
Prompt 

There is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness. 

Does that mean that GDP per capita causes happiness? Explain. 

Example 1 

Although GDP per capita is positively correlated with self-reported happiness, GDP per capita 

does not directly indicate overall happiness. As seen in the lecture video, happiness is nearly 

impossible to accurately measure, which makes this assertion hard to prove.  

Even if happiness were flawlessly measurable, there would still be a number of issues in using 

GDP as an indicator of happiness. The most obvious problem is the distribution of income. Some 

countries have a relatively high GDP while also experiencing significant income inequity. In the 

United States, the gap between the rich and the poor is tremendous. United States GDP per capita 

is relatively high, which disregards the significant portion of the country living in poverty. 

Because GDP per capita averages both wealth extremes, the country is seen as having relatively 

high overall well-being, even though many Americans face impoverishment.   

Another major aspect of happiness that goes unrecorded in GDP is how people choose to spend 

their time. Many of the people who contribute the most towards GDP have little to no leisure 

because they spend all of their time working. I often find my most successful friends have the 

least amount of fun. They spend most of their time working to make money so that they can live 

a comfortable life. Unfortunately, living a comfortable life does not always create happiness; it is 

possible to be very successful and feel unhappy, as well as less successful and fulfilled. As long 

as a human has enough money to survive, there are many activities unrelated to GDP that can 

improve happiness, such as spirituality, family, or exercise. 

In conclusion, a higher GDP does not explicitly cause higher happiness. A higher GDP creates 

more potential for happiness, however, to say that GDP causes happiness would be a vast 

oversimplification.  



Prompt 

There is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness. 

Does that mean that GDP per capita causes happiness? Explain. 

Example 2 

GDP per capita does typically increase a country's overall reported happiness, but it is not 

necessarily the cause of said happiness. Take the graph of life satisfaction and per capita GDP on 

slide 41. Nicaragua has a per capita GDP of about $8,000 and reports life satisfaction at 

approximately 6.3 out of 10. Angola has per capita GDP that is slightly higher than that of 

Nicaragua, yet its life satisfaction rating is approximately 3.8 out of 10. This indicates that there 

is much more in play than just GDP when calculating happiness. Furthermore, the fact that the x-

axis, per capita GDP, is growing exponentially while the y-axis, satisfaction, is not, indicates that 

the marginal benefit from increasing per capita GDP beyond a certain point begins to decrease. If 

per capita GDP were the cause of happiness than it would be a logical conclusion that the United 

States, with a per capita GDP of close to $80,000, should be much happier than Nicaragua. In 

reality, the US is less than a point higher in its life satisfaction rating than Nicaragua. The upward 

trend in the graph does indicate that there is a good relationship between the two, but not enough 

to say that GDP is the cause of happiness. Take the U.S. once again. From 1975-2000 per capita 

GDP increased $17,000 to $24,000, yet the average reported happiness remained the same. This 

indicates that the change in happiness that is often associated with increasing GDP is actually 

attributable to how much better off people are than they were before. This suggests that reported 

happiness is actually just manipulated temporarily (as we eventually suffer from adaption to our 

own material conditions) and then returns to where it was previously. 



Prompt 

There is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness. 

Does that mean that GDP per capita causes happiness? Explain. 

Example 3 

 While there is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness, there 

isn’t reliable evidence to support this claim. We can take a look at our country’s GDP per capita-- 

our GDP per capita has been steadily increasing since the 1970’s. On the contrary, when we 

measure our average happiness via survey analysis, it has only remained constant rather than 

increasing with our GDP. However, asking individuals whether they are happy or not can be 

ambiguous. In one experiment, different individuals were asked about their general happiness 

and happiness with dating (Benzarti). Their answers were found to be dependent on the order of 

the questions asked. If their happiness with dating was asked first, it served as a reminder of their 

dating life and affected their responses, resulting in answers with greater levels of happiness. Its 

ambiguity also draws from the fact that happiness can come from other factors; such as our 

hobbies, sports, and entertainment.  

      In addition, GDP measures the overall economic output for one person. It does not take into 

account the minority of people who may not be as healthy or educated. This inequality can also 

be seen with the economic gap present in society today. Not everyone shares the same economic 

growth, since the GDP per capita is an average; while the rich get richer, the poor don’t get any 

wealthier. It’s also safe to point out that because GDP measures economic output, it also doesn’t 

consider the amount of work hours people have to put in, which can lead to a decrease in 

happiness and an increase in stress levels. These factors demonstrate the unreliability of GDP per 

capita. As such, it is important to note that a country having a high GDP doesn’t necessarily 

mean that it will cause greater happiness.   



Prompt 

There is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness. 

Does that mean that GDP per capita causes happiness? Explain. 

Example 4 

Based on statistics, GDP per capita and self-reported life satisfaction have a critical correlation. 

When looking at world countries and compare them, we find an overall trend that countries with 

higher GDP per capita exhibit a higher satisfaction level. Besides, both internationally and 

domestically, there is a positive relationship between people’s income and life satisfaction. 

When we look at the causality between GDP per capita and happiness from an individual 

perspective, it can be equivalent to discussing the relationship between money and happiness as 

we measure GDP with the expenditure approach, and GDP per capita is thus the amount of 

money people have spent in a given period of time. People need to make choices and trade-offs 

every day because they can’t buy everything they want with a budget constraint, which is related 

to their purchasing power. If GDP per capita is high, and someone’s wealth is large enough, then 

choices are not that necessary, and people don’t have to give up one good in order to substitute 

for another. In this case, people’s happiness might be enhanced to some degree. Moreover, 

according to the property of monotonicity, the more we have, the better off we are, so a higher 

GDP per capita does make us feel better materially. 

However, if we discuss GDP per capita and happiness from a more general point of view, the 

conclusion can be different. People’s life satisfaction and happiness not only contain goods and 

services expressed in aloof market prices. GDP per capita has no reflection on people’s leisure 

time, living environment, life expectancy, influences caused by social inequality, and the ability 

to mitigate risks and adverse impacts caused by accidental events. Therefore, we can’t say that 

higher GDP per capita results in greater happiness in a broad meaning. 



Prompt 

There is a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness. 

Does that mean that GDP per capita causes happiness? Explain. 

Example 5 

The lecture shows a strong relationship between GDP per capita and self-reported happiness, but 

it does not mean a causal relationship as it lacks causal links and reliable measurement.  

Firstly, although countries with higher GDP per capita such as Singapore reported higher 

happiness level, there is insufficient causal links. For example, Singapore has a holistic 

healthcare system. In order to prove causality, it must be shown that the higher income increases 

people's purchasing power, allowing them to consume more healthcare benefits. Assuming that 

preference is well-behaved, more healthcare increases utility and thus happiness level. In other 

words, people have better chances of recovering from sickness and less worries over health and 

therefore happier. Yet, the above cannot be proven simply with a positive relationship between 

GDP per capita and self-reported happiness - more research data and evidence are needed to 

show the causality.  

Additionally, the "self-reported" happiness is unreliable because people have different standards 

of happiness that are vulnerable to changes. According to the lecture, people tend to think others 

as being less happy than themselves say. This shows that the “self-reports” are subjective. People 

might give different weights to factors that contribute to their happiness. It is also hard to test if 

the data is based on consistent standards. This is evident when the general happiness question 

was asked first, and the reported level of general happiness is lower than when it was asked 

second. The different ordering of questions causes people to give different ratings based on what 

factors they considered first. This makes the results subject to changes and also reduces the 

testability of the research, further proving the means of measurement unreliable.   

In conclusion, the lack of evidence and the unreliable measurement do not support causality 

between the two variables.  


