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Introduction

This is the eighth World Happiness Report. Its 

central purpose remains as it was for the first 

Report, to review the science of measuring and 

understanding subjective well-being, and to use 

survey measures of life satisfaction to track the 

quality of lives as they are being lived in more 

than 150 countries. In addition to presenting 

updated rankings and analysis of life evaluations 

throughout the world, each World Happiness 
Report has a variety of topic chapters, often 

dealing with an underlying theme for the report 

as a whole. Our special focus for World Happiness 
Report 2020 is environments for happiness.  

This chapter focuses more specifically on  

social environments for happiness, as reflected 

by the quality of personal social connections  

and social institutions.

Before presenting fresh evidence on the links 

between social environments and how people 

evaluate their lives, we first present our analysis 

and rankings of national average life evaluations 

based on data from 2017-2019.

Our rankings of national average life evaluations 

are accompanied by our latest attempts to show 

how six key variables contribute to explaining 

the full sample of national annual averages from 

2005-2019. Note that we do not construct our 

happiness measure in each country using these 

six factors – the scores are instead based on 

individuals’ own assessments of their subjective 

well-being, as indicated by their survey responses 

in the Gallup World Poll. Rather, we use the six 

variables to help us to understand the sources  

of variations in happiness among countries and 

over time. We also show how measures of 

experienced well-being, especially positive 

emotions, supplement life circumstances and  

the social environments in supporting high life 

evaluations. We will then consider a range of 

data showing how life evaluations and emotions 

have changed over the years covered by the 

Gallup World Poll.1

We next turn to consider social environments for 

happiness, in two stages. We first update and 

extend our previous work showing how national 

average life evaluations are affected by inequality, 

and especially the inequality of well-being. Then 

we turn to an expanded analysis of the social 

context of well-being, showing for the first time 

how a more supportive social environment not 

only raises life evaluations directly, but also 

indirectly, by providing the greatest gains for 

those most in misery. To do this, we consider  

two main aspects of the social environment.  

The first is represented by the general climate  

of interpersonal trust, and the extent and quality 

of personal contacts. The second is covered by  

a variety of measures of how much people trust 

the quality of public institutions that set the 

stage on which personal and community-level 

interactions take place.

We find that individuals with higher levels of 

interpersonal and institutional trust fare signifi-

cantly better than others in several negative 

situations, including ill-health, unemployment, 

low incomes, discrimination, family breakdown, 

and fears about the safety of the streets. Living 

in a trusting social environment helps not only  

to support all individual lives directly, but also 

reduces the well-being costs of adversity. This 

provides the greatest gains to those in the most 

difficult circumstances, and thereby reduces 

well-being inequality. As our new evidence shows, 

to reduce well-being inequality also improves 

average life evaluations. We estimate the possible 

size of these effects later in the chapter.

Measuring and Explaining National 
Differences in Life Evaluations

In this section we present our usual rankings for 

national life evaluations, this year covering the 

2017-2019 period, accompanied by our latest 

attempts to show how six key variables contribute 

to explaining the full sample of national annual 

average scores over the whole period 2005-2019. 

These variables are GDP per capita, social support, 

healthy life expectancy, freedom, generosity, and 

absence of corruption. As already noted, our 

happiness rankings are not based on any index 

of these six factors – the scores are instead 

based on individuals’ own assessments of their 

lives, as revealed by their answers to the Cantril 

ladder question that invites survey participants 

to imagine their current position on a ladder with 

steps numbered from 0 to 10, where the top 

represents the best possible and the bottom the 

worst possible life for themselves. We use the six 

variables to explain the variation of happiness 

across countries, and also to show how measures 

of experienced well-being, especially positive 



World Happiness Report 2020

affect, are themselves affected by the six factors 

and in turn contribute to the explanation of 

higher life evaluations. 

In Table 2.1 we present our latest modeling of 

national average life evaluations and measures of 

positive and negative affect (emotion) by country 

and year.2 For ease of comparison, the table has 

the same basic structure as Table 2.1 in several 

previous editions of the World Happiness Report. 
We can now include 2019 data for many countries. 

The addition of these new data slightly improves 

the fit of the equation, while leaving the coefficients 

largely unchanged.3 There are four equations in 

Table 2.1. The first equation provides the basis for 

constructing the sub-bars shown in Figure 2.1. 

The results in the first column of Table 2.1 explain 

national average life evaluations in terms of six 

key variables: GDP per capita, social support, 

healthy life expectancy, freedom to make life 

choices, generosity, and freedom from corruption.4 

Taken together, these six variables explain 

three-quarters of the variation in national annual 

average ladder scores among countries, using 

data from the years 2005 to 2019. The model’s 

predictive power is little changed if the year 

fixed effects in the model are removed, falling 

from 0.751 to 0.745 in terms of the adjusted 

R-squared. 

The second and third columns of Table 2.1 use  

the same six variables to estimate equations for 

national averages of positive and negative affect, 

where both are based on answers about yesterday’s 

emotional experiences (see Technical Box 1 for 

how the affect measures are constructed). In 

general, emotional measures, and especially 

negative ones, are differently and much less fully 

explained by the six variables than are life evalua-

tions. Per-capita income and healthy life expectancy 

have significant effects on life evaluations, but 

not, in these national average data, on either 

positive or negative affect. The situation changes 

when we consider social variables. Bearing in mind 

that positive and negative affect are measured on 

a 0 to 1 scale, while life evaluations are on a 0 to 

10 scale, social support can be seen to have 

similar proportionate effects on positive and 

negative emotions as on life evaluations. Freedom 

and generosity have even larger influences on 

positive affect than on the Cantril ladder. Negative 

affect is significantly reduced by social support, 

freedom, and absence of corruption.

In the fourth column we re-estimate the life 

evaluation equation from column 1, adding both 

positive and negative affect to partially implement 

the Aristotelian presumption that sustained 

positive emotions are important supports for a 

good life.5 The most striking feature is the extent to 

which the results buttress a finding in psychology 

that the existence of positive emotions matters 

much more than the absence of negative ones 

when predicting either longevity6 or resistance to 

the common cold.7 Consistent with this evidence 

we find that positive affect has a large and highly 

significant impact in the final equation of Table 

2.1, while negative affect has none.

As for the coefficients on the other variables in 

the fourth column, the changes are substantial 

only on those variables – especially freedom and 

generosity – that have the largest impacts on 

positive affect. Thus, we infer that positive 

emotions play a strong role in support of life 

evaluations, and that much of the impact of 

freedom and generosity on life evaluations is 

channeled through their influence on positive 

emotions. That is, freedom and generosity have 

large impacts on positive affect, which in turn 

has a major impact on life evaluations. The Gallup 

World Poll does not have a widely available 

measure of life purpose to test whether it too 

would play a strong role in support of high life 

evaluations. 

Our country rankings in Figure 2.1 show life 

evaluations (answers to the Cantril ladder  

question) for each country, averaged over the 

years 2017-2019. Not every country has surveys 

in every year; the total sample sizes are reported 

in Statistical Appendix 1, and are reflected in 

Figure 2.1 by the horizontal lines showing the 95% 

confidence intervals. The confidence intervals are 

tighter for countries with larger samples. 

The overall length of each country bar represents 

the average ladder score, which is also shown in 

numerals. The rankings in Figure 2.1 depend only 

on the average Cantril ladder scores reported by 

the respondents, and not on the values of the six 

variables that we use to help account for the 

large differences we find.

Each of these bars is divided into seven  

segments, showing our research efforts to find 

possible sources for the ladder levels. The first 

six sub-bars show how much each of the six key 

variables is calculated to contribute to that 
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country’s ladder score, relative to that in a 

hypothetical country called “Dystopia”, so 

named because it has values equal to the world’s 

lowest national averages for 2017-2019 for each 

of the six key variables used in Table 2.1. We use 

Dystopia as a benchmark against which to 

compare contributions from each of the six 

factors. The choice of Dystopia as a benchmark 

permits every real country to have a positive  

(or at least zero) contribution from each of the 

six factors. We calculate, based on the estimates 

in the first column of Table 2.1, that Dystopia had 

a 2017-2019 ladder score equal to 1.97 on the  

0 to 10 scale. The final sub-bar is the sum of two 

components: the calculated average 2017-2019 

life evaluation in Dystopia (=1.97) and each 

country’s own prediction error, which measures 

the extent to which life evaluations are higher or 

lower than predicted by our equation in the first 

column of Table 2.1. These residuals are as likely 

to be negative as positive.8

How do we calculate each factor’s contribution 

to average life evaluations? Taking the example 

of healthy life expectancy, the sub-bar in the 

case of Tanzania is equal to the number of years 

by which healthy life expectancy in Tanzania 

exceeds the world’s lowest value, multiplied  

by the Table 2.1 coefficient for the influence  

of healthy life expectancy on life evaluations.  

The width of each sub-bar then shows, country- 

by-country, how much each of the six variables 

contributes to the international ladder differences. 

These calculations are illustrative rather than 

conclusive, for several reasons. First, the selection 

of candidate variables is restricted by what is 

available for all these countries. Traditional 

variables like GDP per capita and healthy life 

Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS)

Independent Variable 

Dependent Variable

Cantril Ladder 
(0-10)

Positive Affect 
(0-1) 

Negative Affect 
(0-1) 

Cantril Ladder 
(0-10)

Log GDP per capita 

 

0.31 -.009 0.008 0.324

(0.066)*** (0.01) (0.008) (0.065)***

Social support 

 

2.362 0.247 -.336 2.011

(0.363)*** (0.048)*** (0.052)*** (0.389)***

Healthy life expectancy at birth 

 

0.036 0.001 0.002 0.033

(0.01)*** (0.001) (0.001) (0.009)***

Freedom to make life choices 

 

1.199 0.367 -.084 0.522

(0.298)*** (0.041)*** (0.04)** (0.287)*

Generosity 

 

0.661 0.135 0.024 0.39

(0.275)** (0.03)*** (0.028) (0.273)

Perceptions of corruption 

 

-.646 0.02 0.097 -.720

(0.297)** (0.027) (0.024)*** (0.294)** 

Positive affect 

 

1.944 

(0.355)*** 

Negative affect 

 

0.379 

(0.425) 

Year fixed effects Included Included Included Included

Number of countries 156 156 156 156

Number of obs. 1627 1624 1626 1623

Adjusted R-squared 0.751 0.475 0.3 0.768

Notes: This is a pooled OLS regression for a tattered panel explaining annual national average Cantril ladder  
responses from all available surveys from 2005 to 2019. See Technical Box 1 for detailed information about each  
of the predictors. Coefficients are reported with robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses. ***, **, 
and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10 percent levels respectively.
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Technical Box 1: Detailed information about each of the predictors in Table 2.1 

1.  GDP per capita is in terms of Purchasing 

Power Parity (PPP) adjusted to constant 

2011 international dollars, taken from  

the World Development Indicators  

(WDI) released by the World Bank on  

November 28, 2019. See Statistical 

Appendix 1 for more details. GDP data 

for 2019 are not yet available, so we 

extend the GDP time series from 2018  

to 2019 using country-specific forecasts 

of real GDP growth from the OECD 

Economic Outlook No. 106 (Edition 

November 2019) and the World Bank’s 

Global Economic Prospects (Last  

Updated: 06/04/2019), after adjustment 

for population growth. The equation 

uses the natural log of GDP per capita, 

as this form fits the data significantly 

better than GDP per capita.

