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c h a p t e r   

Nils-Gustav Lundgren 

far aWay, CoLd and Windy!  are sWedes 
happy With their Lives in the north?87

introduction

International happiness research points to a number of factors that influence 
perceived happiness. In a questionnaire sent to 4, Norrlanders, answered 
by , individuals, several hypotheses testing the factors were confirmed: A 
higher income, in particular relative income, leads to greater happiness, as do re-
ligious beliefs, a permanent job, good health and an established career. Contrary 
to the findings of international research, people belonging to a national minor-
ity can experience greater happiness – at least if they are Sami or inhabitants of 
the Torne Valley. Geographical location can also influence happiness: people in 
Skellefteå and Piteå are definitely happier than the average Norrlander.

the main question in happiness research 

Time and again, the societal debate, probably mostly in the affluent part of the 
world, has come to centre on the question of whether people become hap-
pier through economic growth, that is, by getting higher incomes and hence 
opportunities to buy more - and more varied - goods and services. One way 
of ironically characterising what many people view as a strongly materialistic, 
competition- and achievement-oriented mentality in the USA – the American 
Way of Life – is to say, “The one who has the most possessions when death 
occurs has won!” Is there any connection then between people’s income and 
well-being, and can we say anything general about this in a Swedish, and pri-
marily Northern Swedish, context?
  In a recent survey of Norrlanders’ “outlook on life”, Kerstin Westin has 
shown that work, leisure and being in one’s social context, that is, proximity 

