2017) investigated the mediating role of inequality using 30 years of
time-series data from 48 developed, developing, and transition countries. They found that
economic growth is more likely to be associated with increasing subjective well-being within

countries when inequality declines and trust stays, at least, stable.
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There are various reasons to expect thatinequality may hamper trust. In highly unequal societies,
competition to improve one’s position in society is more intense than in equal societies. This
reduces incentives to help others, cooperate and trust others. In unequal societies,
opportunities to share common experiences and build shared understandings across social
strata decline, reducing the opportunities to build mutual trust and social cohesion. Additionally,
Bartolini et al. (2023) showed that social capital acts as a substitute for social comparisons in
individuals’ well-being. The opportunity to establish social comparisons - essentially a measure
of relative standing in society — increases in when inequality increases. The reason is that more
unequal societies offer more opportunities to establish social comparisons. Since social
comparisons and social capital are substitutes, individuals have less incentive to investin social

capital when social comparisons intensify, thereby crowding out trust and social capital.

It is worth emphasizing that, while we stressed the role of inequality and trust as important
conditions affecting the relation between GDP and well-being over time, the literature has
uncovered additional important factors, such as the role of employment, welfare state
provisions, social safety nets, and health (e.g., Oparina et al., 2024; Sarracino and O’Connor,

2021; Sarracino et al., 2022).

4. Well-being should be the primary goal of decision making

The evidence reviewed so far suggests that subjective well-being should be the primary objective
of decision-making, and economic growth should be considered as a means to achieve it
(Sarracino and O’Connor 2025). Moreover, prioritizing well-being allows us to kick-start a
virtuous cycle linking social relations, sustainability, and economic performance. This view is
known as neo-humanism (Sarracino and O’Connor, 2023), and it suggests that societies can
achieve high levels of well-being within socially and environmentally sustainable systems. Its
premise is that economic prosperity should serve as a means to improve well-being, rather than

being an end goal in itself.

Decades of research provided valuable insights into what contributes to well-being, including the
role of income growth. For instance, strong social connections, good health, meaningful
employment, sufficient free time, and access to green, walkable spaces are all key determinants
of individual well-being. When these conditions are neglected, economic growth may fail to

translate into better lives. Hence, public policies have the opportunity to prioritize directly

12



people’s well-being, rather than focusing on economic growth in the hope that its benefits will

eventually trickle down onto people.

Adopting policies to foster social relations - such as safe, walkable urban spaces, supporting
volunteering and civic organizations, among others - is one way of targeting well-being, while also
creating several downstream positive outcomes. For instance, investing in social relations
favours cooperation which in turn makes addressing collective issues - such as environmental
protection - easier. Moreover, social capital policies would decrease consumption: in fact,
research has showed that individuals with richer social lives are less prone to social
comparisons (Bartolini et al. 2023), and social comparisons are drivers of consumption (Frank

1985, Zheng et al., 2018)

Living in happier, greener and more sociable environments creates additional well-being, and
happier people live longer, healthier, richer and more productive lives (Graham et al., 2004; Tay
et al., 2014). This is important because it makes the public budgets of ageing societies more
sustainable, and it means less absenteeism, lower job changes and quits, and more
cooperation. The gains from increased productivity generate resources which can finance well-

being policies.

In other words, increasing subjective well-being would liberate resources that can be used to
create the conditions for additional well-being, hence effectively decoupling well-being from
endless consumption growth. The result would be an economy that grows slowly, but geared to
improve people’s lives, in thriving social and natural environments. Considering the tendency of
developed economies to secular stagnation, the perspective of delivering good lives in slow-
growth economies should be appealing to most decision makers. By prioritizing well-being, neo-

humanism offers a roadmap for economies that are socially and environmentally sustainable.

In the remaining of this section, we review recent empirical evidence on four key aspects of the
neo-humanist virtuous cycle, namely the role of social relations in shaping the link between
consumption and well-being, the relationship between well-being and productivity, defensive

consumption and the concept of well-being productivity.
4.1 Addressing Collective Problems Through Social Relations

Social relations increase well-being, support cooperation to achieve shared goals, and likely do
not increase consumption. Correlational evidence from the Australian household panel on
income and labour dynamics indicates that increasing subjective well-being is positively

associated with conspicuous consumption only among lonely people. Figure 7 shows that the

13



well-being of lonely individuals is positively associated with conspicuous consumption, whereas
this relation is not statistically significant among others (Wu & Sarracino, 2025). This finding
suggests that if subjective well-being is increased through social capital, conspicuous
consumption does not increase. Hence, policies to reduce loneliness may help decouple well-
being from consumption growth and spontaneously lead individuals to more sustainable

lifestyles.

Figure 7. Role of subjective well-being for lonely and non-lonely people on conspicuous

consumption
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Source: Wu & Sarracino, 2025. Note: marginal effects of lagged life satisfaction on conspicuous
consumption for lonely and not lonely respondents. The effect is positive only for lonely people, while

for others the effect is smaller and insignificant.

Figure 8 shows the result of an earlier study by Bartolini and colleagues indicating that the
subjective well-being of individuals with more social capital is nearly unaffected by social
comparisons, and to a lesser extent by absolute income (Bartolini et al., 2023). The length of the
light grey bars indicates the size of the moderation effect of social capital in the relation between
income comparisons and subjective well-being. Moderation effects indicate by how much the
association between income and well-being changes, for different levels of social capital. As

social capital increases (from left to right in the figure) the bars become larger and negative,
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indicating that income comparisons is nearly entirely unrelated to subjective well-being among

individuals with rich social lives.

