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ABSTRACT

Although the presence of information technology in the developing nations has been growing steadily for several decades now
there is still a significant gap between these and the developed countries and as some of the areas with lower tech-development
have the highest degrees of happiness it is still an unknown how the implementation of new technologies, will affect the degree
of happiness perceived in these regions. The present paper explores the insights of Economics of Happiness and its interrelation
with technological advances in developing nations, considering that the implementation is most widespread among youngsters within and outside the educational scope. Finally, future lines of research into this matter are suggested.

KEYWORDS

Technology, Development, Economics of Happiness, Young generation, Use of technology, Information society.

SOBRE EL AUTOR/ES

Raquel Ureña Joyanes is with the Universidad Europea, Department of Economics and International Relations. Madrid, Spain.
(raquel.urena@uem.es).
Marina Mattera is with the Universidad Europea, Department of Economics and International Relations. Madrid, Spain.
(marina.mattera@uem.es).

Campus Virtuales, nº 01, v. III, 2014, Revista Científica de Tecnología Educativa; ISSN: 2255-1514
www.revistacampusvirtuales.es

111

Campus Virtuales, 01, III, 2014

1. Introduction

The international socioeconomic environment has evolved into an information society, nowadays everything is networked using all kind of information technologies and this may have an impact on general population
happiness.

The concept of happiness has been defined using different criteria from basic measurements (income as
main measurement of happiness) to more complex indexes that combine different elements (usually related to
welfare) in addition the perception of the individuals must also be considered.

The Easterlin paradox is key concept in happiness economics, it implies that the relation between income
and perceived happiness is a complex question. Given that economists have tried to relate happiness with
income, and that information can be considered as different kind of wealth, it seems that a relationship
between advanced information technology and happiness is something should be looked into.

2. General background - What is ‘Being happy’?

The concept of happiness is a highly subjective and difficult term to define, especially since it can mean different things for different people. Delle Fave et al. (2010) carried out an analysis through different surveys of
individuals in eastern and western populations in three continents (Africa, Europe and Oceania) and contrasted this information with previous studies in other regions. They concluded that to define happiness there are
two perspectives to consider:
•

•

Context: the individual’s circumstances, including country, community and individual history.
Psychological structure and characterization of happiness.

In this context, happiness can be understood as a sense of well-being and satisfaction with the situation that
the person is immersed in and his or her development. Furthermore, in determining happiness, interactions
with family, friends and significant others outside the family are crucial.

As very basic reasoning, the personal happiness can be related to an individual’s income, as through earnings a person can acquire other things that contribute to their life improvement and well-being. For example
through a higher income an individual can buy a house for his/her family and live in greater comfort (Easterlin
1999). However, if the income of a given society increases this would not enhance the happiness of that particular member of society.

3. Happiness and economics

First studies about happiness took the gross domestic product of a country as the main index to be used but
soon the research appeared to be oversimplified and the need to incorporate new variables to measure happiness more accurately emerged.

Easterlin (1974) found out that people with higher incomes reported greater happiness than people with
lower ones but increasing the overall income of a region did not produce any increase in reported happiness.
Since World War II happiness responses in the USA have remained constant in spite of the fact that the level
of income in all social strata has increased significantly. The same has been observed in other countries
(France, UK, Germany and Japan) during different periods of time. (Easterlin, 1995; Blanchflower and
Oswald, 2004). i.e. In Japan the average income was multiplied by five in the period 1958-1987 while happiness remained stationary.
People are not happier when they are richer, rather happiness is conceived in terms of health, wellbeing
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and environment. Furthermore finding a unit to quantify these variables is difficult due the subjectivity of the
concept of happiness. The New Economics Foundation (NEF) is an independent think-tank founded in 1986
in London (UK) with the clear intention of improving quality of life whose main concerns are economic, environment and social issues.

In 1990 the Human Development Index (HDI) was published by the United Nations Development
Program, this index was composed of statistics regarding life expectancy, education and incomes. Twenty years
later a new set of statistics regarding inequality was released and included in the afore mentioned index. In
addition, a new index, the Inequality-adjusted Human Development index has been created. The purpose of
both lists of countries ranked in the indexes is to help different countries create policies aimed at improving the
overall level of wellbeing in their society.

