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LSE Language Centre provides a range of language 
programmes for students, academic staff, alumni 
and the general public. Over 2,000 people take a 
course with us every year. We offer:

English for Academic Purposes – foundation  
and pre-sessional programmes

English for Business – summer school and  
tailor-made programmes

Degree options in: French, German, Literature, 
Russian, Spanish and Mandarin

Certificate courses in: Arabic, French, German, 
Italian, Japanese, Mandarin, Portuguese, Russian 
and Spanish – including business options in 
selected languages

Tandem Learning – find a buddy, exchange  
your languages, attend language events

If you would like further information, contact 
languages@lse.ac.uk or go to our website  
www.lse.ac.uk/languages

PLEASE DON’T  
PAY ATTENTION

Imagine being asked how much pleasure you get 

from driving your car on a scale of one to ten. You 

answer that question and then we find out what 

car you drive, its make, model and age, and then we 

estimate its value. Evidence tells us that these two 

numbers – the pleasure you get from driving your 

car and its value – would correlate pretty well with 

one another. If we instead ask the question “How 

much pleasure did you get the last time you drove 

your car?” and correlate that with the value of your 

car, there would be no correlation at all. Why is that?

The simple answer is attention. When you are asked 

how much pleasure you get from driving your car, 

you think directly about the car you drive – and the 

nicer (more expensive) it is, the more pleasure you get 

from thinking about driving it. But the actual experi-

ence of driving is very different, and you rarely think 

about the car itself; rather, you will be attending to 

the idiot in front of you or arguing with your husband 

or wife, etc – thinking about all those other things 

that have nothing to do with the car that you drive. 

Most of the questions that we ask for policy purposes 

are of the “How much pleasure do you get from 

your car?” kind. How much does something matter 

to you when you think about how much it matters? 

Consider how we do economic appraisal for the 

Treasury Green Book or for trying to value health 

states. We ask people to imagine such things as 

“some problems walking about” and “moderate 

anxiety or depression” and then to tell us how many 

years of life they would trade off in order to be in 

good health. On average, people are willing to give 

up around 15 per cent of their life expectancy to 

alleviate problems walking and around the same 

amount to alleviate anxiety or depression.

Policymakers would then consider these two states 

to be equally bad. But they are not. The experience of 

To assess accurately how important different things are in our lives, 
we need to measure happiness. Paul Dolan explains.

      – conference space at LSE
A dedicated conference space at LSE, available to hire year-round. 
A versatile and interesting venue with a calm relaxed ambiance. The 
flexible meeting area, accommodating up to 50 theatre style, can be 
set up for the specific requirements of your event. A spacious social 
area, elegantly furnished with comfortable sofas provides space for 
networking and more informal discussion and breakout sessions. 
The Cabinet of Curiosities separating the two areas always provokes 
interest and curiosity among delegates with its unique collection of 
unusual objects.

For further information or to arrange a viewing please contact: 
Email: event.services@lse.ac.uk or Tel: 020 7955 7461.

www.lse.ac.uk/lseeventservices



anxiety or depression is worse because these states 

constantly draw attention to themselves – depression 

affects all activities: work, rest and play. In contrast, 

attention is not constantly drawn to problems walking 

about. They do not affect your enjoyment of X Factor 

(unless you wanted to jump up and hit the screen). 

And that is a problem. It is a problem for all valuation 

studies that require attention to be directed in ways 

that do not correspond to how attention is allocated 

in the experiences of life.

Fortunately, we can measure experience directly. We 

can ask people how happy they are and how satisfied 

they are with their lives. The important thing about 

happiness data is that they allow us to say what is 

important in people’s lives when they are not thinking 

about how important those things are. I can’t overstate 

how significant that is. We ask about happiness and 

then we find out loads of other things about people 

(such as their income, health and marital status). And 

then we look at how important those other things are 

in explaining happiness.  So we can find out how much 

problems walking matter without directly asking how 

much problems walking matter.

The main message from this work is that we all 

display lots of adaptation – lots of getting used to stuff. 

We get used to things because we withdraw attention 

from them. Something that at first is novel and new (a 

job, a car, a spouse) gets our attention. But we soon 

get used to it and our attention soon finds something 

else new at which to direct itself. 

So, for example, if we look at the effects of 9/11 on 

mental well-being in the UK, we see a significant effect 

in 2001 through September and into October, but by 

November and December it has almost disappeared. 

Something that is an attention-seeking phenomenon 

ceases to be so over time – and in that case we get used 

to it relatively quickly. Note that we are not looking at the 

effects of 9/11 when people think about those effects. 

We are using regression analysis to tell us how important 

it is when people are not necessarily thinking about it.

We also have data to show that as individuals put on 

weight they shift attention away from the domains of 

life that are associated with weight, like health, towards 

domains of life where their weight is less important, like 

work. So this might help to explain some of the things 

we actually observe in the real world. Not everybody 

loses weight and the effort needed to lose weight 

may be greater than the effort required to shift the 

attention you give to your health and weight compared 

to other things. 

We need more research – and obviously more research 

money – to relate behaviour to happiness. Perhaps some 

of the best behaviour-changing policies will be the ones 

that improve happiness – a direct feedback between 

behaviour and happiness. We have recently been doing 

some work looking at the intrusive thoughts that people 

have about their health, finances, etc. These “pop-

ups” (sometimes good, sometimes bad) affect people’s 

happiness and they explain people’s preferences – for 

example, the frequency and intensity of health pop-ups 

and the value of health states. So they could be used 

to join up behaviour and happiness. 

With support from the ESRC, we are going to 

look at the happiness impacts of the 2012 Olympic 

Games in London, Paris and Berlin. And through the 

Office of National Statistics, we are now measuring 

happiness more systematically and widely on samples 

we could have only dreamed of a few years ago. We 

need more good research and evidence that will allow 

us to establish causality and to control for selection 

effects, so as to properly tell the chicken from the 

egg in happiness research.  

To use happiness data in economic appraisal, we 

would ideally like to monetise the impacts so that we 

could say how much money changing health status is 

worth compared to, for example, crime rates or parks. 

In order to do that, we need accurately to attribute the 

effects of income on happiness and on the determinants 

of happiness. We need to show the direct effects of 

income on happiness but also its indirect effects on 

health, etc, which then affect happiness. We have been 

developing methods that allow us to do this.

Ultimately, we need to think about how to design 

policy in ways that give us the best chance to make 

ourselves and other people happier, as we experience 

our lives. n

Paul Dolan is a professor of 
behavioural science in the Department 
of Social Policy at LSE. A podcast of his 
inaugural lecture “Absolute beginners: 
behavioural economics and human 
happiness” (8 February 2011) is available 
at lse.ac.uk/events

The important thing about happiness data 
is that they allow us to say what is important 
in people’s lives when they are not thinking 
about how important those things are