87  Previously published in Swedish in Ekonomisk Debatt nr 8 2010.
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to friends, family and relatives, are highly valued, while “the American Way of 
Life” – making a career – is given markedly low value. Another conclusion is 
that there are small regional differences in the north concerning such life values. 
Moreover, neither “social heritage”, that is, the home environment in which 
a person grew up, nor having lived for a long time in the same place seem to 
influence these attitudes to any appreciable extent (Westin ). 
  What can research then say generally about human beings’ subjective con-
ceptions of their lives? Who are, or experience that they are, happy or unhappy 
and what influences such an attitude to, or valuation of, life?
  In recent years, more and more social scientists have come to take an inter-
est in what has become known as happiness research; traditionally the province 
of sociologists, the field has increasingly attracted economists and political sci-
entists as well. One starting point for economically oriented happiness research 
is an article by the economic historian Richard Easterlin titled “Does economic 
growth improve the human lot? Some empirical examples”, published in 4 
in a Festschrift dedicated to Moses Abramowitz (see also Easterlin /).
For a brief but still thorough presentation and discussion of current happiness 
research, see Lind 5; Norberg ; Graham ; Fleurbaey ).
  The attention that Easterlin aroused with his article stemmed from a dia-
gram showing how Americans’ answers to the question “All in all, would you 
say that you are “Very happy, Fairly happy, Not very happy or alternatively Not 
happy at all?” had been distributed since the 5s. What Easterlin showed was 
that the proportion of the population of the USA that said they were “on the 
whole very happy” was not getting higher although the country’s gross national 
product, that is, citizens’ income, was increasing all the time. The proportion of 
“happy people” was largely unchanged, settling at values around 5 to  per 
cent. If there was any trend, it was that the proportion of “Very happy people” 
was decreasing over time, a development that was not statistically significant, 
however (Easterlin , ). 
  If, on the other hand, people’s happiness is investigated in a cross-sectional 
study, that is, one conducted at the same point of time and comparing people 
with different levels of income, considerably more people with a high income 
always state that they enjoy a higher degree of happiness that do persons with a 
low income. This applies to cross-sectional data concerning individuals as well 
as countries. The fact that increasing income does not result in more happy 
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people at the same time as people with larger incomes state that they are happy 
has been termed “the Easterlin paradox”. How can this paradox be explained?
  Two explanations have been put forward, both based on a relativisation:  
People compare both their present situation with what their life was like before 
and other people’s present situation to their own, that is, how their lives have 
developed in relation to the lives of others. The absolute income level, that is, 
the “physical” difference in material well-being between then and now, would 
then have a negligible influence on “the feeling of happiness”.
  If this were the case, it would lead to a problematic conclusion from an 
ideological point of view; that is, if an individual is successful, which manifests 
itself as a rise in income, for example, this may generate a “loss of happiness/
well-being” for others. The policy conclusion is then close at hand that higher 
income taxes, which restrain income-motivated work efforts, might raise a so-
ciety’s total “level of happiness”. This is, albeit summarised in somewhat stark 
terms, what the polemic is about that Daniel Lind and Johan Norberg have en-
gaged in in the Swedish journal Ekonomisk Debatt (Lind 5; Norberg ).
  Norberg thinks that it might be true that more money/possessions do not 
make us happier, but to “close the future” by means of conscious political meas-
ures, that is, extinguishing the hope of future improvements for people, would 
definitely lead to “great unhappiness” in most people’s experience of life.
  What does Easterlin himself have to say about “his paradox” between econ-
omy/income and well-being/happiness? His conclusion is, briefly, “Generally 
speaking, happiness, or the subjective well-being, co-varies (positively) with one’s 
own income, while it co-varies negatively with other people’s income” (Easterlin 
, ff). In addition he emphasises that people’s aspirations rise continuously 
with increasing income, for which reason happiness does not self-evidently in-
crease despite “more money per person” (on this, see Graham ).
  Empirically oriented happiness research based on studies of individuals has 
usually been able to show that a high income, a high level of education, a cohe-
sive family life, good health and a religious and optimistic attitude to life cor-
relate positively with happiness. By contrast, ill health, a low income, a low level 
of education, unemployment, being an immigrant, belonging to a national/
ethnic minority and “loneliness” (living in a one-person household) are usually 
negatively correlated with happiness (see Fleurbaey ; Layard ).
  We will now study whether Swedes living in the northern part of the coun-
try with such personal circumstances experience satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
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with their lives. An extensive survey conducted in the autumn of  on 
commission by the northernmost county councils, in Jämtland, Västernorrland, 
Västerbotten and Norrbotten, may contribute to answering the questions. The 
questionnaire was distributed to 4, Norrlanders in such a way that it would 
adequately represent the respondents’ age and gender as well as the region’s 
counties and densely and sparsely populated areas. A total of , persons 
answered the survey, representing a response rate of 4. per cent. The study 
was justified by a political need for scientifically based knowledge to inform the 
complicated process whose aim is to establish large regions in the north. The 
study is reported in Kan norra Sverige regionaliseras. Politiska beslutsprocesser och 
medborgarperspektiv [‘Can Northern Sweden be regionalised? Political decision 
processes and citizens’ perspectives’] (see Lidström  ). 
  The Norrland study is partly identical to the investigations that have been 
conducted by the SOM [‘Society, Opinion and Mass Media’] Institute at Goth-
enburg University since  at both the national level and in the regions of 
Skåne and Western Götaland. These studies have no questions explicitly dealing 
with happiness, that is, of the type “Are you happy or unhappy?”. Answers to a 
number of questions with approximately similar content were used, however, to 
create a “happiness” or “satisfied with life” index among Norrlanders. 

