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Introduction
It is now five years since the publication of the
first World Happiness Report in 2012. Its central
purpose was to survey the science of measuring
and understanding subjective well-being. Subsequent World Happiness Reports updated and
extended this background. To make this year’s
World Happiness Report more useful to those who
are coming fresh to the series, we repeat enough
of the core analysis in this chapter to make it
understandable. We also go beyond previous
reports in exploring more deeply the social
foundations of happiness.
Our analysis of the levels, changes, and determinants of happiness among and within nations
continues to be based chiefly on individual life
evaluations, roughly 1,000 per year in each of
more than 150 countries, as measured by answers to the Cantril ladder question: “Please
imagine a ladder, with steps numbered from 0
at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the
ladder represents the best possible life for you
and the bottom of the ladder represents the
worst possible life for you. On which step of the
ladder would you say you personally feel you
stand at this time?”1 We will, as usual, present
the average life evaluation scores for each
country, based on averages from surveys covering the most recent three-year period, in this
report including 2014-2016.
This will be followed, as in earlier editions, 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
2005-2016. These variables include GDP per
capita, social support, healthy life expectancy,
social freedom, generosity, and absence of corruption. Note that we do not construct our happiness
measure in each country using these six factors—
rather we exploit them to explain the variation of
happiness across countries. We shall also show
how measures of experienced well-being, especially positive emotions, add to life circumstances
in explaining higher life evaluations.

We shall then turn to consider how different
aspects of the social context affect the levels and
distribution of life evaluations among individuals within and among countries. Previous World
Happiness Reports have shown that of the international variation in life evaluations explainable
by the six key variables, about half comes from
GDP per capita and healthy life expectancy, with
the rest flowing from four variables reflecting
different aspects of the social context. In World
Happiness Report 2017 we dig deeper into these
social foundations, and explore in more detail
the different ways in which social factors can
explain differences among individuals and
nations in how highly they rate their lives. We
shall consider here not just the four factors that
measure different aspects of the social context,
but also how the social context influences the
other two key variables—real per capita incomes
and healthy life expectancy.
This chapter begins with an updated review of
how and why we use life evaluations as our
central measure of subjective well-being within
and among nations. We then present data for
average levels of life evaluations within and
among countries and global regions. This will
be followed by our latest efforts to explain the
differences in national average evaluations,
across countries and over time. This is followed
by a presentation of the latest data on changes
between 2005-2007 and 2014-2016 in average
national life evaluations. Finally, we turn to
our more detailed consideration of the social
foundations of world happiness, followed by
a concluding summary of our latest evidence
and its implications.
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Measuring and Understanding
Happiness
Chapter 2 of the first World Happiness Report
explained the strides that had been made during
the preceding three decades, mainly within
psychology, in the development and validation
of a variety of measures of subjective well-being.
Progress since then has moved faster, as the
number of scientific papers on the topic has
continued to grow rapidly,2 and as the measurement of subjective well-being has been taken up
by more national and international statistical
agencies, guided by technical advice from
experts in the field.
By the time of the first report, there was already
a clear distinction to be made among three main
classes of subjective measures: life evaluations,
positive emotional experiences (positive affect),
and negative emotional experiences (negative

affect) (see Technical Box 1). The Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) subsequently released Guidelines on
Measuring Subjective Well-being,3 which included
both short and longer recommended modules of
subjective well-being questions.4 The centerpiece of the OECD short module was a life
evaluation question, asking respondents to
assess their satisfaction with their current lives
on a 0 to 10 scale. This was to be accompanied
by two or three affect questions and a question
about the extent to which the respondents felt
they had a purpose or meaning in their lives.
The latter question, which we treat as an important support for subjective well-being, rather than
a direct measure of it, is of a type that has come
to be called “eudaimonic,” in honor of Aristotle,
who believed that having such a purpose would
be central to any reflective individual’s assessment of the quality of his or her own life.5

Technical Box 1: Measuring Subjective Well-Being

The OECD (2013, p.10) Guidelines on Measuring
of Subjective Well-being define and recommend
the following measures of subjective well-being:
“Good mental states, including all of the various
evaluations, positive and negative, that people
make of their lives and the affective reactions of
people to their experiences.

10

… This definition of subjective well-being hence
encompasses three elements:
1. Life evaluation—a reflective assessment on a
person’s life or some specific aspect of it.
2. Affect—a person’s feelings or emotional
states, typically measured with reference to
a particular point in time.
3. Eudaimonia—a sense of meaning and purpose
in life, or good psychological functioning.”

Almost all OECD countries6 now contain a life
evaluation question, usually about life satisfaction, on a 0 to 10 rating scale, in one or more of
their surveys. However, it will be many years before the accumulated efforts of national statistical offices will produce as large a number of
comparable country surveys as is now available
through the Gallup World Poll (GWP), which
has been surveying an increasing number of
countries since 2005 and now includes almost
all of the world’s population. The GWP contains
one life evaluation as well as a range of positive
and negative experiential questions, including
several measures of positive and negative affect,
mainly asked with respect to the previous day.
In this chapter, we make primary use of the life
evaluations, since they are, as shown in Table
2.1, more international in their variation and
more readily explained by life circumstances.
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Analysis over the past ten years has clarified
what can be learned from different measures
of subjective well-being.7 What are the main
messages? First, all three of the commonly
used life evaluations (specifically Cantril ladder,
satisfaction with life, and happiness with life in
general) tell almost identical stories about the
nature and relative importance of the various
factors influencing subjective well-being. For
example, for several years it was thought (and
is still sometimes reported in the literature)
hat respondents’ answers to the Cantril ladder
question, with its use of a ladder as a framing
device, were more dependent on their incomes
than were answers to questions about satisfaction with life. The evidence for this came from
comparing modeling using the Cantril ladder in
the Gallup World Poll (GWP) with modeling
based on life satisfaction answers in the World
Values Survey (WVS). But this conclusion was
due to combining survey and method differences with the effects of question wording. When
it subsequently became possible to ask both
questions8 of the same respondents on the
same scales, as was the case in the Gallup
World Poll in 2007, it was shown that the
estimated income effects and almost all other
structural influences were identical, and a more
powerful explanation was obtained by using an
average of the two answers.9
People also worried at one time that when
questions included the word “happiness” they
elicited answers that were less dependent on
income than were answers to life satisfaction
questions or the Cantril ladder.10 For this important question, no definitive answer was
available until the European Social Survey (ESS)
asked the same respondents “satisfaction with
life” and “happy with life” questions, wisely
using the same 0 to 10 response scales. The
answers showed that income and other key
variables all have the same effects on the “happy
with life” answers as on the “satisfied with life”
answers, so much so that once again more
powerful explanations come from averaging the
two answers.

A related strand of literature, based on GWP
data, compared happiness yesterday, which is an
experiential/emotional response, with the
Cantril ladder, which is equally clearly an evaluative measure. In this context, the finding that
income has more purchase on life evaluations
than on emotions seems to have general applicability, and stands as an established result.11
Another previously common view was that
changes in life evaluations at the individual level
were largely transitory, returning to their baseline as people rapidly adapt to their circumstances. This view has been rejected by four independent lines of evidence. First, average life
evaluations differ significantly and systematically among countries, and these differences are
substantially explained by life circumstances.
This implies that rapid and complete adaptation
to different life circumstances does not take
place. Second, there is evidence of long-standing
trends in the life evaluations of sub-populations
within the same country, further demonstrating
that life evaluations can be changed within
policy-relevant time scales.12 Third, even though
individual-level partial adaptation to major life
events is a normal human response, there is
very strong evidence of continuing influence on
well-being from major disabilities and unemployment, among other life events.13 The case of
marriage has been subject to some debate. Some
results using panel data from the UK suggested
that people return to baseline levels of life
satisfaction several years after marriage, a
finding that has been argued to support the
more general applicability of set points.14 However, subsequent research using the same data
has shown that marriage does indeed have
long-lasting well-being benefits, especially in
protecting the married from as large a decline in
the middle-age years that in many countries
represent a low-point in life evaluations.15
Fourth, and especially relevant in the global
context, are studies of migration showing migrants to have average levels and distributions of
life evaluations that resemble those of other
residents of their new countries more than of
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comparable residents in the countries from
which they have emigrated.16 This confirms that
life evaluations do depend on life circumstances,
and are not destined to return to baseline levels
as required by the set point hypothesis.

