
TGF TRAJECTION 1 - THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN OUR SENSE OF HAPPINESS 

 

 

Ever considered the relationship between the IT you own, use and take for granted 

on a daily basis and your sense of happiness? The chances are you haven’t given it 

a great deal of thought beyond the (un) ease of spending money, the anxiety of 

being without your mobile, a sense of information overload, some vague doubts 

around privacy, and perhaps a surfeit of social media stimuli. 

In 2010 the Trajectory Partnership was commissioned by BCS – The Chartered Institute 

for IT - to answer the question as to whether ‘information technology makes you 

happier’. Clearly BCS could see that it was all too easy for advances in 

communications, learning, leisure, and working practices to be obscured by the 

siren calls of dystopia and for benefits to be overwhelmed by fears at the frontiers. 

Through statistical analysis we demonstrated that IT makes most people happier and 

it makes the least advantaged more happy than most. This was in large part due to 

the enhanced freedom and control – a key driver of happiness - experienced by 

those connected to and through IT. 

This TGF Trajection brings some of today’s IT channels and practices into sharper 

focus and signals the next generation of questions to ask of IT.  What is the 

relationship between utility and connectivity?  Is Facebook or Twitter better for you? 

Is online banking or gaming more beneficial?  



Why Freedom and Control in the context of happiness?  

In the UK, 43% of people feel a high degree of freedom and control according to 

TGF data. This varies only slightly by gender (41% for men vs. 45% for women), but 

shows a notable trend when examined by age or income. The proportion feeling a 

high amount of freedom and control declines slowly as we get older (from 43% for 

18-24s to 39% for 45-54s) but then increases substantially (50% of over 55s). Income 

has a notable effect; the proportion of people reporting a high sense of freedom  

and control increases steadily with income – from 32% for people earning less than 

£10,000 a year to 58% for those earning more than £80,000.  

Higher income affects freedom in obvious ways – people can afford a greater 

range of products or services as price is less of an obstacle, and wealthier consumers 

are also more insulated from external economic events. People over the age of 55 

feel higher levels of choice and control partly as a result of increased time. More 

consumers in this age group are likely to be semi or completely retired, as well as 

being less likely to be caring for children – meaning more time to play with.  

The importance of life satisfaction as a measure of a country’s performance has in 

recent times become a mainstream study in the UK; in 2010 David Cameron 

announced plans to create a ‘happiness index’. The effect of degrees of freedom 

and control on different aspects of life satisfaction are palpable – as the table below 

shows. Only 17% of people with a low degree of freedom and control report 

satisfaction with their life overall, compared to 69% of people with a high level of 

freedom and control. People who feel more restricted in freedom and less in control 

are also likely to report low levels of satisfaction with their leisure time, social life, 

family life and their financial situation.  

Table 1: % satisfied, by level of choice and control (2011-12 UK) 

Satisfaction with... 
Low degree of 

freedom and 

control  

High degree of 

freedom and 

control  

       Freedom  

and control 

dividend 

Leisure time  16%  52%  +36% 

Family life  41%  72%  +31% 

Social life  15%  49%  +24% 

Financial situation  7%  36%  +29% 

Life overall  17%  69%  +52% 

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight. Base: 3533 

In part, this dichotomy is caused by demographic factors. The same drivers that 

result in higher levels of freedom and control amongst, say, the wealthiest, will also 

contribute to higher levels of satisfaction with one’s financial situation. But 

consumers’ use of technology also plays an important role.  



The relationship with technology ownership?  

Over the past century, developments in consumer technologies have been 

particularly successful when they save people time – washing machines, dishwashers 

and microwaves have replaced processes that took much longer. Modern 

communication technologies are able to improve perception of control by 

smoothing complexity – Smartphones, for example, enhance connectivity. A 

commuter can change appointments, manage their daily timetable and navigate 

traffic delays all on the way to work. The link between access to technology and 

improved wellbeing has been proven by a ground-breaking Trajectory study in 2010, 

which used global attitude data to establish a link between improved wellbeing and 

access to information technology. Furthermore, it demonstrated that this link was 

most profound when dealing with the most disadvantaged groups in any society; 

deprived groups stand to gain the most from access to IT.1  

Trajectory Global Foresight data from 2011 and 2012 underlines this link, 

demonstrating that people with a higher degree of freedom and control are slightly 

more likely to own a Smartphone than people with lower levels of freedom or control 

– even within most income bands. In the UK, 46% of people with low freedom or 

control own a Smartphone, compared to 52% of those with high choice or control. 