The authors evaluated the results and concluded that economic growth does not correlate with greater
happiness. Some possible explanations for this fact are offered such as that happiness scores have no meaning,
that happiness means different things for different people, that happiness scores change over time, or that factors such as the environment, health and other variables not related to income play a crucial role. However,
there is no strong evidence to support any of these explanations. There is empirical evidence that suggests that
happiness adapts to changes in the income level and is based more on relative income than on absolute income.

4. Happiness and social configurations

Additionally, the configuration of society has also been modified, from large families with several children
to couples getting divorced, kids being raised by single parents or a grandparent, which also affects the degree
of satisfaction that a person has with his or her life. In this sense, Erlstein (1999) had already anticipated that
marital status and lifestyle influenced the feeling of happiness that a person had. Furthermore, children were
found to be another important aspect within an individual’s life that determines either joy or sadness.

Children can be a source of fulfillment and, in eastern and western societies alike, they are considered to
provide meaning to a family. In spite of this, if the family does not have sufficient income, struggling to provide
enough to satisfy children can be a heavy burden for some people. In this case, having kids and the life-long
responsibility of taking care of them can be a source of unhappiness. Consequently, the number of children,
also related to the level of income, can condition the degree of wellbeing and satisfaction that a given individual
experiences.

In addition, it should be noted that the adoption of technology also varies among different generations.
Youngsters are more likely to adapt easily and be willing to learn new technologies, as well as integrating them
into their daily lives. This implies that the increasing rate at which technology develops also modifies the adoption of these new tool and how the everyday activities, such as education, work life, personal affair, etc. are
shaped towards the implementation and integration of new technologies.

The World Values survey portrayed there was a decreasing marginal utility for income, which showed that
earning more money increases happiness by a lower amount (Helliwell, 2001). This means that being wealthy
does not directly imply being happy. Karl Marx said: ‘A house may be large or small; as long as the surrounding
houses are equally small it satisfies all social demands for a dwelling’ (quoted in Lipset, 1960, pp. 63). In this
sense, it has been proved that well-being and economic development of a country are connected, but happiness of a society relies on far more variables than economic factors.
Certainly economists have handled the outcomes with precaution. In addition there are other variables that
must be taken in consideration: social welfare (that depends on politicians). The empirical evidences detect
some patterns to be considered in the measurement of the welfare and happiness: social welfare. These patterns deserve to play a mere rol in the evaluation of the macroeconomic tradeoffs or the public policies applied.
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Due to the abovementioned, some macroeconomics variables were introduced in the study of happiness
(Tella, MacCulloch, Oswald, 2003). The evidence has demonstrated that unemployment is associated with a
low feeling of well-being; also being influenced by males, widows, separated, singles, with children and low
education. Furthermore, Oswald, 1977 confirms that economic progress contributes in a low percentage to
extra happiness, implying that there are other variables of greater importance compared to economic parameters.

5. Complexity of evaluating happiness

Early studies have evaluated happiness from the economic perspective related to the utility and its correlation to social welfare (Slesnick, 1998). However, it was questioned whether this would truly portray happiness
or wellbeing, because it is such a subjective matter (Thaler, 1992). Based on this, it was established that a multivariable approach was needed to accurately evaluate happiness and wellbeing, because a single element such
as utility cannot explain it.

The measurement of happiness evolved into a more complex index with the alignment of sociological and
psychological variables. In previous studies about happiness, macroeconomic variables such as inflation and
unemployment were added into the model to create an increasingly complex index. However, recent research
showed that inequality, and environmental degradation of the context in which people live are also variables
that significantly affect the levels of happiness.

Together with the abovementioned variables, it is also important to consider in the index the degree of satisfaction in the work place to inequality, race, gender or marital status. In a recent study, the variable expectation has been introduced to the analysis of happiness (Ahn, Mochón and De Juan, 2007). Through the study
of demographic and socio-economic variables and some variables related to expectations (life satisfaction), it
was determined that the degree of what an individual expects from his/her life highly determines the happiness
perceived.

Complementary to the herein mentioned parameters, it has also been studied the effect that health has over
happiness. In general terms, good health generates a positive perspective towards live and a feeling of satisfaction towards it (Borghesi and Vercelli, 2008). Furthermore, age can also influence the level of happiness that
a person experiences. The 2U Bend Of Life Hypothesis” determines that when people begin their adulthood,
their level of happiness tends to decrease due to pressures at work. However, when a person reaches mid-life
crisis, their level of happiness usually rises again, hence the age of a person and the stage of their life also
defines the perception that a person has towards his or her degree of wellbeing and life-satisfaction.

