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Abstract: This paper is designed to assess the changes of GDP and welfare across countries over the
period 2007 to 2017. The conceptual framework of the paper is based on Jones and Klenow (2016). The
welfare numbers of 2007 are updated and work out the welfare results of 2017. After analyzing the results,
it can be found that during the period, the growth in GDP per capita is often the driving reason for the
rise in the level of welfare. However, the extent to which income increase brings up welfare increase
depends.
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1. Introduction
GDP comparisons are regularly used to describe the welfare differences across countries, but there
are many limitations to consider. It is interesting to assess to what extent GDP-per-capita changes over
the period 2007 to 2017 provide an accurate picture of welfare changes over the same period, using the
broader concept of economic welfare that includes all forces mentioned above. In doing so, this work
[1]
employs the conceptual framework developed in Jones and Klenow (2016).
Their analysis ends in
2007. In this paper, the evolution of welfare and GDP across countries in the period 2007 to 2017 will be
discussed.
The standard economics of expected utility is used to measure economic welfare which combines
data on consumption, leisure, inequality and mortality. In the work, expected lifetime utility is computed
to quantify economic welfare. An additive decomposition of the forces contributing to welfare will be
provided, by determining welfare in country i in 2007 and 2017 relative to the United States in 2007,
which was used as a benchmark. Economic welfare includes four parts: life expectancy, consumption,
[2]
leisure and consumption inequality. Like Krueger et al. (2010) , which describe an impressive set of
recent papers tracking inequality in earnings, consumption, income, and wealth over time in 10 countries.
[ 3]

The data in this work are based on the Penn World Table 9.1
and 11 countries from the dataset
were selected to do some comparison. The 11 countries include the United States, Brazil, China, France,
India, Indonesia, Italy, Mexico, Russia, Spain, and the United Kingdom. 11 countries are chosen
according to the 13 countries which are chosen in Jones and Klenow (2016). Because Malawi data is not
recorded in the Penn World Table 9.1 version and South Africa lacks data on average annual hours
worked per capita, the remaining 11 countries are chosen for analysis. These data were used to find the
changes that have taken place over the period 2007 to 2017. These data are used to compute changes in
the consumption per capita, the annual hours worked per person, working hours, the leisure share and the
[4]
expenditure-side real GDP. And the data from World Health Organization in 2016
is used to illustrate
the life expectancy across countries.
Since data on consumption inequality is not available for 2017, the contribution from changes in this
component over the period 2007 to 2017 cannot be accessed, even if the 2007 differences across countries
has been taken into account.
There are many limitations when using the welfare expressions to discuss the results. First, a
particular standard for measuring GDP and welfare of different countries is used, which assumed
common preference across countries. Second, morbidity will be ignored when using life expectancy,
which is an imperfect measure of health. Third, the welfare computations assume that consumption
growth will be set to a constant rate across all countries and the leisure will be constant across ages.
Fourth, the social capital, political freedom, the natural environment, emissions, security and urban
Published by Francis Academic Press, UK
-5-

International Journal of New Developments in Engineering and Society
ISSN 2522-3488 Vol. 5, Issue 1: 5-14, DOI: 10.25236/IJNDES.2021.050102
disamenities will not be considered in this paper.
In this work, the main findings can be summarized as follows.
1) GDP per capita and the average working hours per capita are negatively correlated. While an
increase in GDP per capita leads to an increase in life expectancy, which causes a higher welfare level;
2) In most cases, income growth will increase welfare to a large extent, but due to the difference in
income growth and consumption growth and the contribution of other components to welfare, the relation
between income and welfare growth is non-linear.
2. Theory
Comparing GDPs across countries and the welfare of different countries requires a standard to
measure. A common set of prices is needed for the GDPs across countries. And a common specification
for preferences needs to be set for the welfare across countries.
For a fictitious person who lives in a particular country and has these preferences, he has no idea what
his life will be like. He does not know whether his life is rich or poor, industrious or leisurely, and whether
he will die of a fatal disease during his lifetime.
The following discussion is based on these assumptions, and consumption-equivalent, which follows
[5]
in the tradition of Lucas (1987) , who calculated the welfare benefits of eliminating business cycles
versus raising the growth rate, measure is referred to as “welfare”. In the discussion that follows,
utilitarian expected utility calculation giving equal weight to each person will be focused.
2.1 The Main Setup
First, the computational formula of the expected lifetime utility, U is given. In the formula, S(a) is
the probability an individual survives to age a,  is time discount factor which is limited between 0 and
1, u denotes the flow utility in a specific year and E denotes expectations operator which applies to the
uncertainty about consumption and leisure. Let C denote an individual’s annual consumption and 
denote leisure plus time spent in home production. Then the expected lifetime utility, U, is
100

U  E   a u (Ca ,  a ) S (a) .

