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1. Background 
The concept of happiness has become a subject of interest to many social science researchers. 
Every person in life desires some level of inner fulfillment and this could come as a result of 
many factors including socio economic factors. These factors have been the subject of contention 
among economists and psychologists for some time now about what truly influences happiness 
in life!  
Many scholars have argued that, the search for happiness is the ultimate goal of human action. In 
other words, man exists in order to be happy in life. For instance, in his first book, Ethics, 
Aristotle identified happiness as the chief and final good and inquired more about the nature of 
human happiness. There is therefore a general agreement among thoughtful people that 
happiness is the final end of human activity. This consensus has resulted in a considerable 
research and writing on life about happiness which is one measure of the quality of life of an 
individual and of societies. 
 
It is a well-documented fact that one single factor may not be able to influence happiness in its 
entirety. As a result, many scholars have examined the individual relationships between various 
demographic, sociological, psychological and behavioural characteristics and self-assessments of 
happiness. Different authors have established that income, education, marriage, social 
participation and positive feelings all have a direct correlation with happiness (D.C Shin and 
D.M Johnson (1978) 
 
The concept of happiness is sometimes used interchangeably with the term subjective well-
being. The concept of subjective well-being or happiness comprises the scientific analysis of 
how people evaluate their lives—both at the moment and for longer periods such as for the past 
year. These evaluations include people’s emotional reactions to events, their moods, and 
judgments they form about their life satisfaction, fulfillment, and satisfaction with domains such 
as marriage and work (Diener et al., 2003). 
 
In recent years, there has been a substantial increase in empirical research into self-assessment of 
happiness. There are a number of theoretical traditions that have contributed to our 
understanding of happiness or subjective well-being. Early subjective well-being researchers 
focused on identifying the external conditions that lead to satisfying lives. For example,   in his 
influential article entitled “Correlates of Avowed Happiness,” Wilson (1967) catalogued the 
various demographic factors that were related to subjective well-being measures. Yet after 
decades of research, psychologists came to realize that external factors often have only a modest 
impact on wellbeing reports (Diener et al. 1999). According to Diener et al, demographic factors 
such as health, income, educational background, and marital status account for only a small 
amount of the variance in well-being measures. They rather argue that happiness or subjective 
well-being is fairly stable over time, that it rebounds after major life events, and that it is often 
strongly correlated with stable personality traits. Thus, many researchers have turned their 



attention towards understanding the relations between personality and happiness (Diener et al. 
2003). 
 
An early review of the literature nearly four decades ago profiled the happy person as ‘young, 
healthy, well-educated, well-paid, extroverted, optimistic, worry-free, religious, married person 
with high self-esteem, job morale and modest aspirations, of either sex and of a wide range of 
intelligence’ (Wilson 1967, p.294, quoted by Diener et al. 1999). A more recent review of many 
subsequent studies in the US and Europe concluded that people who are married, white, better 
educated, employed, but not middle-aged and have higher incomes are happier (Oswald, 1997). 
 
The field of happiness or subjective well-being has witnessed the formation of two relatively 
distinct, yet overlapping, perspectives and paradigms for empirical inquiry into well-being that 
revolve around two distinct philosophies. The first of these can be broadly labelled hedonism 
(Kahneman et al 1999) and reflects the view that wellbeing consists of pleasure or happiness. 
The second view is known as the hedonic view and state that well-being consists of more than 
just happiness. It lies instead in the actualization of human potentials. This view has been called 
eudaimonism (Waterman 1993), conveying the belief that well-being consists of fulfilling or 
realizing one’s daemon or true nature. The two traditions—hedonism and eudaimonism—are 
founded on distinct views of human nature and of what constitutes a good society. Accordingly, 
they ask different questions concerning how developmental and social processes relate to well-
being, and they implicitly or explicitly prescribe different approaches to the enterprise of living ( 
Ryan and Deci, 2001). 
 
The Hedonism view taught that the goal of life is to experience the maximum amount of 
pleasure, and that happiness is the totality of one’s hedonic moments. They argue that happiness 
lies in the successful pursuit of our human appetites, and believed that the pursuit of sensation 
and pleasure is the ultimate goal of life. Indeed, the predominant view among hedonic 
psychologists is that well-being consists of subjective happiness and concerns the experience of 
pleasure versus displeasure broadly construed to include all judgments about the good/bad 
elements of life (Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci, 2001). 
 
