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The discussions centered around a rapidly growing field of scientific research on people’s
happiness or life satisfaction, investigating its contributions to our understanding of human
aspirations and its potential implications for politics. The discussions were structured in six
rounds and involved participants from science (economics, psychology, sociology, political
science, history, philosophy, natural sciences) as well as participants from journalism, think
tanks, and religion.

Can Happiness Be Measured?

The first round of discussion mainly centered around the question of whether happiness can
be measured. Recent research suggests that the answer is ves, and some participants found
this answer convincing. Measures of happiness correlate with other measures of human well-
being, such as suicide or brain activity. It is thus interesting to study the determinants of
happiness, and one can derive important insights on what makes people happy or unhappy.
Others were more critical. First, it was argued that one should distinguish between happiness
(a more short-term measure of positive or negative affect) and life satisfaction (a more long-
term, cognitive measure of judgment). Second, the possibility to measure happiness was
questioned more fundamentally. People included in happiness surveys might simply answer
what is socially desired. For example, the French might be more reluctant to state that they are
happy with their life (De Gaulle once said that “only the dumb are happy”), in contrast to
Americans who might be overly eager to express their happiness. This makes it difficult to
compare the happiness of nations, but then, there is also a lot of variance between countries
that is interesting to explain. Measurement problems might be even more severe if people do
not equate happiness with their “real” well-being, e.g. if they pursue other goals in life.
Despite of these measurement problems, happiness research was seen to offer advantages by
some participants, in particular in comparison to other approaches. For example, in contrast to
the philosophical tradition, it leaves to individuals what they see as happiness or unhappiness,
and it corrects some of the shortcomings of Gross National Product as a welfare measure. In
the end, the participants did not heed the suggestion of one of the discussants: “If we agree
that happiness cannot be measured, we can go home right now”. (But admittedly, this might
also have had something to do with the very nice location and surroundings of the
colloquium).

Income, Status Competition and Happiness

Do raising incomes make us happy? A text by Robert Frank (1997) suggested that this is not
the case. As everyone gets richer, happiness stays constant, because we only derive happiness







