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Background: A small number of seminal works written in the 1970s by Richard

Easterlin, Fred Hirsch and Tibor Scitovsky, opened the way for what is now an

increasingly popular research field: happiness as a target for public policy (Welsch,

2009). Much of the current literature on happiness is founded on three claims that

originally appeared in those works and, despite extensive further elaboration, remain

controversial to this day (Easterlin, 2013; Stevenson and Wolfers, 2013).  The first claim

is that the subjective perception of well-being is a better indicator of what matters most

for individual welfare than expressed preferences. The second is that the relationship

between subjective well-being and income is weak, particularly for income levels for



which basic needs are met. The third is that positional goods have a substantial role in

reducing or cancelling the impact of income growth on subjective well-being. While the

first claim is partly a normative statement, the second and the third claims are subject to

empirical testing and the inconclusive evidence collected so far is puzzling. Some suggest

that the attempt of finding a good indicator for social welfare requires additional work to

expand and combine the existing fields of enquiry (Fleurbaey, 2009). However, sparse

attention has been paid so far to the methodological issues of modelling subjective well-

being as a response variable to income or to the issue of identifying the positional

component of consumption.

Objectives: We propose an exploratory approach to the relationship between subjective

well-being, income and positional consumption that provides robust (if less overarching)

insight into these social facts. We apply our approach to some of the most popular

databases on happiness, positional consumption and income, in order to relate our results

with the findings of previous works built with more traditional approaches. We also test

the specific hypothesis that cross-sectional generalizations involving very different areas

or countries are made vulnerable by the attempt of comparing what is, in fact, non

comparable.

The data will come from the OECD database of social indicators including data on

happiness (http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/societyataglance.htm), but we also plan  to use

raw data from the world value survey and from the Gallup-Healthways well-being should

that be required to get a more detailed picture.

Methods: We rank countries according to different indicators of size of positional

consumption, non-positional or relational consumption, fiscal disincentive of positional

consumption, income, subjective well-being and inequality. We analyze the Spearman

correlation coefficients of the different groups of indicators, comparing them with

expected correlation based on existing literature. We perform a Partial Order Scalogram

Analysis with Coordinates (POSAC) (Brüggemann and Patil, 2011) of the rankings in

order to define regions of comparability and we reassess the evidence of the relationship

between subjective well-being, income and positional consumption within those regions.

Results: The use of this approach identifies the pitfalls of overgeneralization in the

presence of vague indicators and major issues of spatial autocorrelation. The combined

analysis and the synthesis of several indicators provide a less general but more credible

set of results.

Conclusions: The policy implications of these results point to a more careful definition of

the domains of all major policy indicators as well as to an extensive effort of applying

innovative solutions to stimulate informed bottom-up choices in the presence of

conflicting indicators and trade-offs.
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