The eudaimonism view on the other hand argue that true happiness is found in the expression of 
virtue—that is, in doing what is worth doing. They argue that optimal well-being requires 
distinguishing between those needs (desires) that are only subjectively felt and whose 
satisfaction leads to momentary pleasure, and those needs that are rooted in human nature and 
whose realization is conducive to human growth and produces well-being mood (Ryan and Deci, 
2001). Eudaimonic theories maintain that not all desires—not all outcomes that a person might 
value—would yield well-being when achieved. Even though they are pleasure producing, some 
outcomes are not good for people and would not promote wellness. Thus, from the eudaimonic 



perspective, subjective happiness cannot be equated with well-being mood (Ryan and Deci, 
2001).  
 
A large part of philosophy has been concerned with defining what a good and happy life is. 
Similar efforts have been made by psychologists and economists, who have dealt with what 
particular ingredients and circumstances make people happy or unhappy. But there has certainly 
not been any consensus as to what happiness is or what influence happiness in life. What are the 
factors that make people happier or unhappier than others? This is a crucial question because it 
helps us to understand how and to what extent the situation can be improved. Even when the 
factors have been identified, does this general concensus apply to both the rich and the poor? 
This paper thus seeks to explore the influencing factors that make people considered to be 
extremely poor happy in life.  
 

2. Literature Review 
Income has been seen as one of the factors that influences happiness in life. A relationship 
between income and happiness has been well documented in the literature. The question however 
has been whether or not persons with higher income at a given point in time are happier than 
those with low income; whether an increase in income over time raises happiness level and 
whether persons in rich countries are happier than their counterparts in poor countries. Frey and 
Stutzer (2002) argue that persons with higher income have more opportunities to achieve what 
they desire: in particular, they can buy more material goods and services and also have a higher 
status in society. Higher income therefore can potentially yield higher utility in life. 
On average, results from different parts of the world suggest that happiness is found to be higher 
among the rich than the poor but raising everyone’s income does not guarantee happiness.  
(Blanchflower and Oswald 2000; Easterlin1995; 2001; Di Tella et al., 2001; Frey and Stutzer 
2000) 
 
Another factor that influences happiness in life is health. Health is considered an important factor 
in the determination of happiness in the literature, especially among the aged. Willits and Crider 
(1988) concluded after studying 1,650 individuals aged 50-55 that health satisfaction was the 
strongest predictor of overall satisfaction. Sickness is often associated with displeasure or pain, 
so the presence of illness might directly affect happiness negatively.  
The direction of causation underlying this correlation remains somewhat controversial. For 
instance some people with poor health have reported high happiness relative to others who have 
good health. 
 
It has also been established in literature that, individuals who are unemployed show significantly 
lower measures of happiness (Clark, 2003). Helliwell and Putnam (2004) conclude that 
unemployment is a strong negative predictor of happiness, substantially stronger than can be 



accounted for by the implied loss of income. Unemployment is thus likely to represent much 
more than a loss of income, perhaps reflecting the loss of workplace social capital as well as 
increases in family stress and individual loss of self-esteem (Helliwell andPutnam, 2004). 
 
Many other studies from different countries have affirmed the conclusion that experiencing 
unemployment make people very unhappy (Bjorklund and Eriksson 1998; Blanchflower and 
Oswald 2000; Korpi 1997; Ravallion and Lokshin 2001; Darity and Goldsmith 1996). In their 
study for Britain, Clark and Oswald (1994) summarize their result as "joblessness depressed 
well-being more than any other single characteristic, including important negative ones such as 
divorce and separation."  
 
Data from national and international studies on the determinants of life satisfaction, happiness 
and self-assessed health status reveal that, education remains what might be referred to as an 
instrumental variable, being associated with higher levels of subjective well-being by simple 
correlations, but the effects tend to drop out (especially in equations in which health status is 
included) for higher levels of education in more fully specified models. Education improves 
health and thus indirectly improves subjective well-being, but net of that effect (and of the other 
factors); education appears to have no direct impact on subjective well-being (Helliwell and 
Putnam, 2004). 
 
