Happiness is

having a say In
politics. That is the
conclusion drawn by
economist Brunc

.S. Frey, who has
examined the “insti-
tutional ¢conditions
_for happiness™.
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Democracy and happiness

THE $WISS - a nation of morose grousers? A
legend with a persistent life. And yet, it’s quite
wrong. Certainly, the taciturn throng traveling
glumiy to work in the morning in trains, buses,
and trams gives the impression of profound
dissatisfaction. But a glance deep into their
souls reveals a different picture: most Swiss are
generally happy. This is the result of interviews
with over six thousand citizens of the ‘Helvetic
Republic organized on. behalf of the Unjversity.
of Bain. <S,E a score of 8.2 out of a maximum
of 10, their average degree of satisfaction with
life is very high indeed. Which places Switzer-
land among the countries of the world with
the happiest inhabitants. Only the Danes feel
even happier, .

“Until the beginning of the mineteenth
century, mi,wﬂmw_m:m was one of the poorest
countries in Europe. Perhaps this heritage is still
chiseled in today's faces”, suggests Bruno 5,
Frey, Brofessor at the Institute of Empirical Eco-
nomic Research of the University of Zurich, to
explain the discrepancy between happy reality
and grim appéarance. “Or perbaps it's the
Protestant ethic, which sees life as a burden,
that obliges us to adopt such a serious mien?”

The econormist, who is more interested in
the significance of happiness for a flourishing
economy than the conditions of the commodi-
ty and financial markets, is not entirely serious.
Butreflections of this kind, which bring togeth-
er history and psychology, may well be the key

to his scientific success; they break down the
barriers between academic disciplines.

" Be that as it may, Frey's research into the
significance of happiness for the economy has
repeatedly yielded surprising insights and has

. give) him worldwide celebrity. Such as the

study about the institutional conditions for
happiness which he carried out jointly with
his colleague Alois Stutzer. “On 'the basis of the
data drawn {rom the Bern surveys, we were
able toshow for the first time with the aid of
econometric methods that Switzerland's direct
democracy and federalism play a very impor-
tant role in the happiness of its citizens”, ex-
plains Frey. . ' . . .

For this purpose, Stutzer and Frey compared
the satisfaction with life in the cantons with
locallevels of direct democracy. They measured
the latter in a number of ways, including how
many signatures had to be collected within a
specific period in order to launch a constitu-
tional or legislative initiative, alegal or financial
referendum. The comparison showed that peo-
ple's happiness is directly proportional to the
fevel of direct-democratic rights in their canton.
And the subjective feeling of well-being in-

creases with the reduction of the required num- -

ber of signatures and the increasing duration of
the collection period. Frey and Stutzer also
found a positive relationship between the de-
gree of autonomy of the communes with re-
spect to the central cantonal authorities: the

The conditions for happiness
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greater the independence, the happier the
people.

The practical value of these insights is obvi-
ous: they contradict any centralistic ideas
which may lurk in the heads of some politicians,
“To merge several cantons to form a single can-

ton of Central or Western Switzerland, for in--

stance, would be a catastrophe”, Frey is con-
vinced. “To give up eld and well-functioning
units in which people feel at home is not
progress but the o_u_...om#m... The Zurich re-
searchers have also fourd evidence that direct
democracy and federalisin “are not backward,
outgrown and signs of a backwoods mentality”,
says Frey, but rather “the form of government
of the future”.

At the very least, this is something that the
paliticians of the European Union will have to
take to heart. “If the EU is to progress.” says Frey,
“mere elements of direct democracy and feder-
alism will have to be introduced.” It's one thing
toknow whiat snakes people happy. But the next
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thing that Bruno S. Frey and his coileagues want
to find out is why citizens are happier when
they can intervene directly in political issues: is
it because the results are closer to their own
ideas and wishes, or does it stem quite simply
from the pleasure of being involved? “The first
results of our ongoing investigation indicate
that the benefit of taking part, the opportunity
te be involved, is of great importance”, divulges
Frey. This piece of knowledge is new.,

In another project, the group of scientists
around Bruno S. Frey ultimately hope to exam-
ine the-effects of happiness on economic deci-
sions: are happier people keener to take risks or
are they more reticent investors, do they buy
different consumer goods, do they change their
Jjobs more frequently? These and other ques-
tions still await definite answers.

, Bent Leuenberger

“To merge several
cantons, for instance
to create a canton.of
Central ar Western
Switzerland, would be
a <atastrophe.”
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