Why Use Life Evaluations for
International Comparisons of
the Quality of Life?
We continue to find that experiential and evaluative measures differ from each other in ways
that help to understand and validate both, and
that life evaluations provide the most informative measures for international comparisons
because they capture the overall quality of life as
a whole in a more complete and stable way than
do emotional reports based on daily experiences.
For example, experiential reports about happiness yesterday are well explained by events of
the day being asked about, while life evaluations
more closely reflect the circumstances of life as a
whole. Most Americans sampled daily in the
Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index Survey feel
happier on weekends, to an extent that depends
on the social context on and off the job. The
weekend effect disappears for those employed in
a high trust workplace, who regard their superior more as a partner than a boss, and maintain
their social life during weekdays.17
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By contrast, life evaluations by the same respondents in that same survey show no weekend
effects.18 This means that when they are answering the evaluative question about life as a whole,
people see through the day-to-day and hour-tohour fluctuations, so that the answers they give
on weekdays and weekends do not differ.
On the other hand, although life evaluations do
not vary by the day of week, they are much more
responsive than emotional reports to differences
in life circumstances. This is true whether the
comparison is among national averages19 or
among individuals.20

Furthermore, life evaluations vary more between
countries than do emotions. Thus almost
one-quarter of the global variation in life evaluations is among countries, compared to
three-quarters among individuals in the same
country. This one-quarter share for life evaluations is far higher than for either positive affect
(7 percent) or negative affect (4 percent). This
difference is partly due to the role of income,
which plays a stronger role in life evaluations
than in emotions, and is also more unequally
spread among countries than are life evaluations, emotions, or any of the other variables
used to explain them. For example, more than
40 percent of the global variation among household incomes is among nations rather than
among individuals within nations.21
These twin facts—that life evaluations vary
much more than do emotions across countries,
and that these life evaluations are much more
fully explained by life circumstances than are
emotional reports– provide for us a sufficient
reason for using life evaluations as our central
measure for making international comparisons.22 But there is more. To give a central role
to life evaluations does not mean we must either
ignore or downplay the important information
provided by experiential measures. On the
contrary, we see every reason to keep experiential measures of well-being, as well as measures
of life purpose, as important elements in our
attempts to measure and understand subjective
well-being. This is easy to achieve, at least in
principle, because our evidence continues to
suggest that experienced well-being and a sense
of life purpose are both important influences on
life evaluations, above and beyond the critical
role of life circumstances. We provide direct
evidence of this, and especially of the importance of positive emotions, in Table 2.1. Furthermore, in Chapter 3 of World Happiness Report
2015 we gave experiential reports a central role in
our analysis of variations of subjective well-being across genders, age groups, and global
regions. Although we often found significant
differences by gender and age, and that these
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patterns varied among the different measures,
these differences were far smaller than the
international differences in life evaluations.
We would also like to be able to compare inequality measures for life evaluations with those
for emotions, but this is unfortunately not
currently possible as the Gallup World Poll
emotion questions all offer only yes and no
responses. Thus we can know nothing about
their distribution beyond the national average
shares of yes and no answers. For life evaluations, however, there are 11 response categories,
so we were able, in World Happiness Report 2016
Update to contrast distribution shapes for each
country and region, and see how these evolved
with the passage of time.
Why do we use people’s actual life evaluations
rather than some index of factors likely to influence well-being? We have four main reasons:
First, we attach fundamental importance to the
evaluations that people make of their own lives.
This gives them a reality and power that no
expert-constructed index could ever have. For a
report that strives for objectivity, it is very important that the rankings depend entirely on the basic
data collected from population-based samples of
individuals, and not at all on what we think might
influence the quality of their lives. The average
scores simply reflect what individual respondents
report to the Gallup World Poll surveyors.
Second, the fact that life evaluations represent
primary new knowledge about the value people
attach to their lives means we can use the data as
a basis for research designed to show what helps
to support better lives. This is especially useful
in helping us to discover the relative importance
of different life circumstances, thereby making
it easier to find and compare alternative ways to
improve well-being.

Third, the fact that our data come from population-based samples in each country means that
we can present confidence regions for our
estimates, thus providing a way to see if the
rankings are based on differences big enough to
be statistically meaningful.
Fourth, all of the alternative indexes depend
importantly, but to an unknown extent, on the
index-makers’ opinions about what is important.
This uncertainty makes it hard to treat such an
index as an overall measure of well-being, since
the index itself is just the sum of its parts, and
not an independent measure of well-being.
We turn now to consider the population-weighted global and regional distributions of individual
life evaluations, based on how respondents rate
their lives. In the rest of this Chapter, the Cantril
ladder is the primary measure of life evaluations
used, and “happiness” and “subjective well-being” are used interchangeably. All the global
analysis on the levels or changes of subjective
well-being refers only to life evaluations, specifically, the Cantril ladder.

Life Evaluations Around the World
The various panels of Figure 2.1 contain bar
charts showing for the world as a whole, and for
each of 10 global regions23, the distribution of
the 2014-2016 answers to the Cantril ladder
question asking respondents to value their lives
today on a 0 to 10 scale, with the worst possible
life as a 0 and the best possible life as a 10.
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Figure 2.1: Population-Weighted Distributions of Happiness, 2014-2016
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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. For ease of comparison, the
table has the same basic structure as Table 2.1 in
the World Happiness Report Update 2016. The
major difference comes from the inclusion of
data for late 2015 and all of 2016, which increases by 131 (or about 12 percent) the number of
country-year observations.24 The resulting
changes to the estimated equation are very
slight.25 There are four equations in Table 2.1.
The first equation provides the basis for constructing the sub-bars shown in Figure 2.2.
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.26 Taken together, these six variables
explain almost three-quarters of the variation in
national annual average ladder scores among
countries, using data from the years 2005 to
2016. The model’s predictive power is little
changed if the year fixed effects in the model are
removed, falling from 74.6% to 74.0% 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 averages for answers
about yesterday’s emotional experiences. In
general, the emotional measures, and especially
negative emotions, are much less fully explained
by the six variables than are life evaluations. Yet,
the differences vary greatly from one circumstance to another. 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 a similar

proportionate effect on positive and negative
emotions as on life evaluations. Freedom and
generosity have even larger influences on positive affect than on the 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.27 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. 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 final equation, the changes are material only
on those variables—especially freedom and
generosity—that have the largest impacts on
positive affect. Thus we can infer first, that
positive emotions play a strong role in support
of life evaluations, and second, that most of the
impact of freedom and generosity on life evaluations is mediated by 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. However, newly available data
from the large samples of UK data does suggest
that life purpose plays a strongly supportive role,
independent of the roles of life circumstances
and positive emotions.
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Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS)
Independent Variable
Log GDP per capita

Cantril Ladder
0.341
(0.06)***

Dependent Variable
Positive Affect Negative Affect
-.002
0.01
(0.009)
(0.008)