2.  The time series of healthy life expectancy 

at birth are constructed based on data 

from the World Health Organization 

(WHO) Global Health Observatory data 

repository, with data available for 2005, 

2010, 2015, and 2016. To match this 

report’s sample period, interpolation and 

extrapolation are used. See Statistical 

Appendix 1 for more details. 

3.  Social support is the national average of 

the binary responses  (0=no, 1=yes) to 

the Gallup World Poll (GWP) question, “If 

you were in trouble, do you have relatives 

or friends you can count on to help you 

whenever you need them, or not?”

4.  Freedom to make life choices is the 

national average of binary responses  

to the GWP question, “Are you satisfied 

or dissatisfied with your freedom to 

choose what you do with your life?” 

5.  Generosity is the residual of regressing 

the national average of GWP responses 

to the question, “Have you donated 

money to a charity in the past month?” 

on GDP per capita. 

6.  Perceptions of corruption are the average 

of binary answers to two GWP questions: 

“Is corruption widespread throughout the 

government or not?” and “Is corruption 

widespread within businesses or not?” 

Where data for government corruption 

are missing, the perception of business 

corruption is used as the overall  

corruption-perception measure. 

7.  Positive affect is defined as the average 

of previous-day affect measures for 

happiness, laughter, and enjoyment for 

GWP waves 3-7 (years 2008 to 2012, and 

some in 2013). It is defined as the average 

of laughter and enjoyment for other 

waves where the happiness question was 

not asked. The general form for the 

affect questions is: Did you experience 

the following feelings during a lot of the 

day yesterday? See Statistical Appendix 

1 for more details.

8.  Negative affect is defined as the average 

of previous-day affect measures for 

worry, sadness, and anger in all years.
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expectancy are widely available. But measures  

of the quality of the social context, which have 

been shown in experiments and national surveys 

to have strong links to life evaluations and 

emotions, have not been sufficiently surveyed in 

the Gallup or other global polls, or otherwise 

measured in statistics available for all countries. 

Even with this limited choice, we find that four 

variables covering different aspects of the social 

and institutional context – having someone to 

count on, generosity, freedom to make life 

choices, and absence of corruption – are together 

responsible for more than half of the average 

difference between each country’s predicted 

ladder score and that of Dystopia in the 2017-2019 

period. As shown in Statistical Appendix 1, the 

average country has a 2017-2019 ladder score 

that is 3.50 points above the Dystopia ladder 

score of 1.97. Of the 3.50 points, the largest 

single part (33%) comes from social support, 

followed by GDP per capita (25%) and healthy 

life expectancy (20%), and then freedom (13%), 

generosity (5%), and corruption (4%).9

The variables we use may be taking credit properly 

due to other variables, or to unmeasured factors. 

There are also likely to be vicious or virtuous 

circles, with two-way linkages among the variables. 

For example, there is much evidence that those 

who have happier lives are likely to live longer, 

and be more trusting, more cooperative, and 

generally better able to meet life’s demands.10 

This will feed back to improve health, income, 

generosity, corruption, and sense of freedom. In 

addition, some of the variables are derived from 

the same respondents as the life evaluations and 

hence possibly determined by common factors. 

There is less risk when using national averages, 

because individual differences in personality and 

many life circumstances tend to average out at 

the national level. 

To provide more assurance that our results are 

not significantly biased because we are using  

the same respondents to report life evaluations, 

social support, freedom, generosity, and  

corruption, we tested the robustness of our 

procedure (see Table 10 of Statistical Appendix 1 

of World Happiness Report 2018 for more detail) 

by splitting each country’s respondents randomly 

into two groups. We then used the average 

values from one half the sample for social  

support, freedom, generosity, and absence of 

corruption to explain average life evaluations in 

the other half. The coefficients on each of the four 

variables fell slightly, just as we expected.11 But the 

changes were reassuringly small (ranging from 

1% to 5%) and were not statistically significant.12

The seventh and final segment in each bar is the 

sum of two components. The first component is 

a fixed number representing our calculation of 

the 2017-2019 ladder score for Dystopia (=1.97). 

The second component is the average 2017-2019 

residual for each country. The sum of these two 

components comprises the right-hand sub-bar 

for each country; it varies from one country to 

the next because some countries have life 

evaluations above their predicted values, and 

others lower. The residual simply represents that 

part of the national average ladder score that is 

not explained by our model; with the residual 

included, the sum of all the sub-bars adds up to 

the actual average life evaluations on which the 

rankings are based.
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Figure 2.1: Ranking of Happiness 2017–2019 (Part 1)

1. Finland (7.809)

2. Denmark (7.646)

3. Switzerland (7.560)

4. Iceland (7.504)

5. Norway (7.488)

6. Netherlands (7.449)

7. Sweden (7.353)

8. New Zealand (7.300)

9. Austria (7.294)

10. Luxembourg (7.238)

11. Canada (7.232)

12. Australia (7.223)

13. United Kingdom (7.165)

14. Israel (7.129)

15. Costa Rica (7.121)

16. Ireland (7.094)

17. Germany (7.076)

18. United States (6.940)

19. Czech Republic (6.911)

20. Belgium (6.864)

21. United Arab Emirates (6.791)

22. Malta (6.773)

23. France (6.664)

24. Mexico (6.465)

25. Taiwan Province of China (6.455)

26. Uruguay (6.440)

27. Saudi Arabia (6.406)

28. Spain (6.401)

29. Guatemala (6.399)

30. Italy (6.387)

31. Singapore (6.377)

32. Brazil (6.376)

33. Slovenia (6.363)

34. El Salvador (6.348)

35. Kosovo (6.325)

36. Panama (6.305)

37. Slovakia (6.281)

38. Uzbekistan (6.258)

39. Chile (6.228)

40. Bahrain (6.227)

41. Lithuania (6.215)

42. Trinidad and Tobago (6.192)

43. Poland (6.186)

44. Colombia (6.163)

45. Cyprus (6.159)

46. Nicaragua (6.137)

47. Romania (6.124)

48. Kuwait (6.102)

49. Mauritius (6.101)

50. Kazakhstan (6.058)

51. Estonia (6.022)

52. Philippines (6.006)

0	 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

  Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.97) + residual

   95% confidence interval
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Figure 2.1: Ranking of Happiness 2017–2019 (Part 2)

53. Hungary (6.000)

54. Thailand (5.999)

55. Argentina (5.975)

56. Honduras (5.953)

57. Latvia (5.950)

58. Ecuador (5.925)

59. Portugal (5.911)

60. Jamaica (5.890)

61. South Korea (5.872)

62. Japan (5.871)

63. Peru (5.797)

64. Serbia (5.778)

65. Bolivia (5.747)

66. Pakistan (5.693)

67. Paraguay (5.692)

68. Dominican Republic (5.689)

69. Bosnia and Herzegovina (5.674)

70. Moldova (5.608)

71. Tajikistan (5.556)

72. Montenegro (5.546)

73. Russia (5.546)

74. Kyrgyzstan (5.542)

75. Belarus (5.540)

76. Northern Cyprus (5.536)

77. Greece (5.515)

78. Hong Kong S.A.R. of China (5.510)

79. Croatia (5.505)

80. Libya (5.489)

81. Mongolia (5.456)

82. Malaysia (5.384)

83. Vietnam (5.353)

84. Indonesia (5.286)

85. Ivory Coast (5.233)

86. Benin (5.216)

87. Maldives (5.198)

88. Congo (Brazzaville) (5.194)

89. Azerbaijan (5.165)

90. Macedonia (5.160)

91. Ghana (5.148)

92. Nepal (5.137)

93. Turkey (5.132)

94. China (5.124)

95. Turkmenistan (5.119)

96. Bulgaria (5.102)

97. Morocco (5.095)

98. Cameroon (5.085)

99. Venezuela (5.053)

100. Algeria (5.005)

101. Senegal (4.981)

102. Guinea (4.949)

103. Niger (4.910)

104. Laos (4.889)

0	 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

  Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.97) + residual

   95% confidence interval
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Figure 2.1: Ranking of Happiness 2017–2019 (Part 3)

105. Albania (4.883)

106. Cambodia (4.848)

107. Bangladesh (4.833)

108. Gabon (4.829)

109. South Africa (4.814)

110. Iraq (4.785)

111. Lebanon (4.772)

112. Burkina Faso (4.769)

113. Gambia (4.751)

114. Mali (4.729)

115. Nigeria (4.724)

116. Armenia (4.677)

117. Georgia (4.673)

118. Iran (4.672)

119. Jordan (4.633)

120. Mozambique (4.624)

121. Kenya (4.583)

122. Namibia (4.571)

123. Ukraine (4.561)

124. Liberia (4.558)

125. Palestinian Territories (4.553)

126. Uganda (4.432)

127. Chad (4.423)

128. Tunisia (4.392)

129. Mauritania (4.375)

130. Sri Lanka (4.327)

131. Congo (Kinshasa) (4.311)

132. Swaziland (4.308)

133. Myanmar (4.308)

134. Comoros (4.289)

135. Togo (4.187)

136. Ethiopia (4.186)

137. Madagascar (4.166)

138. Egypt (4.151)

139. Sierra Leone (3.926)

140. Burundi (3.775)

141. Zambia (3.759)

142. Haiti (3.721)

143. Lesotho (3.653)

144. India (3.573)

145. Malawi (3.538)

146. Yemen (3.527)

147. Botswana (3.479)

148. Tanzania (3.476)

149. Central African Republic (3.476)

150. Rwanda (3.312)

151. Zimbabwe (3.299)

152. South Sudan (2.817)

153. Afghanistan (2.567)

0	 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

  Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.97) + residual

   95% confidence interval
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What do the latest data show for the 2017-2019 

country rankings? Two features carry over from 

previous editions of the World Happiness Report. 
First, there is still a lot of year-to-year consistency 

in the way people rate their lives in different 

countries, and since we do our ranking on a 

three-year average, there is information carried 

forward from one year to the next. Nonetheless, 

there are interesting changes. Finland reported a 

modest increase in happiness from 2015 to 2017, 

and has remained roughly at that higher level 

since then (See Figure 1 of Statistical Appendix 1 

for individual country trajectories). As a result, 

dropping 2016 and adding 2019 further boosts 

Finland’s world-leading average score. It continues 

to occupy the top spot for the third year in a row, 

and with a score that is now significantly ahead 

of other countries in the top ten. 

Denmark and Switzerland have also increased 

their average scores from last year’s rankings. 

Denmark continues to occupy second place. 

Switzerland, with its larger increase, jumps from 

6th place to 3rd. Last year’s third ranking country, 

Norway, is now in 5th place with a modest 

decline in average score, most of which occurred 

around between 2017 and 2018. Iceland is in 4th 

place; its new survey in 2019 does little to change 

its 3-year average score. The Netherlands slipped 

into 6th place, one spot lower than in last year’s 

ranking. The next two countries in the ranking 

are the same as last year, Sweden and New 

Zealand in 7th and 8th places, respectively, both 

with little change in their average scores. In 9th 

and 10th place are Austria and Luxembourg, 

respectively. The former is one spot higher than 

last year. For Luxembourg, this year’s ranking 

represents a substantial upward movement; it 

was in 14th place last year. Luxembourg’s 2019 

score is its highest ever since Gallup started 

polling the country in 2009. 

