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The following article has relevance for the often-dim comparison of the EU 

economy viz-a-viz the US counterpart which is (momentarily) envied for its 

‘rulebook’ performance ratings. In the Council’s “Economy in Transition:  

Are We Prepared” it is proposed that for 21st century developed socio-

economic civil society new rules apply to human activity in industrial 

output.  These rules are set to reframe conduct in every aspect of the 

economy and in multiple aspects of our lives in a democratic-capitalist 

society. National politics has become blind-sighted to an increasing 

decoupling of growth from distinctly human wellbeing. To be considered is 

how we can construct an economic and social system that utilizes 

transformative productive processes for improving the well-being of a 

populous in demographic transition. 

 

*** 

 

The US snapshot growth rate of 3.2% for the first quarter of 2019, coupled 

with a decline in the unemployment rate to 3.6% in April, implies for many 

commentators that current macro-economic policies (including the 2017 

tax cut) are vindicated. 

Such assessment overlooks what current (orthodox) indicators increasingly 



neglect to measure and what really matters for an evolving industrial 

order and in a reconstituted demographic public.  

Robert J. Barro, Harvard  economist declares, “I take it as self-evident that 

faster economic growth is better than slower economic growth”, because 

“millions of people benefit from higher growth rates, which are typically 

accompanied by higher wages and lower unemployment, which especially 

help the worse-off.” 

 

 

Yet we should be on guard against “self-evident” truths. As a firm believer 

in the rationality of the public, Barro should consider what the public 

actually says. According to the most recent Gallup survey, 40% of the 

public approve  

of the 2017 tax cuts, while 49% disapprove – a net negative assessment 

confirmed by several other recent polls. 

 

Continuing opposition to the tax cuts is not the only sign of public dismay. 

Others are even more notable. The country is evenly divided on overall 

economic conditions, with half describing them as “excellent” or “good,” 

and half describing them as “only fair” or “poor.” Some 49% of Americans 

believe the economic situation is improving, while 50% feel that it is 

worsening or staying the same. Overall, only 31% are satisfied with the 

direction of the country, while 67% are dissatisfied. 

Macroeconomic indicators hide much about the quality of life. For 

example, even while the US economy has expanded during recent years, 

America’s public health crisis has continued to mount. The US has 

experienced 2 consecutive years of declining life expectancy, in 2016 and 
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2017 – the longest consecutive decline since World War I and the 

subsequent flu epidemic. Yet  current decline is caused by despair, not by 

illness. Suicide rates  and opioid ovverdoses are soaring. 

 

Another alarming epidemic not captured by GDP or unemployment rates is 

the sharp rise in anxiety among Americans. Gallup put it this way: “Even as 

their economy roared, more Americans were stressed, angry, and worried 

last year than they have been at most points during the past decade. 

Asked about their feelings the previous day, the majority of Americans 

(55%) in 2018 said they had experienced stress during a lot of the day, 

nearly half (45%) said they felt worried a lot, and more than one in five 

(22%) said they felt anger a lot. ” Stress, worry, and anger all hit ten-year 

US highs in 2018. The US was the seventh-most stressed population in the 

world in 2018, less stressed than Greece, the Philippines, and Iran, but 

more stressed than Uganda, Turkey, and Venezuela. 

 

 

These stress measures are consistent with another notable finding: 

Americans’ self-reported happiness also declined in 2018. Asked by Gallup 

how they would rate their life on a scale from zero (worst life) to ten (best  

life), Americans in 2018 responded with an average of 6.9, down from 7.0 

in 2017, and 7.3 during 2006-2008. Self-reported life satisfaction has 

declined during the past decade, even as per capita GDP has risen. For the 

year 2018, the US ranked 20th worldwide and in the bottom half of the 

OECD countries, down from 19th in 2016-2018. 

 

Even in their own terms, the GDP and employment data are much less 



impressive than the headlines suggest*. First-quarter GDP growth, for 

example, showed a surge in inventories, which might portend slowing 

output growth in future quarters. And it is, in any event, a preliminary 

estimate. Likewise, while a lower unemployment rate is certainly 

heartening, part of the reported decline in April reflected a reduction in 

the labor force. Even more to the point, the employment rate remains far 

below its earlier peak. The civilian employment rate  in April 2019 stood 

at 60.6% of the working-age population, down from its annual peak of 

64.4% in 2000. Much of America’s currently low unemployment rate 

reflects the withdrawal of many low-wage Americans from the labor force. 

A majority of Americans are neither happy with the way things are going in 

their country nor naive enough to believe that the 2017 tax cut is a 

solution to their woes. Unlike many macroeconomists, they know there is 

more to life than a short-run increase in GDP growth or decline in the 

unemployment rate. These are at best blurred snapshots that neglect the 

future, overlook inequalities of outcomes, and fail to reflect the high and 

rising anxieties of Americans living with overpriced healthcare, massive 

student debts, and lack of job protection.  

Nor do they reflect falling life expectancy and the rising burdens of 

substance abuse, suicides, and depression. 

It’s time that economists, pundits, and politicians start looking holistically 

at life in our times, and take seriously the long-term structural changes 

needed to address the multiple crises of health care, despair, inequality, 

stress and fertility** in the US. US citizens, in particular, should reflect on 

the fact that many other countries’ people are happier and less worried, 

and are living longer. In general, those other countries’ governments are 



not cutting taxes for the rich and slashing services for the rest. They are 

attending to the common good, instead of catering to the rich while 

pointing to illusory economics. 

 

Jeffrey Sachs, May 2019 

 

*Hiring full-time employees has become a last resort, reserved for tasks that cannot be 

automated or outsourced or handed to an independent contractor. The goal is to keep the 

number of full-time employees as small as possibletatistics that hide as much as they reveal. 

** The relationship between birth and death rates changes with US economic development as 

it passes pass through different stages of population growth. 
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