how a norrland happiness index was constructed

In order to obtain a comprehensive measure of the degree to which Norrland-
ers feel satisfied with their lives, a “happiness index” was constructed. This index 
is based on individuals’ answers to questions on self-assessed health, confidence 
in other people in general as well as in the place where they live, an overall val-
uation of the conditions of life where they live, to what degree they feel affinity 
with other people and whether they experience a high degree of security in 
their lives. We thus assume that if human beings feel well, have great confidence 
in and feel great affinity with other people where they live, and feel very secure, 
this indicates a high degree of well-being, in other words, some form of “happi-
ness”. How was the “happiness” or “satisfied with life” index then constructed?
  Personal health is assumed here to be an important ingredient in a happy 
life. A common measure in research on public health is to ask the question, 
“How do you assess your general state of health?” with response alternatives 
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from  for “very bad” to  for “very good”. In the happiness index con-
structed here, responses between  and  were given the value , those  or 
below the value . 
  Another measure of “well-being” used was the confidence in other people 
that an individual expresses. This applies both to people in general and to those 
living in the respondent’s immediate surroundings. The responses to the ques-
tion, “In your opinion, is it possible to rely on people in general?” fall on an 
eleven-degree scale from “Not at all”, with the value , to the value  for “It 
is possible to rely on other people.” Once again only responses indicating high 
values, that is, - were given the value , while those  and lower received 
the value .
  Our “happiness index” also included an overall valuation of the conditions 
under which people live. The response “Very good” to the question “What is 
your opinion of the living conditions in the place where you live?” was given 
the value , while the responses “Fairly good”, “Rather bad” and “Very bad” 
received the value .
  Not feeling excluded from the context in which one lives is also likely, for 
very good reasons, to be an important part of well-being. We thus assume that 
the human being is a gregarious animal, an assumption that is entirely in line 
with the points of departure and conclusions of “happiness research”. In order 
to capture individual attitudes, responses indicating “Great affinity with others 
in daily life in the place where I live” were given the value ; all other responses 
on a -degree scale were assigned the value .
  Feeling secure where one lives may also be assumed to be an important 
element in how satisfied one is with one’s life. For the question “Do you feel 
secure in the place where you live”, where on a four-degree scale the value  
was given for “Very secure” and the value 4 for “Not at all secure”, responses 
indicating the value “Very secure” in our index were given the value , while 
all others received the value .
  There is of course a considerable measure of arbitrariness in this, as in all 
other attempts to define “happiness”. Happiness research has devoted a great 
deal of effort to this criticism of its sources, that is, to answering how such ques-
tions should be designed and how the answers can be interpreted when they 
are asked and in what order.  Everyone can certainly confirm that even if life 
remains essentially unchanged, the answers might differ depending on whether 
they get the question on a Monday morning, or after a “heavy weekend” with 
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anxiety about the coming working week, or on a Friday afternoon with bud-
ding hopes for “opportunities” over the weekend. On a Wednesday afternoon I 
might also be looking forward to dinner with good old friends in the evening, 
which I appreciate and will put me in high spirits, influencing me if just then I 
am asked to fill out a “happiness questionnaire”. But even if the party was good, 
why should I in general be even happier on the Thursday morning because of a 
fairly normal experience, albeit one that gives life a great deal of meaning (see 
Norberg ,  4f)?
  It would have been possible to construct a considerably more “fine-grained” 
scale. But since the questions have different scales, from -, from -, and 
from -4, it is difficult to weigh different dimensions of happiness against one 
another in a more fine-grained manner. For this reason, we chose a simple, 
easily understandable and hopefully robust measurement, that is,  giving the 
value  only to responses that  are very high, or at the very top, in the respective 
dimensions, and to give very high valuations in different dimensions of life the 
same value, that is, . 
  We thus chose here primarily to consider the persons that in one or several 
respects express very high values in any of the six dimensions. All in all, a “hap-
piness” or “satisfied with life” index was constructed that can have seven values, 
zero through six. This means that those respondents who received the value  
on all questions do not in any respect value “the quality of their lives” as very 
high; alternatively, respondents scoring  on all six questions – receiving a total 
of  on the scale  - are very happy Norrlanders.

how is “happiness” distributed 
among the norrlanders?