Cantril Ladder
0.343
(0.06)***

Social support

2.332
(0.407)***

0.255
(0.051)***

-0.258
(0.047)***

1.813
(0.407)***

Healthy life expectancy at birth

0.029
(0.008)***

0.0002
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.028
(0.008)***

1.098
(0.31)***

0.325
(0.039)***

-.081
(0.043)*

0.403
(0.301)

0.842
(0.273)***

0.164
(0.031)***

-.006
(0.029)

0.482
(0.275)*

-.533
(0.287)*

0.029
(0.028)

0.095
(0.025)***

-.607
(0.276)**

Freedom to make life choices
Generosity
Perceptions of corruption
Positive affect

2.199
(0.428)***

Negative affect
Year fixed effects
Number of countries
Number of obs.
Adjusted R-squared

0.153
(0.474)
Included
155
1,249
0.746

Included
155
1,246
0.49

Included
155
1,248
0.233

Included
155
1,245
0.767

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 2016. See Technical Box 2 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 2: 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 in August 2016. See the appendix for more details. GDP data for 2016
are not yet available, so we extend the GDP
time series from 2015 to 2016 using country-specific forecasts of real GDP growth from
the OECD Economic Outlook No. 99 (Edition
2016/1) and World Bank’s Global Economic
Prospects (Last Updated: 01/06/2016), 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) and
WDI. WHO publishes the data on healthy life
expectancy for the year 2012. The time series
of life expectancies, with no adjustment for
health, are available in WDI. We adopt the
following strategy to construct the time series
of healthy life expectancy at birth: first we
generate the ratios of healthy life expectancy
to life expectancy in 2012 for countries with
both data. We then apply the country-specific
ratios to other years to generate the healthy
life expectancy data. See the appendix for
more details.
3. Social support is the national average of the
binary responses (either 0 or 1) 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.
8. Negative affect is defined as the average of
previous-day affect measures for worry, sadness, and anger for all waves. See the appendix for more details.
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Ranking of Happiness by Country
Figure 2.2 (below) shows the average ladder
score (the average answer to the Cantril ladder
question, asking people to evaluate the quality of
their current lives on a scale of 0 to 10) for each
country, averaged over the years 2014-2016. Not
every country has surveys in every year; the total
sample sizes are reported in the statistical
appendix, and they are reflected in Figure 2.2 by
the horizontal lines showing the 95 percent
confidence regions. The confidence regions are
tighter for countries with larger samples. To
increase the number of countries ranked, we
also include one that had no 2014-2016 surveys,
but did have one in 2013. This brings the number of countries shown in Figure 2.2 to 155.
The length of each overall bar represents the
average score, which is also shown in numerals.
The rankings in Figure 2.2 depend only on
the average Cantril ladder scores reported by
the respondents.

18

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
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 2014-2016 for each of the
six key variables used in Table 2.1. We use
Dystopia as a benchmark against which to
compare each other country’s performance in
terms of each of the six factors. This choice of
benchmark permits every real country to have a
non-negative contribution from each of the six
factors. We calculate, based on estimates in
Table 2.1, that Dystopia had a 2014-2016 ladder
score equal to 1.85 on the 0 to 10 scale. The final
sub-bar is the sum of two components: the
calculated average 2014-2016 life evaluation in
Dystopia (=1.85) 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. The residuals are as likely to
be negative as positive.28
Returning to the six sub-bars showing the
contribution of each factor to each country’s
average life evaluation, it might help to show in
more detail how this is done. Taking the example of healthy life expectancy, the sub-bar for this
factor in the case of Mexico is equal to the
amount by which healthy life expectancy in
Mexico 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 these different sub-bars then
shows, country-by-country, how much each of
the six variables is estimated to contribute to
explaining 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
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, 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 in
Dystopia in the 2014-2016 period. As shown in
Table 18 of the Statistical Appendix, the average
country has a 2014-2016 ladder score that is 3.5
points above the Dystopia ladder score of 1.85.
Of the 3.5 points, the largest single part (34
percent) comes from social support, followed by
GDP per capita (28 percent) and healthy life
expectancy (16 percent), and then freedom (12
percent), generosity (7 percent), and corruption
(4 percent).29
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Our limited choice means that the variables we
use may be taking credit properly due to other
better variables, or to un-measurable other
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, be most trusting, be more
cooperative, and be generally better able to meet
life’s demands.30 This will feed back to improve
health, GDP, generosity, corruption, and sense
of freedom. Finally, some of the variables are
derived from the same respondents as the life
evaluations and hence possibly determined by
common factors. This risk is less using national
averages, because individual differences in
personality and many life circumstances tend to
average out at the national level.

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.