Canada slipped out of the top ten, from 9th 

place last year to 11th this year. Its 2019 score is 

the lowest since the Gallup poll begins for 

Canada in 2005.13 Right after Canada is Australia 

in 12th, followed by United Kingdom in 13th, two 

spots higher than last year, and five positions 

higher than in the first World Happiness Report 
in 2012.14 Israel and Costa Rica are the 14th and 

15th ranking countries. The rest of the top 20 

include four European countries: Ireland in 16th, 

Germany in 17th, Czech Republic in 19th and 

Belgium in 20th. The U.S. is in 18th place, one 

spot higher than last year, although still well 

below its 11th place ranking in the first World 
Happiness Report. Overall the top 20 are all the 

same as last year’s top 20, albeit with some 

changes in rankings. Throughout the top 20  

positions, and indeed at most places in the 

rankings, the three-year average scores are  

close enough to one another that significant 

differences are found only between country pairs 

that are several positions apart in the rankings. 

This can be seen by inspecting the whisker lines 

showing the 95% confidence intervals for the 

average scores.

There remains a large gap between the top and 

bottom countries. Within these groups, the top 

countries are more tightly grouped than are the 

bottom countries. Within the top group, national 

life evaluation scores have a gap of 0.32 between 

the 1st and 5th position, and another 0.25  

between 5th and 10th positions. Thus, there is  

a gap of about 0.6 points between the 1st and 

10th positions. There is a bigger range of scores 

covered by the bottom ten countries, where the 

range of scores covers almost an entire point. 

Tanzania, Rwanda and Botswana still have 

anomalous scores, in the sense that their predicted 

values, based on their performance on the six 

key variables, would suggest much higher 

rankings than those shown in Figure 2.1. India 

now joins the group sharing the same feature. 

India is a new entrant to the bottom-ten group. 

Its large and steady decline in life evaluation 

scores since 2015 means that its annual score in 

2019 is now 1.2 points lower than in 2015. 

Despite the general consistency among the top 

country scores, there have been many significant 

changes among the rest of the countries. Looking 

at changes over the longer term, many countries 

have exhibited substantial changes in average 

scores, and hence in country rankings, between 

2008-2012 and 2017-2019, as will be shown in 

more detail in Figure 2.4.

When looking at average ladder scores, it is also 

important to note the horizontal whisker lines at 

the right-hand end of the main bar for each 

country. These lines denote the 95% confidence 

regions for the estimates, so that countries with 

overlapping error bars have scores that do not 

significantly differ from each other. The scores 

are based on the resident populations in each 

country, rather than their citizenship or place of 
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birth. In World Happiness Report 2018 we split 

the responses between the locally and foreign- 

born populations in each country, and found the 

happiness rankings to be essentially the same for 

the two groups, although with some footprint 

effect after migration, and some tendency for 

migrants to move to happier countries, so that 

among 20 happiest countries in that report, the 

average happiness for the locally born was about 

0.2 points higher than for the foreign-born.15

Average life evaluations in the top ten countries 

are more than twice as high as in the bottom ten. 

If we use the first equation of Table 2.1 to look for 

possible reasons for these very different life 

evaluations, it suggests that of the 4.16 points 

difference, 2.96 points can be traced to differences 

in the six key factors: 0.94 points from the GDP 

per capita gap, 0.79 due to differences in social 

support, 0.62 to differences in healthy life expec-

tancy, 0.27 to differences in freedom, 0.25 to 

differences in corruption perceptions, and 0.09 to 

differences in generosity.16 Income differences are 

the single largest contributing factor, at one-third 

of the total, because of the six factors, income is 

by far the most unequally distributed among 

countries. GDP per capita is 20 times higher in 

the top ten than in the bottom ten countries.17

Overall, the model explains average life evaluation 

levels quite well within regions, among regions, 

and for the world as a whole.18 On average, the 

countries of Latin America still have mean life 

evaluations that are higher (by about 0.6 on the 

0 to 10 scale) than predicted by the model. This 

difference has been attributed to a variety of 

factors, including some unique features of family 

and social life in Latin American countries. To 

explain what is special about social life in Latin 

America, Chapter 6 of World Happiness Report 
2018 by Mariano Rojas presented a range of new 

data and results showing how a generation- 

spanning social environment supports Latin 

American happiness beyond what is captured by 

the variables available in the Gallup World Poll.  

In partial contrast, the countries of East Asia have 

average life evaluations below those predicted 

by the model, a finding that has been thought to 

reflect, at least in part, cultural differences in the 

way people answer questions.19 It is reassuring 

that our findings about the relative importance 

of the six factors are generally unaffected by 

whether or not we make explicit allowance for 

these regional differences.20

Our main country rankings are based on the 

average answers to the Cantril ladder life evaluation 

question in the Gallup World Poll. The other two 

happiness measures, for positive and negative 

affect, are themselves of independent importance 

and interest, as well as being contributors to 

overall life evaluations, especially in the case of 

positive affect. Measures of positive affect also 

play important roles in other chapters of this 

report, in large part because most lab experiments, 

being of relatively small size and duration, can be 

expected to affect current emotions but not life 

evaluations, which tend to be more stable in 

response to small or temporary disturbances. 

Various attempts to use big data to measure 

happiness using word analysis of Twitter feeds, 

or other similar sources, are likely to capture 

mood changes rather than overall life evaluations. 

In World Happiness Report 2019 we presented 

comparable rankings for all three of the measures 

of subjective well-being that we track: the Cantril 

ladder, positive affect, and negative affect, 

accompanied by country rankings for the six 

variables we use in Table 2.1 to explain our 

measures of subjective well-being. Comparable 

data for 2017-2019 are reported in Figures 19 to 

42 of Statistical Appendix 1. 

Changes in World Happiness

As in Chapter 2 of World Happiness Report 2019, 

we start by showing the global and regional 

trajectories for life evaluations, positive affect, 

and negative affect between 2006 and 2019. This 

is done in the four panels of Figure 2.2.21 The first 

panel shows the evolution of global life evaluations 

measured three different ways. Among the three 

lines, two lines cover the whole world population 

(age 15+), with one of the two weighting the 

country averages by each country’s share of  

the world population, and the other being an 

unweighted average of the individual national 

averages. The unweighted average is often above 

the weighted average, especially after 2015, 

when the weighted average starts to drop 

significantly, while the unweighted average starts 

to rise equally sharply. This suggests that the 

recent trends have not favoured the largest 

countries, as confirmed by the third line, which 

shows a population-weighted average for all 

countries in the world except the five countries 

with the largest populations – China, India, the 
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United States, Indonesia, and Brazil. Even with 

the five largest countries removed, the population- 

weighted average does not rise as fast as the 

unweighted average, suggesting that smaller 

countries have had greater happiness growth 

since 2015 than have the larger countries. To 

expose the different trends in different parts of 

the world, the second panel of Figure 2.2 shows 

the dynamics of life evaluations in each to ten 

global regions, with population weights used to 

construct the regional averages. 

The regions with the highest average evaluations 

are Northern American plus Australasian region, 

Western Europe, and the Latin America Caribbean 

region. Northern America plus Australasia, though 

they always have the highest life evaluations, 

show an overall declining trend since 2007. The 

level in 2019 was 0.5 points lower than that in 

2007. Western Europe shows a U-shape, with a 

flat bottom spanning from 2008 to 2015. The 

Latin America Caribbean region shows an inverted 

U-shape with the peak in 2013. Since then, the 

level of life evaluations has fallen by about 0.6 

points. All other regions except Sub-Saharan 

Africa were almost in the same cluster before 

2010. Large divergences have emerged since. 

Central and Eastern Europe’s life evaluations 

achieved a continuous and remarkable increase 

(by over 0.8 points), and caught up with Latin 

American and Caribbean region in the most 

recent two years. South Asia, by contrast, has 

continued to show falling life evaluations, 

amounting to a cumulative decrease of more 

than 1.3 points, by far the largest regional 

change. The country data in Figure 1 of Statistical 

Appendix 1 shows the South Asian trend to be 

dominated by India, with its large population and 

sharply declining life evaluations. The Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) also shows a 

long-term declining trend, though with a rebound 

in 2014. Comparing 2019 to 2009, the decrease 

in life evaluations in MENA is over 0.5 points.

East Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Commonwealth 

of Independent States (CIS) remain largely stable 

since 2011. The key difference is that East Asia 

and the CIS suffered significantly in the 2008 

financial crisis, while life evaluations in Southeast 

Asia were largely unaffected. Sub-Saharan Africa 

has significantly lower level of life evaluations 

than any other region, particularly before 2016. 

Its level has remained fairly stable since, though 

with some decrease in 2013 and then a recovery 

until 2018. In the meantime, South Asia’s life 

evaluations worsened dramatically so that its 

average life evaluations since 2017 are significantly 

below those in Sub-Saharan Africa, with no sign 

of recovery.

We next examine the global pattern of positive 

and negative affect in the third and fourth panels 

of Figure 2.2. Each figure has the same structure 

for life evaluations as in the first panel. There is 

no striking trend in the evolution of positive 

affect, except that the population-weighted series 

excluding the five largest countries declined 

mildly since 2010. The population-weighted 

series show slightly, but significantly, more 

positive affect than does the unweighted series, 

showing that positive affect is on average higher 

in the larger countries. 

In contrast to the relative stability of positive 

affect over the study period, there has been a 

rapid increase in negative affect, as shown in the 

last panel of Figure 2.2. All three lines consistently 

show a generally increasing trend since 2010 or 

2011, indicating that citizens in both large and 

small countries have experienced increasing 

negative affect. The increase is sizable. In 2011, 

about 22% of world adult population reported 

negative affect, increasing to 29.3% in 2019. In 

other words, the share of adults reporting 

negative affect increased by almost 1% per year 

during this period. Seen in the context of political 

polarization, civil and religions conflicts, and 

unrest in many countries, these results created 

considerable interest when first revealed in 

World Happiness Report 2019. Readers were 

curious to know in particular which negative 

emotions were responsible for this increase.  

We have therefore unpacked the changes in 

negative affect into their three components: 

worry, sadness, and anger.
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Figure 2.3 illustrates the global trends for  

worry, sadness, and anger, while the changes  

for each individual country are shown in Tables 

16 to 18 of Statistical Appendix 1. Figure 2.3, like 

Figure 2.2, shows three lines for each emotion, 

representing a population-weighted average, a 

population-weighted average excluding the five 

most populous countries, and an unweighted 

average. The first panel shows the trends for 

worry. The three lines move in the same  

direction, starting to increase about 2010. People 

reporting worry yesterday increased by around 

8~10% in the 9 years span. Sadness is much less 

frequent than worry, although the trend is very 

similar. The share of respondents reporting 

sadness yesterday increases by around 7~9% 

since 2010 or 2011. Anger yesterday in the third 

panel also shows an upward trend in recent 

years, but contributes very little to the rising 

trend for negative affect. The rise is almost 

entirely due to sadness and worry, with the latter 

being a slightly bigger contributor. Comparable 

Figure 2.2: World Dynamics of Happiness
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data for other emotions, including stress, are 

shown in Statistical Appendix 2.