How the total population of , Norrlanders is distributed on these  cat-
egories is shown in Fig. .. We can see that the category with the value  
comprises  per cent of Norrlanders; these are respondents who did not indi-
cate a very high value on any of the six questions, that is, indicate in at least one 
respect a very high valuation of their lives. It is roughly the same proportion as 
in the two highest groups – values amounting to 5 or  – which taken together 
comprise slightly more than  per cent of the respondents. The great majority 
of the nearly ,4 respondents stated high values in one and up to four of the 
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dimensions captured by our index, or 5 per cent. There is no perfect normal 
distribution, but rather a certain bias in the “unhappy” direction. This might be 
an empirical illustration of the “prejudice” or “conception” of the somewhat 
gloomy Norrlander, or maybe even the “melancholy” Swede.
  In the national SOM investigation that was also implemented in the au-
tumn of  there is a question that tries to measure on  dimensions how 
satisfaction with life among Swedes is valued and influenced by different fac-
tors. It shows that good health, family, good housing, good friends and a good 
financial situation, inner harmony and an existing love relationship are deci-
sive for well-being in life. By contrast, social standing, good looks, being well-
dressed, having a religious belief or an interest in politics have very little impact 
on a person’s well-being (Nilsson and Weibull , ).
  Relating these results to Fig. . shows that in the national SOM inves-
tigation  per cent of Swedes are definitely not satisfied at all with their lives 
-  essentially the same proportion as among the Norrlanders, of whom  per 
cent did not indicate a high value on any dimension of the happiness index we 
constructed. In the  SOM investigation, 5 per cent of Swedes stated that 
they were “fairly satisfied with their lives”, that is, the same proportion of Norr-
landers who indicated values between  and  and thus stated in at least one 
and up to three respects that they were very satisfied with their lives. The exact 
proportion in the North was  per cent.
In the SOM investigation,  per cent stated that they were “very satisfied with 
their lives”, which is close to the value that Fig. . shows for Norrlanders, 
among whom slightly more than 5 per cent indicated a very high satisfaction 

fig. 11.1 Distribution of “happiness” among the population of Norrland in the autumn of 2008 

(N=2.392) 
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with life, meaning a corresponding response for at least 4 of the  types of hap-
piness captured by our index. This probably indicates that there are very stable 
structures among Swedes in this respect.
  We will now make a closer study of what may explain the differences among 
different people as regards the degree of being satisfied with life and will also in-
vestigate whether there are regional differences in happiness in northern Sweden.
  In Table . below, the degree of satisfaction with life, in accordance with 
the index described above, is related to the respective county in Norrland. For 
the sake of simplicity, the seven values have been fused into three; that is, - 
have been designated as “low happiness”, - as “some happiness” and 4- as 
“high happiness”.

table 11.1 Proportion of the population stating a low, moderate and a high degree of happi-

ness in the four counties of Norrland
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The table shows that the residents of Västerbotten and Norrbotten experience 
somewhat greater satisfaction with their lives than those of Västernorrland and 
Jämtland. In the two northernmost counties,  per cent of the population 
are in the group with the greatest satisfaction, that is, those with index values 
between 4 and , as against  per cent in the other two counties (a statistically 
significant difference at the . level according to a Chi test).
  What the corresponding distribution is like where the population is 
classified based on different types of municipalities, that is, coastal, inland or 
mountain communities, is shown in Table .. We can see that there are small 
differences among different types of municipalities, but that somewhat more 
respondents in the coastal municipalities are in the category of “high happi-
ness”; in the category with the lowest value, these differences are not statisti-
cally significant, however.

table 11.2 Proportion of the population stating a low, some and a high degree of happiness dis-

tributed on coastal inland and mountain municipalities
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To what extent can the differences among counties and mountain, inland or 
coastal locations be an “effect” of the respective municipality’s population? In 
other words, is there a difference between demographically small and large plac-
es? This is shown in Table ., where we can see that, on the whole, regardless 
of the municipality’s total population the same proportion of the population is 
found in the lowest category -  unhappy people; at the same time a significantly 
higher proportion (according to a Chi test at the .5 level) is found in the 
group of “high happiness” in municipalities with more than , inhabitants, 
that is, Östersund, Sundsvall, Örnsköldsvik, Umeå, Skellefteå, Piteå and Luleå.
  The overall conclusion is, however, that there are markedly small geograph-
ic differences between counties and municipalities and that, to the extent that 
there are statistically significant differences, these are in all probability primarily 
due to the population being differently composed in different parts of Norr-

table 11.3 Proportion of the population stating a low, moderate and high degree of happiness 

distributed on the municipality’s population
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rland with regard to age, health, gender, education, income and labour market 
situation - factors which the happiness research described above has identified 
as being decisive for a human being.
  That this is in all probability the case is indicated by Tables .4A and .4B, 
where the degree of satisfaction with life is related to income and education, 
respectively. The tables show that there are considerably more individuals in the 
highest category of happiness among high-income households as well as among 
persons with an academic education (the differences in the two tables are statis-
tically significant at the . level according to a Chi test).
  Based on the findings presented above, we will now investigate what indi-
vidual attributes can be related to a higher or lower degree of satisfaction with 
life. Is it the case, among , Norrlanders, that higher income, more educa-