To provide more assurance that our results are
not seriously biased because we are using the
same respondents to report life evaluations,
social support, freedom, generosity, and corruption, we have tested the robustness of our
procedure this year (see Statistical Appendix for
more detail). We did this by splitting each
country’s respondents randomly into two
groups, and using the average values for one
group for social support, freedom, generosity,
and absence of corruption in the equations to
explain average life evaluations in the other half
of the sample. The coefficients on each of the
four variables fall, just as we would expect. But
the changes are reassuringly small (ranging
from 1% to 5%) and are far from being statistically significant.31
The seventh and final segment is the sum of two
components. The first component is a fixed
number representing our calculation of the
2014-2016 ladder score for Dystopia (=1.85). The
second component is the average 2014-2016
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
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Figure 2.2: Ranking of Happiness 2014-2016 (Part 1)
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Norway (7.537)
Denmark (7.522)
Iceland (7.504)
Switzerland (7.494)
Finland (7.469)
Netherlands (7.377)
Canada (7.316)
New Zealand (7.314)
Australia (7.284)
Sweden (7.284)
Israel (7.213)
Costa Rica (7.079)
Austria (7.006)
United States (6.993)
Ireland (6.977)
Germany (6.951)
Belgium (6.891)
Luxembourg (6.863)
United Kingdom (6.714)
Chile (6.652)
United Arab Emirates (6.648)
Brazil (6.635)
Czech Republic (6.609)
Argentina (6.599)
Mexico (6.578)
Singapore (6.572)
Malta (6.527)
Uruguay (6.454)
Guatemala (6.454)
Panama (6.452)
France (6.442)
Thailand (6.424)
Taiwan (6.422)
Spain (6.403)
Qatar (6.375)
Colombia (6.357)
Saudi Arabia (6.344)
Trinidad and Tobago (6.168)
Kuwait (6.105)
Slovakia (6.098)
Bahrain (6.087)
Malaysia (6.084)
Nicaragua (6.071)
Ecuador (6.008)
El Salvador (6.003)
Poland (5.973)
Uzbekistan (5.971)
Italy (5.964)
Russia (5.963)
Belize (5.956)
Japan (5.920)
Lithuania (5.902)
Algeria (5.872)
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Figure 2.2: Ranking of Happiness 2014-2016 (Part 2)
54. Latvia (5.850)
55. Moldova (5.838)
56. South Korea (5.838)
57. Romania (5.825)
58. Bolivia (5.823)
59. Turkmenistan (5.822)
60. Kazakhstan (5.819)
61. North Cyprus (5.810)
62. Slovenia (5.758)
63. Peru (5.715)
64. Mauritius (5.629)
65. Cyprus (5.621)
66. Estonia (5.611)
67. Belarus (5.569)
68. Libya (5.525)
69. Turkey (5.500)
70. Paraguay (5.493)
71. Hong Kong (5.472)
72. Philippines (5.430)
73. Serbia (5.395)
74. Jordan (5.336)
75. Hungary (5.324)
76. Jamaica (5.311)
77. Croatia (5.293)
78. Kosovo (5.279)
79. China (5.273)
80. Pakistan (5.269)
81. Indonesia (5.262)
82. Venezuela (5.250)
83. Montenegro (5.237)
84. Morocco (5.235)
85. Azerbaijan (5.234)
86. Dominican Republic (5.230)
87. Greece (5.227)
88. Lebanon (5.225)
89. Portugal (5.195)
90. Bosnia and Herzegovina (5.182)
91. Honduras (5.181)
92. Macedonia (5.175)
93. Somalia (5.151)
94. Vietnam (5.074)
95. Nigeria (5.074)
96. Tajikistan (5.041)
97. Bhutan (5.011)
98. Kyrgyzstan (5.004)
99. Nepal (4.962)
100. Mongolia (4.955)
101. South Africa (4.829)
102. Tunisia (4.805)
103. Palestinian Territories (4.775)
104. Egypt (4.735)
105. Bulgaria (4.714)
106. Sierra Leone (4.709)
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Figure 2.2: Ranking of Happiness 2014-2016 (Part 3)
107. Cameroon (4.695)
108. Iran (4.692)
109. Albania (4.644)
110. Bangladesh (4.608)
111. Namibia (4.574)
112. Kenya (4.553)
113. Mozambique (4.550)
114. Myanmar (4.545)
115. Senegal (4.535)
116. Zambia (4.514)
117. Iraq (4.497)
118. Gabon (4.465)
119. Ethiopia (4.460)
120. Sri Lanka (4.440)
121. Armenia (4.376)
122. India (4.315)
123. Mauritania (4.292)
124. Congo (Brazzaville) (4.291)
125. Georgia (4.286)
126. Congo (Kinshasa) (4.280)
127. Mali (4.190)
128. Ivory Coast (4.180)
129. Cambodia (4.168)
130. Sudan (4.139)
131. Ghana (4.120)
132. Ukraine (4.096)
133. Uganda (4.081)
134. Burkina Faso (4.032)
135. Niger (4.028)
136. Malawi (3.970)
137. Chad (3.936)
138. Zimbabwe (3.875)
139. Lesotho (3.808)
140. Angola (3.795)
141. Afghanistan (3.794)
142. Botswana (3.766)
143. Benin (3.657)
144. Madagascar (3.644)
145. Haiti (3.603)
146. Yemen (3.593)
147. South Sudan (3.591)
148. Liberia (3.533)
149. Guinea (3.507)
150. Togo (3.495)
151. Rwanda (3.471)
152. Syria (3.462)
153. Tanzania (3.349)
154. Burundi (2.905)
155. Central African Republic (2.693)
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What do the latest data show for the 2014-2016
country rankings? Two features carry over from
previous editions of the World Happiness Report.
First, there is a lot of year-to-year consistency in
the way people rate their lives in different
countries. Thus there remains a four-point gap
between the 10 top-ranked and the 10 bottom-ranked countries. The top 10 countries in
Figure 2.2 are the same countries that were
top-ranked in World Happiness Report 2016
Update, although there has been some swapping
of places, as is to be expected among countries
so closely grouped in average scores. The top
four countries are the same ones that held the
top four positions in World Happiness Report 2016
Update, with Norway moving up from 4th place
to overtake Denmark at the top of the ranking.
Denmark is now in 2nd place, while Iceland
remains in 3rd, Switzerland is now 4th, and
Finland remains in 5th position. Netherlands
and Canada have traded places, with Netherlands now 6th, and Canada 7th. The remaining
three in the top ten have the same order as in
the World Happiness Report 2016 Update, with
New Zealand 8th, Australia 9th, and Sweden
10th. In Figure 2.2, the average ladder score
differs only by 0.25 points between the top
country and the 10th country, and only 0.043
between the 1st and 4th countries. The 10
countries with the lowest average life evaluations
are somewhat different from those in 2016, partly due to some countries returning to the surveyed group—the Central African Republic, for
example, and some quite large changes in
average ladder scores, up for Togo and Afghanistan, and down for Tanzania, South Sudan, and
Yemen. Compared to the top 10 countries in the
current ranking, there is a much bigger range of
scores covered by the bottom 10 countries.
Within this group, average scores differ by as
much as 0.9 points, more than one-quarter of
the average national score in the group. Tanzania and Rwanda have anomalous scores, in the
sense that their predicted values, which are
based on their performance on the six key
variables, are high enough to rank them much
higher than do the survey answers.

Despite the general consistency among the top
countries scores, there have been many significant changes in 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 2005-2007 and 2014-2016, as shown
later in more detail.
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 percent
confidence regions for the estimates, so that
countries with overlapping error bars have
scores that do not significantly differ from each
other. Thus it can be seen that the five topranked countries (Norway, Denmark, Iceland,
Switzerland, and Finland) have overlapping
confidence regions, and all have national average ladder scores either above or just below 7.5.
The remaining five of the top ten countries are
closely grouped in a narrow range from 7.377 for
Netherlands in 6th place, to 7.284 for Sweden in
10th place.
Average life evaluations in the top 10 countries
are thus more than twice as high as in the
bottom 10. 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
point difference, 3.25 points can be traced to
differences in the six key factors: 1.15 points
from the GDP per capita gap, 0.86 due to
differences in social support, 0.57 to differences
in healthy life expectancy, 0.33 to differences in
freedom, 0.2 to differences in corruption, and
0.13 to differences in generosity. Income differences are more than one-third of the total
explanation because, of the six factors, income is
the most unequally distributed among countries.
GDP per capita is 25 times higher in the top 10
than in the bottom 10 countries.32
Overall, the model explains quite well the life
evaluation differences within as well as between
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regions and for the world as a whole.33 On
average, however, 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 found
in earlier work and been considered to represent
systematic personality differences, some unique
features of family and social life in Latin countries, or some other cultural differences.34 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
response style. It is also possible that both
differences are in substantial measure due to
the existence of important excluded features of
life that are more prevalent in those countries
than elsewhere.35 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.36

Technical Box 3: Country happiness averages are based on resident populations,
sometimes including large non-national populations.

The happiness scores used in this report are intended to be representative of resident populations of each country regardless of their citizenship. This reflects standard census practice, and
thereby includes all of the world’s population in
the survey frame, as appropriate for a full accounting of world happiness. Some countries
have very large shares of residents who are not
citizens (non-Nationals). This is especially true
for member countries of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC). In United Arab Emirates and
Qatar, for example, non-Nationals are estimated
to comprise well over 80% of the country’s total
population. The following table compares the
happiness scores of GCC countries’ Nationals
and non-Nationals over the period from 20142016, focusing on those that have sufficiently
large numbers of survey respondents in both
categories of Nationals and non-Nationals (exceeding 300 over the 3-year period).
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Country

Total
population

Nationals
only

Non-Nationals

Bahrain
Kuwait
Saudi Arabia
UAE

6.09
6.10
6.34
6.65

5.64
6.58
6.45
7.11

6.41
5.85
6.13
6.57

The table does not include Oman because it was
not surveyed between 2014 and 2016. It does
not include Qatar because there was only one
survey in the period, with the number of Nationals surveyed being less than 100. We are grateful
to Gallup for data and advice on tabulations.
The sources and nature of the differences in life
evaluations between migrants and non-migrants
deserve more research in a world with increasingly mobile populations. We are planning in
World Happiness Report 2018 to do a deeper analysis of migration and its consequences for the
happiness of migrants and others in the nations
from which and to which they move.
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Gallup World Poll are available. We present first
the changes in average life evaluations. In
Figure 2.3 we show the changes in happiness
levels for all 126 countries having sufficient
numbers of observations for both 2005-2007
and 2014-2016.37

Changes in the Levels of Happiness
In this section we consider how life evaluations
have changed. For life evaluations, we consider
the changes from 2005-2007 before the onset of
the global recession, to 2014-2016, the most
recent three-year period for which data from the