(1)

Cov( x, y)  Ex  E( x)Ey  E( y)

(2)

a 1
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 1 , and it is shown that
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independent of each other, which means

(3)
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Then
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100
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a 1
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U  E  u (Ca ,  a )  E  S (a)   Cov(u (Ca ,  a ), S (a)) ,
100

100

a 1

a 1

U  E  u (Ca ,  a )  E  S (a) .

(4)

(5)

In order to realize welfare calculation, let U i ( ) denote expected lifetime utility in country i if

consumption is multiplied by a factor  at each age,
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100

U i ( )  Ei   a u (Cai ,  ai ) Si (a) .

(6)

a 1

If this fictitious person mentioned above to live in the United States and in some other country i

without difference, his consumption should be adjusted by the factor i . Then it should satisfy

U us (i )  U i (1) .

(7)

2.2 An Illustrative Example
Now some assumptions need to be made. First, assume that flow utility for that fictitious person is

u(C , )  u  log C  v() ,

(8)

v() captures the utility from leisure and home production. Assuming utility from leisure
takes a form that implies a constant Frisch elasticity of labor supply. And labor supply is 1   , Frisch
elasticity is  , the utility weight on leisure or home production is  , and the intercept in flow utility is
u . Then
where

1

v ( )  
(1  ) 
1 

.

(9)

Let w denote the real wage and  denote the marginal tax rate on labor income. And then it can get
the weight on the disutility from working,  ,



w
1
(1   )(1  )  .
c

(10)

, and a variance of log consumption is  i2 . It is supposed that
consumption in each country obeys logarithmic normal distribution across people at a point in time,
independent of age and mortality. It is shown that
Let arithmetic mean is

ci

E (log C )  log c 

2
2

.

(11)

Assuming that consumption grows at a constant rate g, and for now that leisure is constant across
ages and certain. Then the expected lifetime utility, U isimple , under these assumptions, is

2


U isimple    a Si (a)  (u  log ci  v( i )  )  g    a Si (a) .
2
a
a


(12)

Let   1 and g  0 . And in this special case, lifetime utility= the product of life expectancy×
expected flow utility from each year, which is equivalent to

U isimple  ei (u  log ci  v( i ) 
and e 

2
),
2

(13)

 S (a) .
a

Then the following calculation procedure (14) and (15) can be calculated from the above formulas
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1
U us (isimple )  eus (u  log( isimpleCus )  v( us )   us2 )
2
1
 eus (u  log isimple  log Cus  v( us )   us2 )
2
simple
simple
 eus log i
 U us

,

(14)
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1
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2
simple
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1
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2
2
2

. (15)

1
 (ei  eus )(u  log Ci  v( i )   i2 )  eus (log Ci  log Cus )
2
1 2
 eus (v( i )  v( us ))  eus ( i   us2 )
2
Then formula (16) can be found,

log isimple 

ei  eus
2
(u  log ci  v( i )  )
eus
2

Life expectancy

 logci  log cus

Consumption

 v( i )  v( us )

Leisure

1
 ( i2   us2 )
2

Inequality

.

(16)

This expression will be widely used in the following discussion.
3. Description of the Data
The data in this paper are used for the comparison of GDP and welfare between 2007 and 2017 is the
Penn World Table 9.1, instead of Penn World Table 8.0, which is used in Jones and Klenow (2016). In
this section, the data used in Jones and Klenow with the updated data set will be briefly compared.