We now turn to our country-by-country ranking 

of changes in life evaluations. The year-by-year 

data for each country are shown, as always, in 

Figure 1 of online Statistical Appendix 1, and are 

also available in the online data appendix. Here 

we present a ranking of the country-by-country 

changes from a five-year starting base of  

2008-2012 to the most recent three-year  

sample period, 2017-2019. We use a five-year 

average to provide a more stable base from 

which to measure changes. In Figure 2.4  

we show the changes in happiness levels for all 

149 countries that have sufficient numbers of 

observations for both 2008-2012 and 2017-2019.

Figure 2.3: World Dynamics of Components of Negative Affect

Worry

0.50

0.40

0.30

0.20

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

10

2
0

11

2
0

12

2
0

13

2
0

14

2
0

15

2
0

16

2
0

17

2
0

18

2
0

19

  Population weighted
    Population weighted (excluding top 5 largest countries)
  Non-population weighted 

Anger

0.25

0.20

0.15

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

10

2
0

11

2
0

12

2
0

13

2
0

14

2
0

15

2
0

16

2
0

17

2
0

18

2
0

19

  Population weighted
    Population weighted (excluding top 5 largest countries)
  Non-population weighted 

0.30

0.25

0.20

0.15

Sadness

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

10

2
0

11

2
0

12

2
0

13

2
0

14

2
0

15

2
0

16

2
0

17

2
0

18

2
0

19

  Population weighted
    Population weighted (excluding top 5 largest countries)
  Non-population weighted 



World Happiness Report 2020

Figure 2.4: Changes in Happiness from 2008–2012 to 2017–2019 (Part 1)
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Figure 2.4: Changes in Happiness from 2008–2012 to 2017–2019 (Part 2)
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Figure 2.4: Changes in Happiness from 2008–2012 to 2017–2019 (Part 3)
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Of the 149 countries with data for 2008-2012 and 

2017-2019, 118 had significant changes. 65 were 

significant increases, ranging from around 0.11 to 

1.644 points on the 0 to 10 scale. There were also 

53 significant decreases, ranging from around 

-0.13 to –1.86 points, while the remaining 31 

countries revealed no significant trend from 

2005-2008 to 2016-2018. As shown in Table 36 in 

Statistical Appendix 1, the significant gains and 

losses are very unevenly distributed across the 

world, and sometimes also within continents. In 

Central and Eastern Europe, there were 15 signifi-

cant gains against only two significant declines, 

while in Middle East and North Africa there were 

11 significant losses compared to two significant 

gains. The Commonwealth of Independent States 

was a significant net gainer, with eight gains 

against two losses. In the Northern American and 

Australasian region, the four countries had two 

significant declines and no significant gains. The 

36 Sub-Saharan African countries showed a real 

spread of experiences, with 17 significant gainers 

and 13 significant losers. The same is true for 

Western Europe, with 7 gainers and 6 losers. The 

Latin America and Caribbean region had 9 gainers 

and 10 losers. In East, South and Southeast Asia, 

most countries had significant changes, with a 

fairly even balance between gainers and losers.

Among the 20 top gainers, all of which showed 

average ladder scores increasing by more than 

0.75 points, ten are in the Commonwealth of 

Independent States or Central and Eastern 

Europe, and six are in Sub-Saharan Africa. The 

other four are Bahrain, Malta, Nepal and the 

Philippines. Among the 20 largest losers, all of 

which show ladder reductions exceeding 0.45 

points, seven are in Sub-Saharan Africa, five in 

the Latin America and Caribbean region with 

Venezuela at the very bottom, three in the 

Middle East and North Africa including Yemen, 

and two in the Commonwealth of Independent 

States including Ukraine. The remaining three are 

Afghanistan, Albania, and India.

These changes are very large, especially for the 

ten most affected gainers and losers. For each of 

the ten top gainers, the average life evaluation 

gains were more than would be expected from a 

tenfold increase of per capita incomes. For each 

of the ten countries with the biggest drops in 

average life evaluations, the losses were more 

than four times as large as would be expected 

from a halving of GDP per capita. 

On the gaining side of the ledger, the inclusion of 

a substantial number of transition countries among 

the top gainers reflects rising life evaluations for 

the transition countries taken as a group. The 

appearance of Sub-Saharan African countries 

among the biggest gainers and the biggest 

losers reflects the variety and volatility of  

experiences among the Sub-Saharan countries 

for which changes are shown in Figure 2.8, and 

whose experiences were analyzed in more detail 

in Chapter 4 of World Happiness Report 2017. 

Benin, the largest gainer over the period, by 

more than 1.6 points, ranked 4th from last in the 

first World Happiness Report and has since risen 

close to the middle of the ranking (86 out of 153 

countries this year).

The ten countries with the largest declines in 

average life evaluations typically suffered some 

combination of economic, political, and social 

stresses. The five largest drops since 2008-2012 

were in Venezuela, Afghanistan, Lesotho, Zambia, 

and India, with drops over one point in each 

case, the largest fall being almost two points in 

Venezuela. In previous rankings using the base 

period 2005-2008, Greece was one of the 

biggest losers, presumably because of the 

impact of the financial crisis. Now with the base 

period shifted to the post-crisis years from 2008 

to 2012, there has been little net gain or loss for 

Greece. But the annual data for Greece in Figure 

1 of Statistical Appendix 1 do show a U-shape 

recovery from a low point in 2013 and 2014. 

Inequality and Happiness 

Previous reports have emphasized the importance 

of studying the distribution of happiness as well 

as its average levels. We did this using bar charts 

showing for the world as a whole and for each of 

ten global regions the distribution of answers to 

the Cantril ladder question asking respondents 

to value their lives today on a scale of 0 to 10, 

with 0 representing the worst possible life, and 

10 representing the best possible life. This gave 

us a chance to compare happiness levels and 

inequality in different parts of the world. Popula-

tion-weighted average life evaluations differed 

significantly among regions from the highest 

evaluations in Northern America and Oceania, 

followed by Western Europe, Latin America and 

the Caribbean, Central and Eastern Europe, the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, East Asia, 
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Southeast Asia, The Middle East and North 

Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South Asia, in 

that order. We found that well-being inequality, 

as measured by the standard deviation of the 

distributions of individual life evaluations, was 

lowest in Western Europe, Northern America and 

Oceania, and South Asia, and greatest in Latin 

America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle 

East and North Africa.22 What about changes in 

well-being inequality? Since 2012, well-being 

inequality has increased significantly in most 

regions, including especially South Asia, Southeast 

Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and 

North Africa, and the CIS (with Russia dominating 

the population total), while falling insignificantly 

in Western Europe and Central and Eastern 

Europe.

In this section we assess how national changes in 

the distribution of happiness might influence the 

average national level of happiness. Although 

most studies of inequality have focused on 

inequality in the distribution of income and 

wealth,23 we argued in Chapter 2 of World 
Happiness Report 2016 Update that just as 

income is too limited an indicator for the overall 

quality of life, income inequality is too limited a 

measure of overall inequality.24 For example, 

inequalities in the distribution of health25 have 

effects on life satisfaction above and beyond 

those flowing through their effects on income. 

We and others have found that the effects of 

happiness inequality are often larger and more 

systematic than those of income inequality.26 For 

example, social trust, often found to be lower 

Table 2.2: Estimating the effects of well-being inequality on average life evaluations

Individual-level and national level equations using Gallup World Poll data, 2005-2018

 Country panel Micro data

P80/P20 
Ladder

P80/P20  
predicted 
Ladder

 
P80/P20 
Ladder

P80/P20  
predicted 
Ladder

Ln(income) 0.31 0.31 0.17 0.17

(0.06)*** (0.06)*** (0.01)*** (0.01)*** 

Missing income 1.43 1.39

(0.15)*** (0.14)*** 

Social support 1.97 1.89 0.60 0.61

(0.39)*** (0.45)*** (0.03)*** (0.03)*** 

Health 0.03 0.03 -0.57 -0.57

(0.01)*** (0.01)*** (0.03)*** (0.03)*** 

Freedom 1.12 1.11 0.35 0.35

(0.30)*** (0.33)*** (0.02)*** (0.02)*** 

Generosity 0.61 0.57 0.26 0.26

(0.28)** (0.27)** (0.01)*** (0.01)*** 

Perceived corruption -0.53 -0.56 -0.24 -0.24

(0.28)* (0.28)** (0.02)*** (0.02)*** 

Inequality of SWB -0.17 -1.49 -0.09 -0.68

(0.05)*** (0.68)** (0.04)** (0.35)* 

Country fixed effects Included Included

Year fixed effects Included Included Included Included

Number of observations 1,516 1,516 1,968,596 1,968,596

Number of countries 157 157 165 165

Adjusted R-squared 0.759 0.748 0.253 0.252

In the micro-level regressions, the independent variables are as follows: income is household income; health is 
whether the respondent experienced health problems in the last year; generosity is whether the respondent has 
donated money to charity in the last month. In the panel-level regressions, all independent variables are defined as in 
the World Happiness Report 2019, with income being GDP per capita. Standard errors are clustered at the country 
level. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10 percent levels respectively.
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where income inequality is greater, is more 

closely connected to the inequality of subjective 

well-being than it is to income inequality.27

To extend our earlier analysis of the effects of 

well-being inequality we now consider a broader 

range of measures of well-being inequality. In our 

previous work we mainly measured the inequality 

of well-being in terms of its standard deviation. 

Since then we have found evidence28 that the 

shape of the well-being distribution is better and 

more flexibly captured by a ratio of percentiles, 

for example, the average life evaluation at the 

80th percentile divided by that at the 20th 

percentile. Using this and other new ways of 

measuring the distribution of well-being we 

continue to find that well-being inequality is 

consistently stronger than income inequality as a 

predictor of life evaluations. Statistical Appendix 

3 provides a full set of our estimation results; 

here we shall report only a limited set. Table 2.2 

shows an alternative version of Table 2.1 of World 
Happiness Report 2019 in which we have added 

a variable equal to the ratio of the 80th and 20th 

percentiles of a distribution of predicted values 

for individual life evaluations. As explained in 

detail in Statistical Appendix 3, we use the 80/20 

ratio because it provides marginally the best fit 

of the alternatives tested, and we use its predicted 

value in order to provide a more continuous 

ranking across countries. Our use of the predicted 

values also helps to avoid any risk that our 

measure is contaminated by being derived 

directly from the same data as the life evaluations 

themselves.29 The calculated 80/20 ratio adds to 

the explanation provided by the six-factor 

explanation of Table 2.1. The left-hand columns of 

Table 2.2 use national aggregate panel data for 

comparability with Table 2.1, while the right-hand 

columns are based on individual responses.