Figure 8. Social relations moderate the link between income, income comparisons and

Subjective Well-being.
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Source: Bartolini et al., 2023. Note: the size of the bars indicates the magnitute of the moderation effects,
i.e. the percentage by which the original coefficients of income and social comparisons decrease when
they are interacted with social capital. Negative percentages indicate that the association between

income, social comparisons and subjective well-being diminishes for higher levels of social capital.

This result holds for a variety of measures of subjective well-being, social comparisons and
various national and international datasets. These findings indicate that promoting social
relations would reduce the importance of money and social comparisons for individual well-
being. This result has two important implications: first, by reducing the importance of social
comparisons in peoples’ lives, promoting social relations would attenuate an important engine
of consumption; second, if social comparisons matter less for well-being, then any increase in
income would buy higher well-being because status competition would decline and the
comparison treadmill would not operate. This suggests that strengthening social capital can

reduce resource-intensive consumption patterns while maintaining or improving quality of life.
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These findings have important implications for sustainability. Societies with richer social
relations would be happier and they would spend less on conspicuous consumption.
Consequently, policies that strengthen social capital can simultaneously improve well-being

and reduce environmental pressures.
4.2 Social and Environmental Conditions

Living in more sociable and green environments is associated with higher subjective well-being
(Dopko, 2015; Hunter et al., 2019; Lahart et al., 2019). What is more, a variety of studies show
people engaging in pro-social and pro-environmental behaviours are more satisfied with their
lives. Capstick and colleagues (2022) studied the effects of various pro-environmental
behaviours on subjective well-being in seven developed and developing countries. Results are
reported in Figure 9, Panel A: engaging in environmentally sustainable practices - such as
reducing energy consumption, recycling, and using public transportation - correlates with higher
life satisfaction. Dillenseger and Mouminoux (2026) reach similar conclusions based on
experimental evidence from France using observed pro-environmental behaviours. At the same
time, more research is needed to strengthen the causal evidence and further explore the relation
as other studies reported no or very limited effects of pro-environmental behaviour on subjective

well-being (Binder et al., 2026).

Figure 9, Panel B, shows similar evidence for pro-social behaviours (Proulx et al., 2023).
Volunteering, helping others, and participating in community activities are consistently
associated with higher well-being. This is the result of a pre-registered field experiment with 238
primary school-aged children randomly assigned to package essential items for homeless or
poor children who were either demographically similar or dissimilar in age and/or gender to them.
The length of the dark grey bars indicates that doing something for others increases subjective
well-being and that the effect does not differ for children who helped a similar or dissimilar other.
Moreover, pro-social behaviours are associated to fewer deaths of despair, an objective measure

of well-being (O’Connor et al., 2025a).

Altogether the evidence from this and the previous section suggests that investing in social
relations would benefit subjective well-being both directly and indirectly, may lead to a reduction
in consumption, and enable cooperation to address collective problems, such as environmental
degradation. This will promote well-being in socially and environmentally sustainable

communities.

16



Figure 9: Engagement in pro-environmental and pro-social behaviours correlates with higher

subjective well-being.
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Source : Capstick et al. 2022; Proulx et al., 2023. Note: in Panel B, children were assigned to package
essential items for children who were either similar (see bars on the left hand side) or dissimilar (see
bars on the right hand side) in age and/or gender to them.
As mentioned, higher subjective well-being has several desirable consequences as well. Happier
people tend to live longer and healthier lives (Graham et al., 2004; Diener and Chang, 2011;
Diener and Tay, 2017), which has the potential to benefit the sustainability of public budgets in
aging societies. Happier people are also more productive, and this will benefit the economy - as
discussed in the next section.

4.3 Happier and more productive

The relationship between subjective well-being and productivity is at the centre of a large body of
research in economics. This literature has documented the positive contribution of subjective
well-being to various measures of productivity and economic performance. Table 1 provides an
overview of previous studies which used different methods, covered different years, and
analysed data at various levels of aggregation (spanning from individual level to firm, industry,

region, or country-level data).

Table 1. Summary of the evidence on subjective well-being and productivity.

Authors Measure Effect Method Period Level

Bockerman & Ilmakunnas (2012) Job Satisf. 6% OLS+IV 1996-2001 Finnish plants

Peroni et al. (2022) Job Satisf. 5%  OLS (lags) 2010-2018 EU industries

Job Satisf. Job Satisf.  positive OLS (panel) 2004-2011 UK establishment

Oswald et al. (2015) SWB 10-12% experiment individual

Bellet et al. (2024) SWB 1205 Natural 2017/18  individual
experiment

DiMaria et al. (2020) SWB 80 hours DEA 2004-2010 EU countries

Burger et al. (2025) SWB 17%  OLS + Lewbel IV 2008-2021 EU regions

Source: own elaboration based on Peroni et al., 2022. Note: Job Satisf. stands for job satisfaction; SWB
stands for subjective well-being. The acronym DEA indicates Data Envelopment Analysis, OLS stands

for Ordinary Least Squares and IV for instrumental variables.

Each study, however, consistently found a positive and significant link to subjective well-being.
For instance, Peroni and colleagues (2022) analyse industry level data across Europe and find

that an increase of 1 point in job satisfaction correlates with increasing productivity by 5
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percentage points, and productivity growth by 6 percentage points. More recently, Burger and
colleagues (2025) showed that higher subjective well-being across European countries increases
Total Factor Productivity (TFP) by 17 percentage points. Using Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA),
Di Maria and colleagues (2020) documented that a unit increase in subjective well-being in
countries such as Germany or France correlates with efficiency gains that are equivalent to nearly
80 working hours. This result suggests that we could reduce working hours by nearly two weeks
peryear while leaving economic output unchanged. While productivity gains are typically used to
increase output, they could also be used to maintain output and reduce inputs, thereby freeing

resources to support well-being policies, for instance.