table 11.4a Proportion of the population stating a low, moderate and high degree of happiness 

distributed by income bracket category, respectively
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tion, being a woman, having a religious outlook on life, being an optimist and 
being successful in life – in the sense of having “climbed the social ladder” – co-
vary positively with happiness? Do unemployment, a low level of education, ill 
health, a small income, living in a one-person household, being an immigrant 
or belonging to a national minority at the same time imply that a person is dis-
satisfied with her or his life? We will also study whether certain “fixed ideas”, 
“prejudices” and “dogmas” of regional politics can pass an empirical test. It is 
then a matter of whether culture can have a decisive importance for regional 
developments and whether Norrlanders really are not entrepreneurial but pre-
fer living life as employees.
  An overall conclusion regarding these questions is given in Table .5. It 
shows that a higher income definitely enhances one’s degree of satisfaction 
with one’s life, as previous research has shown. The measure of income used 
here is a household’s income as a percentage of the average income in the 

table 11.4B Proportion of the population stating a low, moderate and high degree of happiness 

distributed by educational category, respectively
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municipality where the household is located. This relative measure of income 
of course strongly correlates with absolute income, but the relative measure of 
income has a markedly stronger effect on “satisfaction with life” than an abso-
lute measure. It indicates that it is not merely the absolute income, but perhaps 
even more the relative income that is of tangible importance for “the quality of 
life”. This shows that Richard Easterlin probably has strong support for his idea 
that relative income is essential for subjectively experienced happiness. A salary 
as a professor of 5, to , SEK per month is of course a total “financial 
failure in life” in Danderyd, Täby or Lidingö, but perhaps not so to the same 
extent in Växjö, Umeå, Luleå or Linköping.
  Table .5 also shows that higher education enhances “happiness”, but only 
with less than half the effect that income gives (education is divided here into 
six categories: incomplete basic education, completed basic education but no 
upper secondary degree, completed upper secondary degree, completed post-
secondary degree, academic studies and an academic degree at both undergrad-
uate and postgraduate level). We can also see in Table .5 that an optimistic 
attitude towards life increases happiness to the same degree as a higher income. 
The measure of an optimistic attitude to life is based on answers to nine ques-
tions in which the persons were asked whether they believe that conditions will 
become better or worse where they live. Those who answered “much better” 
were given the value  and all others , which implies that the variation of 
“optimism” may be between  and  among the Norrlanders. An “optimistic 
attitude to life” has an effect that is just as strong as that of income and is clearly 
stronger than that of education. This “optimist/pessimist index” does not co-
vary at all with the size of the place where the respondent lives or with income 
or education, but it does - negatively however - with age. The older a person 
is, especially in upper middle age, the more difficult it seems to be to expect 
future improvements.
  Being unemployed or on a disability pension markedly decreases happiness, 
while a religious outlook on life markedly increases it. We can also see that an 
“upward climb on the social ladder” increases happiness, for example, for a 
person who spent his or her childhood and adolescence in a working-class or 
farmer’s home and who is now living in a higher official’s, academic’s or en-
trepreneur’s home. On the other hand, a social climb in the opposite direction 
does not seem to result in a lesser degree of happiness. This observation might 
encourage support for strongly equality-oriented policies in Sweden (Greider 