Inequality matters, such that increasing well-being 

inequality by two standard deviations (covering 

about two thirds of the countries) in the country 

panel regressions would be associated with life 

evaluations about 0.2 points lower on the 0 to 10 

scale used for life evaluations. This result helps to 

motivate the next section, wherein we consider 

how a higher quality of social environment not 

only raises the average quality of lives directly, 

but also reduces their inequality.30 

Assessing the Social Environments 
Supporting World Happiness

In World Happiness Report 2017, we made a 

special review of the social foundations of 

happiness. In this report we return to dig deeper 

into several aspects of the social environments 

for happiness. The social environments influencing 

happiness are diverse and interwoven, and likely 

to differ within and among communities, nations 

and cultures. We have already seen in earlier 

World Happiness Reports that different aspects 

of the social environment, as represented by the 

combined impact of the four social environment 

variables—having someone to count on, trust (as 

measured by the absence of corruption), a sense 

of freedom to make key life decisions, and 

generosity—together account for as much as the 

combined effects of income and healthy life 

expectancy in explaining the life evaluation gap 

between the ten happiest and the ten least 

happy countries in World Happiness Report 
2019.31 In this section we dig deeper in an attempt 

to show how the social environment, as reflected 

in the quality of neighbourhood and community 

life as well as in the quality of various public 

institutions, enables people to live better lives. 

We will also show that strong social environments, 

by buffering individuals and communities against 

the well-being consequences of adverse events, 

are predicted to reduce well-being inequality. As 

we will show, this happens because those who 

gain most from positive social environments are 

those most subject to adversity, and are hence 

likely to fall at the lower end of the distribution 

of life evaluations within a community or nation.

We consider individual and community-level 

measures of social capital, and people’s trust in 

various aspects of the quality of government 

services and institutions as separate sources of 

happiness. Both types of trust affect life evaluations 

directly and also indirectly, as protective buffers 

against adversity and as substitutes for income 

as means of achieving better lives.

Government institutions and policies deserve to 

be treated as part of the social environment, as 

they set the stages on which lives are lived. 

These stages differ from country to country, from 

community to community, and even from year to 

year. The importance of international differences 

in the social environment was shown forcefully in 

World Happiness Report 2018, which presented 
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separate happiness rankings for immigrants  

and the locally-born, and found them to be 

almost identical (a correlation of +0.96 for  

the 117 countries with a sufficient number of  

immigrants in their sampled populations).  

This was the case even for migrants coming  

from source countries with life evaluations less 

than half as high as in the destination country. 

This evidence from the happiness of immigrants 

and the locally-born suggests strongly that the 

large international differences in average  

national happiness documented in each World 
Happiness Report depend primarily on the 

circumstances of life in each country.32

In Chapter 2 of World Happiness Report 2017  

we dealt in detail with the social foundations of 

happiness, while in Chapter 2 of World Happiness 
Report 2019 we presented much evidence on 

how the quality of government affects life 

evaluations. In this chapter, we combine these 

two strands of research with our analysis of the 

effects of inequality. In this new research we are 

able to show that social connections and the 

quality of social institutions have primary direct 

effects on life evaluations, and also provide 

buffers to reduce happiness losses from several 

life challenges. These indirect or protective 

effects are of special value to people most at 

risk, so that happiness increases more for those 

with the lowest levels of well-being, thereby 

reducing inequality. A strong social environment 

thus allows people to be more resilient in the 

face of life’s hardships.

Strong social environments provide  
buffers against adversity

To test the possibility that strong social  

environments can provide buffers against life 

challenges, we estimate the extent to which a 

strong social environment lowers the happiness 

loss that would otherwise be triggered by 

adverse circumstances. Table 2.3 shows results 

from a life satisfaction equation based on nine 

waves of the European Social Survey, covering 

2002-2018. We use that survey for our illustration, 

even though it has fewer countries than some 

other surveys because it has a larger range of 

trust variables, all measured on a 0 to 10 scale 

giving them more explanatory power than is 

provided by variables with 0 and 1 as the only 

possible answers. The equation is estimated 

using data from approximately 375,000  

respondents in 35 countries.33 We use fixed 

effects for survey waves and for countries, 

thereby helping to ensure that our results are 

based on what is happening within each country. 

The top part of Table 2.3 shows the effects of 

risks to life evaluations. These risks include a 

variety of different challenges to well-being, 

including discrimination, ill-health, unemployment, 

low income, loss of family support (through 

separation, divorce or spousal death), or lack of 

perceived night-time safety, for respondents with 

relatively low trust in other people and in public 

institutions. For example, respondents who 

describe themselves as belonging to a group 

that is discriminated against in their country have 

life evaluations that are on average lower by half 

a point on the 0 to 10 scale. Life evaluations are 

almost a full point lower for those in poor rather 

than good health.34 Unemployment has a negative 

life evaluation effect of three-quarters of a point. 

To have low income, as defined here as being in 

the bottom quintile of the income distribution, 

with the middle three quintiles as the basis for 

comparison, has a negative impact of almost half 

a point, similar to the impact of separation, 

divorce, or widowhood. The final risk to the 

social environment is faced by those who are 

afraid to be in the streets after dark, for whom 

life evaluations are lower by one-quarter of a 

point. These impacts are all estimated in the 

same equation so that their effects can be added 

up to apply to any individual who is in more than 

one of the categories. The sub-total shows that 

someone in a low trust environment who faces 

all of these circumstances is estimated to have  

a life evaluation almost 3.5 points lower than 

someone who face none of these challenges. 

Statistical Appendix 3 contains the full results  

for this equation. The Appendix also shows 

results estimated separately for males and 

females. The coefficients are similar, with a few 

interesting differences.35

The next columns show the extent to which 

those who judge themselves to live in high-trust 

environments are buffered against some of the 

well-being costs of misfortune. This is done  

separately for inter-personal trust, average 

confidence in a range of state institutions, and 

trust in police, where the latter is considered to 

be of independent importance for those who 

describe themselves as being afraid in the streets 

after dark. The effects estimated are known as 
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interaction effects, since they estimate the 

offsetting change in well-being for someone  

who is subject to the hardship in question,  

but lives in a high-trust environment.36 The 

interaction effects are usually assumed to be 

zero, implying, for example, that being in a 

high-trust environment has the same well-being 

effects for the unemployed as for the employed, 

and so on. Once we started to investigate these 

interactions, we discovered them to be highly 

significant in statistical, economic, and social 

terms, and hence demanding of more of  

our attention.37

For this chapter we have expanded our earlier 

analysis to cover the buffering effects of two 

types of trust (social and institutional) in reducing 

the well-being costs of six types of adversity: 

discrimination,38 ill-health,39 unemployment, low 

income,40,41 loss of marital partner (through 

separation, divorce, or death), and fear of being 

in the streets after dark. The total number of risk 

interactions tested rises to 13 because we surmised, 

and found, that trust in police might mitigate the 

well-being costs of unsafe streets. Of these 13 

interaction terms tested in the upper part of 

Table 2.3, nine are estimated to have a very high 

Table 2.3: Interaction of social environment with risks and supports  
for life evaluations in the ESS

Main  
effect

x social  
trust

x system 
trust

x trust  
in police

Total of 
interactions

Offset 
percentage

Risks

Discrimination -0.50 0.16 0.06 0.22 44%

p=0.21

Ill-health -0.98 0.15 0.18 0.33 34%

Unemployment -0.75 0.06 0.17 0.22 30%

p=0.22

Low income -0.48 0.04 0.19 0.23 47%

p=0.18

Sep., div., wid. -0.51 0.12 0.08 0.20 39%

Afraid after dark -0.25 0.06 0.07 0.05 0.18 72%

p=0.002

Sub-total: risks -3.46 0.59 0.74 0.05 1.38 40%

Supports

Social trust 0.23

System trust 0.24

Trust in police 0.30

Social meetings 0.44 -0.07 -0.15 -0.22 50%

Intimates 0.54 -0.07 -0.10 -0.17 31%

p=0.06 p=.04

High income 0.33 -0.06 -0.10 -0.15 46%

p=0.01

Sub-total: supports 2.08 -0.20 -0.34 -0.54 26%

Supports minus risks 5.54 -0.79 -1.08 -0.05 -1.92 35%

Notes: The interaction terms are all defined using a binary measure of the relevant trust measure, with values of 7  
and above used to represent high social trust and trust in police, and values of 5.5 and above taken to represent  
high system trust. The regression equation contains decile income categories, age and age squared, gender, and both 
country and year fixed effects.  The coefficients all come from the same equation, and are significant at greater than 
the .001 level, except where otherwise marked. Errors are clustered by the 35 countries in the European Social Survey, 
with 376,246 individual observations
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degree of statistical significance (p<0.001). For 

the remaining four coefficients, the statistical 

significance is shown. The less significant effects 

are where they might be expected. For those 

feeling subject to discrimination, social trust 

provides a stronger buffer than does trust in 

public institutions, with the reverse being the 

case for unemployment, where a number of 

public programs are often in play to support 

those who are unemployed.

For every one of the identified risks to well-being, 

a stronger social environment provides significant 

buffering against loss of well-being, ranging from 

30% to over 70% for the separate risks, and 

averaging 40%. The credit for this extra well- 

being resilience is slightly more due to system 

trust than to social trust, responsible for 0.59 and 

0.74 points of well-being recovered, respectively, 

for those who are subjected to the listed risks. 

The underlying rationale for these interaction 

effects differs in detail from risk to risk, with a 

common thread being that living in a supportive 

social environment provides people in hardship 

with extra personal and institutional support to 

help them face difficult circumstances.

In the rest of the table, we look at the reverse 

side of the same coin. The bottom part of Table 

2.3 shows, in its first column, the direct effects of 

several supports to life evaluations, including 

social trust, trust in public institutions, trust in 

police, frequent social meetings, having at least 

one close friend or relative with whom to discuss 

personal matters, and having household income 

falling in the top quintile, relative to those in the 

three middle quintiles. Someone who has all of 

those supports has life evaluations almost 2.1 

points higher than someone who has none of 

them before accounting for the offsetting  

interaction effects. The direct effects of the  

three trust measures are each estimated to fall  

in the range of 0.23 to 0.3 points, totaling 

three-quarters of a point.42

We then ask, in the subsequent columns, whether 

the well-being benefits of frequent social meetings, 

of having intimates available for the discussion of 

personal matters, and having a high income (as 

indicated by being in the top income quintile, 

relative to those in the three middle quintiles) are 

of equal value for those in high and low trust 

social environments. The theory supporting the 

risk results reported above would suggest that 

the benefits of closer personal networks and 

high incomes are both likely to be less for those 

who are living in broader social networks that are 

more supportive. For those without confidence 

in the broader social environment, there is more 

need for, and benefit from, more immediate 

social networks. Similarly, higher income can be 

used to purchase some substitute for the benefits 

of a more trustworthy environment, e.g. defensive 

expenditures of the sort symbolized by gated 

communities. 

The interaction effects for the well-being supports, 

as shown in Table 2.4, are as predicted above. 

The high-trust offsets have the expected signs, 

ranging from 31% to half (in the case of social 

meetings) of the well-being advantages of 

having the support in question, totaling 0.54 

points, or 26% of the main effects plus the  

three supports.

Bringing the top and bottom halves of Table 2.3 

together, two results are clear. First, there are 

large estimated well-being differences between 

those in differing life circumstances, and these 

effects differ by type of risk and by the extent to 

which there is a buffering social environment. 

