Sl MIJSC

wafamine | Mizuho India Japan Study Centre

TATSUJIN-SPEAK 15.0

WEBINAR TRANSCRIPT

Webinar Title:

“GEOGRAPHY OF HAPPINESS: PERSPECTIVES ACROSS NATIONS”

Date: August 25,2022
Speaker: Dr. Ruut Veenhoven
Moderator: Saideep Rathnam
About the Speaker:

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven studied sociology. He is also accredited in social psychology and social
sexology. Prof. Veenhoven is Emeritus Professor of ‘Social Conditions for Human Happiness’ at
Erasmus University, Rotterdam in the Netherlands, where he is currently involved in the
Erasmus Happiness Economics Research Organization. Prof. Veenhoven is also a Special
Professor at North-West University in South Africa, where he is involved in the Opentia
Research Program. He is Director of the World Database of Happiness and a Founding Editor
of the Journal of Happiness Studies.

Prof. Veenhoven’s research is mainly on ‘Happiness’in the sense of subjective enjoyment of life.
One strand of his research is ‘Happiness and Public Choice’, the purpose of which is to build an
evidence basis for policies that aim at greater happiness for a greater number. Another
research line is ‘Happiness and Private Choice’, and the purpose here is to build an evidence

base on which individuals can draw when faced with major life choices.

About the Moderator:

Saideep Rathnam is the Chief Operating Officer of Mizuho India Japan Study Centre,
bringing a wealth of 47 years of industry and academic experience to the Centre. An alum
of I[IM Bangalore, from Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. to British Aerospace, UK he has spent
over 2 decades in the aeronautics industry and over 18 years in the automotive sector in

various capacities including president of manufacturing excellence at Anand Automotive




Ltd. He is also a Certified Chartered Management Accountant [CMA], UK. He wears many
hats, and has chaired Anand University, helping companies in the fields of management of
change and innovation. Recently, he drives the Visionary Leaders for Manufacturing (VLFM)

program as a Senior Advisory Committee Member of CII.
INTRODUCTION

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven proposed to cover the definitions of happiness and review research
on happiness findings across the globe. He also focussed on the drivers of happiness and
looked at India and Japan as case studies. The corelations between happiness and factors

such as economic conditions, longevity and so on was also explored.
Setting the context:
What is ‘Happiness’?

Happiness is a word with many meanings, but mostly it denotes a ‘Good Life’. The term
‘Happiness’ was actually a synonym for what we call today as ‘Quality of Life’. There are
different notions of quality of life by different philosophers and these philosophers never

agreed with each other!

The chance for a good life increases if one is raised by loving parents. Then there are
qualities in your environment which also seem to affect the quality of life. Overall, the
environment is liveable, it is heaven, if not, it is hell. We all know of people who are very

difficult to please. Even if they lived in heaven, they would quarrel with the angels!

But we are talking about chances for a good life and when you consider whether you have
a good life, you generally would look at the usefulness of your life. If you are an academic,
your usefulness is defined by the number of publications. The higher the pile, the more
useful your life is, at least academically. But of course, if you write all the time, your

spouse may leave you and that would lead to unhappiness.

Happiness is also a sense of satisfaction. There are two types of satisfaction. One is a
passing satisfaction and the other is an enduring satisfaction. Also, there is satisfaction

with parts of one’s life and there is satisfaction with life as a whole.




The passing satisfaction with a part of life is called ‘Pleasure’, which can be sensory. E.g.,
a good dinner, good sex etc., but it can also be intellectual, and I hope that this webinar

will be an intellectual pleasure for the audience, but this feeling is passing.

There are, however, enduring satisfactions such as satisfaction with your country,
satisfaction with your job, satisfaction with your family etc. One can be satisfied with lot
of domains in life, but you may still consider your life as a waste. If for E.g.,, you miss

meaning in your life. In that case, your life satisfaction will come down dramatically.

A Dutch psychiatrist had talked about people who are pathologically happy - one who is
in a state of sublime bliss all the time. This type of feeling would be a considered a mental
disorder because such people would be making wrong decisions in their lives. If we want
to raise greater happiness for a greater number, then we do not go for more pleasures or
satisfactions with particular domains all the time. This would be the focus on life

satisfaction.
QANDA
Q: How can Happiness be measured?

