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Global concerns about … 
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US Responses 1989-2014
4 TH INK ING

So climate change enlightenment was fun while it lasted, as George 
Monbiot noted.7 But it is now limp and dead.

So dead, in fact, that it is moving backward. Surprisingly, the level of 
concern among both laypeople and politicians has actually been decreas-
ing—especially in many wealthy countries—over the last two decades.8 
This is the opposite of what you’d expect from scientific reasoning. As 
figure 1.1 shows, in the United States concern about climate change has 
weakened overall since 1989, despite that the objective data have been 
strengthened with thousands of studies and reports. The same holds true 
for other rich nations. Norway, a rich oil country, shows an even stronger 
decline in concern (see figure 1.2). Some psychological studies even point 
to a strange relationship between global warming denial and speaking 
English in particular, since the United States, UK, and Australia are coun-
tries with waning levels of average public concern.9

In a 2013 study, the Pew Research Center asked people around the 
world to rate their concern over climate change, financial instability, and 
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Figure 1.1. US responses to the question, “How much do you personally worry about the 
greenhouse effect or global warming?” Source: Gallup, 2014.
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Figure 1.2. Norwegian responses to the question, “How concerned are you for green-
house effects and climate change?” Source: Ipsos MMI, 2014.
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Norwegian  Responses 1989-2013
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Which issues will be very important when voters cast 
their ballots? 

4 LOOKING AHEAD TO THE NEXT GENERAL ELECTION, WHICH, IF ANY ISSUES DO YOU THINK WILL 
BE VERY IMPORTANT TO YOU IN HELPING YOU DECIDE WHICH PARTY TO VOTE FOR? 

Base: 1,000 British adults 18+ giving a voting intention, 12th -15th April 2015 
Only showing answers above 8%; see computer tables for full results Source: Ipsos MORI Political Monitor 
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The Problem:

Climate gets too low political priority in 
western democracies and in capitalism
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Background: the 20th Century Mindset
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Ecological  
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21st Century Politics & Mindset
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A Solution:

Re-story and align climate with high-priority policy issues: 
- human health, 
- economy & jobs 
- happiness 
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Psychology’s “Keynes”

Science Based 
Subjective Well-being

Measurements

Daniel Kahneman
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Example: Before and After Marriage

treadmill, meaning that the effects of substantial life changes on subjective well-
being are temporary.

The economic counterpart of the hedonic treadmill is that large increases in
the standard of living have almost no detectable effects on life satisfaction or
happiness. Easterlin (1995), for example, finds that the average self-reported
happiness level did not increase in Japan between 1958 and 1987, although real
income increased fivefold. Figure 4 presents related results for China, based on a
sample of 15,000 individuals interviewed by the Gallup Organization. China expe-
rienced remarkably fast economic growth from 1994 to 2005, with real income per
capita increasing by a factor of 2.5. This growth had substantial consequences for
material well-being: ownership of color television sets rose from 40 percent
of households to 82 percent, and the fraction with a telephone jumped from
10 percent to 63 percent. Yet Figure 4 indicates no increase in reported life
satisfaction from 1994 to 2005; in fact, the percentage of people who say they are
dissatisfied has increased, and the percentage who say they are satisfied has de-
creased. Studies do find that income and life satisfaction are positively correlated in
a cross-section of individuals, but the correlation is only around 0.20 (for example,
Easterlin, 2001). One interpretation is that aspirations rise with income. Indeed,
there is survey evidence that the level of income that an individual considers to be
“sufficient” is primarily determined by his or her current income (van Praag and
Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2004). Frey and Stutzer (2002) estimate that adaptation offsets
about two-thirds of the benefits of any increase in income.

Some changes in circumstances have more than transitory effects: for example,
the effects of unemployment and chronic pain do not seem to attenuate fully with
time (Lucas, Clark, Georgellis and Diener, 2004). Nevertheless, the frequent finding

Figure 3
Average Life Satisfaction for a Sample of German Women
(by year of marriage t ! 0)
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Note: An asterisk indicates that life satisfaction is significantly different from the baseline level.

Developments in the Measurement of Subjective Well-Being 15
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How to implement happiness politics ?
• New purpose and metrics

• More vacation

• Happiness policies

• Investing in social & natural capitals

12 11.00 Stoknes HappyClimate Approach - 22. juni 2015



Per Espen Stoknes, BI

How?

• New purpose and metrics

• More vacation

• Happiness policies

• Investing in social & natural capitals

15

Results: An amber planet

Bearing this in mind, we do not recommend that the HPI be the only thing that countries measure. 
Blind pursuit of a single objective, whilst disregarding the means to achieving it, is dangerous. 
As we will make clear in the next chapter, other indicators will be necessary to fully assess how 
societies are doing. Nevertheless, the HPI does capture an overall sense of how well a nation is 
doing, using only three indicators, in a meaningful and interpretable sense. This is its key value.

Changes in happiness
The data we have used for experienced well-being comes from the Gallup World Poll, which 
began in 2007. This allows us to look at change over time in experienced well-being for a large 
number of countries, using the same data source. Table 3 shows some risers and fallers in 
experienced well-being between, roughly, 2007 and 2010. It provides strong evidence to support 
the idea that experienced well-being is sensitive to changes in the world – with Spain and Greece, 
now suffering severe economic difficulties, amongst the top 10 fallers over the period. 

1st wave 2nd wave
Experienced well-being Date of survey Experienced well-being Date of survey

RISERS

El Salvador 5.2 Sep-07 6.7 Aug-10

Zimbabwe 3.2 Mar-08 4.8 Mar-11

Venezuela 6.5 Dec-06 7.5 Aug-10

Slovakia 5.3 Apr-06 6.1 Jun-10

Chile 5.8 Aug-07 6.6 Sep-10

Brazil 6.3 Aug-07 6.8 Aug-10

Germany 6.5 Jan-09 6.7 Jun-10

FALLERS

Botswana 5.5 Jul-08 3.6 Dec-10

Morocco 5.4 Dec-07 4.4 Nov-10

Spain 7.3 Apr-08 6.2 May-10

Greece 6.6 May-07 5.8 Jun-10

Tunisia 5.4 Jun-08 4.7 Apr-11

Egypt 4.6 May-08 3.9 Apr-11

China 4.9  Oct-07 4.7 Jul-10

Table 2. Selected risers and fallers in terms of experienced well-being in Gallup World Poll45

Figure 6: The green target. Happy life years and Ecological Footprint for 151 countries, and world average
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Happy Planet index

15
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How?

• New purpose and metrics

• More vacation: reduce work-week

• Happiness policies

• Investing in social & natural capitals
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How?

• New purpose and metrics

• More vacation: reduce work-week

• Happiness policies

• Investing in social & natural capitals

Policies that encourage to: 
1.Connect 
2.Be Active 
3.Take Notice 
4.Keep Learning 
5.Give
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How?
• New purpose and metrics

• More vacation: reduce work-week

• Happiness policies

• Investing in social & natural capitals

17 11.00 Stoknes HappyClimate Approach - 22. juni 2015

Per Espen Stoknes, BI

21st Century: 
An Era of Happiness Politics?

1. Can’t win public priority by appeals to “planet, climate”, etc
2. Lots of criticisms, but …  
3. Human well-being and stable climate are two sides of same coin
4. It’s time to go for the vision: more happiness and benign climate!

Per Espen Stoknes
twitter: @estoknes
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