Ignoring for a moment the buffers provided by a 

positive social environment, someone living in a 

low trust environment suffering from all six risks 

is estimated to have a life evaluation that is lower 

by almost 3.5 points on the 10-point scale when 

compared to someone facing none of those risks. 

On the support side of the ledger, someone in 

the top income quintile with a close confidante 

and at-least weekly social meetings, and has high 

social and institutional trust has life evaluations 

higher by more than two points compared to 

someone in the middle income quintiles, without 

a close friend, with infrequent social meetings, 

and with low social and institutional trust. Of this 

difference, about half comes from the two 

personal social connection variables, one-third 

from higher social and institutional trust, and 

one-sixth from the higher income.

Secondly, as shown in the last column of Table 2.3, 

we have found large direct and interaction effects 

when the social environment is considered in the 

calculations. To get some idea of the direct 
effects of a good social environment, we consider 

not just trust, but also those aspects of the social 

environment that affect well-being directly, but 

do not have estimated interaction effects. In our 
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table, these additional variables include intimates 

and social meetings43, which have a combined 

effect of almost a full point. We can add this to 

the direct effects of the three trust measures, for 

a total direct social environment effect of over 1.7 

points, twice as large as the effect from moving 

from the bottom to the top quintile of the income 

distribution. This does not yet include consider-

ation of the all-important interaction effects.

We must also take into account the indirect 
effects coming from the interaction terms in 

Table 2.3. If we compare the effects of both risks 

and advantages for those living in high and low 

trust social environments, the well-being gap is 

1.9 points smaller in the high trust than the low 

trust environment, as shown by the bottom line 

of Table 2.3. This is of course in addition to the 

direct effects of social and institutional trust. 

These interaction effects are especially relevant 

for well-being inequality. The 1.9 points calculated 

above represents the total interaction effects for 

someone suffering from all of the risks with none 

of the supports, so that it overestimates the 

benefits for more typical respondents. To get a 

suitable population-wide measure, we need to 

consider how risks and supports are distributed 

in the population at large. We shall do this after 

first presenting some parallel results from the 

Gallup World Poll. The European Social Survey 

was selected for special treatment because of its 

fuller coverage of the social environment. To 

make sure that our results are applicable on a 

world-wide basis, we have used a very similar 

model to explain the effects of the social  

environment using individual-level Gallup World 

Poll data from about a million respondents from 

143 countries. The results from this estimated 

equation are shown in Table 2.4 below, and in 

detail in Statistical Appendix 1.

Table 2.4: Interaction of social environment with risks and supports  
for life evaluations in the Gallup World Poll

Main effect x system trust Offset percentage

SWL risks

ill-health -0.423 0.063 15%

unemployment -0.389 0.02 5%

          p=0.606

low income 
(bottom quartile)

-0.407 0.038 9%

            p=0.067

separation, div., wid. -0.208 0.087 42%

Sub-total: risks -1.427 0.208 15%

SWL supports

system trust 0.264

social support 0.68 0.015 -2%

           p=0.36

high income 
(top quartile)

0.454 -0.067 15%

Sub-total: supports 1.134 -0.052 5%

Supports minus risks 2.561 -0.26 -10%

Notes: The interaction terms are all defined using a binary measure of high system trust. We start by taking the first 
principal component of the following five measures: confidence in the national government, confidence in the judicial 
system and courts, confidence in the honesty of elections, confidence in the local police force, and perceived corruption 
in business. This principal component is then used to create the binary measure using the 75th percentile as the cutoff 
point. The regression equation contains gender, age and age squared, educational attainment, sense of freedom,  
an indicator of having donated money to a charity in the past month, and both country and year fixed effects. All 
coefficients shown in the table are significant at greater than the 0.001 level, except where otherwise marked. Errors 
clustered by the 144 country groups in the Gallup World Poll from 2009 to 2019, with about 1 million individual 
observations. This is less than in Table 2.2 because of missing income and some trust variables, especially in earlier years.
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The results from the Gallup World Poll (GWP) 

show a very similar pattern to what we have 

already seen from the European Social Survey 

(ESS).44 There is no social trust variable generally 

available in the Gallup World Poll, but a system 

trust variable has been generated that is  

analogous to the one used for the ESS analysis. 

The GWP results show a smaller direct health 

effect that is nonetheless significantly buffered 

for respondents who have more confidence in 

the quality of their public institutions.45 We find 

in the GWP, as we did in the ESS, that the negative 

effects of low income and the positive effects of 

high income are of a similar magnitude in the 

two surveys, and are significantly buffered in 

both cases by the climate of institutional trust. 

Divorce, separation, and widowhood have 

negative effects in both surveys, and in both 

cases these effects are significantly buffered by 

institutional trust. Unemployment has a lower 

estimated life evaluation effect in the Gallup 

World Poll, and this effect is less significantly 

buffered by institutional trust. Overall, the two 

large international surveys both find that trust 

provides a significant offset to the negative 

well-being consequences of adverse events  

and circumstances.46

To get an overall measure of the importance  

of the social environment, we return to the  

ESS data, since it covers a larger range of  

social capital measures. Finding a realistic 

answer requires us to estimate how the social 

environment affects the level and distribution  

of life evaluations of the population taken as a 

whole. We do this by calculating for each ESS 

respondent what their life satisfaction would  

be, given their actual health, employment, 

income, personal social supports, and marital 

circumstances, under two different assumptions 

about the climate for social and institutional 

trust. One assumption is that everyone has trust 

levels equal to the average value from all those 

who report relatively low trust on a 0 to 10 

scale.47 The alternative is that everyone has the 

same levels of social and institutional trust as 

currently held by the more trusting 30% of  

the population. The calculations thus take  

into account the actual distributions of life 

circumstances, but different levels of trust.  

These trust differences alter each person’s life 

satisfaction both directly and indirectly (via the 

interaction effects in Table 2.3). The distributions 

are significantly different, reflecting the fact that 

the interactions are especially helpful for those 

under difficult circumstances. Living in a  

higher trust environment gives an average life 

satisfaction of 7.72, compared to 6.76 in the 

lower trust environment. These results take into 

account all of the effects reported in Table 2.3, 

and also now reflect the prevalence and  

distribution of the various individual-level risks 

and supports shown in Table 2.3. Distributions 

based on the details of individual lives enables us 

to calculate the consequences of different trust 

levels for the distribution of well-being. The 

effects of trust on inequality of well-being are 

very substantial. The dispersion of life satisfaction 

about its population average, as measured by the 

standard deviation, is more than 40% larger in 

the low trust environment.48 As can be seen in 

Panel A of Figure 2.5, the high-trust distribution 

is not only less widely dispersed, but also the 

bulk of the changes have come at the bottom 

end of the distribution, improving especially the 

lives of those worst off.

Trust, as we have seen, is very important both 

directly and indirectly, for life evaluations. But 

there are more personal aspects of social capital 

that are important to the quality of life. In the 

case we have examined in Table 2.3, these 

include the frequency of social meetings and 

whether a respondent has one or more intimate 

friend. We can then use the distribution of these 

social connections to create a pair of happiness 

distributions that differ according to social 

connections. The fortunate group has one or 

more friends or relatives available for intimate 

discussions and has weekly or more frequent 

social meetings. The unfortunate group has 

neither of these forms of social support. We 

know that those with more supportive personal 

social connections and activity are more satisfied 

with their lives, but the reductions in inequality 

are expected to be less than in the trust case, since 

separate interaction effects are not estimated. This 

is confirmed by the results shown in Panel B of 

Figure 2.5 in which the well-connected population 

has life evaluations averaging 0.86 points higher 

than the group with weaker social connections. 

There is also a reduction in the dispersion of the 

distribution, but only by one-quarter as much as 

in the trust case.

Next, as shown in Panel C of Figure 2.5, we  

can combine the estimated effects of trust and 



38

39

personal social connections as aspects of the 

social environment. One distribution covers people 

with low trust and weaker social connections, 

while the other gives everyone higher average 

trust and social connections. As before, the 

actual circumstances for all other aspects of their 

lives are unchanged. This provides the most 

comprehensive estimate of the total effects  

of the social environment on the levels and 

distribution of life satisfaction. The life evaluation 

difference provided by higher trust and closer 

social connections amounts to 1.8 points on the 

10-point scale. While the reduction in inequality 

is very large in the combined case shown in 

Panel C, the reduction is slightly less than in the 

trust case on its own. This is because the primary 

inequality-reducing power of a better social 

environment comes from the interaction effects 

that enable higher trust to buffer the well-being 

effects of a variety of risks.

Finally, to provide a more realistic example that 

starts from existing levels of trust and social 

connections, we show in Panel D of Figure 2.5 a 

comparison of the predicted results in a high-

trust strong-connection world with predicted 

values based on everyone’s actual reported trust 

and personal social connections. The differences 

Figure 2.5: Predicted life evaluations in differing social environments

Panel A. Distributions comparing low and  
high social and institutional trust

Panel C. Distribution with weak personal  
connections and low trust versus distribution with  

strong personal connections and high trust.

Panel D. Distribution of predictions under  
actual social conditions versus distribution with  

strong personal connections and high trust.

Panel B. Distributions comparing weak and  
strong personal social connections.
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Panel B. Distributions comparing weak and strong personal social connections. 
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with strong personal connections and high trust. 
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are smaller than those in Panel C, since we are 

now comparing the high-trust case not with a 

low-trust environment, but with the actual 

circumstances of the surveyed populations. This 

is a more interesting comparison, since it starts 

with the current situation and asks how much 

better that reality might be if those who have 

low trust and social connections were to have 

the same levels as respondents in the more 

trusting and socially connected part of the 

population. This is in principle an achievable 

result, since the gains of trust and social  

connections do not need to come at the expense 

of those already living in more supportive social 

environments. It is apparent from Panel D that 

there are large potential gains for raising average 

well-being and reducing inequality at the same 

time. For example, the median respondent 

stands to gain 0.71 points, compared to an 

average gain of more than twice as much (1.51 

points) for someone at the 10th percentile of the 

happiness distribution.49 Conversely, the gains for 

those already at the 90th percentile of the 

distribution are much smaller (0.25 points). 

There are two reasons for the much smaller gains 

at the top. The main reason is that almost all 

those at the top of the happiness distribution are 

already living in trusting and connected social 

environments. The second reason is that they are 

individually less likely to be suffering from the 

risks shown in Table 2.4 and hence less likely to 

receive the buffering gains delivered by high 

social capital to those most in need. 

Given that better social environments raise 

average life satisfaction and reduce the inequality 

of its distribution, we can use the results from 

our estimation of the effects of inequality to 

supplement the benefits shown in Panel D. To do 

this, we start with the actual distribution of life 

evaluations from each survey respondent, and 

then adjust each evaluation to reflect what their 

answer would have been if every respondent had 

the same levels of social and institutional trust as 

the average of the more trusting respondents, 

had weekly or more social meetings, had a 

confidante, and was not afraid in the streets after 

dark.50 By comparing the degree of inequality in 

these two distributions, we get a measure of how 

much actual inequality would be reduced if 

everyone had reasonably high levels of social 

trust, institutional trust, and personal social 

connections. We calculate that the P80/20 ratio 

is reduced from 1.33 in the actual distribution  

on Panel D to 1.16 in the high trust and high 

connections case, a change of 0.17 points. To get 

an estimate of how much this might increase 

average life evaluations, we added the predicted 

P80/20 ratio reflecting actual conditions to our 

regression, where it attracts a coefficient of 

-0.33. We can thus estimate that moving from 

the current distribution of happiness to one with 

higher trust and social connections would lower 

inequality by enough to deliver a further increase 

in life satisfaction of 0.06 points.51 This would be 

in addition to what is already included in Panel D 

of Figure 2.5.52 In total, the combined effect  

of the better social environment, compared to 

the existing one, without any changes in the 

underlying incomes and other life circumstances, 

is estimated to be about 1.0 point.

