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The 1 percent are much more satisfied with
their lives than everyone else, survey finds

Image 1. Essentially zero wealthy people in America express dissatisfaction with their lives, as compared to middle- and low-income
households. Photo via torange.biz

Adults in the top 1 percent of U.S. household income are those who earn at least $500,000 a year.

These adults make more money than 99 percent of Americans, and they have much different life

experiences, too. The number comes from a unique new survey from National Public Radio (NPR),

the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) and the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public

Health.

The survey results show a "near-universal life satisfaction" for the wealthiest Americans, who

continue to gain more and more of the country's riches. About 90 percent of the 1 percent say they

are "completely" or "very" satisfied with their lives in general. Only 67 percent of middle-income

households and just 44 percent of low-income households said they were completely or very

satisfied with their lives. Middle-income households are defined as families who earn between

$35,000 and $99,000 a year. Low-income households make $35,000 or less per year. 
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Perhaps the most surprising result of the survey is the number of 1-percenters that are unhappy.

Essentially zero percent of 1-percenters expressed "dissatisfaction" with their lives according to the

survey.

Because the top 1 percent is such a tiny part of the population, public opinion surveys usually can't

understand their views. A typical survey with 1,000 respondents would be expected to include just

10 members of the top 1 percent. The NPR/RWJF/Harvard survey included 250 respondents in

the top 1 percent.

More Money Means More Happiness

There is a large amount of research about the relationship between money and happiness. In

general, this research has showed that the more money a person has, the happier they are. For

people who make more than $75,000 a year, making even more money increases their happiness

too, but less so than for people who make under $75,000 per year. 

Researchers use two forms of well-being

measurements. There's "happiness," which is an in-

the-moment emotional state, and "life satisfaction,"

which is an assessment of how things are going in the

long-term. These qualities are highly related, but not

in all situations. Having children, for instance, can

bring parents an overall sense of life satisfaction, but

also a lot of minute-to-minute unhappiness.

The survey asks respondents about life satisfaction, rather than in-the-moment happiness. Studies

have shown there's a happiness "satiation point." For people who earn more than the satiation

point, making more money doesn't really affect their day-to-day happiness. However, the unique

data from the survey shows that life satisfaction does continue to rise as people make more money.

Once someone makes $500,000 a year, life satisfaction stops going up.

The rich might not be any happier than the rest of us on a day-to-day basis. However, they are an

awful lot more self-satisfied. Among the 1 percent, for instance, 97 percent say that they've already

obtained success or are working toward it. By contrast, about 40 percent of low-income adults say

success is completely out of reach.

Food And Medical Bills Are Not An Issue For The Rich

The rich also have little experience with the day-to-day financial concerns of most Americans.

Nearly 40 percent of low-income households said they had trouble paying their medical bills in the

past several years. About 30 percent reported having difficulty paying for food. Just 5 percent of 1-

percenters had trouble paying medical bills, and none of them had trouble paying for food.

The survey also illustrates how the rich have different opinions about the law. More than half of

the top 1 percent say lawmakers should make an effort to reduce income inequality. Income

inequality is the gap between the rich and poor. By contrast, more than two-thirds of low-income

Americans say lawmakers should make reducing income inequality a priority.

Over half of low-income Americans say the wealthy should pay more taxes. However, just a third

of the top 1 percent say the wealthy should pay more taxes.
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