There are numerous studies demonstrating additional positive correlations between subjective
well-being and labour outcomes and firm performance, including lower likelihood of
unemployment and quitting (O’Connor 2020, O’Connor et al. 2025b), lower absenteeism (Powell
et al., 2014), improved customer satisfaction (Powell et al., 2014, Krekel et al., 2019), and

improved recruitment (Ward 2022).

This reasoning assumes that expanding our economies does not need to be a priority. Is this

possible? To answer this question, let us consider what economic growth means in practice.

Over the past decade the world economy has grown at a 3% rate per year. In 2021 the world GDP
was 101 trillion dollars. This means that, with same rate of 3% growth, in 2022 GDP should have
increased by about 3 trillion dollars — nearly 40 times the GDP of Luxembourg'. Suggestively,
imagine the GDP of one of the richest countries in the world multiplied by 40. With the same 3%
growth rate, in 2030 the world GDP would be around 131.7 trillion dollars, that is, an additional 3
billion dollars each year. Seen from this point of view, a 3% growth rate looks small. However, this
number conceals the fact that each year, from 2021 to 2030, world consumption will increase
more than 40 times the yearly GDP of Luxembourg. However, the world population does not grow
at a sufficient speed to absorb such levels of production. This rate of growth can only last
indefinitely if we extended individuals’ capacity to absorb such high consumption levels —that is,
if we could make people buy cars, clothes, mobile phones, computers, home theatres, security

systems, and new products and services at faster rate.

One thing we should note is that in our argument we are momentarily neglecting world poverty:
poorer people around the world would incredibly benefit from increased growth and access to

more resources. However, inequality makes the benefits of growth even more questionable as a
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share of the world population lives in abundance, at times excessive wealth, whereas the

remaining part finds itself in the waste and degradation that the rich have produced.
4.4 Defensive Consumption

Not all economic activity improves living conditions. Part of consumption is for defensive
purposes, i.e. to protect well-being against the negative consequences of social and
environmental degradation. If cooperation to address collective problems is infeasible, people
turn to individual, private solution to try and improve their lives. This form of consumption is
defensive. For instance, if climate change makes for extremely high temperatures, people can
install air conditioning units; if criminality increases, individuals can invest in any system to
protect themselves and their belongings, from alarm systems to private protection services. In
these cases, individuals are adopting private solutions to address collective problems. The sum
of all these individual efforts contributes to growth through increased consumption, but not to
durable societal improvements in subjective well-being. This is because any individual well-being
increment through defensive consumption is the result of private activity that could have been
better addressed collectively, especially by avoiding the cause to begin with. In order to consume
more, individuals need to earn more, typically by working longer hours, which reduces their time
spent on otherwise preferred activities. Because collective action is coordinated action, it tends
to be more effective than the sum of individual actions and would thus free up time and resources
for more well-being enhancing activities. Hence, the need to redefine GDP to correctly reflect the

development of a country (Basu, 2025).
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Figure 10. Estimated compensatory amounts for the United States
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Recent findings, for example, show that the United States would need the equivalent of nearly
12% of their yearly per capita consumption to compensate for the well-being losses due to “social
bads”, such as income inequality, distress, and low pro-social behaviour (see figure 10) (Slater
and Sarracino, forthcoming). If we could eliminate such bads, consumption would be smaller

and growth slower, but we would live happier, more sociable and greener lives.
4.5 Well-Being productivity

Prioritizing well-being requires new measures of performance that are not limited to income or
economic growth. One such measure is well-being productivity, which captures a society’s
capacity to transform available resources into subjective well-being over time (Rigas et al., 2026).
More precisely, well-being productivity tracks changes in well-being efficiency over time — that is,
the degree to which countries convert resources into well-being outcomes (Sarracino and
O’Connor, 2022; Binder and Broekel 2012). A society with higher well-being efficiency achieves
higher levels of subjective well-being with a given set of resources. Conversely, a society with

lower well-being efficiency achieves less well-being from comparable resources.
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Rigas and colleagues (2026) estimate well-being productivity for countries between 2006 and
2023 using six resources identified in the World Happiness Report framework: GDP per capita,
social support, years of healthy life expectancy, generosity, absence of corruption and freedom
of choice. Results suggest that, on average, countries made very limited progress in improving
their ability to turn available resources into well-being. Yet, this average conceals substantial
differences across countries. Importantly, these differences are associated with broader
conditions, such as carbon dioxide emissions (a proxy for environmental degradation),
unemployment, and government health expenditures. This means that countries may possess
valuable resources, but they do not translate into better lives equally well when environmental
degradation is high, employment conditions are weak, or public health systems are under-

supported.

Using well-being productivity, progress can therefore be assessed by asking whether well-being
is rising, and how effectively societies convert their resources into better lives. This changes the
evaluative perspective: rather than assuming that more resources always lead to greater well-
being, well-being productivity points the attention to the quality of the conversion process itself.
Countries can then benchmark their performance in terms of GDP growth, and of their capacity
to transform economic, social, and institutional resources into sustained improvements in

quality of life.

Well-being productivity also highlights a broader space for policy intervention. Countries do not
necessarily need to expand their resource base to improve people’s lives; they may instead
achieve higher well-being by using existing resources more effectively, thus decoupling well-
being from resource growth. Increasing well-being productivity by 10% has the same impact on
well-being as increasing resources by 10%. This is relevant for public policy: in a resource-
constrained world, improving the social capacity to produce well-being may be as important as,

and perhaps more sustainable than, increasing the volume of resources themselves.