Figure 1. Consumption per capita comparison in Year 2011 USD
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The results in Jones and Klenow (2016) are mainly based on detailed micro datasets. They used
household surveys for calculation of consumption inequality and welfare along three dimensions:
consumption, leisure and inequality. (The calculation of consumption-equivalent welfare in various
countries are based on equation (16) above.) Besides, 11 countries are chosen from the dataset, which
include the United States, Brazil, China, France, India, Indonesia, Italy, Mexico, Russia, Spain, and the
United Kingdom. They use data from the Penn World Tables 8.0 and the life tables from the World
Health Organization.
Figure 1 illustrates the consumption per capita changes between 2007 and 2017 in these countries
(computed by adding csh_c and csh_g, multiplying the resulting sum by rgdpe, and dividing the result
by the total population series pop). Consumption increased in every country during this ten-year period.

Figure 2. Average annual working hours per capita and GDP per capita
Figure 2 reports the annual working hours per person and GDP per capital levels in different countries
(series Avh in the PWT 9.1). The GDP figures of all countries are normalized to the benchmark (US
2007 GDP per capita). As can be seen from the graph, countries with higher GDP level tend to have
lower level of average working hours. In other words, the higher the GDP per capita, the lower the
average working hours per person. This is one reason why GDP differences understate welfare difference
across countries.

Figure 3. Avh comparison between 2007 and 2017
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Figure 3 shows the changes in average working hours across countries. From the graph, overall, the
level of average working hours of all countries seems to remain at a similar place. It is obviously that the
average working hours of China and Mexico in both years are much higher than those of other countries.

Figure 4. Leisure share
Figure 4 compares the leisure share of the 11 countries in both years. It shows that China has the
lowest number of leisure share both in 2007 and 2017. It means the welfare level in China is adversely
affected because of high numbers of working hours.
Table 1: Life expectancy 2016 versus 2007
Country
U.S.
China
South Africa
India
Indonesia
Russia
Brazil
Mexico
U.K.
Italy
France
Spain

Life expectancy 2016
78.5
76.45
63.6
68.85
69.35
71.8
75.15
76.75
81.45
82.7
82.9
83

Life expectancy 2007
77.8
72.6
51
64.1
67.7
67.5
72.1
76
79.4
81.3
80.8
80.9

Table 1 illustrates the life expectancy in every country in year 2016 and 2007, using data from the
World Health Organization, which is the latest year for which this data is available. Countries like India,
China, Russia and Brazil witness a dramatic increase in the life expectancy figures while the increase in
other countries like the US is not as obvious. Overall, the table shows an increasing trend in life
expectancy in all countries.

Figure 5. GDP per capita comparison
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Figure 5 demonstrates the expenditure-side real GDP comparison. It can be seen from the figure that
the GDP per capita of each country has risen. The increase in the developing countries are the most
significant. Their figures at least doubled during the 10 years. In comparison, GDP per capita of Brazil
did not increase much. For the developed countries, their percentage increase in GDP per capita seems
to be similar.
4. Results
In order to compare welfare and real GDP growth across countries between 2007 and 2017, GDP and
other related figures need to be measured using a constant price approach. Hence, the macro welfare
numbers generated by Jones and Klenow (2016) need to be updated accordingly. Unlike Jones and
Klenow who use output-side real GDP, expenditure-side real GDP is used to measure consumption
because consumption is related more to expenditure instead of output. For countries that have no life
expectancy figures or average annual working hours per person (avh), their results are not included in
this paper. Also, some improvement is added to the original approach of measuring leisure share. The
new formula of calculating leisure share is (5840-avh)/5840 * emp/pop + 1 * (1 – emp/pop), which Emp
is employed and pop is population. The new formula not only takes the leisure share of the employed
into account but the unemployed as well. In addition, due to a lack of data, the consumption inequality
and the life expectancy figures in 2017 are unable to capture. Therefore, the consumption inequality
numbers are assumed to remain constant during the 10-year period and the 2016 life expectancy figures
are used to approximate the 2017 ones for a set of countries.
Table 2 is the original results of a set of countries in Jones and Klenow’s paper. Table 3 shows the
new results of the same selected countries. The new results are not substantially different from the old
ones except for some minor changes. For example, in Table 2, China has a welfare of 0.056, while the
number increases to 0.061 in Table 3 because of increased income. Overall, the new results remain
consistent with the original ones.
Table 2: Welfare Measurement for Selected Countries in Jones and Klenow’s
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Table 3: Welfare and Income for Selected Countries in 2007