These results may underestimate the total  

effects of better social environments, as they are 

calculated holding constant the existing levels of 

income and health, both of which have frequently 

been shown to be improved when trust and 

social connections are more supportive. There is 

also evidence that communities and nations with 

higher levels of social trust and connections are 

more resilient in the face of natural disasters and 

economic crises.53 Fixing rather than fighting 

becomes the order of the day, and people are 

happy to find themselves willing and able to help 

each other in times of need.

But there are also possibilities that our primary 

evidence, which comes from 35 countries in 

Europe, may not be so readily applied to the 

world as a whole. Our parallel research with the 

Gallup World Poll in Table 2.4 gave somewhat 

smaller estimates, and showed effects that were 

somewhat larger in Europe than in the rest of the 

world. It is also appropriate to ask whether the trust 

answers reflect reality. Fortunately, experiments 

have shown that social trust measures are a 

strong predictor of international differences in 

the likelihood of lost wallets being returned.54 

There is also evidence that people are too 

pessimistic about the extent to which their fellow 

citizens will go out of their way to help return a 

lost wallet.55 To the extent that trust levels are 

falsely low, better information in itself would help 

to increase trust levels. But there is clearly much 

more research needed about the creation and 

maintenance of a stronger social environment. 
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Conclusions

The rankings of country happiness are based  

this year on the pooled results from Gallup  

World Poll surveys from 2017-2019 and continue 

to show both change and stability. The top 

countries tend to have high values for most  

of the key variables that have been found to 

support well-being, including income, healthy life 

expectancy, social support, freedom, trust, and 

generosity, to such a degree that year to year 

changes in the top rankings are to be expected. 

The top 20 countries are the same as last year, 

although there have been ranking changes within 

the group. Over the eight editions of the Report, 

four different countries have held the top position: 

Denmark in 2012, 2013 and 2016, Switzerland in 

2015, Norway in 2017, and now Finland in 2018, 

2019 and 2020. With its continuing upward trend 

in average scores, Finland consolidated its hold 

on first place, now significantly ahead of an 

also-rising Denmark in second place, and an even 

faster-rising Switzerland in 3rd, followed by 

Iceland in 4th and Norway 5th. All previous 

holders of the top spot are still among the top 

five. The remaining countries in the top ten are 

the Netherlands, Sweden, New Zealand, and 

Austria in 6th, 7th, 8th, and 9th followed this year 

by a top-ten newcomer Luxembourg, which 

pushes Canada and Australia to 11th and 12th, 

followed by the United Kingdom in 13th, five 

places higher than in the first World Happiness 
Report. The rest of the top 20 include, in order, 

Israel, Costa Rica, Ireland, Germany, the United 

States, the Czech Republic, and Belgium.

At a global level, population-weighted life  

evaluations fell sharply during the financial crisis, 

recovered almost completely by 2011, and then 

fell fairly steadily to a 2019 value about the same 

level as its post-crisis low. These global movements 

mask a greater variety of experiences among 

and within global regions. The most remarkable 

regional dynamics include the continued rise of 

life evaluations in Central and Eastern Europe, 

and their decline in South Asia. More modest 

changes have brought Western Europe up and 

Northern America plus Australia and New Zealand 

down, with roughly equal averages for the two 

regions in 2019. As for affect measures, positive 

emotions show no significant trends, while 

negative emotions have risen significantly, mostly 

driven by worry and sadness rather than anger. 

At the national level, most countries showed 

significant changes from 2008-2012 to 2017-

2019, with slightly more gainers than losers. The 

biggest gainer was Benin, up 1.64 points and 

moving from the bottom of the ranking to near 

the middle. The biggest life evaluation drops 

were in Venezuela and Afghanistan, down by 

about 1.8 and 1.5 points respectively. India, with 

close to a fifth of global population, saw a 

1.2-point decline.

We next consider how well-being inequality 

affects the average level of well-being, before 

turning to the main focus for this year’s chapter: 

how different features of the social environment 

affect the level and distribution of happiness. 

Using a variety of different measures for the 

inequality of well-being, we find a consistent 

picture wherein countries with a broader spread 

of well-being outcomes have lower average life 

evaluations. The effect is substantial, despite 

being measured with considerable uncertainty. 

This suggests that people do care about the 

well-being of others, so that efforts to reduce  

the inequality of happiness are likely to raise 

happiness for all, especially those at the bottom 

end of the well-being distribution. Second, as we 

showed in our analysis of the buffering effects  

of trust, anything that can increase social  

and institutional trust produces especially  

large benefits for those subject to various forms 

of hardship.

The primary result from our empirical analysis of 

the social environment is that several kinds of 

individual and social trust and social connections 

have large direct and indirect impacts on life 

evaluations. The indirect impacts, which are 

measured by allowing the effects of trust to 

buffer the estimated well-being effects of bad 

times, show that both social trust and institutional 

trust reduce the inequality of well-being by 

increasing the resilience of individual well-being 

to various types of adversity, including perceived 

discrimination, ill-health, unemployment, low 

income, and fear when walking the streets at 

night. Average life satisfaction is estimated to be 

almost one point higher (0.96 points) in a high 

trust environment than in a low trust environment.

The total effects of the social environment are 

even greater when we add in the well-being 

benefits of personal social connections, which 

provide an additional 0.87 points, for a total of 
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1.83 points, as shown in Panel C of Figure 2.5. 

This is considerably more than double the 0.8 

point estimated life satisfaction gains from 

moving from the bottom to the top quintile of 

the income distribution. 

To measure the possible gains from improving 

current trust and connection levels, we can 

compare the distribution of life evaluations under 

actual trust and social connections with what 

would be feasible if all respondents had the same 

average trust and social connections as enjoyed 

already by the more trusting and connected 

share of the population. The results are shown in 

Panel D of Figure 2.5. Average life evaluations are 

higher by more than 0.8 points, and the gains are 

concentrated among those who are currently the 

least happy. For example, those who are currently 

at the 10th percentile of the happiness distribution 

gain more than 1.5 points, compared to less than 

0.3 points for those at the 90th percentile. The 

stronger social environment thereby leads to  

a significant reduction in the inequality of 

well-being (by about 13%), which then adds a 

further boost (about 0.06 points) to average life 

satisfaction. Moving from current levels of trust 

and social connections in Europe to a situation  

of high trust and good social connections is 

therefore estimated to raise average life  

evaluations by almost 0.9 on the 0 to 10 scale. 

Favourable social environments not only raise 

the level of well-being but also improve its 

distribution. We conclude that social  

environments are of first-order importance  

or the quality of life.
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Endnotes

1  The evidence and reasoning supporting our choice of a 
central role for life evaluations, with supporting roles for 
affect measures, have been explained in Chapter 2 of 
several World Happiness Reports, and have been updated 
and presented more fully in Helliwell (2019).

2  The statistical appendix contains alternative forms without 
year effects (Table 12 of Appendix 1), and a repeat version 
of the Table 2.1 equation showing the estimated year effects 
(Table 11 of Appendix 1). These results confirm, as we would 
hope, that inclusion of the year effects makes no significant 
difference to any of the coefficients.

3  As shown by the comparative analysis in Table 10 of 
Appendix 1.

4  The definitions of the variables are shown in Technical  
Box 1, with additional detail in the online data appendix.

5  This influence may be direct, as many have found, e.g.  
De Neve et al. (2013). It may also embody the idea, as  
ade explicit in Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory 
(Fredrickson, 2001), that good moods help to induce the 
sorts of positive connections that eventually provide the 
basis for better life circumstances. 

6  See, for example, the well-known study of the longevity of 
nuns, Danner, Snowdon, and Friesen (2001).

7 See Cohen et al. (2003), and Doyle et al. (2006).

8  We put the contributions of the six factors as the first 
elements in the overall country bars because this makes it 
easier to see that the length of the overall bar depends only 
on the average answers given to the life evaluation 
question. In World Happiness Report 2013 we adopted a 
different ordering, putting the combined Dystopia+residual 
elements on the left of each bar to make it easier to 
compare the sizes of residuals across countries. To make 
that comparison equally possible in subsequent World 
Happiness Reports, we include the alternative form of the 
figure in the online Statistical Appendix 1 (Appendix 
Figures 7-9).

9  These calculations are shown in detail in Table 20 of online 
Statistical Appendix 1.

10  The prevalence of these feedbacks was documented in 
Chapter 4 of World Happiness Report 2013, De Neve  
et al. (2013).

11  We expect the coefficients on these variables (but not on 
the variables based on non-survey sources) to be reduced 
to the extent that idiosyncratic differences among 
respondents tend to produce a positive correlation 
between the four survey-based factors and the life 
evaluations given by the same respondents. This line of 
possible influence is cut when the life evaluations are 
coming from an entirely different set of respondents than 
are the four social variables. The fact that the coefficients 
are reduced only very slightly suggests that the common- 
source link is real but very limited in its impact.

12  The coefficients on GDP per capita and healthy life 
expectancy were affected even less, and in the opposite 
direction in the case of the income measure, being 
increased rather than reduced, once again just as expected. 
The changes were very small because the data come from 
other sources, and are unaffected by our experiment. 
However, the income coefficient does increase slightly, 
since income is positively correlated with the other four 
variables being tested, so that income is now able to pick 

up a fraction of the drop in influence from the other four 
variables. We also performed an alternative robustness test, 
using the previous year’s values for the four survey-based 
variables. This also avoided using the same respondent’s 
answers on both sides of the equation, and produced 
similar results, as shown in Table 13 of Statistical Appendix 1 
in World Happiness Report 2018. The Table 13 results are 
very similar to the split-sample results shown in Tables 11 
and 12, and all three tables give effect sizes very similar to 
those in Table 2.1 in reported in the main text. Because the 
samples change only slightly from year to year, there was 
no need to repeat these tests with this year’s sample.

13  There has been a corresponding drop in Canada’s ranking, 
from 4th in 2012 to 11th in 2020. Average Cantril ladder 
scores for Canada fell from 7.42 in 2017 to 7.17 in 2018 and 
7.11 in 2019. The large-scale official surveys measure life 
satisfaction every year, so some cross-checking is possible. 
The data for 2019 are not yet available, but for the larger 
Canadian Community Health Survey there is no drop from 
2017 to 2018. The smaller General Social Survey shows a 
drop from 2017 to 2018, although survey cycle effects make 
the magnitude hard to establish.