5. What does it mean to prioritize SWB in decision-making?

The evidence reviewed so far suggests that policy should target well-being more directly, rather
than investing resources in economic growth with the expectation that its benefits will eventually
trickle down to people’s lives (Sarracino and O’Connor, 2025). This requires appropriate

measurement frameworks, but also knowledge of which policies can improve well-being in
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practice. In recent years, international institutions and national governments have made
substantial progress in measuring well-being and incorporating it into decision-making (Exton
and Shinwell, 2018). These efforts are essential, but measurement alone is not enough. Well-

being frameworks must inform concrete policy choices.

At the same time, some policy implications are relatively well supported by evidence and can be
implemented with traditional policy tools. Others would require deeper changes in economic
organization and therefore require more political commitment. Below we focus on two especially

compelling priorities - reducing inequality and investing in social capital.
5.1 Reduce Inequality

High income inequality weakens the relationship between economic growth and well-being by
intensifying social comparisons, eroding trust, and encouraging defensive consumption
(Sarracino and Slater, 2025; Slater and Sarracino, forthcoming). Policies that reduce large
disparities inincome and access to essential goods are therefore likely to benefit well-being both

directly and indirectly.

Progressive taxation is one potential policy, as it establishes a tax system that places a higher
burden on those with greater financial capacity, thereby reducing post-tax income disparities.
Minimum wages and other forms of wage-floor regulation can protect low-paid workers and limit
the extent to which labour markets generate material insecurity (Autor and Manning, 2016).
Universal basic services - such as healthcare, education, childcare, public transportation, and
access to cultural and recreational infrastructure - can further reduce inequality in lived
experience by ensuring that essential conditions for a decent life do not depend entirely on

private purchasing power (Buchs, 2021).

By limiting the social distance between groups and creating shared institutions that people use
across the income distribution, these policies can strengthen social cohesion and reduce status
competition besides their direct redistributive effects (Fehr et al., 1999; Kanistar, 2022). Policies
that reduce inequality can therefore also protect the social conditions on which collective well-

being depends.

These reforms are not costless and may face opposition: employers may resist labour-cost
increases; affluent groups may oppose stronger redistribution; and universal services require
sustained fiscal capacity and administrative competence. However, reducing inequality appears
to be one of the most robustly grounded ways of aligning economic organization with well-being,

social trust, and a lower dependence on defensive forms of consumption. Ultimately, any short-
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term efficiency losses are likely to be outweighed by gains in well-being, improved health

outcomes, and stronger social ties.
5.2 Investing in social capital

A second priority is to strengthen the social foundations of well-being. Social relations increase
life satisfaction, promote resilience, and enhance people’s capacity to cooperate in addressing
collective challenges (Helliwell and Wang, 2010; Helliwell et al., 2010; Bartolini et al., 2020;
Sarracino et al., 2024). Although governments cannot create trust or friendship, they can provide

the conditions in which relationships and civic participation can flourish.

For instance, urban planning can foster environments in which people can meet and build
relationships by investing in safe and walkable public spaces, parks, pedestrian zones,
community centres, and public squares (Montgomery, 2013). Likewise, promoting public
transportation reduces environmentalimpacts while facilitating social interaction and preventing

social isolation (Lamanna et al., 2020).

Social prescribing - a model pioneered in the UK - offers healthcare systems a framework to
prescribe social activities like group exercise, arts programs, or volunteering as a means to
address mental health issues, reduce loneliness, and promote social connections (Wakefiled et

al., 2022; Rzepnicka et al., 2025).

Providing funding and institutional backing for local communities and civic associations also
fosters social bonds and encourages active participation. Such funding allows associations to
organize events and activities that bring people together, creating a sense of belonging and
mutual support. These gatherings strengthen existing relationships and facilitate the formation
of new connections among individuals who may not otherwise interact. Moreover, institutional
backing provides legitimacy and stability to these organizations, enabling them to operate
effectively and sustainably over time. This support can come in various forms, including access
to public spaces for meetings, technical assistance in project planning, and collaboration with

local governments.

Particularly promising are volunteering programs to create structured opportunities for
interaction between elderly and young people (Proulx et al., 2023; Helliwell et al., 2024). Such
initiatives foster intergenerational solidarity and mutual support. By facilitating these
connections, such programs help bridge generational gaps, allowing both age groups to learn

from one another and share valuable life experiences.
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These initiatives recognize that social relations are public goods that can be nurtured through
thoughtful policy interventions as they benefit well-being directly and enhance cooperation.
Investments in volunteering programs would benefit the receivers, the donors and strengthen the
fabric of our communities. This interconnectedness improves the collective capacity to address
shared challenges, enhances social resilience, and favour creative and innovative solutions as
diverse perspectives come together to explore new ideas and joint solutions. Hence, even if
governments cannot create social relations, supporting the conditions to establish social

relations is strongly justified by evidence and feasible based on previous policy experiences.
5.3 The Need for a Systemic Approach

These policies must be part of a systemic approach to reforming societies. Cherry-picking
individual policies can backfire. Without a comprehensive program that addresses multiple
dimensions simultaneously, individual policies may be undermined by opposing forces and
unaligned incentives. Investing in public spaces without ensuring safety may not increase social
interaction. Progressive taxation without visible improvements in shared services may be

experienced as punitive rather than solidaristic.

A systemic approach necessitates coordinated action across various policy domains, including
fiscal policy, labour market regulation, urban planning, environmental protection, education, and
healthcare. It requires a fundamental shift in policy priorities from maximizing GDP to maximizing

well-being.
5.4 The Virtuous Cycle

Society could initiate a virtuous cycle by prioritizing people's well-being in policy making, thereby
benefitting people, the environment, and social relations, which in turn positively reinforces well-

being. The cycle can be summarized as follows:

1. Reducing inequality reduces social comparisons, which are an important driver of
consumption and undermine the benefits of income growth. In theory, when people feel

less pressure to "keep up" with others, they desire less to consume for status reasons.