6. The paradox of choice

Notwithstanding the abovementioned, another factor that has been found to have a correlation with the
level of happiness is the degree of development and consumerism of a country. Schwartz (2004) developed
the “paradox of choice” which explains that the greater the variety of options people have to satisfy a need, the
higher the expectations they will have for each. This in turn generates a greater disappointment, because there
were high results hoped for the chosen variable. Consequently, there is a feeling of lack of wellbeing as there
were other options available that could have fulfilled the need better.

However, through developed societies the premise is that an increase in the number of options and choices
for each individual, it will make each of them happy as they will find exactly what they expect, making the
whole society better off. Based on the studies of Schwartz (2004), this does not prove to be true. Through
analyzing and empirically testing this premise, he found that people who have a small array of choices tend to
be more satisfied with the selected option compared to individuals who have a vast variety of elements to
choose from.
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The Internet is one of the greatest examples of the paradox of choice. The tool that revolutionized the
world during the late 80s and 90s, as it became more and more developed, it can provide information about
everything and anything, with the touch of a button in a split second. However, this tool is constructed by
everyone and anyone, with knowledge, opinions, and there is no greater body that judges the valifity of such
an opinion.

Consequently, electronic information and the array of choices (from 200 brands of cereal to 5,000 mutual
funds) would technically make consumers highly informed although it can create a high complexity and lack of
satisfaction for not selecting the very best option. The influence internet has in its users daily lives is in every
aspect, ranging from medical conditions to a pair of shoes. Hence, people tend to rely heavily on the internet,
which is a good fact as they can be informed about the widest array of topics yet large sets of options and
doubtfulness of the validity of the information can lead to a lower sense of satisfaction and wellbeing.

7. Happiness and new technologies for youngsters

Technology is undoubtedly a driver in the growth of the companies among many other benefits. In addiction
the society has certainly taken advantage of the impact of the use of technology. If we focus this advance in the
scope of Internet, the possibilities has been amplified as separated items can be interconnected to each other.

For corporations, adapting to new technologies became so important because it allows them to go beyond
borders and gain more possibilities to do business around the world: new industries, new products and services
and new markets. Along these lines it is essential to incorporate the use of these new technologies in education,
as the students will be the future workforce and need to understand and know how to implement effectively
each new tool.

The progress of society has affected economic and business models, varying the roles, relations and missions of the market. In the past, firm’s objectives were traditionally to obtain profits, but today the concern has
move in the long run. Nevertheless, businesses operating on a global level are more influenced in markets
which they operate, from their home countries to other countries where they commercialize. In the last century, some studies revealed that the industry’s production process was contributing to the endangerment of the
environment, with the natural changes in climates, could significantly compromise the human race. This fact
means an important alteration in the traditional relationship between business, social and environmental context.

Technology leads to a composite between physical and virtual elements integrating information. The objective is to have “things” which firmly participate in business information and social processes, interacting and
communicating between each other and with the environment. Hence, the importance of integrating technology-use oriented lessons and syllabus is increasingly more important.

Based on the evolution of the understanding in the area of economics of happiness, we herein propose a
study of the development and adoption of internet in the happiest and least happy countries to evaluate
whether the higher adoption of technologies is correlated to an improved level of wellbeing and satisfaction.
This is founded upon the premise of the paradox of choice and the commonly widespread assumptions in eastern and western developed societies that improving technology and adopting more and more automatized elements in our environment contributes to the happiness of individuals. To the best of our knowledge this topic
has yet not been sufficiently studied.

8. Seven heaven

In July 2006, the Happy Planet Index (HPI) was presented as a complexion of human wellbeing and environmental impact. The innovation was the incorporation of the environment as a measurable variable. The
index includes variables that are deemed of high importance for any individual, however they had not been
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sufficiently taken into consideration up until now.

The variables incorporated into the happy planet index are as follows:

The HPI uses global data based in life expectancy experience wellbeing and ecological footprint, as shown
in Figure 1. The index, shows which countries have a higher perception of their own wellbeing and sustainable
life.

Figure1. Components of the HPI. Source: Own elaboration based on the HPI composition.

