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Gross national happiness
pp

Reading between
the lines
Books reveal a country’s historical
sense of its own well-being

Do a country’s inhabitants get happier
as it gets richer? Most governments

seem to believe so, given their relentless
focus on increasing gdp year by year. Reli-
able, long-term evidence linking wealth
and happiness is, however, lacking. And
measuring well-being is itself fraught with
problems, since it often relies on surveys
that ask participants to assess their own
levels of happiness subjectively.

Daniel Sgroi of the University of War-
wick and Eugenio Proto of the University of
Glasgow, both in Britain, think, neverthe-
less, that they have an answer. By examin-
ing millions of books and newspaper arti-

cles published since 1820 in four countries
(America, Britain, Germany and Italy), they
have developed what they hope is an objec-
tive measure of each place’s historical hap-
piness. And their answer is that wealth
does bring happiness, but some other
things bring more of it.

Previous research has shown that peo-
ple’s underlying levels of happiness are re-
flected in what they say or write. Dr Sgroi
and Dr Proto therefore consulted newspa-
per archives and Google Books, a collection
of more than 8m titles that constitute
around 6% of all books physically pub-
lished. They searched these texts for words
that had been assigned a psychological “va-
lence”—a value representing how emo-
tionally positive or negative a word is—
while controlling for the changing mean-
ings of words such as “gay” and “awful”
(which once most commonly meant “to in-
spire awe”). The result is the National Va-
lence Index, published this week in Nature

Human Behaviour.
Placed alongside the timeline of history

(see chart), the valence indices for the
places under study show how changes in
national happiness reflect important
events. In Britain, for example, happiness
fell sharply during the two world wars. It
began to rise again after 1945, peaked in
1950, and then fell gradually, including

through the so-called Swinging Sixties, un-
til it reached a nadir around 1980. 

America’s national happiness, too, fell
during the world wars. It also fell in the
1860s, during and after the country’s civil
war. The lowest point of all came in 1975, at
the end of a long decline during the Viet-
nam war, with the fall of Saigon and Ameri-
ca’s humiliating defeat. 

In Germany and Italy the first world war
also caused dips in happiness. By contrast,
during the second world war these coun-

tries both got happier as the war continued.
Initially, that might be put down to their
early successes, but this can hardly explain
German happiness when the Red Army was
at the gates of Berlin. The researchers hy-
pothesise that what is being measured here
is the result of propaganda and censorship,
rather than honest opinion. But they can-
not prove this. Earlier in Italian history,
though, there was a clear and explicable
crash in happiness in 1848, with the failure
of revolutions intended to unite into a sin-
gle nation what were then half a dozen dis-
parate states. Surprisingly, however, suc-
cessful unification in the 1860s also saw a
fall in happiness.

As to wealth, the steady progress of the
Victorian period matched a steady increase
in British happiness, as did the economic
boom of the 1920s, which also lifted Ameri-
can spirits. Both countries’ spirits fell
again in the Great Depression that followed
the stockmarket crash of 1929. After the
lows of the 1970s, though, happiness in
both has been on the rise ever since.

Overall, then, Dr Sgroi and Dr Proto
found that happiness does vary with gdp.
But the effect of health and life expectancy,
which does not have the episodic quality of
booms, busts and armed conflict, is larger,
even when the tendency of wealth to im-
prove health is taken into account. A one-
year increase in longevity, for example, has
the same effect on national happiness as a
4.3% increase in gdp. And, as the grand his-
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torical sweep suggests, it is warfare that
causes the biggest drops in happiness. On
average it takes a 30% increase in gdp to
raise happiness by the amount that a year
of war causes it to fall. The upshot appears
to be that, while increasing national in-
come is important to happiness, it is not as
important as ensuring the population is
healthy and avoiding conflict. 7

It was the best of times…

Source: Nature Human Behaviour *Censorship in 1940s Germany probably made its published output seem more positive
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