Figure 2.3: Changes in Happiness from 2005-2007 to 2014-2016 (Part 1)
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14.
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17.
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21.
22.
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24.
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26.
27.
28.
29.
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31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

Nicaragua (1.364)
Latvia (1.162)
Sierra Leone (1.103)
Ecuador (0.998)
Moldova (0.899)
Bulgaria (0.870)
Russia (0.845)
Slovakia (0.833)
Chile (0.773)
Uzbekistan (0.739)
Uruguay (0.714)
Peru (0.702)
Macedonia (0.681)
Serbia (0.645)
Romania (0.606)
Cameroon (0.595)
Georgia (0.595)
Azerbaijan (0.584)
Thailand (0.581)
Philippines (0.576)
China (0.552)
Tajikistan (0.519)
El Salvador (0.507)
Paraguay (0.491)
Germany (0.442)
Argentina (0.406)
Mongolia (0.346)
Palestinian Territories (0.342)
Guatemala (0.341)
Trinidad and Tobago (0.336)
Kyrgyzstan (0.334)
Benin (0.327)
Turkey (0.327)
Bolivia (0.323)
Zimbabwe (0.321)
Cambodia (0.306)
Nepal (0.304)
South Korea (0.299)
Togo (0.292)
Bosnia and Herzegovina (0.283)
Colombia (0.275)
Nigeria (0.273)
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Figure 2.3: Changes in Happiness from 2005-2007 to 2014-2016 (Part 2)
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Estonia (0.260)
Hungary (0.249)
Indonesia (0.243)
Poland (0.236)
Taiwan (0.233)
Kazakhstan (0.222)
Israel (0.204)
Mali (0.176)
Kosovo (0.175)
Brazil (0.157)
Lebanon (0.154)
Kenya (0.153)
Chad (0.148)
Dominican Republic (0.145)
Mauritania (0.143)
Czech Republic (0.138)
Bangladesh (0.135)
Burkina Faso (0.122)
Norway (0.121)
Zambia (0.100)
Sri Lanka (0.061)
Montenegro (0.041)
Kuwait (0.029)
Niger (0.029)
Mexico (0.025)
Switzerland (0.021)
Lithuania (0.020)
Albania (0.010)
Senegal (-0.012)
Uganda (-0.015)
Sweden (-0.025)
Australia (-0.026)
Hong Kong (-0.040)
Slovenia (-0.053)
Malaysia (-0.053)
Panama (-0.059)
Honduras (-0.065)
Singapore (-0.068)
Belarus (-0.068)
Netherlands (-0.081)
United Arab Emirates (-0.086)
Austria (-0.116)
New Zealand (-0.118)
Canada (-0.129)
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Figure 2.3: Changes in Happiness from 2005-2007 to 2014-2016 (Part 3)
87. Haiti (-0.151)
88. Mozambique (-0.163)
89. Ireland (-0.167)
90. Liberia (-0.169)
91. United Kingdom (-0.172)
92. Costa Rica (-0.178)
93. Finland (-0.203)
94. Armenia (-0.210)
95. Portugal (-0.210)
96. Pakistan (-0.237)
97. Vietnam (-0.285)
98. Namibia (-0.312)
99. South Africa (-0.316)
100. Madagascar (-0.336)
101. Belgium (-0.349)
102. France (-0.372)
103. United States (-0.372)
104. Malawi (-0.391)
105. Denmark (-0.404)
106. Japan (-0.447)
107. Belize (-0.495)
108. Croatia (-0.528)
109. Jordan (-0.605)
110. Cyprus (-0.617)
111. Egypt (-0.624)
112. Iran (-0.629)
113. Spain (-0.669)
114. Rwanda (-0.744)
115. Italy (-0.749)
116. Ghana (-0.757)
117. Tanzania (-0.776)
118. Saudi Arabia (-0.829)
119. India (-0.839)
120. Yemen (-0.884)
121. Jamaica (-0.897)
122. Ukraine (-0.930)
123. Botswana (-0.973)
124. Greece (-1.099)
125. Central African Republic (-1.467)
126. Venezuela (-1.597)
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Of the 126 countries with data for 2005-2007
and 2014-2016, 95 had significant changes, 58
of which were significant increases, ranging
from 0.12 to 1.36 points on the 0 to 10 scale.
There were 38 showing significant decreases,
ranging from -0.12 to -1.6 points, while the
remaining 30 countries revealed no significant
trend from 2005-2007 to 2014-2016. As shown
in Table 34 of the Statistical Appendix, the
significant gains and losses are very unevenly
distributed across the world, and sometimes also
within continents. For example, in Western
Europe there were 11 significant losses but only 1
significant gain. In Central and Eastern Europe,
by contrast, these results were reversed, with 12
significant gains against 1 loss. Two other regions had many more significant gainers than
losers, as measured by country counts. Latin
America and the Caribbean had 13 significant
gainers against 4 losses, and the Commonwealth of Independent States had 8 gains
against 2 losses. In all other world regions, the
numbers of significant gains and losses were
much more equally divided.
Among the 20 top gainers, all of which showed
average ladder scores increasing by 0.50 or
more, eleven are in the Commonwealth of
Independent States, Central and Eastern Europe,
five in Latin America, two in sub-Saharan Africa,
Thailand and Philippines in Asia. Among the 20
largest losers, all of which showed ladder reductions of 0.5 or more, five were in the Middle East
and North Africa, five in sub-Saharan Africa,
four in Western Europe, three in Latin America
and the Caribbean, and one each in South Asia,
Central and Eastern Europe, and the Commonwealth of Independent States.
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These gains and losses are very large, especially
for the 10 most affected gainers and losers. For
each of the 10 top gainers, the average life
evaluation gains exceeded those that would be
expected from a doubling of per capita incomes.
For each of the 10 countries with the biggest
drops in average life evaluations, the losses were
more than would be expected from a halving of

GDP per capita. Thus the changes are far more
than would be expected from income losses or
gains flowing from macroeconomic changes,
even in the wake of an economic crisis as large
as that following 2007.
On the gaining side of the ledger, the inclusion
of five transition countries among the top 10
gainers reflects the rising average 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 2.3, and
whose experiences are analyzed in more detail
in Chapter 4.
The 10 countries with the largest declines in
average life evaluations typically suffered some
combination of economic, political, and social
stresses. In the World Happiness Report 2016
Update, 3 of the 10 largest losers (Greece, Italy,
and Spain) were among the four hard-hit Eurozone countries whose post-crisis experience was
analyzed in detail in World Happiness Report 2013.
Of the three, Greece, the hardest hit, is the only
one still ranked among the ten largest declines,
with a net decline of 1.1, compared to 1.3 previously. The other nine countries come from six of
the ten global regions, with separate circumstances at play in each case.
Figure 18 and Table 33 in the Statistical Appendix show the population-weighted actual and
predicted changes in happiness for the ten
regions of the world from 2005-2007 to 20142016. The correlation between the actual and
predicted changes is 0.35, with the predicted
matching the actual exactly only for the largest
gaining region, the Commonwealth of Independent States, which had life evaluations up by
0.43 points on the 0 to 10 scale. South Asia had
the largest drop in actual life evaluations while
predicted to have a substantial increase. Sub-Saharan Africa was predicted to have a substantial
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gain, while the actual change was a very small
drop. For all other regions, the predicted and
actual changes were in the same direction, with
the substantial reductions in the United States
(the largest country in the NANZ group), Western Europe, and the Middle East and North
Africa being larger in each case than predicted.
The substantial happiness gains in Southeast
Asia, East Asia, and Central and Eastern Europe
were all predicted to be substantial, while the
Latin American gain was not predicted by the
equation. As Figure 18 shows, changes in the six
factors are only moderately successful in capturing the evolving patterns of life over what have
been tumultuous times for many countries.
Most of the directions of change were predicted,
but generally not the amounts of change.

