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Happiness and  stress are central to human well-being. Some suppose the 
poor to be happy because they are less materialistic and more focused on 
friendship.  This argument is sometimes extended to imply that poverty even 
makes people happy.  References to the happy poor cropped up frequently in 
discussion groups that I ran for my PhD research on international attitudes to 
inequality (Barford, 2010).  The following quotation is from a school teacher in 
Mexico City, commenting on one of the country’s poorest districts: 

“In Chiapas there are people who are happy with $2 per day.” 

Trainee  teachers  in  Nairobi  expressed  a  similar  sentiment,  one  of  them 
suggested that $2 is  too much  in the countryside.  These comments reveal 
ignorance  of  the  needs  and  aspirations  of  the  rural  poor.1  Because 
subsistence farmers have little or no money, they have little chance to pursue 
education, obtain health care, or go on holiday.  This trainee teacher in the 
South of England also alluded to the happy poor:

“I’ve never lived on one dollar a day, but some people might just be 
genuinely happy with that, they’ve got enough for them to stay healthy 
and, ok, maybe that’s very extreme, but you know who are we to say 
poor them” (bold shows emphasis)

This statement warns against pitying poor people, suggesting that health and 
genuine happiness alleviate the worst of poverty.  The happy poor argument 
is appealing as many richer people dislike feeling guilty about their relative 
wealth (Toynbee and Walker, 2008/2009, p.33).   Denying that inequality is 
problematic, based on happiness being important and the poor being happy, 
offers a pretext for not thinking more deeply about the impacts of inequality. 

However, not all of the research participants agreed.  An outspoken retired 
teacher in Northern England suggested that happiness is not the issue.  In 
focusing  on  happiness  we  could  overlook  other  issues  that  are  arguably 
easier to measure and more important.  As Amartya Sen (2010) points out, 
happiness can be deceptive because bearing adversity cheerfully does not 
mean there is no adversity.  The size of prison populations, life expectancy, 
and health may be better indicators of societal well-being.

To respond to these competing assertions about the comparative happiness 
of poorer people and how much this matters, it is worth questioning whether 
the poor actually are happier than other segments of  society.   The Health 
Survey for England shows that the poor, and particularly poor women, are at 
much greater risk of mental illness than any other income group.   The graph 
below shows the percentage of each income quintile at high risk of mental 
illness, ordered from the richest 20% to the poorest 20% of people.  This is an 
indication that the poor are the least happy group. 



Risk of mental illness, 2006-8
Source: Health Survey for England 

In his 2005 book,  The Impact of Inequality, Richard Wilkinson explains the 
connections between material  inequality,  emotional  well-being,  and health.  
Economic inequality is associated with higher stress and lower well-being.  In 
particular, social status, friendship, and stress in early life influence emotional 
well-being.  Within hierarchical societies some are valued more than others, 
and Wilkinson reminds us that people “are highly sensitive to feeling looked 
down on, being devalued, and being treated as second-rate” (p.75).  In more 
unequal societies hierarchies are more entrenched, with lower social mobility 
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). 

Emotional  well-being is important  in  and of  itself,  and stress has negative 
health effects.  Stressful situations lead us to produce more of the “fight or 
flight” hormone cortisol.  Heightened cortisol levels over an extended period 
impede our immune systems.  Stress often leads to higher blood pressure, 
which if extended over a long period can alter the body’s ability to regulate 
blood pressure.  Other health problems associated with chronic stress are 
insulin resistance, blood clots, abdominal obesity,  and suppressed immune 
function (Wilkinson, 2005).  

Returning  to  the  intersection  between  inequality  and  happiness,  the 
psychological  and physical  health impacts described above are not  evenly 
distributed within countries, or between countries: “health is socially patterned 
and  dependent  upon  the  social  context  rather  than  simply  on  individual 
happenstance”  (Wilkinson,  2005,  p.61).   Inequality  affects  this  social 
patterning.  The Spirit  Level,  by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett  (2009), 
presents the connection between child well-being and income inequality in 
rich countries (p.23). More unequal countries, such as the UK and USA have 
lower levels of child well-being than more equal countries. Norway, Denmark, 
Finland and Sweden have particularly enviable levels of child well-being.  The 



same pattern is seen with adult mental illness: more unequal countries have 
higher levels of mental illness. 2

Happiness clearly does matter.  However, the notion that the poor are happy 
needs to be challenged.  If anything, the evidence presented here suggests 
that  the poor  are  not  particularly  happy.   In  any  case,  suffering adversity 
happily does not mean there are not serious problems to be addressed.  As 
such,  the  argument  that  the  poor  are  happy,  and  that  this  reduces 
responsibility  to  distribute  resources  more  equally,  should  be  treated  with 
skepticism. 
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Notes

1 Note that World Bank measures of $2 a day are 2 US dollars per day adjusted for 
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP).  The calculations of who lives on PPP US$2 a day are, 
where possible, based on consumption rather than income.  These calculations include 
“imputed values for consumption from own production”, so take into account subsistence 
livelihoods. Source: Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravallion (2008) The developing world is  
poorer than we thought, but no less successful in the fight against poverty. Policy Research 
working paper; no. WPS 4703. p.15  Accessed on 01/06/2011 from: 
http://econ.worldbank.org/external/default/main?
pagePK=64165259&theSitePK=469372&piPK=64165421&menuPK=64166093&entityID=000
158349_20100121133109 

2 Evidence from The Spirit Level is also available at: 
http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/why/evidence


