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The idea that money leads to happiness has been well established in the independence narrative 
of the United States.  The American Dream tells citizens that if they work hard, they can pull 
themselves up economically “by their bootstraps” and prosper.  Until 2008, this dream was 
perpetuated through American lending institutions, giving many Americans the illusion of 
happiness and stability in proliferating a homeowner market that was not based in sound 
financial practices.  In the economic and housing collapse of 2008 and the times since then, the 
country has been reeling in an economic downward spiral, one that we blindly seek to find a way 
out of.  The administration needs to look to innovative ways of solving problems, and perhaps it 
is increasingly important to bring happiness and satisfaction as a metric into the equation. 
 
Many ideas based in the American Dream have been challenged recently and the country is 
struggling to discover the means by which we will remain competitive and relevant in the global 
market shadow of China and other competitive producers of technology, services, and low cost 
goods.  Additionally, the country has recently seen an expression of mass discontent in the 
Occupy movements, only further pressuring the government into action.  The basis of the outrage 
lies largely in the government’s treatment of money and power, and the frustration of the 99% 
has potential to undermine cities abilities to function well.   
 
The Occupy movements originally disrupted the city centers, normally operating out of central 
parks and city squares.  After this month’s police-led evictions, the movement has spread to 
focus on occupying foreclosures and bank owned properties.  As a government, we can take 
instruction for these actions and begin to see the underlying issues that are quality of life, 
housing, and sustainable communities.  These themes emerge as additional platform issues, 
separate from the regular satisfaction gauge of “economy/GDP”.  
 
Because there does not seem to be a direct and agreeable answer to solving the issues of the 
economy (as we witnessed this month in the Super Committee’s inability to come to an 
agreement about the debt ceiling), we propose that the administration should pursue other non-
economic means of satisfaction in the voter base.  An idea that has been proposed in the UK is 
measuring national happiness in addition to GDP as an indicator of national well-being. 
 
Richard Layard from the London School of Economics has performed studies that indicate that 
“once an economy reaches an income per person of about $15,000 (measured at purchasing-
power parity), economic growth ceases to add to happiness.”  In consideration of the risks of 
social unrest affiliated with the Occupy movement, we aim to assess the applicability of 
happiness as a national gauge of well-being and its use in policy planning for cities. 
 
One question to ask ourselves is whether happiness is a goal government and policy should strive 
towards.  Traditionally, city redevelopment has focused on economic development, relying on 
the fact that economic development would prompt social satisfaction.  We have seen however 
that often the government-subsidized development and redevelopment undertaken in cities 
benefits corporations and developers over the communities they aim to serve.  Self-serving 



development has been under critique since the 60’s by Jane Jacobs, but this critique has exploded 
in 2011 to extend to a majority of the population, especially focusing on the funds given to assist 
corporation in the name of the greater good of the citizenry.  Something we can identify as a key 
issue is that money needs to be directly linked to citizen satisfaction, and this will be the 
challenge of the next election. 
 
The Declaration of Independence states that it should secure its citizens’ unalienable right to 
pursuit of happiness.  One theme in the Occupy movements is that policy towards the rich and 
their corporations prevent the pursuit of happiness by limiting the ability of citizens to affect 
choices in their government.  If the government were to offer opportunities to facilitate the 
pursuit of happiness, perhaps these policies (that are necessary to the functioning of our capitalist 
democracy) will be better received. 
 
In the charts provided in the 2010 Economist article, The joyless or the jobless, we can see that 
well-being rises steeply with income, then levels off.  From this we can posit that extra dollars 
are worth less to the rich than to the poor. Because happiness (read satisfaction) levels off around 
a certain level of income, perhaps economic growth (and the adherent trickle down economics) is 
not the primary issue the administration should focus on.  By looking to investing away from 
economic growth and towards community development, the administration can look at new 
satisfaction-producing policies.  
 
In the 2012 campaign, the administration must address the issue of equity in relation to finances, 
but also to the more logarithmic model of happiness and its relation to economic prosperity.  The 
proportion of success normally ascertained in economic growth is not suitable to measure 
happiness, as we have seen the happiness curve better illustrated on a logarithmic scale.  One 
way to look at happiness production then, is that it is exponential, and small amounts of 
investment can greatly increase the satisfaction payoff.   
 
Some factors cited in the Economist article related to non-monetary happiness were free time, 
sleep, friends, and commute stress.  The difficulty that lies in identifying where the 
administration could focus is that different factors weight differently for different citizen 
populations.  The concept of happiness relates to values and these are subjective at best.  The 
administration should study happiness and satisfaction generators and focus on the policies that 
will provide the most benefit for the smallest amount of money.   
 
As was illustrated in the Economist charts, small amounts of money can go a long way to 
improve satisfaction.  The administration should create a strategic happiness-building plan that 
involves a multifaceted package of happiness incentives. People that create happiness in their 
communities can be rewarded with more funding for their happiness creating projects.   
 
The biggest challenge to this policy will be preserving the capitalist system with these happiness-
building measures.  Capitalism and the system of corporations in the country are in a way very 
opposed to the spirit of happiness, especially when it may threaten to override their hegemony on 
GDP dependence and consumerism.  Striking this balance will be a challenge, but clearly a 
change like this in monitoring the well-being of the country will be integral to maintaining civil 
society in these money-strapped times. 



 