2. Favouring social capital increases the ability to cooperate and work together to

address collective problems, benefiting society as a whole.
3. Livingin greener and more sociable environments is conducive to higher well-being.

4. Happier people benefit society as a whole: They tend to live longer and healthier lives,

which improves the sustainability of public budgets in aging societies. Moreover, happier
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people have better labour outcomes and improve firm performance including

productivity.

5. Productivity gains can finance well-being policies: The productivity returns from higher
well-being can be used to finance policies that further enhance well-being - such as
earlier retirement, infrastructure for social relations, and support for volunteering

initiatives.

6. The virtuous cycle contributes to a happier and sustainable society: One that may not
grow as rapidly as traditional economists might expect, but one that is better organized to

improve quality of life.

This virtuous cycle demonstrates that focusing on well-being is both ethically advantageous and

economically viable, offering a route to socially and environmentally sustainable prosperity.

Conclusion

In this paper, we argued that subjective well-being should be the primary goal of decision-making,
with economic growth serving as a means to enhance lives, not an end in itself. The way we
achieve growth matters: how we organize production and consumption, distribute resources, and

structure social relations determines if growth leads to better lives.

We presented substantial empirical evidence in support of our claims. Firstly, research has
shown that economic growth does not necessarily improve subjective well-being. Secondly,
evidence supports the idea that it is the quality of economic growth that determines societies’
subjective well-being. Rising inequality and declining social capital partly explain the average nil
relationship between economic growth and well-being. When growth is accompanied by high
inequality, it erodes trust and intensifies social comparisons, ultimately undermining well-being.
Hence, policies aiming at strengthening social capital and decreasing inequality cam make
economic activity more compatible with well-being, while at the same time reducing social

comparisons.

Our main argument is that societies should adopt the neo-humanist narrative: policy efforts
should be redirected from economic growth to well-being, and new measures of assessing
performance should be used. In particular, policies should focus on the main determinants of
well-being: social relations, employment conditions, and environmental quality. For example,

progressive taxation and universal basic services can reduce income inequality, while investment
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in public spaces can foster social connections. However, we note that adopting a systemic
approach to well-being policies is essential. Isolated policies risk backfiring if they are not part of
a comprehensive approach to policy making that addresses multiple dimensions of quality of life

simultaneously.

This narrative should be supported by hew measures of performance to monitor well-being and
how sustainably we achieve it. For instance, well-being productivity measures the capacity of
societies to transform resources into quality of life. This metric highlights that high quality of life
does notrequire ever increasing growth, and that we can achieve high well-being by making better

use of available resources.

We conclude by observing that a virtuous cycle between well-being and production is possible.
Prioritizing well-being can initiate positive feedback loops linking social relations, environmental
sustainability, and economic performance. Happier people are healthier, more productive, and

consume less conspicuous goods, creating resources to finance further well-being policies.

The main implication for policy-makers is that they should target well-being directly rather than
focusing on growth and hoping that benefits will trickle down to well-being. This reorientation
offers a path toward socially and environmentally sustainable economies in which people can

lead satisfactory lives.

Important causal relations among key variables remain open, including the direction and strength
of the relationships between well-being and consumption patterns, and between well-being and
pro-environmental behaviours. We also need to clarify the institutional conditions under which
economic activity enhances rather than undermines well-being, and how to design incentive
structures that align production and consumption with human flourishing. Similarly, we need
better measures of well-being productivity and defensive consumption. Finally, evidence alone
will not be sufficient to initiate change: a transition toward neo-humanism will meet substantial
political and economic resistance, as well as coordination problems that complicate systemic

reform.

Despite these open questions and political challenges, research is progressing and the evidence
we discussed is promising: thriving lives in socially and environmentally sustainable societies are
not only desirable but also achievable. The challenge is to translate this knowledge into policy
action. By making subjective well-being the primary objective of decision-making, we can create
economies that serve human needs rather than requiring humans to serve the economy. This is

the promise of neo-humanism, and it offers hope for a better future.

27



28



Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank Carol Graham and the participants to earlier conferences where
various parts of this work have been presented (BeWell Meeting 2025, 2° International Conference
Renaissance in Economics Manifesto for New Economy, ISEE Degrowth 2025 conference, ISQOLS 2025
conference). The authors gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the Observatoire de la
Compétitivité, Ministére de I'Economie, DG Compétitivité, Luxembourg, and STATEC. The authors
gratefully acknowledge the funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2022 research and innovation
program under grant agreement No 101094546. Views and opinions expressed are however those of
the authors only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union, STATEC, or STATEC
Research. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for the

contents.

References
Agnoletto, M. (2024). Flexible working and well-being: evidence from the UK. Journal of
Demographic Economics, 90(4), 589-625.

Allin, P., & Hand, D. J. (2017). New statistics for old?—measuring the wellbeing of the UK. Journal
of the Royal Statistical Society Series A: Statistics in Society, 180(1), 3-43.

Arrow, K. (1972), “Gifts and Exchanges”, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 1, 4, p. 343-362

Autor, D. H., Manning, A., & Smith, C. L. (2016). The contribution of the minimum wage to US wage
inequality over three decades: A reassessment. American Economic Journal: Applied
Economics, 8(1), 58-99.

Bartolini, S., Bilancini, E., & Pugno, M. (2013). Did the decline in social connections depress
Americans’ happiness?. Social indicators research, 110(3), 1033-1059.

Bartolini, S., & Sarracino, F. (2015). The dark side of Chinese growth: Declining social capital and
well-being in times of economic boom. World Development, 74, 333-351.

Bartolini, S., Sarracino, F., & Slater, G. (2020). Do epidemics impose a trade-off between freedom
and health? Evidence from Europe during Covid-19.