Social Foundations of Happiness
In this central section of the chapter we examine the social foundations of world happiness.
Within the six-factor explanatory framework we
have adopted to explain levels and changes of
life evaluations, four—social support, freedom
to make life choices, generosity, and absence of
corruption in government and business—are
best seen as representative of different aspects
of the social foundations of well-being. The
other two—GDP per capita and healthy life
expectancy—both long-established as goals for
development, are not themselves measures of
the quality of a nation’s social foundations, but
they are nonetheless strongly affected by the
social context. So where do we start in attempting to understand the importance of the social
context to the quality of life? After toying with a
number of approaches, we come back to the
simplest, and organize our discussion under the
headings provided by our six explanatory variables, followed by some links to what this
method fails to cover.
We start by reviewing some of the linkages
between the quality of the social context and real
incomes as well as healthy life expectancy. We

then turn to consider the mechanisms whereby
the other four variables, themselves more
plausibly treated as primary measures of the
quality of a society’s social foundations, establish
their additional linkages to the quality of life, as
revealed by individual life assessments. We then
consider how inequality affects the social foundations, and vice versa, followed by some links
to our earlier analysis of the social foundations
of resilience. Finally, we consider new evidence
about the social foundations of well-being over
the life course, arguing that the age-profiles of
happiness in different societies reflect the
relative quality of the social fabric for people at
different ages and stages of life.
Social Foundations of Income
As human lives and technologies have become
more complicated and intertwined over the
centuries, the benefits of a bedrock of stable
social norms and institutions have become
increasingly obvious. There have been many
strands of opinion and research about which
social norms are most favorable for human
development. Adam Smith highlighted two of
these strands. In the Theory of Moral Sentiments,
Smith argued that human beings are inherently
sympathetic to the fates of others beyond themselves, but too imperfect to apply such sympathies beyond themselves, their friends and
family, and perhaps their countries. The power
and responsibility for achieving general happiness of the world population lay with God, with
individuals and families presumed able to be
fully sympathetic only with those close to themselves. Modern experimental research in psychology echoes this view, since the willingness
of students to mark in their own favor has been
found to be significant, but reversed by reminders of instructions from a higher power.38
Smith’s idea of a strong but limited sense of
sympathy underpinned his later and more
influential arguments in the Wealth of Nations.
Therein, he extolled the capacities of impersonal
markets to facilitate specialization in production,
with trade being used to share efforts and
rewards to mutual advantage as long as these
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markets were sufficiently underpinned by social
norms. These norms are needed to enable
people to plan in some confidence that others
would deliver as promised, as well as to limit the
use of coercion. Much subsequent research in
economics has tended to follow Smith’s presumption that each individual’s moral sympathy
is limited mainly to family and friends, with
individual self-interest serving to explain their
decisions. Over the past century, there has been
increasing realization of the importance of social
norms for any joint activity, especially including
the production and distribution of goods and
services, as measured by GDP. Indeed, research,
including that in this chapter, shows that people
routinely act more unselfishly than Smith
presumed39, and are happier when they do so40.
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Trust has long been seen as an especially important support for economic efficiency. Trust
among participants is an asset vital to dealing
with the many contingencies that lie beyond the
power of contracts to envisage. It also helps to
ensure that contracts themselves will be reliable.41 Empirical research over the past twenty
years on the social basis of economic efficiency
has given trust a central role, seen as an element
or consequence of social capital, which the
OECD has defined as “networks together with
shared norms, values and understandings that
facilitate co-operation within or among
groups.”42 Evidence that average levels of economic performance and rates of economic
growth have been higher in regions or countries
with higher trust levels is accumulating.43 To the
extent that these social norms are present in and
protected by public institutions, their capacity to
support economic performance is thereby
increased.44 There is thus much evidence that
good governance is a key foundation for economic growth; we shall see later that it has
benefits for happiness that extend beyond its
support for economic progress.

Social foundations of health
There is a long-standing research literature on
the social determinants of health. The primary
factors considered to represent social determinants are measures of social and economic
status, primarily income, education, and job
status.45 For all three of these markers, both
within and across societies, those at the top fare
better, in terms of both death and illness, than
do those at the bottom.46 The channels for these
effects are not yet widely understood, but are
thought to include access to health care, better
health behaviors, and better nutrition. There has
also been some evidence that addressing inequalities of income and education would not
only narrow health inequalities, but also raise
average levels at the same time. This literature
suggests that at least some of the total influence
of income, and perhaps a larger part of the
influence of education, on well-being flows
through its influence on healthy life expectancy.
Another stream of research has tested and found
significant links between social trust and health
status.47 The case was made that inequalities in
income might have effects on health status
through the established linkage between income
inequality and social trust.48 Global evidence also
suggests that two key social variables—social
support and volunteering—are in most countries consistently associated with better self-reported health status.49 Furthermore, the quality
of social institutions also has important direct
effects on health, as health outcomes are better
where corruption is less and government quality
generally higher.50
More generally, there are many studies showing
that maintaining or improving the quality of the
social context, whether within the operating
room51, in post-operative care, among those
recovering from trauma52 or hoping to avoid a
new or recurring disease, or among those in
elder care53, is a notable protective and healing
agent. Both the extent and the quality of social
relationships are important. Social support also
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delivers better health by reducing the damage to
health from stressful events. For example, a
prospective study of Swedish men found that
prior exposure to stressful events sharply increased subsequent mortality among previously
healthy men, but that this risk was almost
eliminated for those who felt themselves to have
high levels of emotional support.54 More direct
beneficial health effects of social integration,
without mediation through stressful events, is
revealed by a variety of community-level prospective studies wherein those with more active
social networks had lower subsequent mortality,
even after taking into account initial health
status and a variety of other protective factors.55
Generosity, which we have found an important
source of happiness, also turn out to benefit
physical health, with a variety of studies showing
that health benefits greater for the givers than
for the receivers of peer-to-peer and other forms
of support.56
Experimental evidence has shown that those
with a broader range of social contacts have
significantly lower susceptibility to a common
cold virus to an extent that reflects the range of
social roles they play.57 By similar reasoning,
negative social relations can impose a health
cost. For example, those with enduring social
conflicts were more than twice as likely to
develop a cold from an experimentally delivered
cold virus.58
The bulk of the evidence on the health-giving
powers of social capital relates to the presence or
maintenance of pre-existing natural social
connections. The evidence from social support
interventions for those with serious life-threatening illnesses is more mixed, leading some to
suggest that improving natural social networks
may be more effective than more targeted
patient support.59