Table 4 presents the welfare results in 2017 of the same selected countries as in table 3. Comparing
table 3 with table 4, it is obvious that welfare numbers have changed significantly. For example, France,
who had only 92 per cent of the US 2007 welfare, has now 124 per cent. Its life expectancy difference
increased by nearly twofold. The consumption difference also decreased by approximately 16 per cent,
with income rising by 9 per cent. Both life expectancy and consumption contributed substantially to the
increase of welfare in France. The increase in leisure, however, is trivial. Also, due to the soaring income,
the welfare number in Indonesia approximately doubled. This large decrease of about 118 per cent in
consumption difference compensates for the 8 percent decrease in life expectancy difference. The change
in leisure is also insignificant in Indonesia’s case.
Table 4: Welfare and Income for Selected Countries in 2017

Table 5: Income, Consumption and Welfare Growth between 2007 and 2017 for Selected Countries

Table 5 shows the calculation of the income and welfare growth in the selected countries. Figure 6
presents a graph which illustrates the income and welfare movement of the same set of countries. In
Figure 6, China, Indonesia, and India all have large increase in both income and welfare. From Table 5,
it is interesting that India has a welfare growth figure larger than income growth figure while China and
Indonesia have an opposite result. The reason why India has such a large welfare growth is mainly
because of its increase in life expectancy, income and consumption level. Thus, it generates more increase
in welfare than expected. The change in leisure difference has an effect of increasing welfare as well.
Similar cases take place in Russia and Brazil, where consumption grows faster than income and where
life expectancy has a significant increase. For China and Indonesia, although income increased
significantly, consumption did not increase as much, hence contributing less to welfare than expected.
Published by Francis Academic Press, UK
-12-

International Journal of New Developments in Engineering and Society
ISSN 2522-3488 Vol. 5, Issue 1: 5-14, DOI: 10.25236/IJNDES.2021.050102
Also, since the life expectancy increases in China and Indonesia are smaller than that in India, the welfare
of China and Indonesia grow more slowly than that of India. The contribution of leisure differences is
trivial compared with the former two composition. It is not surprising that the developed countries are
all lined near the original point in Figure 6. Developed countries generally have slower growth in
economy and better health care compared with developing countries. Therefore, the growth in welfare
and income will not be as significant as that of the developing countries. The correlation between the two
growth rates is 0.837, which means that welfare growth is highly connected to income growth. Although
in most cases, welfare growth is largely driven by income growth, the two figures do not co move entirely
with each other. Because income growth does not necessarily mean consumption growth due to different
consuming preferences across countries, and because not only income growth, but growth in life
expectancy and leisure time also contributes to the welfare growth, the relation between income and
welfare growth is non-linear.

Figure 6: Income and Welfare Growth between 2007 and 2017 for Selected Countries
5. Conclusion
This study sets out to assess the evolution of welfare and GDP across countries from 2007 to 2017.
The data on consumption, leisure, inequality and mortality are used to calculate welfare of various
countries under a common set of prices and a common specification for preferences. The paper
contributes to the understanding of the extent to which GDP-per-capita changes provide an accurate
picture of welfare changes over the period 2007 to 2017. More specifically, the findings can be
summarized as follows:
First, the growth of GDP per capita causes a higher level of welfare. A decrease in average working
hours per capita is equivalent to an increase in leisure time. And growth in leisure time and life
expectancy contribute to the welfare growth. Second, it is non-liner between income and welfare growth
because of the gap between income and consumption growth. One reason for this is because different
countries have different consuming preferences, the growth of income does not necessarily mean
consumption growth. Another reason is that not only income growth, but growth in leisure time and life
expectancy also contributes to the welfare growth.
The calculations of this paper are based on many assumptions. These assumptions and acquire more
detailed data need to be refined, in order to generate a more accurate assessment. Also, the differences of
the standard for measuring GDP and preferences over consumption and leisure across different countries
should be considered when discussing the question. In addition, the natural environment, emissions,
security and urban amenities, the results will be more appropriate in a variety of contexts, if the data and
condition of the social capital, political freedom is considered.
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