Bartolini, S., Piekalkiewicz, M., Sarracino, F., & Slater, G. (2023). The moderation effect of social
capital in the relationship between own income, social comparisons and subjective well-being:
Evidence from four international datasets. Plos one, 18(12), e0288455.

Basu, K. (2025). Keeping your butter safe: groundwork for a new measure of development. New
Zealand Economic Papers, 59(1), 18-23.

29



Bellet, C. S., De Neve, J. E., & Ward, G. (2024). Does employee happiness have an impact on
productivity?. Management science, 70(3), 1656-1679.

Beugelsdijk, S. (2004). Trust and economic growth: A robustness analysis. 56(1), 118-134.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0ep/56.1.118

Beugelsdijk, S., & van Schaik, T. (2005). Social capital and growth in European regions: An
empirical  test. European  Journal of  Political Economy, 21(2), 301-324.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2004.07.004

Binder, M., Blankenberg, A-K., Burger, M.J., Manotas-Hidalgo, B., & Rivas, L. (2026) The demise of
the double dividend: Evidence from the United Kingdom. Working Paper.

Binder, M. and Broekel, T. (2012) "Happiness No Matter the Cost? An Examination on how Effi
ciently Individuals Reach their Happiness Lev els," Journal of Happiness Studies, Vol. 13. No. 4,
pp. 621-645.

Blanchflower, D. G., & Oswald, A. J. (2004). Well-being over time in Britain and the USA. Journal of
public economics, 88(7-8), 1359-1386.

Bockerman, P. and Ilmakunnas, P. (2012) “The Job Satisfaction-Productivity Nexus: A Study Using
Matched Survey and Register Data,” ILR Review, Vol. 65. No. 2, pp. 244-262.

Bryson, A., Forth, J., and Stokes, L. (2017) “Does Employees’ Subjective Well-being Affect
Workplace Performance?” Human Relations, Vol. 70, No. 8, pp. 1017-1037.

Buchs, M. (2021). Sustainable welfare: How do universal basic income and universal basic
services compare?. Ecological Economics, 189, 107152.

Burger, M., Courchesne, S., Kostarakos, I., Peroni, C., Sarracino, F., & Stavropoulos, S. (2025).
Subjective well-being and regional productivity in the European Union: M. Burger et al. The Annals
of Regional Science, 74(3), 88.

Capstick, S., Nash, N., Whitmarsh, L., Poortinga, W., Haggar, P., & Brugger, A. (2022). The
connection between subjective wellbeing and pro-environmental behaviour: Individual and
cross-national characteristics in a seven-country study. Environmental Science & Policy, 133,
63-73.

Celestin, M., & Vanitha, N. (2023). The four day workweek: productivity booster or business
killer? Technology, 40(10), 8.

Cieplinski, A., D'Alessandro, S., & Guarnieri, P. (2021). Environmental impacts of productivity-led
working time reduction. Ecological Economics, 179, 106822.

Clark, A. E., Frijters, P.,, & Shields, M. A. (2008). Relative income, happiness, and utility: An
explanation for the Easterlin paradox and other puzzles. Journal of Economic literature, 46(1), 95-
144.

Clausen, T., Pedersen, L. R. M., Andersen, M. F.,, Theorell, T., & Madsen, |. E. (2022). Job autonomy
and psychological well-being: A linear or a non-linear association?. European Journal of Work and
Organizational Psychology, 31(3), 395-405.

30


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2004.07.004

Collewet, M., & Sauermann, J. (2017). Working hours and productivity. Labour economics, 47, 96-
106.

Diener, E., & Chan, M. Y. (2011). Happy people live longer: Subjective well-being contributes to
health and longevity. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 3(1), 1-43.

Diener, E., & Tay, L. (2017). A scientific review of the remarkable benefits of happiness for
successful and healthy living. Happiness: Transforming the development landscape, 6, 90-117.

DiMaria, C. H., Peroni, C., & Sarracino, F. (2020). Happiness matters: Productivity gains from
subjective well-being. Journal of Happiness Studies, 21(1), 139-160.

Dillenseger, L., & Mouminoux, C. (2026). The virtuous loop between affective well-being and pro-
environmental behaviors. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 102947.

Dopko, R. L. (2015). Flourishing in nature: A review of the benefits of connecting with nature and
its application as a wellbeing intervention. International Journal of Wellbeing.

Durand, M., & Exton, C. (2019). Adopting a well-being approach in central government: Policy
mechanisms and practical tools. Global happiness and wellbeing.

Easterlin, R. A. (1974). Does economic growth improve the human lot? Some empirical evidence.
In Nations and households in economic growth (pp. 89-125). Academic press.

Easterlin, R. A. (2014). Happiness and economic growth-the evidence. In Global handbook of
quality of life: Exploration of well-being of nations and continents (pp. 283-299). Dordrecht:
Springer Netherlands.

Easterlin, R. A. (2017). Paradox lost?. Review of Behavioral Economics, 4(4), 311-339.

Easterlin, R. A., McVey, L. A., Switek, M., Sawangfa, O., & Zweig, J. S. (2010). The happiness-
income paradox revisited. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 107(52), 22463-
22468.

Easterlin, R. A., & O’Connor, K. J. (2022). The Easterlin Paradox. In Handbook of labor, human
resources and population economics (pp. 1-25). Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Easterly, W., & Levine, R. (1997). Africa's growth tragedy: policies and ethnic divisions. The
quarterly journal of economics, 1203-1250.

Exton, C., & Shinwell, M. (2018). Policy use of well-being metrics: DESCRIBING
COUNTRIES'EXPERIENCES. OECD Statistics Working Papers, 2018(7), 0_1-58.