311

) as well as for politicians representing the “red-green” opposition alter-
native to the alliance government in the general elections in Sweden in the 
autumn of .
  The frequently seen conclusion in international research that being an im-
migrant or belonging to a national minority implies that a person is less happy 
can definitely not be verified in Norrland. The attribute “immigrant” has a 
negative effect, but not a statistically significant one. At the same time, we can 
see that if people have a strongly Sami or Tornedalian identity, they are happier 
“all other things being equal”, a finding which runs counter to international re-
search on the exposed position of immigrants and national minorities (for how 
a “strong” Tornedalian and Sami identity is defined see Lundgren  ). In a 
binary analysis there is also support for this conclusion. Among all Norrland-
ers there are slightly fewer than  per cent in the category that has the values 
4- in our “happiness index” compared to  per cent among Tornedalians and 
slightly more than 4 per cent among Sami (a statistically significant differ-
ence at the . level according to a Chi test). On the other hand, having an 
identity related to any of the other three national minorities – Jews, Roma and 
Finns – exhibits no significance in either direction. It may be pointed out here 
that Norrlanders with a strong Jewish identity have a considerably more posi-
tive attitude to the globalisation of society in Norrland than do other residents 
of the county (see Lundgren , ).
  Regional economic research on the international, national and regional 
level into what promotes positive social development has recurrently em-
phasised culture and cultural events as being of decisive importance. It is a 
statement, or a hypothesis, that was brought forth early and energetically by 
Å. Andersson in the Swedish debate on regional policy (see Andersson 5, 
a, b). According to this view, a rich cultural life would be decisive for 
whether an attractive living environment for local/regional development can 
be created for both enterprises and individuals.
  Table .5 shows that if Norrlanders attach great importance to culture, 
then they also view their lives in a more positive light. We can also see that age 
does not influence general satisfaction with life, nor does whether a person lives 
in a one-person household. A non-linear estimate of age was tested, but it did 
not yield any statistical significance; in other words, it does not seem to be the 
case that a positive attitude to life might exist up to a certain age and then start 
to decline. Young and old people seem equal when it comes to having hope for 
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or regarding life pessimistically. Neither does there seem to be any gender dif-
ference. In some previous investigations being a woman has been found to be 
positively correlated with a higher degree of happiness, but this does thus not 
seem to be the case in Northern Sweden.
  The interpretation we can make of Table .5 that if a person has a  per 
cent higher income, his or her “happiness” increases by a little more than 5 per 
cent. There is an equally strong effect from having a more optimistic attitude 
to life. Being on a disability pension or unemployed decreases happiness by 
about 5 per cent, as does entertaining plans to move. In the latter case, how-
ever, there is naturally a tangible problem with the direction of causality, that is, 
determining what is the “dependent” and the “independent” variable. Thinking 
of moving is quite certainly caused precisely by “unhappiness” of some kind; in 
other words,  unhappiness among persons entertaining plans to move should 
be studied as a dependent variable to “be explained by something else”, for 
example, satisfaction with life in the place where they live. However, we can 
draw the conclusion that plans to move have a strong negative correlation with 
the “soft” factors/statements expressed by the happiness index we constructed. 
We can also note that living in the municipalities in the north that are smallest 
demographically in absolute terms, for example, mountain communities, has no 
significant effect in either direction on well-being.
  In Table .5 we can see that two geographical places actually exhibit sta-
tistical significance. Inhabitants of Skellefteå and Piteå experience life as clearly 
more positive that do people living elsewhere. Being a resident of Piteå would, 
according to these results, be associated with being no less than  “units” hap-
pier on the seven-degree scale, that is, “ per cent happier”, while residents of 
Skellefteå are about  per cent happier, “all other things being equal”.
  Table .5 also shows that being an employee significantly enhances Norr-
landers’ “satisfaction with life”. On the other hand, being an entrepreneur 
has no significant effect in either direction. This might reflect one of the 
basic development problems in Northern Sweden, one seen in many other 
Swedish regions: a strong “employee culture” and lack of a strong entrepre-
neurial culture. In other words, at the local level a social climate is lacking that 
encourages entrepreneurship in the form of establishing new businesses and 
business development.
  How large a part of the variation in well-being among nearly ,4 Norr-
landers can then be “explained” by these factors? It turns out, as always, that 
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table 11.5 What explains satisfaction with life/happiness among 2.392 Norrlanders
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relatively low explanatory degrees apply; that is a given individual’s valuation 
of life is predicted on the basis of rather “blunt” background factors. The effects 
accounted for in Table .5 can only explain about .5 per cent of the total 
variation among the individuals surveyed.
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