Belonging to a faith based association can potentially bring some level of happiness to people. 
Most members in such groups are assured of some happiness beyond the present day life and this 
sometimes urges people to forget about their current pain and rather focus on the ultimate. Some 
of these faith groups also uphold good societal morals of life that in turn help members to live a 
peaceful and healthy life. 
For example, belonging to churches is a source of happiness for several reasons. The main one is 
the close social support reported by many church members, some of whom say that their church 
friends are closer than their other friends (Argyle, 1996). Moberg and Taves (1965) found that 
the strongest effect of church on happiness was for individuals who were old, single, retired, or 
otherwise socially isolated. In addition feeling close to God, and having certainty of beliefs are 
independent predictors of happiness (Ellison, 1993). 
 
More frequent interactions with other people in both church and community settings tend to 
increase the extent to which those individuals think that others can be trusted and thereby  
enhancing their subjective well-being (Helliwell and Putnam, 2004). Church attendance creates a 
form of relatedness while belief in God provides alternative types of support for an individual’s 
well-being. This has been corroborated by the increasing appreciation within psychology of the 
fundamental importance of warm, trusting, and supportive interpersonal relationships for 
wellbeing (Ryan and Deci, 2001).  
 



Social relationships are also found to probably be the greatest single cause of happiness and are 
important for health too among certain group of people (Argyle, 1997).  
 
Similar findings are found in the works of Douvan and Kulka (1981) where  they establish that  
the married are considerably happier than those in all the single categories with the divorced 
being  the least happy, even less happy than the widowed). This is probably because spouses are 
a major source of all kinds of satisfaction, instrumental, emotional support, and companionship 
(Argyle and Furnham, 1983). The married, including the happily and the unhappily married, are 
overall much happier than those who are not. The main cost of marriage however is when it ends 
with bereavement and divorce. (Stroebe and Stroebe, 1987).   
 
 Diener & Lucas (2000) pointed out that pleasant affection tends to decline with age, but life 
satisfaction and negative affection do not change with age. Others have found that subjective 
well-being typically increases, despite evidence that with age comes many challenges and losses 
(Carstensen 1998; Mroczek & Kolarz 1998). 
 
Helliwell and Putnam (2004) further conclude from a global study that overall life satisfaction is 
slightly higher among males than females (6.84 compared with 6.73, on the 10-point scale but 
with variations across countries. According to the study, unlike many other factors in their 
analysis, gender appears to have no strong and straightforward effect on happiness. The general 
finding from these gender-specific equations is that the responses of males and females to 
different events and circumstances are strikingly similar; much more so, for example, than 
occurs when we model gender differences in the determinants of suicide (Helliwell and Putnam, 
2004). 
 

3. Data and Methodology 
Data for this work was sourced from the second wave of the impact evaluation survey of the 
Livelihood Empowerment against Poverty (LEAP) collected by the Institute of Statistical, Social 
and Economic Research (ISSER) in selected districts across the country in 2012. The sample 
consists of households in the bottom 20 per cent of the extreme poor population according to the 
Ghana Living Standard Surveys Five (GLSS 5).  
 
Although we acknowledge that there might be instances that an individual may be happy and 
unhappy in other instances in life, each person was asked to evaluate their level of happiness and 
conclude whether in their own opinion, they were happy or otherwise. For the purposes of our 
analysis, we assign the value of one if the individual admits that they are happy in life and zero 
otherwise. We then introduce the covariates that could potentially influence the happiness level 
of an individual.  
 
The linear probability model (LPM) is thus employed in our analysis of the factors that could 
influence happiness among such marginalized group of people in society. The linear probability 



model is used because the response probability is linear in parameter βj. In the LPM, βj measures 
the change in the probability of success when xj changes, holding other factors constant.  
 
The analytical model used in this paper representing the relationship between a household’s 
happiness and their respective characteristics is shown as: 

𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑏(𝑌 =  1)  =  𝑙𝑛 (𝑃1/(1 − 𝑃1)  =  𝑋𝑖𝛽́    

Where P1 is the probability of being happy, Xi is a vector of explanatory variables and β́ is the 
parameter estimates. 
 
 

4. Results 

Descriptive Statistics 
The descriptions of selected variables of interest are presented in Table 1. On average, 75 percent 
of respondents admitted they were generally happy in life; 56 percent indicated they raised 
different livestock including poultry, goat and sheep. A good proportion also indicated that they 
own or cultivated a piece of land for crop production in the past season (63%) while more than a 
third of the respondents had savings either at home or with an institution outside of their homes 
(45%). 

