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New Metrics for Looking at Inequality of Outlooks and Outcomes (and the COVID shock)

• The pursuit of happiness is not about contentment but opportunities to seek fulfilling 
lives; combines individual freedom and social fairness.

• Research explores why increasingly unequal distributions of income, well-being, hope 
matter – and are important to our future health and prosperity; more optimistic people 
live longer, are more productive

• Focus on inequality in well-being and deaths of despair in the US; gaps between the 
well-being of the poor and the rich are much greater in the U.S. than in Latin America; 
and also big and surprising differences across races

• Well-being metrics tell us much that income metrics do not, and in many cases can 
serve as warning indicators before we have crises of mortality. 

• Exponential challenge posed by COVID; those who already disadvantaged and 
vulnerable hardest hit by COVID. 
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Quick note: the method and the patterns (and only one small equation)
• Econometric equations: Wit = α + βxit + εit

• W is the reported well-being of individual i at time t, and X is a vector of demographic and socio-
economic characteristics. Unobserved traits are captured in the error term

• Remarkably consistent patterns in determinants of life satisfaction around the world ( e.g. income, age**, 
health, employment, social relationships, marriage) 

• Can then explore “happiness” effects of things that vary or change more, such as inflation and 
unemployment rates, inequality, environmental quality, commuting, and smoking/exercise

• In turn, people with higher levels of well-being/hope for the future are more productive/live longer

• Do not ask people if these things make them un/happy!
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Consistent Patterns around the World – Happiness, Age, and Despair?
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Racial Differences in Well-Being - Poor Blacks Optimistic about the Future, Poor Whites 
Desperate



Mortality Rise in the United States

Fig. 1. All-cause mortality, 
ages 45–54 for US White 
non-Hispanics (USW),
US Hispanics (USH), and 
six comparison countries.

Source: Case & Deaton (2015).
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The Geography of Desperation – PLACE Matters



And Excess Deaths from COVID



Increase in Mental and Behavioral EMS Calls



Optimism and Stress During COVID (mental health patterns similar)



The COVID Shock and the Future 

• COVID in U.S. an exponential shock to an already divided system with deep vulnerabilities; weak safety nets, 
unequal access to health/mental health care; insurance often tied to jobs, so unemployment a double shock;  the 
high toll – in terms of deaths and mental health - highlights our long-term neglect of societal well-being

• Unemployment rates up to app 20% (then fell but not a complete recovery – prime age males OLF a particularly 
toxic group); gun purchases, drug overdoses, and suicide calls have increased (EMS data); the same people 
vulnerable to deaths of despair – low skilled workers – either poor urban blacks or poor suburban/rural whites –
more vulnerable to COVID shocks; 

• Major increase in well-being inequality with COVID in addition to the aggregate increase in ill-being. 

• We need to restore well-being – and in particular hope – among those populations where it has been lost or it will 
be difficult to restore economies over overcome political divides. Can we learn from resilient minorities? Can the 
COVID crisis shift parameters to focus on well-being as part of economic recovery and productivity?


	� �Unequal Hopes, Lives, and Lifespans:�Insights from Well-Being Research in the Era of COVID-19��Policies for Better Lives Panel��May 7, 2021�
	New Metrics for Looking at Inequality of Outlooks and Outcomes (and the COVID shock)
	Quick note: the method and the patterns (and only one small equation)
	Consistent Patterns around the World – Happiness, Age, and Despair?
	Racial Differences in Well-Being - Poor Blacks Optimistic about the Future, Poor Whites Desperate
	Mortality Rise in the United States
	The Geography of Desperation – PLACE Matters
	And Excess Deaths from COVID
	Increase in Mental and Behavioral EMS Calls
	Optimism and Stress During COVID (mental health patterns similar)
	The COVID Shock and the Future 

