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THE WELLBEING OF THE PEOPLE IS 
THE OVERARCHING GOOD

"The care of human life and happiness is 
the only legitimate object of good 
government." —Thomas Jefferson

Yes, provided it’s fairly distributed.



WELLBEING CAN BE MEASURED

“Overall, how satisfied are you with your 
life nowadays?” 

(0-10, with 0 meaning Not at all satisfied and 
10 meaning Very satisfied).  

Used by Office of National Statistics and 
OECD



Distribution of happiness in the world
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Average Life-Satisfaction (0-10)

Top 5 countries Bottom 5 countries

Finland 7.8 Central African Republic 3.5

Denmark 7.6 Rwanda 3.3

Switzerland 7.6 Zimbabwe 3.3

Iceland 7.5 South Sudan 2.8

Norway 7.5 Afghanistan 2.6

Source: Gallup World Poll 2017-19 



Individual wellbeing has 
many causes

Income alone is a poor 
proxy



What explains the variation of life satisfaction among adults over 25? 
(Britain)

Source: A.E. Clark et al (2018) Table 16.1.

Partial correlation coefficients
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Average happiness in the USA (on a scale of 1-3). 1950-2018. 

Source: AIPO (1950-1970), NORC (1963-1971), GSS (1972-2018).
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POLICY-MAKERS

They should select those 
policies which give the most 
increase in wellbeing per unit 
of net cost.



WELLBEING AND VOTING 
BEHAVIOUR

Predictors of 
government 
vote share in 
Europe



GOVERNMENT’S AIM AND 
METHOD

AIM: Maximise wellbeing with the 
money available.

METHOD: Choose projects which 
produce the most wellbeing per 
pound of net cost



“With every pound spent on your 
behalf we would expect the 
Treasury to weigh not just its effect 
on national income but also, its 
effect on well-being”

Keir Starmer



UK TREASURY’S GREEN BOOK 
FOR POLICY APPRAISAL

Choose projects with highest

𝐼𝑛𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑠𝑒 𝑖𝑛 𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑤𝑒𝑙𝑙𝑏𝑒𝑖𝑛𝑔

𝑁𝑒𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑡𝑜 𝑔𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡



Convert changes in wellbeing into its 
monetary equivalent. 

So benefits equal
i) Those measurable directly in money 

(willingness to pay), plus
ii) Those measured in wellbeing 

(converted into monetary equivalent)



EXAMPLE: APPRENTICESHIP
We have no direct evidence of total WB effect.
We do know

i) Effect on income
ii) Effect on unemployment probability

(0.03 x 0.7 for effect of unemployment 
on WB)

Combining them, B/C =14



https://cep.lse.ac.u

k/pubs/download/spec

ial/cepsp44.pdf



POLICIES WITH NO NET 

COST
These policies save more to the government 

than the original cost

• NHS Talking Therapies

• Psychological therapy service for 

addiction 

• Mental Health Support Teams in schools

• Employment support for mild-moderate 

mental illness

• Relaxing green belt near commuter 
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Apprenticeship guarantee

R&D tax credits

Structured wellbeing lessons…

THE RATIO OF BENEFITS TO NET 

COSTS 



EXAMPLE: RAISING STATE 

PENSION AGE
• When raised previously to age 
66, loss of wellbeing per 65-
yar-old averaged 0.12 units 
(out of 10)

• So if we don’t raise the age 
once more

Benefit per person = 0.12 x 
£15k = £1,800

Cost to government per person = 



MISERY

• Show average W of 

beneficiaries.

• Seek new policies 

where W is low.





THE ETHICAL GOAL
• Not personal success, which 

is zero-sum for society

• But positive-sum, where we 
get more of our happiness 
from making others happier



• We should aim in our lives to create
as much happiness in the world as
we can.

• Inspiring – default is self-absorption

• Needs supporting organisations
(e.g. Action for Happiness)



Action for Happiness course raises 
happiness more than finding a job or a 

partner

Source: Krekel et al (2020).
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