The direct role of social support
Social support has been shown in the previous
section to have strong linkages to happiness
through its effects on physical and mental
health. This is only part of the story, however.
We have already seen in Table 2.1 that having
someone to count on has a very large impact on
life evaluations even after allowing for the effects
flowing through higher incomes and better
health. The percentage of the population who
report that they have someone to count on in
times of trouble ranges from 29% in Dystopia to
almost 99% in Iceland. For a country to have
10% more of its population with someone to
count on, (not a large change given the range of
70% between the highest and lowest countries)
is associated with an increase in average life
evaluations of 0.23 points on the 0 to 10 scale.
An increase of that size in life evaluations is
equivalent to that from a doubling of GDP per
capita, or, for the median country, a ranking
increase of seven places in Figure 2.2. These
effects are above and beyond those that might
flow through higher incomes or better health.
Having just one person to count on is not a very
demanding definition of social support, as
revealed by the large number of countries where
more than 90% of respondents have someone to
count on. We suspect that a more informative
measure of social support might show even
larger effects, and, of course, there are many
other dimensions of the social support available
to people in their homes, on the streets, in their
workplaces, among their neighbors, and within
their social networks. Having someone to count
on is of fundamental importance, but having a
fuller set of supporting friendships and social
contacts must be even better.
How does a sense of freedom affect happiness?
The Gallup World Poll asks respondents if they
are satisfied or dissatisfied with their freedom to
choose what to do with their lives. The generality
of the question is a virtue, as people are free to
focus on whatever aspects of life they find most
important. The fact that 0 and 1 are the only
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possible answers does pose a problem, as it stops
us from deriving a measure of just how free
people feel, and how evenly this sense of freedom
is spread among the population. Even the simple
measure has considerable power to explain
international differences in life evaluations,
however. The variation across countries is even
larger than for social support, ranging from 26%
to 98%, with an average of 71%. Moving 10% of
the population from dissatisfied to satisfied with
their life-choice freedom is matched by an increase in average life evaluations of 0.11 points on
the 0 to 10 scale. This is slightly less than half of
what was calculated for having someone to count
on. It is nonetheless a very substantial effect,
equivalent to an increase of 40% in GDP per
capita, or a few places on the ranking tables.
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How do answers to the freedom question relate
to the social foundations of happiness? In some
ways the freedom and social support questions
cover different but tightly related aspects of the
social fabric. To feel secure, people need to feel
that others care for them and will come to their
aid when needed. To some extent, being in such
a network of usually mutual obligations sets
limits on each person’s freedom to make life
choices freely, as the interests of others must
always be borne in mind. It is apparent from our
results that both features are important for a
good life. It is also clear from the data that these
different aspects need not conflict with each
other, as the most successful societies are ones
where both measures of the social fabric are
strong. Indeed, some of the features of the social
fabric that reflect its ability to care for people, in
particular the health and education systems, also
serve to level out the differences in life opportunities that affect the breadth and reality of the
life choices open to each individual. For example, some Northern European countries ranking
high in both social support and life-choice
freedom have education systems that combine
high average success while also narrowing the
gaps in performance, and hence future life
choices, between children raised in homes with
very different levels of parental education.60

Generosity
The Gallup World Poll asked respondents if they
have given money for a charitable purpose
within the past 30 days. When we use the
resulting national averages to explain happiness,
we first take out whatever variance is explained
by international differences in GDP per capita.
Giving money to others is more prevalent in
richer countries, in part because higher incomes
provide more resources available for sharing. We
adjust for income effects so that we can be sure
that the effect we find is not a consequence of
higher incomes. By doing this, we also increase
the estimated effects of per capita incomes,
since they now include the effects flowing
through greater generosity.
To have 10% more of the population donating is
associated with a 0.084 increase in average life
evaluations. This is roughly equivalent to the
effect of per capita GDP being more than 25%
higher.
There are two types of evidence that have been
used to assess the happiness effects of generosity.
Survey evidence can measure average frequency
of generous acts and show how these are related
to life evaluations. In lab experiments used to dig
deeper into the motivations and consequences of
generous acts, the changes under study are too
small and too temporary to affect life evaluations,
so various positive and negative emotions, measured before, after, and sometimes during the
experiments, are used instead61.
Experimental research has routinely found
people being more benevolent and altruistic
than their self-interest would seem to predict,
defying efforts made to explain this in terms of
expected reciprocity or other longer term versions of self-interest. But subjective well-being
research is now showing that in all cultures62,
and even from infancy63, people are drawn to
pro-social behavior64, and that they are happier
when they act pro-socially65.
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Corruption, trust, and good governance
Social trust, as we have shown above, has been
found to be an important support for economic
efficiency and physical health. But beyond these
channels, the evidence shows that high-trust
communities and societies are happier places to
live, even after allowing for the effects of higher
incomes and better health. The Gallup World
Poll does not include the social trust question on
a regular basis, so we must rely on the regularly
asked questions about perceptions of corruption
in business and government to provide a proxy
measure.
Respondents are asked separately about corruption in business and government in their own
countries, and we use the average of those
responses in our estimates of the effects of
corruption. Unfortunately, the answers to whether corruption is a problem in one or the other
aspect of life are simply ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ so we are
unable to properly measure just how bad the
problem is seen to be; nor can we see how
unequally corruption assessments are distributed. Looking at the 2005 to 2016 data as a whole,
the national average corruption assessments
vary from 4% to 98%, with an average of 76%.
To decrease by 10% the share of the population
who think that corruption is a problem is estimated by our model to increase average life
evaluations by 0.05 points on the 0 to 10
scale—a smaller amount than for social support,
freedom, and generosity, but still substantial,
equivalent to an increase of GDP per capita of
almost 20%. These happiness gains lie above
and beyond the well-established effects of
corruption on real GDP per capita.
The full happiness effects of a trustworthy
environment are likely to be significantly greater
than can be captured by a simple measure of the
presence or absence of corruption in business
and government. It has already been established
that even beyond social trust and absence of
corruption there are several different aspects of
life where trust is important for well-being—in

the workplace, on the streets, in neighborhoods,
in business dealings, and in several aspects of
government. The European Social Survey (ESS)
has several different measures of trust, making it
possible to see to what extent they have independent impacts on happiness. If all trust measures
are tapping into the same space, then one measure might be as good as another, and it might
not matter which is used. The ESS evidence
shows that several different measures of trust
have independently important consequences for
well-being, and that the total effects of improvements in several types of trust are significantly
higher than would be estimated using a single
measure to stand in for all measures. The ESS
also helpfully asks for trust assessments on a 0
to 10 scale, which provides better measures of
the levels and distribution of trust, while also
increasing the chances for distinguishing the
effects of different sorts of trust. The ESS individual-level results show that five different sorts
of trust contribute independently to life satisfaction. The two most important are social trust and
trust in police, each of which increases life
satisfaction by about .08 points for a 1-point
improvement on the 0 to 10 scale used for trust
assessments in the ESS. Smaller contributions,
each about one-third as great as for social trust
and trust in police, come from trust in the legal
system, trust in parliament, and trust in politicians. Single-point increases in all five types of
trust are estimated to increase an individual’s
satisfaction with life by 0.23 points on the 0 to 10
scale. If social trust is used on its own to stand in
for all forms of trust, the estimated effect is less
than half as great, at 0.11 points.66
Even if only social trust is used as a basis for
estimating the aggregate value of a nation’s
social capital, evidence from 132 countries, using
wealth-equivalent trust valuations from three
different international surveys, shows that social
trust represents a substantial share of national
wealth in all countries and regions. There are
nonetheless big differences among world regions, ranging from 12% of total wealth in Latin
America to 28% in the OECD countries.67
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While absence of corruption and presence of
trust are both useful measures of the quality of a
country’s institutions, they are clearly much too
limited in scope to provide a broader view of
how the quality of governance affects life evaluation beyond the effects flowing through income
and health. In looking at the quality of governance more generally, there is a useful distinction to be drawn between the formal structure of
institutions and the way they operate on a day-today basis. The former is much more frequently
studied than the latter, partly because it is more
easily measured and categorized. But even when
we consider the formal structure of national
institutions, such as a country’s parliament,
courts, or electoral systems, their effects on life
evaluations depend less on what is said in the
laws that set them up than in how well they are
seen to perform.68 At the aggregate level, several
studies have compared the well-being links
between two major sets of government characteristics and average life evaluations. The first
set of characteristics relates to the reliability and
responsiveness of governments in their design
and delivery of services, referred to here as the
quality of delivery. The second set of characteristics relate to the presence and pervasiveness of
key features of democratic electoral elections
and representation. The quality of delivery was
measured as the average of four World Bank
measures: government effectiveness, regulatory
quality, rule of law, and the control of corruption.69 The quality of a country’s democratic
processes was based on the average of the
remaining two World Bank measures: voice and
accountability, and political stability and absence
of violence. The results showed that for all
countries taken together, the quality of delivery
mattered more for well-being than did the
presence or absence of democracy.70 The quality
of delivery was strongly important for all groups
of countries, while the democracy variable had a
zero effect for all countries as a group, with a
positive effect among richer countries offset by a
negative effect among the poorer countries.
Subsequent studies using larger country samples, and a variety of survey sources and life eval-