The type of housing an individual lives in may be a function of several factors including income 
levels. Housing for poor people is often a major challenge as they are often found in dilapidated 
structures with little or no repairs at all. It is a common practice to see poor people in rural areas 
living in mud houses with parts of the same structure collapsed. We generally observe that about 
78 percent of the poor live in rooms that share a compound with other households. This is a 
common phenomenon in rural Ghana where the poor is allocated a room in the family house and 
shares other facilities in the house with different households. In the event that the dwelling is a 
family house, it is possible to have the entire membership of the house belonging to the same 
household.  

 

Table 1 Description of variables  

Description 
Proportion/Average 

number 
Proportion of households who are happy in life 75.4 
Proportion of households sharing dwellings 25.7 
Average number of rooms available to households 3.0 
Proportion of households who worked outside of self 
employed 10.1 



Proportion of households raising livestock 56.1 
Proportion owing money or goods to other people 25.7 
Average number of debts per household 1.0 
Proportion of households who paid debts in the past 12 months 5.8 
Proportion of household members who are owed money or 
goods 10.4 
Average number of monies owed household members 2.0 
Proportion of households receiving institutional transfers 38.6 
Average number of institutional transfers 1.0 
Proportion of households having savings at home or elsewhere 44.9 
Average number of savings households have 1.0 
Proportion of households operating a plot of land 63.4 
Proportion of households with children under seven (7) years 31.4 
Type of Dwelling % 
Separate House (Bungallow) 6.4 
Semi-Detached House 4.8 
Flat (Apartment) 1.6 
Rooms (Compound) 77.8 
(Rooms) Several Huts/Buildings (Same Compound) 8.5 
(Rooms) Several Huts/Buildings (Different compound) 0.9 
Other 0.1 

 
One may expect a priori that as individuals age you become less active and the tendency of 
battling with different aging related illnesses increases. If an individual finds fulfillment as they 
age, there is a high likelihood that, they would be happy in life and the reverse is also true. The 
age distribution of household heads by gender is presented in Fgure 1 and later shows how this 
potentially impacts on their happiness. On average, the average household head is found to be 60 
years old. The females were observed to be slightly older (61 years) than their male counterparts 
(59 years). Majority of the women who are found to be heading their households are either 
widowed or divorced or separated from their partners.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Age distribution of household heads 

 



 

   
The marital statuses of heads of households are also examined (Figure 2). For most of the 
people who head their respective households, the majority were found to be married (41%). It 
is however important to note that, the combined marital statuses for household heads who are 
widowed, divorced or separated constitute about 50% of the entire statuses, a situation which 
possibly could be likened to single parent households. The addition of heads that have never 
been married to the single parent/guardian category increases the proportion of household 
heads in our sample with no partners to about 54 per cent.  
 

  

Marital Status of household heads 

 
 
It is well established in the literature that social and religious affiliations influence the level of 
happiness among different groups of people. This is on the basis that, these groups provide a 
sense of social belongingness as well as provide individuals some amount of spiritual fulfillment 
based on their faith and encouragement received from the group. We present the distribution of 
religious affiliations in Figure 3. 
  
We find that more than two thirds of our sample (72.9%) indicates they belong to the Christian 
faith. That is Catholics, Protestants, Spiritual, Charismatic and other Christian bodies. This is 
followed closely by the Islamic faith (16.6%); the traditional and other religions (10.6%).  
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Religious affiliations of household heads 

 
 
 
 
Description of analytical variables 

Happy Variable Description 
Expected 

sign 
Numb_rooms Number of rooms available to household dwelling(one room=1) - 
Share_hh Household shares dwelling with other households=1 - 
Employee A member of the household was employed=1 + 
Livestock Household owns livestock=1 + 
Debt Household has a debt to service=1 - 

Paid_loan Household was able to pay all or part of their debt in the last 12 
months=1 + 

Credit_hh a member in the household is owed money or goods=1 + 
Savings Household has savings at home or with an institution=1 + 
Operated_plot Household operated a plot in the past 12 months=1 + 
Non_farm Household operated a non-farm business=1 + 
Child_under7 Household has children under seven years=1 + 
Headsex Sex of household head (Female=1) + 
Received 
remittance Household received remittances  (Remittance=1) 

 Inst_transfer Household received institutional transfer in the past 12 months =1 + 
Headage Age of household head 

 Headagesq The square age of household head  (age squared) 
 Christian Household head is a Christian (Christian=1) + 