Ans: There are many ways to measure happiness, but it is mostly by asking people as to
how satisfied you are with your life and ask this question repeatedly over longer periods
of time. This method would eliminate looking at pleasures and instead focus on longer
periods of happiness. Interestingly the percentage of people who say ‘Don’t Know’ is
typically lower than 1%. The one clear benefit of this simple question is that it is not very
costly and at the same time is very helpful to chart average happiness in large populations.
The disadvantage is the answer is not very precise. However, if we have a big sample size,

then the variations balance out.
Q: What does a literature on subjective wellbeing show?

Ans: There is a lot of literature today regarding research on subjective wellbeing, which
is about 2000 publications a year. The world happiness web selects extract from
empirical study in this field. The findings on how happy people are across nations, across
occupations, across marital status, across economic status etc would lead to a lot of

findings regarding correlation between happiness and these external conditions.




Q: How does happiness correlate with other factors in life?

Ans: There are many findings on correlations between marital status, physical health,
income, age and so on. For e.g., there are over 600 studies on working aged people in
Afghanistan. Also, there is no correlation in Africa between happiness and age or marital

status.
Q: What are the indices of happiness across the nations of the world?

Ans: The world champion of happiness is Denmark with an average of 8.2 on a scale of
10. Interestingly, Mexicans are happier than their northern neighbours namely
Americans. The happiness index of India is 6.1 as against Japan which is 6.2. For India,
since 1960’s, the average has been increasing with a peak reached in 2004. After that,
there has been a decline which is a phenomenon which is puzzling. However, a survey

done after the COVID in 2021 shows an increasing trend which is also puzzling.

In the case of Japan, the index has been more or less flat with neither an increase nor a
decrease. Itis indeed puzzling to see that despite Japan becoming the #2 economic power

in the world, there is no change in the happiness index.

Q: From the Freudian times, psychology has focussed on the darker side of the
human psyche. However, in more recent years, positive psychology seems to have
become a well-established approach to understand the human psyche. Can you

elaborate on this change?

Ans: It is rather logical that you focus on suffering at the first instance and attempt to
reduce this before focussing on happiness taking the analogy of the medical science, it
focusses on curing the disease before focussing on preventive healthcare. Looking at it
on another way, positive psychology movement is actually driven by training
professionals - the life coaches. In short, psychotherapy is for the unhappy and positive
psychology is for those who are not very happy, but who think they could get happier.
Logically speaking, one way to become happier is to migrate to Denmark. Unfortunately,

this is not possible for most people. So one needs to find other ways to become happier.

Q: Intuitively, one would think that richer the country, happier the people. But is

there a variation between the rich western European nations?




Ans: The Danes are more happy and more wealthy than the others. As regards variation
across western Europe the variability across countries and across the time is not very
significant. In fact for some reasons, though the Americans are happy, but over the time
period of the last 50 years, they became twice as rich, but remained equally happy. This
is true for the Japanese as well as they have hardly become happier though they have
become three times as rich. This is of course the average and does not reflect the
variability across the populations. In fact as the average economic growth increases, the
inequality of happiness also increases. Significantly, in Denmark, both the average
happiness is high as well as the inequality is low, as measured by the standard deviation

across the populations.

In short, in my view, modern society (urban lifestyle) fits human nature better than the

traditional society (agricultural lifestyle).

Q: If you adjust the average happiness index with the variability across the

population, how does India and Japan compare on the happiness index?

Ans: Both these countries seem to have similar levels. In India, inequality is a bit lower
than in Japan, but the average is also lower. So overall both countries seem to be having

similar.

Q: Is there a way of stratification of the data within each country to analyse

whether one country is happier than the rich of the other country and so on?

Ans: Yes, such stratification is possible and through a study of these stratification across
India and Japan, we do find that the pattern is similar across these two countries which
means that higher income typically goes together with greater happiness, but we need to
also look at it from another perspective namely, that those who earn more money are

probably those who have higher life ability and therefore are also happier.

