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According to Nielsen global research 
conducted in May 2008, consumers in 
developing nations appear more joyful than 
their wealthier counterparts. The survey, 
covering 48 markets and over 28,000 
happy and not-so-happy respondents, 
found that overall Latin Americans rate 
their current levels of happiness the highest 
(7.1 out of 10), followed by North Americans 
(6.4). Asia Pacific (6.3) is the third most 
happy region, with consumers in Europe 
(6.2) and emerging markets (EEMEA) (6.0) 
finding it a bit harder to smile over their lot. 
Despite rising crime and predictions that 
their economy would continue to slow in 
20081 Mexicans have the most spring in 
their step, followed by the Finns and 
Canadians. 

Egyptian online consumers have the lowest 
happiness score (5.4 points out of 10). 
Taiwanese and Portuguese are also more 
likely to be dragging their lips on the ground 
compared with other countries (5.6).

How happy consumers are and what underpins this happiness will determine to a 
large extent how successfully different countries will endure recent global events. 
With this in mind, Nielsen looks to identify the broad areas in consumer’s lives that 
need to be satisfied before happiness can flourish and the extent to which the recent 
financial crisis has the potential to dampen consumer’s spirits and confidence. 

1 Economist Country Data.

Developing markets are more optimistic 
about the future. Latin Americans believed 
their happiness would be 1.5 points higher 
in 6 months, followed by Asia Pacific 
(+0.9). Consumers in EEMEA seemed a 
little more hesitant with happiness only 
expected to increase 0.5 points. North 
America and Europe were the most 
pessimistic with happiness only expected 
to increase 0.3 points. If future predictions 
are correct, Brazilians and Mexicans will be 
the happiest consumers (8.7 out of 10), 
followed by the Venezuelans (7.9) and 
Chinese (7.7). 
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Consumers potentially less happy 
in second half of 2008

Nielsen’s findings into the key drivers of 
consumer happiness highlight that as the 
grim realities of the financial crisis are 
increasingly felt in the real economy, 
consumers’ future predictions of happiness 
may not be realized. Globally, those 
consumers that indicated a high level of 
happiness also indicated a high level of 
satisfaction with their personal finances 
and job and career, which spells doom and 
gloom if people perceive their livelihoods 
are at stake. 

With the latest findings from the Nielsen 
Consumer Confidence Index2 dropping in 
41 out of the 48 markets surveyed, this 
may well be the case, especially as the 
index is calculated based on confidence on 
the areas that are shown to correlate 
highly with happiness, namely personal 
finances and job prospects. 

Globally only a third (35%) of consumers 
perceived local job prospects will be 
excellent or good over the next 12 months 
and although almost half (48%) saw 
personal finances as excellent or good, 
seven out of 10 online consumers think 
that the next 12 months won’t be a good 
time to buy the things they need. Not a 
bright prospect for markets with already 
flagging retail sales. 
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2 Nielsen Global Consumer Confidence Index. September 2008
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Perceptions of Good or Bad Time for people to buy the things they 
want and need over the NEXT 12 Months

In line with being the world’s most 
optimistic consumers, Latin Americans are 
also the most confident and the most 
likely to be in the mood to shop. Four out 
of 10 consumers from Latin America 
believe the next 12 months will be an 
excellent or good time to buy, slightly 
higher than other regions where only three 
out of 10 believe this is true. 
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Happiness is volatile to external events, cultural and social norms. Though subjective in nature, a pattern 
has emerged that a market moving out of poverty is more likely to experience a surge in happiness than 
those markets that now take for granted many of life’s little comforts. As people get richer, the benefits 

from gains in income have less impact and the minimum wealth that they feel is acceptable is continually 
being raised leading to a sense of discontent with their current financial position.

