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Envy is bad for people’s happiness 

• Bertrand Russel claimed that “Whoever wishes 
to increase human happiness must … diminish 
envy” (Russel 1930).  

 
 



Envy is bad for physical and mental 
health 

• Individuals with lower relative income have 
higher morbidity (Pham-Kanter 2009, 
Subramanyam et al. 2009).  

 

• As high income inequality exacerbates income 
comparisons, more unequal countries exhibit 
higher morbidity and mortality (Wilkinson and 
Pickett 2009). 

 



Envy is bad for economic decisions 

• Social comparisons drive people into over-
consumption and over-work (Hirsh 1976, 
Neumark and Postlewaite 1998, Bowles and 
Park 2005).  

 



Does social capital mediate the 
relationship between income and well-

being? 











Results  

• The relationship between absolute income and 
SWB halves when individuals are highly trustful 
and engaged in social activities. 

 

• The well-being of individuals with high levels of 
social capital is unrelated to income 
comparisons. 

 
 
 
 



Next steps 

• Test of causality: does an increase in social 
capital decrease the importance of money for 
people’s well-being?  
 

• Evidence from positive psychology: poor 
relationships boost materialism.  
 

• Status and success offer compensation for poor 
relationships 

 
 
 
 



Test of causality 

• Does changes in individuals’ social capital later 
modify the importance of income for their 
well-being?  

 
 
 









OLS with country fixed effects: EU-SILC  



Instrumenting social capital: Lewbel 
method (EU-SILC) 



OLS with country fixed effects: ESS  



The life satisfaction gap between rich 
and poor people declines with raising 

trust in others (32 European countries, 
EU-SILC data) 



The life satisfaction gap between rich 
and poor people declines with raising 
trust in others (109 European regions, 

EU-SILC data) 



Across 32 European countries, the life 
satisfaction gap between rich and poor 
people negatively correlates with trust 



Across 109 European regions, the life 
satisfaction gap between rich and poor 
people negatively correlates with trust 



Conclusion 

• Money becomes more important when social 
capital is scarce 

• The well-being of individuals with high levels of 
social capital is unrelated to income 
comparisons. 

• Holding constant the income distribution, 
greater social capital reduces the well-being 
inequality among income classes 

 
 
 



Results  

• This evidence is consistent with substitution 
between social capital and income. 

 

• It is inconsistent with complementarity 

 
 
 
 


