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Making a House a Home: On Happiness & Home 
Ownership 
By Jim Roberts, PhD 

The Greek philosopher Socrates identified happiness as the ultimate goal of all human activity – 
everything we do is with this end in mind.  And, because happiness is the end-goal of all we do, 
happiness can be considered an unconditional good.  Happiness is not achieved through worldly 
goods (e.g., money or possessions), but in how an individual chooses to use such things.   

Money, for example, is a conditional good.  The attitudes one holds toward money and how it is 
spent will determine whether it will bring happiness or sorrow.  If money is squandered and 
becomes the ruling force in your life, it can foster more sorrow than good.  On the other hand, 
used wisely, money can be a positive force, bringing much happiness to you and others around 
you. 

The same rationale can be applied to purchases in the real estate industry. Buying a house (and 
the means by which we buy a house) has the power to move us toward happier and more 
fulfilling lives, but it also can promote disappointment, debt and ultimately, greater sorrow.  The 
key to maximizing happiness through the purchase of real estate is this: recognize that there is a 
difference between purchasing a house and purchasing a home.  The how and why behind the 
purchase of a home will determine whether or not it will be a source of happiness or a source of 
sorrow. 

Shiny Objects – In Pursuit of the American Dream 

Shiny Objects: Why We Spend Money We Don’t Have in Search of Happiness We Can’t Buy 
(Roberts 2011) discusses the many misguided attempts Americans make in trying to achieve 
happiness.  It is no surprise that many Americans believe happiness can be achieved through 
money and material possessions.  Madison Avenue spent $131 billion in 2010 attempting to 
convince Americans that happiness can be purchased at the mall, online or from a catalog 
(Kantar Media 2010).  By some estimates, the typical American is exposed to 5,000 advertising 
messages daily (Story 2007).  We have bought into the notion that happiness can be purchased.  
Average credit card debt in the U.S. currently stands at nearly $ 9,000 per household and 70% of 
US households live paycheck-to-paycheck (National Payroll Week 2008).  The average Baby-
Boomer is approaching retirement with a paltry $50,000 in savings—not even enough to 
purchase some of the luxury automobiles on the market today (Retirement Confidence Survey 
2011). 

The most telling evidence that all this spending isn’t getting us any closer to real happiness is 
represented in the following two charts which look at the comparison of GDP to happiness: 
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GDP for earlier years has been adjusted to current dollars. 
Happiness data was taken from the General Social Survey 
(GSS) of over 50,000 people and represents the 
percentage of people who responded “pretty happy” to the 
question: “Taken all together, how would you say things 
are these days, would you say that you are very happy, 
pretty happy, or not too happy (General Social Survey 
2010)?” 

What the two graphs tell us is that although our GDP 
(which is largely a measure of personal spending) has 
increased nearly every year since 1970 (with slight 
disruptions for recessions), our happiness has flat-lined.  
We seem to be no happier today than we were in 1970, 
despite an ever-increasing wealth of material possessions.  
In fact, we are more anxious, stressed out, and depressed than any preceding generation of adults 
(Twenge et al. 2010). 

Happiness and the Real Estate Industry 

Recall that happiness is an unconditional good – and material possessions, like houses, are 
conditional goods whose ability to produce a desired level of happiness is contingent upon how 
they are used. 

If consumers continue to view real estate solely as an investment and/or a status symbol, real 
estate purchases will rarely deliver the desired happiness we strive to achieve.  Flipping houses, 
buying purely with an eye on ROI or buying homes to impress others can be a recipe for disaster 
– we saw this throughout the Great Recession of 2008. 

But there is hope.  We must begin to remember that our house-purchases can be more significant 
than material investments; they are really home-purchases – time, money and resources spent to 
develop an environment that is family-oriented, comfortable, secure, and focused on long-term 
rewards.  By making a shift in purchasing mentality, our real estate purchases may actually begin 
helping us move toward happier and more fulfilling lives.  Of all the places we can spend our 
hard-earned money, a home has the most promise.  A home, however, can only deliver on this 
promise if we are careful in how we go about buying our homes.   

We must buy for the long-term, focusing less on flipping properties for a quick profit in the 
short-term.  The home should be purchased with a fixed-term, 15-year loan, and should stay well 
within the family budget.  Standards differ, however 25% of your take-home pay makes for a 
sensible maximum house payment.  It is also wise to have a good handle on what it costs to 
maintain your house.  Many home owners are overwhelmed when they find out, albeit too late, 
how much heating and cooling, water, and routine maintenance add to their monthly bills.  With 
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the unexpected costs of a new roof, air-conditioning unit repairs or a new hot-water heater, the 
monthly maintenance costs of home ownership can get out of control.  If consumers choose to 
follow these simple guidelines, the home has a real chance of becoming a place of comfort, 
utility and security - a place to be family - which all contribute to our enduring happiness. 

Owning a home is an integral part of the American Dream.  As history professor Thomas Sugrue 
puts it, “To own a home is to be American.  To rent is to be something less” (Sugrue 2009).  So, 
does home ownership really make us happier?  A recent survey by Harris Interactive for The 
National Association of Realtors seems to suggest that owning your home does make us happier 
(National Association of Realtors 2011).  The online survey of 3,793 US adults was conducted in 
October of 2010 and was weighted to represent the US population of adults 18 years of age and 
older. 

Key findings of the survey reveal that home owners are “much more likely to be satisfied with 
the quality of their family and community life than renters.”  In fact, 93% of home owners 
surveyed are happy with their decision to purchase a home.  Additionally, nearly two-thirds of 
renters want to own their own home in the future.   

Conclusion 

Americans buy real estate for many reasons – however, Americans purchase a home to provide a 
safe place to raise their children and to be members of a community. Owning a home is not 
solely a financial matter, but part and parcel of what it means to fully realize the American 
Dream.  For real estate agents, this means that of all places consumers can spend their money, 
home ownership may be one of the few purchases that can deliver on the promise of greater 
happiness.  Despite being uttered nearly 2,500 years ago, Socrates’ advice still rings true today.  
The how and why behind the purchase of a home determines whether or not it will be a source of 
happiness. 
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