Bruce Paul, VP Consumer Research, The Nielsen Company USA.
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In a downturn, majority of  
consumers will remain brand loyal

Nevertheless, manufacturers of consumer 
packaged goods shouldn’t pack their bags 
just yet. A recent study conducted in 
September ’08 by Nielsen on where online 
consumers will look to trim expenses 
reveals that almost half will look to cut 
back on clothes and utility bills (potentially 
not winter clothes as people turn off their 
heaters to save cash!). Cutting down on out 
of home entertainment and up-grading 
technology will also be considered (47% 
and 40% respectively) before consumers 
will reduce the amount spent on takeaways 
and grocery items (39% and 36%  
respectively).

49%
49%

47%
40%

39%
36%

34%

33%
33%

29%
23%

22%
18%

16%

12%

4%I wouldn't take any actions
Cut down on smoking

Cut down on or buy cheaper brands of alcohol
Cut down on at-home entertainment

Look for better deals on home loans, insurance, credit cards
Cut out annual vacation

Cut down on telephone expenses
Delay the replacement of major household items

Cut down on holidays / short breaks
Use my car less often

Switch to cheaper grocery brands
Cut down on take-away meals

Delay upgrading technology
Cut down on out-of-home entertainment

Try to save on gas and electricity
Spend less on new clothes

Actions taken to stay within budget in times of rising living costs - Summary

“The challenge for marketers over the next 
12 months as GDP growth and subsequently 
sales slow globally, will be to ensure their 
brand remains accessible to consumers by 
understanding their pricing and packaging 
needs” said Bruce Paul, Vice President of 
Consumer Research, The Nielsen Company 
USA.



8

What makes people around the 
world happy?

As well as financial security, mental health 
and a strong relationship were also areas 
that happy people globally indicated a high 
level of satisfaction with.

Happy people in Austria, Finland, Norway 
and the Netherlands also indicated a high 
level of satisfaction with their sex life. This 
was also true for consumers in Hong Kong, 
Indonesia and Vietnam. Satisfaction with 
one’s sex life appears to play a less of a role 
in determining the happy status of 
consumers in Latin America and Eastern 
Europe. It should be noted that consumers 
in Latin America did indicate a high level of 
satisfaction with their sex life, which would 
suggest that even unhappy Latino’s are 
finding time for a romp, but it didn’t 
necessarily raise their spirits.

In Belgium, Denmark, France and Sweden 
as well as being satisfied with their partner, 
happy consumers also appear satisfied 
with their social groups. This is also true for 
happy Colombians, Venezuelans, Lithuanians 
and Israelis.

Chipper New Zealanders also indicated a 
high level of satisfaction with their natural 
surrounding, though the level of environmental 
pollution both at a local and global level 
appear to have little influence on their 
spirits. This is also true for cheerful 
consumers in Thailand, Philippines, 
Belgium, Columbia and Venezuela.

Satisfaction with global conditions, be they 
political or environmental, have less 
influence on whether our online respondents 
indicated they were happy or not. Fairness 
in society also had little influence. 

To further understand which environment 
is the most conducive to happiness, 
Nielsen compared the happiness rankings 
against internationally well-regarded 
country-level data to see if level of stated 
happiness went hand in hand with low 
income inequality, low corruption or 
peace.. Surprisingly markets which 
perform poorly on these factors were in 
many cases the most happy!

“Incomes in developing markets are often 
growing faster than in already wealthy 
nations which may provide a more 
noticeable, continuous and greater sense 
of personal wellbeing than broad and 
slower changes to social policy”, concluded 
Bruce Paul.

Women more likely to remain 
happy during recession

Women would appear less susceptible to a 
financial downturn, as their happiness is 
grounded more in their relationships with 
their friends, children, co-workers and 
bosses. Men, however, place greater 
importance on wealth.

Globally, women were also happier with 
their sex lives, although men were generally 
happier with their spouses. Japanese and 
New Zealand women reported the 
greatest difference in satisfaction with 
their sex lives.

Men are generally happier with their 
physical health than women, and this is 
especially pronounced in South Africa. 
Egypt bucks the trend, with women rating 
their happiness with their health considerably 
higher than men.