In short, a lot of scientifically established empirical data available which will help to

validate and test any hypothesis that you may have regarding happiness.

Q: The western welfare states seem to be more happy than the rest of the world.
However, there seems to be variability across these western European nations.

What factors do you think contribute to this variability?




Ans: The western European nations, like the Danes, are definitely happier. One of the
possible reasons could be the presence of a welfare state. Though people pay a lot of tax
in these countries, they do get a lot of benefit as well. In countries such as Italy, it is
difficult to raise a lot of tax and the people are dependent on the family for a lot of things.
So, though there are many positives of a strong family bonds, these bonds could also be
too strong and therefore lead to unhappiness. We do not see this in North-Western

Europe, which is highly individualized, with weaker bonds with the family.

Q: Intuition tells us that as one ages and becomes more mature, one tends to

become happier. Do you see some correlation between age and happiness?

Ans: In West-European nations, when you are still a student, life is good and therefore
happiness index is high. However, with marriage and children and pressures of career
the happiness seems to dip. But, as one ages, the happiness seems to rise even after the
age of 70. However, this is partly a selection effect as well because unhappy people die

early.

Q: What would be your recommendation to the Governments of a nation to

increase the happiness of the lives of their people?

Ans: The first recommendation would be to invest in the quality of bureaucracy. It may
sound strange to see a link between happiness and bureaucracy. Are they really the
angels of happiness in a well-organized society? If civil servants are competent and not
corrupt and if there is very little difference between the rules and practices, thereby
creating a predictable environment for the people, happiness seems to increase. The
reason seems to be that in a predictable environment, one can make choices and choose
the life that fits you best. Another factor could be women emancipation. As women have
more choices, to bridge the income inequality with man, it appears to have good effects

on average happiness of people.
Q: What would be your advice to individuals in this regard?

What interventions would they have to make in their personal lives to improve

their happiness?

Ans: The first intervention is to ensure that we do not have any psychological problem.

It is to be noted that over 20% of human beings have some psychological problem and




many others have physical problems as well. Of course psychotherapy will help. There
are many self-helped tools which you can use to record your happiness and compare it
with other participants, but the key is that one should be able to make a more informed

decision.
Q: What is the practical utility of this type of database that you have created?
Can it be used to predict well or potential prosperity of nations?

Ans: I do not think that there are any general rules or general laws which allow us to
predict much in the future. It all depends on the place and the situation. However to

summarize my response, focus should be on informed choice, which is the key.

Q: India’s neighbour Bhutan is supposed to focus on Happiness Index. Are they

much happier than Indians?

Ans: People from Bhutan are only marginally happier. The Gross National Happiness
(GNH) is used as a political program for controlled modernization. The historical
background is that the Bhutanese saw the Chinese conquered Tibet which forced the

Government to keep their people together through the concept of GNH.

Q: Happiness measured through a questionnaire would remain subjective. Is there
amore objective way to measure happiness? For e.g., by measuring some biological

elements etc.

Ans: In principal this should be possible because the responses are produced by the brain.
However, measuring the chemicals produced by the brain can be confusing and will not
give specific information about the levels of happiness. This is also because there are
other things which determines happiness such as ‘Am I successful? Did I leave something
for society which is more cognitive? Life satisfaction is a combination of effective and
cognitive appraisals of life. However, cognitive appraisals cannot yet be captured. The
effective appraisals can however be captured to some extent through questionnaires.
You may note that we still do not understand many aspects about the brain. For e.g., we
thought there was one pleasure centre. However, it now appears that there are more
than one in different parts of the brain. In conclusion, physiological basis for happiness
by measuring the neural mechanisms is very tough, though research in this field is

ongoing.




Q: FOMO or the Fear Of Missing Out seems to be the driver for unhappiness in most

people. What would be your advice to people in this regard?

Ans: The fear of missing out and the pressure of career growth seems to be some of the
major reasons for unhappiness at the individual level. There are both positive and
negative effects of this drive for achievement. The negative is pretty obvious, as this will
lead to a burn out, but the positive effect is that you go out and try things and experiment
with different approaches. Where does one stop? That is a very subjective decision. It

looks that elderly people get happier because they have learnt where the optimum is.
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