Muslim Household head is a Muslim (Muslim=1) + 
Marital_status Marital status of household head(Married=1) + 
Spouse_inhh Spouse of household head lives in the household=1 + 
 

72.9 

16.6 

10.6 

Christian

Muslim

Traditional and
others



 

We employ the logistic distribution analysis in our attempt to examine the factors that influence 
happiness among the poor. We measure the output variable as a dummy with a respondent taking 
a value of one when she/he indicates she/he is happy and the value of zero otherwise. The model 
is found to be significant at the 1percent level and thus indicates that the explanatory variables 
jointly explain the factors that explain happiness among the poor. The analysis shows that, the 
number of rooms available to households for use had the likelihood of influencing the happiness 
level of the poor by about six percent. In other words, households are happier with any additional 
room available to them. This may be due to the less congestion and some degree of privacy that 
is enjoyed with the new space. 

We also find that households who had some monies or goods to pay to people outside their 
households are likely to be unhappy by about nine percent. Debt is certainly not pleasant 
especially when one does not have the means to repay the loan. The thought of the 
embarrassment that could come to the house in the event that, they are called to service the loan 
contributes to making them unhappy in life. The situation is further compounded if people refuse 
to sell or advance credit to these households because they are considered not be credit worthy.  

The story changes if the household expects some monies or goods to be paid to them from their 
creditors. The expectation of having some inflows has the tendency of increasing the happiness 
level by about eight percent.  

Access to agricultural farm lands remains an important livelihood indicator in rural Ghana. We 
sought to examine the proportion of households who have control of farm plots either as 
managers or people using the plots to cultivate crops. It also meant the household was 
responsible for the production decisions on the plot. The results suggest that, households are 
likely to be happy if they operated an agricultural plot. Operating an agricultural plot would ex 
ante guarantee certain minimum supply of essential food crops into the household which 
potentially keeps the family from going hungry and thus making them happier relative to those 
who do not have access to agricultural land.  

For those who operated some form of a non-farm enterprise were found to be happy relative to 
those without one. The non-farm activity ranged from petty trading to some form of processing 
of raw materials into finished products that is sold to the public. A key characteristic of these 
enterprises is the minimal capital requirement that is needed to commence operations.  The 
results from our analysis show a positive influence on the likelihood of making people happy by 
about seven percent. Operating a non-farm enterprise guaranteed some degree of flow of income 
into the household and that to a large extent gives them some purchasing power from the profits 
they make. This gives some form of social prestige and thus increases the tendency of the 
household to be happy. 



Interesting to our findings is the result that shows a negative influence of institutional transfer to 
happiness. The explanations are varied: In the Ghanaian culture, the less endowed are given 
some support from community members who are well to do. The poverty profiling and selection 
onto the government intervention is done at the community level. In like manner disbursement of 
funds is done at specific time intervals in the community by the department of social welfare. 
Knowledge of a person being enrolled onto a social safety net pushes potential community 
members to retreat with their help. Unfortunately though, the flow of funds to beneficiary 
households from the social welfare department has not been forthcoming. As a result, the plight 
of these beneficiaries is worsened and that potential reduces their social involvement and 
prestige and consequently affects their level of happiness in life. 

                       

Factors influencing happiness among the rural poor in Ghana 
Happy    Coeff. ( dy/dx) Std. Err. P>z 
Numb_rooms 0.055** 0.025 0.026 
Share_hh -0.007 0.026 0.786 
Employee 0.031 0.033 0.349 
Llivestock 0.024 0.024 0.324 
Debt -0.087*** 0.028 0.002 
Paid_loan -0.002 0.049 0.973 
Credit_hh 0.082** 0.034 0.015 
Savings 0.021 0.024 0.365 
Operated_plot 0.059** 0.028 0.032 
Non_farm 0.074*** 0.025 0.003 
Child_under7 0.016 0.026 0.537 
Headsex -0.010 0.032 0.748 
Received remittance 0.033 0.026 0.214 
Inst_transfer -0.059** 0.024 0.015 
Headage -0.001 0.003 0.853 
Headagesq 0.000 0.000 0.928 
christian 0.017 0.031 0.577 
Muslim 0.062* 0.035 0.074 
Marital_status -0.028 0.035 0.418 
Spouse_inhh 0.054 0.041 0.188 
Obs=1503; LR chi2 (20)=60.25; Prob>chi2=0.000;Pseudo R2 =0.0359; Log likelihood=-808.685 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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