Fan, W., Schor, J. B., Kelly, O., & Gu, G. (2025). Work time reduction via a 4-day workweek finds
improvements in workers’ well-being. Nature Human Behaviour, 9(10), 2153-2168.

Fehr, E., Naef, M., & Schmidt, K. M. (2006). Inequality aversion, efficiency, and maximin
preferences in simple distribution experiments: Comment. American Economic Review, 96(5),
1912-1917.

Fioramonti, L., Coscieme, L., Costanza, R., Kubiszewski, I., Trebeck, K., Wallis, S., ... & De Vogli,
R. (2022). Wellbeing economy: An effective paradigm to mainstream post-growth
policies?. Ecological Economics, 192,107261.

31



Fleurbaey, M., & Blanchet, D. (2013). Beyond GDP: Measuring welfare and assessing
sustainability. Oxford University Press.

Frank, R. H. (1985). The demand for unobservable and other nonpositional goods. The American
Economic Review, 75(1), 101-116.

Frijters, P., Johnston, D. W., & Shields, M. A. (2008). Happiness dynamics with quarterly life event
data (No. 3604). IZA Discussion Papers.

Graham, C., Eggers, A., & Sukhtankar, S. (2004). Does happiness pay?: An exploration based on
panel data from Russia. Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 55(3), 319-342.

Graham, C., Zhou, S., & Zhang, J. (2017). Happiness and health in China: The paradox of progress.
World development, 96, 231-244.

Helliwell, J. F., & Putnam, R. D. (2004). The social context of well-being. Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London. Series B: Biological Sciences, 359(1449), 1435-
1446.

Helliwell, J. F., Huang, H., & Wang, S. (2014). Social capital and well-being in times of
crisis. Journal of Happiness Studies, 15(1), 145-162.

Helliwell, J. F., & Wang, S. (2010). Trust and well-being (No. w15911). National Bureau of
Economic Research.

Helliwell, J. F., Aknin, L. B., Shiplett, H., Huang, H., & Wang, S. (2017). Social capital and prosocial
behaviour as sources of well-being.

Helliwell, J. F., Huang, H., Shiplett, H., & Wang, S. (2024). Happiness of the younger, the older, and
those in between. World Happiness Report, pp. 9-60.

Hickel, J. (2020). The sustainable development index: Measuring the ecological efficiency of
human development in the anthropocene. Ecological economics, 167, 106331.

Humphrey, S. E., Nahrgang, J. D., & Morgeson, F. P. (2007). Integrating motivational, social, and
contextual work design features: a meta-analytic summary and theoretical extension of the work
design literature. Journal of applied psychology, 92(5), 1332.

Hunter, R. F., Cleland, C., Cleary, A., Droomers, M., Wheeler, B. W., Sinnett, D., ... & Braubach, M.
(2019). Environmental, health, wellbeing, social and equity effects of urban green space
interventions: A meta-narrative evidence synthesis. Environment international, 130, 104923.

Jackson, T. (2009). Prosperity without growth: Economics for a finite planet. Routledge.

Kanitsar, G. (2022). The inequality-trust nexus revisited: at what level of aggregation does income
inequality matter for social trust?. Social Indicators Research, 163(1), 171-195.

Knack, S., & Keefer, P. (1997). Does social capital have an economic payoff? A cross-country
investigation. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 112(4), 1251.
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300555475

Krekel, C., Ward, G., & De Neve, J. E. (2019). Employee well-being, productivity, and firm
performance: Evidence and case studies, In Global Happiness and Wellbeing Policy Report, ch
3, 73-94. New York: Sustainable Development Solutions Network.

32


https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300555475

Kuznets, S. (1934). National Income, 1929-1932. In National Income, 1929-1932 (pp. 1-12). NBER.

Ladley, D., Wilkinson, I., & Young, L. (2015). The impact of individual versus group rewards on work
group performance and cooperation: A computational social science approach. Journal of
Business Research, 68(11), 2412-2425.

Lahart, I., Darcy, P., Gidlow, C., & Calogiuri, G. (2019). The effects of green exercise on physical
and mental wellbeing: A systematic review. International journal of environmental research and
public health, 16(8), 1352.

Lamanna, M., Klinger, C. A., Liu, A., & Mirza, R. M. (2020). The association between public
transportation and social isolation in older adults: A scoping review of the literature. Canadian
journal on aging/La Revue canadienne du vieillissement, 39(3), 393-405.

Layard, R. (2005). Rethinking public economics: The implications of rivalry and habit. Economics
and happiness, 1(1), 147-170.

Lepinteur, A. (2019). The shorter workweek and worker wellbeing: Evidence from Portugal and
France. Labour Economics, 58, 204-220.

Mikucka, M., Sarracino, F., & Dubrow, J. K. (2017). When does economic growth improve life
satisfaction? Multilevel analysis of the roles of social trust and income inequality in 46 countries,
1981-2012. World development, 93, 447-459.

Montgomery, C. (2013). Happy city: Transforming our lives through urban design. Penguin UK.

Nussbaum, M. C., & Capabilities, C. (2011). The human development approach. Creating
capabilities. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard, 87.

O'Connor, K. J., Peroni, C., Sarracino, F., Wu, F., & Slater, G. (2025a). Supporting others: how
prosocial behaviour reduces deaths of despair.

O’Connor, K. J., Riillo, C. A., & Slater, G. (2025b). Employee dissatisfaction and intentions to quit:
New evidence and policy recommendations. The BE Journal of Economic Analysis & Policy, 25(3),
793-805.

O’Neill, D. W., Fanning, A. L., Lamb, W. F., & Steinberger, J. K. (2018). A good life for all within
planetary boundaries. Nature sustainability, 1(2), 88-95.

Oparina, E., Clark, A. E., & Layard, R. (2024). The Easterlin paradox at 50.