This is only a slight increase, but hints at the relationship between technology use 

and improved freedom of choice. The more we are able to keep in touch and 

connected, the greater the benefit to our overall wellbeing.  

Table 2: Technology ownership, by level of choice and control (2011-12 UK) 

 

Low degree of 

freedom and 

control  

High degree of 

freedom of choice 

and control  

Freedom and 

control 

dividend 

SmartPhone  46%  52%  +6%  

Mobile Phone  60%  63%  +3%  

Broadband at Home  94%  94%  -0%  

Broadband at work/school 36%  41%  +5%  

Tablet/e-reader  9%  12%  +3%  

Digital Radio  54%  58%  +4%  

Internet TV  26%  30%  +4%  

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight. Base: 3514 

 

                                                           
1
 To access this report, please visit http://www.trajectorypartnership.com/freestuff/download/global-study-it-

and-life-satisfaction/ 

http://www.trajectorypartnership.com/freestuff/download/global-study-it-and-life-satisfaction/
http://www.trajectorypartnership.com/freestuff/download/global-study-it-and-life-satisfaction/


A differential between technology access and usage?  

However, when examining internet usage, there is not an evident link between 

increased use of social channels – such as Facebook and Twitter – and improved 

freedom or control. However, internet activities with an overtly practical purpose – 

such as online banking or making travel arrangements – show a much stronger link 

between use and improved freedom and control. 

Table 3: % doing each internet activity, by level of choice or control (2011-12, UK) 

 

Low degree of 

freedom and 

control  

High degree of 

freedom of choice 

and control  

Freedom and 

control 

 dividend 

Social Media  61%  62%  +1%  

Instant Messaging  37%  39%  +2%  

Playing games  39%  35%  -4%  

Shopping for 

music/books/films  
60%  69%  +9%  

Shopping for groceries  29%  36%  +7%  

Banking online  73%  81%  +8%  

Booking Travel online  53%  71%  +18%  

Source: Trajectory Global Foresight. Base: 3533 

The table shows that social or leisure activities on the internet do not replicate the 

association between technology use and improved freedom or control - for social 

networks and instant messaging, the slight improvement is negligible, and for online 

gaming there is actually a slight decline. In contrast, those activities that are strongly 

linked to a practical – often time saving – benefit, such as managing money online 

or booking travel, are far more strongly associated with improved feelings of 

freedom and control. The internet can be (and is) a time saving medium – and one 

that would subsequently enhance wellbeing – but this depends on what it is used 

for, and by whom.  

Social networking has become the dominant activity on the internet, and the type 

of service varies immensely with the network. As such, the catch-all term ‘social 

media’ is probably insufficient to analyse the potential negative or positive effects 

on wellbeing of each type of social network.  However, looking at the split between 

activities with practical, time saving benefits, and those more overtly leisure and 

communications focussed, it is possible to make some brief assumptions about the 

impact of different social networks.  



A type of social network that prioritised the cultivation of a web identity in a digital 

social space, incorporating games, visual media and instant messaging (i.e. 

Facebook) might fall into the leisure category – helping people connect, but not 

leading to improved choice and control. Another type of network might have a 

similar emphasis on connectivity - but to diverging streams of news and information 

rather than digital identities (i.e. Twitter). This type of network might lend itself more 

overtly to the sort of time-saving, complexity-smoothing benefits associated with 

other, specific forms of web activity. 

CONCLUSION 

We hope that this TGF Trajection has given you a fresh and timely perspective on a 

rich area for debate and discussion, one that we would argue is far too important to 

be left to the technologists.  

As an economy and as a society we need to engage more fully with these and 

other issues in and around information technology. As families, businesses and 

communities we need to think about how best to balance and integrate IT within 

the pressures on our resources and time. As individuals we benefit from a clear 

framework through which to evaluate the latest technological developments. 

If you would like to explore this data and our findings in greater detail or if you have 

an idea for a research project that could help to take this agenda forward we 

would love to hear from you. 

 