14  The United Kingdom’s rise in Cantril ladder score of .277 
points from 2008-2012 to 2017-2019 (as shown in Figure 
2.4) closely matches the rise of 0.25 points, or 3.4% in UK 
life satisfaction from March 2013 to March 2019, as 
measured by the much larger surveys of the Office for 
National Statistics. Those more detailed data show the 
largest increases to have taken place in London, as 
reported in https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationand 
community/wellbeing/bulletins/measuringnationalwell 
being/april2018tomarch2019 

15  This footprint affects average scores by more for those 
countries with the largest immigrant shares. The extreme 
outlier is the United Arab Emirates (UAE), with a foreign- 
born share exceeding 85%. The UAE also makes a distinction 
between nationality and place of birth, and oversamples 
the national population to obtain larger sample sizes. Thus 
it is possible in their case to calculate separate average 
scores 2017-2019 for nationals (6.98), the locally born 
(6.85), and the foreign-born (6.76). The difference between 
their foreign-born and locally-born scores is very similar  
to that found on average for the top 20 countries in the 
2018 rankings. 

16  These calculations come from Table 21 in Statistical 
Appendix 1.

17  The data are shown in Table 21 of Statistical Appendix 1. 
Annual per capita incomes average $51,000 in the top 10 
countries, compared to $2,500 in the bottom 10, measured 
in international dollars at purchasing power parity. For 
comparison, 94% of respondents have someone to count 
on in the top 10 countries, compared to 61% in the bottom 
10. Healthy life expectancy is 73 years in the top 10, 
compared to 56 years in the bottom 10. 93% of the top 10 
respondents think they have sufficient freedom to make 
key life choices, compared to 70% in the bottom 10. 
Average perceptions of corruption are 33% in the top 10, 
compared to 73% in the bottom 10.

18  Actual and predicted national and regional average 
2017-2019 life evaluations are plotted in Figure 43 of 
Statistical Appendix 1. The 45-degree line in each part of 
the Figure shows a situation where the actual and predicted 
values are equal. A predominance of country dots below 
the 45-degree line shows a region where actual values are 
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below those predicted by the model, and vice versa. East 
Asia provides an example of the former case, and Latin 
America of the latter.

19 For example, see Chen et al. (1995).

20  One slight exception is that the negative effect of corruption 
is estimated to be slightly larger, although not significantly 
so, if we include a separate regional effect variable for Latin 
America. This is because perceived corruption is worse 
than average in Latin America, and its happiness effects 
there are offset by stronger close-knit social networks, as 
described in Rojas (2018). The inclusion of a special Latin 
American variable thereby permits the corruption coefficient 
to take a higher value. 

21  Some countries do not have data in all years over the 
duration of the study period (2006–2019). We impute the 
missing data by using the neighboring year’s data. The  
first wave of Gallup World Poll was collected in 2005  
and 2006. We treat them all as 2006 observations in  
the trend analysis. 

22  These results may all be found in Figure 2.1 of World 
Happiness Report 2018.

23  See, for example, Atkinson (2015), Atkinson and  
Bourguignon (2014), Kennedy et al. (1997), Keeley  
(2015), OECD (2015), Neckerman and Torche (2007), and 
Piketty (2014).

24  See Helliwell, Huang, and Wang (2016). See also Goff et al. 
(2018), Gandelman and Porzekanski (2013), and Kalmijn 
and Veenhoven (2005). 

25  See, for example, Evans et al. (1997), Marmot et al. (1994), 
and Marmot (2005).

26  See Goff et al. (2018) for estimates using individual 
responses from several surveys, including the Gallup  
World Poll, the European Social Survey, and the World 
Values Survey.

27 See Goff et al. (2018), Table 6.

28 Following the example of Nichols and Reinhart (2019).

29  The predicted values are obtained by estimating a life 
evaluation equation from the entire micro sample of GWP 
data, based on a version of the Table 2.1 equation suitable 
for this application, and then using the results to create 
predicted values for each individual in every year and 
country. These values are then used to build predicted 
distributions for each year and country, and these  
distributions are in turn used to construct percentile  
ratios for each country and year. 

30 See Goff et al. (2018), Table 6.

31  See Table 17 in the online Statistical Appendix 1 of World 
Happiness Report 2019.

32  The importance of local environments is emphasized by 
more recent research showing that the happiness of 
immigrants to different regions of Canada and the United 
Kingdom approaches the happiness of other residents of 
those regions (Helliwell et al., 2020). This is a striking 
finding, especially in the light of the fact, illustrated by the 
city rankings of Chapter 3, that life evaluation differences 
among cities in a country are far smaller than differences 
between countries.

33  The adjusted R-squared is 0.350. Without country fixed 
effects, the adjusted R-squared is 0.318.

34  This move is measured by the difference, in points, between 
the averages of the good and very good responses and of 
the fair, poor and very poor responses. The poor-health 
group comprises 35% of the ESS respondents.

35  The effects of unemployment on happiness are roughly 
one-third greater for males than females, while the effect of 
feeling unsafe on the street is more than 60% greater for 
males. Weekly or more frequent social meetings add 25% 
more happiness for females than for males. The sample 
frequencies of circumstances can also differ by gender, 
with males 25% more likely to be unemployed, and 15% less 
likely to see the streets as unsafe. The frequency of weekly 
or more social meetings is the same for male and female 
respondents. Full results may be found in Statistical 
Appendix 3.

36  For social trust, the value of 7 is the lower bound of the 
high trust group, since that provides the same share of high 
trusters, about 30%, that is provided in the same countries 
when people are asked a binary question on social trust. 
We use the same lower bound for trust in police. For 
institutional trust, where assessments are generally lower, 
we adopt a lower bound of 5.5, since that puts about 30% 
of respondents into the high-trust group.

37 See Helliwell et al. (2018) and Helliwell, Aknin et al. (2018).

38  Yanagisawa et al. (2011) provide experimental evidence that 
social trust reduces the psychosocial costs of social 
exclusion, while Branscombe et al. (2016) show that a sense 
of community belonging buffers the life satisfaction effects 
of perceived discrimination felt by disabled youth.

39  Although there have been many studies showing links 
between trust and actual or perceived ill-health (See 
Kawachi (2018) for a recent review), there has not been 
corresponding analysis of whether and how trust might 
affect the links running between actual or perceived health 
and life evaluations.

40  Akaeda (2019), using data from the European Quality of 
Life Survey, also finds that higher social trust (in his case 
using national averages for social trust) significantly 
reduces the effects on income on life evaluations. Akaeda 
assumes symmetric effects from top and bottom incomes, 
while we estimate the two effects separately and find them 
to be of roughly equivalent size.

41  Our findings on this score are consistent with those of 
Annick et al. (2016), who find that high social trust reduces 
the estimated losses of subjective well-being caused by 
perceived financial hardship among self-employed 
respondents to two waves of the European Social Survey.

42  As shown in Statistical Appendix 3, each of the three main 
effect trust coefficients is between .06 and .07 for a one 
point change in the 0 to 10 scale, for a total of more than 
two points on the life evaluation scale for someone who 
has full trust on the 0 to 10 scale relative to someone who 
has zero trust in all three dimensions. To get a figure that 
matches more closely the rest of the table, we separate the 
respondents into those with high trust (7 and above for 
social and police trust, 5.5 and above for system trust) and 
with lower trust (<7 and <5.5, respectively), and find the 
average responses for high and low trusters, for each of the 
trust measures taken separately. We then multiply the 
difference between high and low trust responses (4.05, 
3.72, and 4.26 for social trust, system trust, and police trust) 
by the estimated coefficients in the equation to get the 
total direct contributions shown in the left-hand column  
of the Table.
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43  These social resources have also been considered as 
possible sources of life-satisfaction buffering in the face of 
adverse events. Kuhn and Brulé (2019) found social support 
to be a buffer in the case of unemployment, but not 
ill-health or widowhood using a Swiss longitudinal survey. 
Anusic and Lucas (2014) found that the size of the available 
network of friends during the adaption phase of adjust-
ment to widowhood lessened the loss of life satisfaction in 
each of the three national longitudinal surveys used, 
although the effects were significant in one of the three 
surveys. We tested the interaction of widowhood and high 
frequency of meeting with friends in the ESS data, and 
found no significant effects.

44  To further check the consistency of the two sets of results, 
we estimated the GWP equation using a subsample of the 
data including only the countries covered by the ESS. This 
produced larger offset estimates, closer to those estimated 
for the ESS sample. 

45  The individual health variable in the GWP reflects only a yes 
or no answer to whether the individual has a serious health 
problem, while the ESS contains a five-point scale for each 
respondent to assess their health status. This difference is 
the most likely source of the differing health effect.

46  But there is some evidence that the direct and indirect 
effects of institutional trust may be larger in Europe than in 
the rest of the world. This is shown by Table 13 in Statistical 
Appendix 1, where we find effects that are generally larger 
and more significant for the European countries in the 
Gallup World Poll.

47  We define low as less than 5.5 for system trust, and less 
than 7 for social trust and trust in police. Our reason for 
choosing these thresholds is that such a division produces 
a high-trust population share most equal to that of 
respondents to a social trust question asked on a yes/no 
binary basis.

48 1.04 vs. 0.73.

49  More precisely, the calculation reflects the difference 
between the 10th percentiles of the two distributions.

50  Thus what we are doing is taking, for each individual, the 
difference between their scores in the two distributions 
shown in Panel D of Figure 2.5, and then adding these to 
their actual recorded answers on the 0 to 10 scale. The 
effects are generally positive, but not necessarily so, as 
there will be some individuals whose actual trust and social 
meetings were higher than the average high values attributed 
to them in the high-trust, strong social connection scenario 
of Table 2.4 Panel D.

51  More precisely, the reduction of 0.170 in the P8020 ratio  
is multiplied by the coefficient of -0.331 to get a predicted 
further increase of 0.056 in life evaluations, rounded to 
0.06 in the text.

52  There is a possible element of double-counting here if the 
coefficients in Table 2.3 are already taking some of the 
credit for the inequality effects, since the inequality variable 
is not included in the equation used in that table. To 
investigate the possible size of such an effect, we re- 
estimated the distribution for high-trust and high social 
connections making use of coefficients from the alternative 
equation with inequality included. The resulting effects are 
negligible. The new coefficients do lower the expected 
gains, but by a negligible 0.0005 of a point, as the mean 
happiness drops from 7.931 to 7.926. 

53  See Aldrich and Meyer (2015) for a review of the evidence 
on community-level resilience. 

54  Wallet return questions were asked in 132 countries in the 
2006 Gallup World Poll. Those with a high expected wallet 
return were significantly happier, by an amount more than 
equivalent to a doubling of income (Helliwell & Wang, 2011, 
table 2-d). These expectations of wallet return reflect 
underlying realities, as the average national rates of 
expected wallet return, if found by a stranger, are highly 
correlated (r = 0.83, p < 0.001) with the actual return of 
wallets for the 16 countries in both samples in a recent large 
experimental study (Cohn et al., 2019). 

55  The actual rates of wallet return in the international study 
of Cohn et al. (2019) were far higher than predicted by the 
Gallup World Poll respondents described in the previous 
end-note. Similarly, experimentally dropped wallets in 
Toronto were returned in 80% of cases, while respondents 
to the Canadian General Social Survey asked about the 
likely return of their lost wallets in the same city forecast a 
return rate of less than 25%. See Helliwell et al. (2018) and 
Helliwell, Aknin et al. (2018) for the details.
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