Oswald, A. J., Proto, E., & Sgroi, D. (2015). Happiness and productivity. Journal of labor
economics, 33(4), 789-822.

Peir6-Palomino, J., & Tortosa-Ausina, E. (2015). Social Capital, Investment and Economic
Growth: Some Evidence for Spanish Provinces. Spatial Economic Analysis, 10(1), 102-126.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17421772.2014.899387

Peroni, C., Pettinger, M., & Sarracino, F. (2022). Productivity gains from worker well-being in

Europe. International Productivity Monitor, (43), 41-61.

33


https://doi.org/10.1080/17421772.2014.899387

Powell, M., Dawson, J., Topakas, A., Durose, J., & Fewtrell, C. (2014). Staff satisfaction and
organisational performance: evidence from a longitudinal secondary analysis of the NHS staff

survey and outcome data. Health and Social Care Delivery Research, 2(50), 1-306.

Proulx, J. D., Van de Vondervoort, J. W., Hamlin, J. K., Helliwell, J. F., & Aknin, L. B. (2023). Are real-
world prosociality programs associated with greater psychological well-being in primary school-

aged children?. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(5), 4403.

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon

Schuster.

Raworth, K. (2017). A Doughnut for the Anthropocene: humanity's compass in the 21st

century. The lancet planetary health, 1(2), e48-e49.

Rigas, N., O  Connor, K. J. & Sarracino, F. (2025). Analysing countries ability to transform their

resources into well-being using World Happiness Report data. WISER Horizon Project, W.P. 5.1

Rzepnicka, K., Sharland, E., Rossa, M., Dolby, T., Oparina, E., Saunders, R., ... & Nafilyan, V.
(2025). NHS talking therapies bring long-term economic returns to England. LSE Business

Review.

Tay, L., Kuykendall, L., & Diener, E. (2014). Satisfaction and happiness-the bright side of quality of
life. In Global handbook of quality of life: Exploration of well-being of nations and continents (pp.
839-853). Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands.

Sacks, D. W., Stevenson, B., & Wolfers, J. (2012). The new stylized facts about income and
subjective well-being. Emotion, 12(6), 1181.

Samuelson, P. A. (1948). International trade and the equalisation of factor prices. The Economic
Journal, 58(230), 163-184.

Sarracino, F., Greyling, T., O'Connor, K. J., Peroni, C., & Rossouw, S. (2024). Trust predicts
compliance with COVID-19 containment policies: Evidence from ten countries using big
data. Economics & Human Biology, 54, 101412.

Sarracino, F., & O’Connor, K. (2022). A measure of well-being productivity based on the World
Happiness Report. International Productivity Monitor, 43, 10-40.

Sarracino, F., & O’Connor, K. J. (2021). Economic growth and well-being beyond the Easterlin
paradox. InA modern guide to the economics of happiness (pp. 162-188). Edward Elgar
Publishing.

Sarracino, F., & J. O’Connor, K. (2025). Governments should prioritize well-being over economic
growth. Nature Human Behaviour, 9(10), 2003-2005.

Sarracino, F., O’Connor, K. J., & Ono, H. (2022). Are economic growth and well-being compatible?
Welfare reform and life satisfaction in Japan. Oxford Economic Papers, 74(3), 721-745.

34



Sarracino, F., & O’Connor, K. J. (2023). Neo-humanism and COVID-19: Opportunities for a socially
and environmentally sustainable world. Applied Research in Quality of Life, 18(1), 9-41.

Sarracino, F., & Slater, G. (2025). The trust paradox. In A Research Agenda for Social Capital in

Economic Development (pp. 173-195). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Sen, A. (2014). Development as freedom (1999). The globalization and development reader:
Perspectives on development and global change, 525.

Spagnolo, G. (1999). Social relations and cooperation in organizations. Journal of Economic
Behavior & Organization, 38(1), 1-25.

Stevenson, B., & Wolfers, J. (2008). Happiness inequality in the United States. The Journal of Legal
Studies, 37(S2), S33-S79.

Stiglitz, J. E., Sen, A. K., & Fitoussi, J. P. (2009). Rapport de la Commission sur la mesure des
performances économiques et du progres social.

Wakefield, J. R. H., Kellezi, B., Stevenson, C., McNamara, N., Bowe, M., Wilson, I., ... & Mair, E.
(2022). Social Prescribing as ‘Social Cure’: A longitudinal study of the health benefits of social
connectedness within a Social Prescribing pathway. Journal of health psychology, 27(2), 386-
396.

Ward, G. (2022). Workplace happiness and job search behavior: Evidence from a field
experiment. MIT Sloan School Of Management.

Whiteley, P. F. (2000). Economic Growth and Social Capital. Political Studies, 48(3), 443-466.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.00269

Wong, K., Chan, A. H., & Ngan, S. C. (2019). The effect of long working hours and overtime on
occupational health: a meta-analysis of evidence from 1998 to 2018. International journal of
environmental research and public health, 16(12), 2102.

Wu, F., & Sarracino, F. (2025). Social Capital Shapes the Relationship Between Well-being and
Spending (No. 1647). GLO Discussion Paper.

Xia, Y., Zhang, L., & Zhao, N. (2016). Impact of participation in decision making on job satisfaction:
An organizational communication perspective. The Spanish journal of psychology, 19, E58.

Zak, P. J., & Knack, S. (2001). Trust and Growth. The Economic Journal, 111(470), 295-321.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0297.00609

Zheng, X., Baskin, E., & Peng, S. (2018). Feeling inferior, showing off: The effect of honmaterial
social comparisons on conspicuous consumption. Journal of Business Research, 90, 196-205.

35


https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9248.00269
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0297.00609