Additionally, it provides an adjustment for those countries where there are high inequalities. This is due to
the fact that the literature concluded people who have comparative significantly less resources than other individuals living in their same countries could feel less satisfied because they see co-nationals with better lifestyles.
The NEF worked in this index with the aim to identify countries that support wellbeing and contributes to the
sustainability of the planet.

The latest data available for this index is from 2012, taking into consideration the information provided by
international organizations and each of the country’s own governments. Based on this, the HPI provides extensive information for 151 countries around the world, ranking nations which are considered of high, medium
and low income according to the HDI and the United Nations’ categorization of socio-economic development.
Consequently, the HPI shows the degree of happiness exhibited by the individuals who live in that specific
nation.

9. Breaking the seventh heaven

Based on the herein described evolution of knowledge regarding country’s development and economics
and the degree of experienced wellbeing and satisfaction of its individuals; together with the disclosed paradox
of choice and influence of the internet in people’s lives, the present paper states as a premise that high-ranked
countries in terms of their happiness would not necessarily have a high degree of internet adoption.

© ISSN: 2255-1514

In order to assess the validity of this proposition, data was gathered through the Telecommunication
Development Sector database, in which they evaluated the rate of adoption of determined technologies. In their
report, they detail the adoption of radio, TV, people who had at least one computer in their household, land
phone, internet, mobile phones per individual and computers per individual.

For the purpose of the present study it was deemed interesting to select the variable that showed the rate
of internet use in a specific country. This variable shows that countries exhibiting a 100% result for ‘internet’
have access to the World Wide Web in every single household in the nation. Similarly, those countries with
a 0% result in this same variable represent that the families in this nation do not have access to internet.

Regarding data for the HPI it was selected the index resulting after the adjustment for inequalities in socioeconomic development between the richest people of a nation and those with lowest level of income. This is
due to the fact that previous literature has shown that the comparative nature of income-acquisition plays a key
role in determining a person’s happiness. Hence, in order to avoid this bias, the HPI adjusted index was considered. Table 1 shows the summarized information for each country in the HPI.
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Table 1. HPI vs. Internet use. Source: Own elaboration based on the HPI (2012) and ITU World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators
Database (2013).

10. Discussion and conclusions

The results from the analysis show that the countries exhibiting a high HPI do not have an adoption of
internet greater than 50% of the population. However, comparing the top 10 happiest countries with the top
10 least-happy, it was shown that there is no correlation between being happy and adoption of internet, as
shown in Figure 2, which are neither positive nor negative.
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Figure 2. HPI/Internet adoption of top 10 happiest countries vs. top 10 least-happy countries. Source: Own elaboration.

It should be noted that the countries that have been placed among the top rank in terms of their degree of
happines, as well as the 10 countries situated at the bottom of the HPI, have a demographic constitution in
which the number of youngsters (ages 0-14 and 15-29) superseeds significantly the number of adults or elderly.
Hence, the degree of population which would be more likely to adopt new technologies and integrate them
into their lives is roughly the same in the case of the happiest and least happy countries.

Based on the above fact, the differences evidenced in the adoption of internet relies on the economic
wealth of each country, not on the type of population. However, up to date, the figures do not provide concluding evidence that can link the degree of happiness experienced with the implementation of technology.

Additionally, when analyzing the countries from the OECD which are considered to be the ‘happiest’
according to a study (OECD, 2013) carried out by this organizaiton amongst the highest socio-economic developmed countries in the world, it turns out that they all have a high degree of internet adoption among the population. However, the degree of happiness exhibited varies greatly, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. HPI vs. Internet of ‘happiest’ OECD countries. Source: Own elaboration.

In summary the absence of proof is not proof of absence; the no correlation between use of technology
and happiness does not mean there is not one. The penetration of technologies in underdeveloped countries
is fairly recent. In addition, considering the population distribution in the areas herein studied, it would be interesting to assess, once implementation of internet-related technologies is more widespread, how the introduction in the education sector affects, on the one hand the perception of happiness in younger generations and
on the other hand the overall use of internet.
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It is expected that, considering the easiness in adaptability of youngsters, when a country with young population increases its degree of technology-related implementations, their degree of happiness should be positively affected, since they have been involved with these tools since their first memories. However, in those
areas where population tends to be of an adult composition, considering their innate aversion to change, the
results should demonstrate that a higher implementation of technology (in any area) does not result in a higher
HPI for that nation. Finally, it should be interesting to research how further this introduction of this technology
will affect both welfare indexes and happiness perception.
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