Globally, men rated their happiness with 
their mental health higher than women. 
This was echoed in Belgium, South Korea, 
Mexico, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Egypt, 
and Israel.

Conclusion

Happy people are more likely to be 
satisfied with both their personal finances 
and the way they make their livelihood. 
Consumers in developing markets that 
have achieved high growth over recent 
years are more likely to have a greater 
sense of happiness than those in countries 
where a certain standard of living is 
guaranteed, even if their country continues 
to face challenges that are common to 
poorer nations such as corruption or 
income inequality.

Given that globally the key drivers for 
happiness are centered on a sense of 
financial independence, it is no wonder 
that consumer confidence has taken a 
tumble over 2008. Although consumers 
across markets seemed slightly more 
optimistic that their personal finances 
wouldn’t necessarily fall within the next 12 
months, uncertainty as to future financial 
gains appears to have made the majority 
of shoppers uncertain if the next 12 
months is the right time to buy.



A
us

tr
al

ia
N

ew
 Z

ea
la

nd
H

on
g 

Ko
ng

In
di

a
In

do
ne

si
a

C
hi

na
Ja

pa
n

S 
Ko

re
a

M
al

ay
si

a
Ta

iw
an

Th
ai

la
nd

Si
ng

ap
or

e
V

ie
tn

am
Ph

ili
pp

in
es

A
us

tr
ia

Be
lg

iu
m

D
en

m
ar

k
Fi

nl
an

d
Fr

an
ce

G
er

m
an

y
G

re
ec

e
Ire

la
nd

It
al

y
N

et
he

rla
nd

s
N

or
w

ay
Po

rt
ug

al
Sw

ed
en

Sw
itz

er
la

nd
U

K
Sp

ai
n

Co
lo

m
bi

a
C

hi
le

M
ex

ic
o

Ve
ne

zu
el

a
Br

az
il

A
rg

en
tin

a
U

S
C

an
ad

a
Po

la
nd

Ru
ss

ia
C

ze
ch

 R
ep

.
H

un
ga

ry
U

A
E

Es
to

ni
a

La
tv

ia
Li

th
ua

ni
a

So
ut

h 
A

fr
ic

a
Eg

yp
t

Pa
ki

st
an

Is
ra

el

My physical health (energy, weight, illness, etc)    
My mental health (stress levels, etc)     
My access to good healthcare (doctors, hospitals, etc)   
My sex life      
My access to information (unbiased news, internet, etc)

My local government

My national government

My current personal financial situation (income, money to 
spend freely, etc)    

My country   
My personal security (freedom from crime, etc) 
Choices and variety of where to shop

My relationship with my boss  
My relationship with my co-workers  
My job           
My career          
My relationship with my friends 
My interaction with social groups        
 My personal religious or spiritual beliefs

My religious or spiritual community (church, mosque, etc)

My natural surroundings (access to recreation, open space, etc)       
The level of environmental pollution in my life (air pollution, 
water pollution, etc)

(R22) The global environmental situation (global warming, 
greenhouse gasses, etc)

The global political situation (peace/war, international 
cooperation/conflict, etc)

Fairness in my society (legal, economic, etc) 
My relationship with my parents

My relationship with my partner/spouse           
My relationship with my children 

Drivers of Happiness
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About this report

The Nielsen Happiness survey, conducted as part of a global online consumer survey, was conducted in May 2008 among over 

28,000 Internet users in 48 markets from Europe, Asia Pacific, North America, Latin America & Emerging Markets.  

About The Nielsen Company

The Nielsen Company is a global information and media company with leading market positions in marketing and consumer 

information, television and other media measurement, online intelligence, mobile measurement, trade shows and business 

publications (Billboard, The Hollywood Reporter, Adweek). The privately held company is active in more than 100 countries, with 

headquarters in New York, USA. For more information, please visit www.nielsen.com headquarters in New York, USA. For more 

information, please visit www.nielsen.com