uations, have generally supported this ranking
of the relative effects of the delivery and democratic aspects of government quality as supports
for happier lives.71
Previous reports considered evidence that good
governance has enabled countries to sustain or
improve happiness, even during an economic
crisis. Results presented there suggested not just
that people are more satisfied with their lives in
countries with better governance, but also that
actual changes in governance quality since 2005
have led to significant changes in the quality of
life. For this report we have updated that analysis using an extended version of the model that
includes country fixed effects, and hence tries to
explain the changes going on from year to year
in each country. Our updated results, in Table 17
of the Statistical Appendix, show both GDP per
capita and changes in governmental quality to
have contributed significantly to changes in life
evaluations over the 2005 to 2016 period.72
How does inequality affect the social
foundations of happiness?
In World Happiness Report Update 2016, we
argued that well-being inequality may be as or
more relevant than the more commonly used
measures of inequality in income and wealth. If
happiness is a better measure of well-being than
is income, then we might expect concerns about
inequality to be focused more on well-being
inequality than on the narrower concept of
income inequality. We discussed evidence from
three international datasets (the World Values
Survey, the European Social Survey, and the
Gallup World Poll) suggesting that well-being
inequality, as measured by the standard deviation of life satisfaction responses within the
sample populations, does indeed outperform
income inequality as a predictor of life satisfaction differences among individuals. In addition,
the estimated effects of well-being inequality on
life satisfaction are significantly larger for those
individuals who agree with the statement that
income inequalities should be reduced.73 Fur-
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thermore, well-being inequality performs much
better than income inequality in one of the key
causal roles previously found for income inequality—as a factor explaining differences in
social trust.74 Thus we find that well-being
inequality is likely to damage social trust, itself
an important index of the strength and quality of
the social fabric.75
Another recently exposed link between the social
foundations and inequality is that improvements
in social trust have been shown to have greater
happiness payoffs for the unemployed, those
with health problems, and those subject to
discrimination, than for others.76 Since these
three conditions are much more prevalent
among those with the lowest life evaluations,
increases in social trust improve average life
evaluations both directly and also indirectly by
reducing the inequality of well-being.
Social foundations of resilience
The argument was made in previous World
Happiness Reports that the strength of the underlying social fabric, as represented by levels of
trust and institutional quality, affects a society’s
resilience in response to economic and social
crises. We gave Greece, which is the third
biggest happiness loser in Figure 2.3 (improved
from earlier World Happiness Reports, but still 1.1
points down from 2005-2007 to 2014-2016),
special attention, because the well-being losses
were so much greater than could be explained
directly by economic outcomes. The reports
provided evidence of an interaction between
social capital and economic or other crises, with
the crisis providing a test of the quality of the
underlying social fabric.77 If the fabric is sufficiently strong, then the crisis may even lead to
higher subjective well-being, in part by giving
people a chance to do good works together and
to realize and appreciate the strength of their
mutual social support78, and in part because the
crisis will be better handled and the underlying
social capital improved in use.

For this argument to be convincing, we realized
that we needed examples on both sides of the
ledger. It is one thing to show cases where the
happiness losses were large and where the
erosion of the social fabric appeared to be a part
of the story. But what examples are there on the
other side? With respect to the post-2007 economic crisis, the best examples of happiness
maintenance in the face of large external shocks
were Ireland and especially Iceland.79 Both
suffered decimation of their banking systems as
extreme as anywhere, and yet suffered incommensurately small happiness losses. In the
Icelandic case, the post-shock recovery in life
evaluations has been great enough to put Iceland third in the global rankings for 2014-2016.
That there is a continuing high degree of social
support in both countries is indicated by the fact
that of all the countries surveyed by the Gallup
World Poll, the percentage of people who report
that they have someone to count on in times of
crisis remains highest in Iceland and very high
in Ireland.80
Social foundations of the life course
of happiness
In Chapter 3 of World Happiness Report 2015 we
analyzed how several different measures of
subjective well-being, including life evaluations
and emotions, have varied by age and gender.
Chapter 5 of this report makes use of surveys
that follow the same people over time to show
how well-being varies with age in ways that
reflect individual personalities and a variety of
past and current experiences and living conditions. Both these sources as well as a variety of
other research81 have shown that life satisfaction
in many countries exhibits a U-shape over the
life course, with a low point at about the age of
50. Yet there is also much variety, with some
countries showing little or no tendency to rise
after middle age, while elsewhere there is evidence of an S-shape, with the growing life
evaluations after middle age becoming declines
again in the late 70s.82 The existence and size of
these trends depends on whether they are
measured with or without excluding the effects
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of physical health. Rises in average life evaluations after middle age are seen in many countries even without excluding the increasing
negative effects due to health status, which
gradually worsens with age. Because the
U-shape in age is quite prevalent, some researchers have thought that it might represent
something beyond the scope of life experiences,
also since it has been found in a similar form
among great apes.83
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We shall consider instead the possibility that
what has been taken as a natural feature of the
life course may be primarily a reflection of a
changing pattern of social relationships, and
hence likely to appear in some places and not in
others, and for some people but not others,
depending on the social circumstances in which
they live.84 Our analysis of this is very preliminary, and based on a few scattered findings,
since the idea itself is fresh and hence largely
unstudied. As the empirical science of well-being has developed, and as the available data
become richer, it is becoming natural to consider not just the possible separate effects of age,
marriage, employment, income, and the social
context, but also to consider interactions between them. In the present case, we are asking
whether the U-shape in age applies equally to
people in different social contexts. The simple
answer is that it does not. For example, the
U-shape in age is significantly less for those who
are married than those who are not.85 This
suggests that together spouses can better shoulder the extra demands that may exist mid-life
when career and other demands coincide. Yet if
the U-shape is partly due to workplace stress and
its carry-over into the rest of life, then we might
also expect to find the U-shape in age smaller for
those whose workplace provides a more welcoming social context. That indeed seems to be the
case, so much so that among employed respondents to the Gallup-Healthways Daily Poll who
regard their immediate work superior as a
partner (rather than a boss), life evaluations
show no reduction from the under-30s into
middle age. By contrast, for those whose superior

is seen as a boss, there is a significant U-shape,
with life evaluations significantly lower at ages
45-54 than for those under 30.86
If the U-shape in age is importantly based on the
quality of the social context, we might also expect
to find the U-shape to be less for those who have
lived for longer in their local communities as
social foundations take time to build. Danish
researchers calculated age distributions separately for those residing for more or less than 15
years in their communities, and found that there
was some U-shape in age for both groups, with a
much deeper mid-life drop for those who arrived
more recently in the community.87
Summary of social foundations
We have seen that the roles of social factors as
supports for happiness are pervasive and encompassing. Wherever we looked, from income and
health to life in the workplace and on the streets,
the quality of the social fabric is seen to be
important. Even the widely investigated U-shape
in life evaluations over the life course has come
to be seen as importantly driven by changes in
the supporting power of the social foundations.
While the importance of social factors is becoming more widely recognized, the underlying
mechanisms are just barely beginning to be
understood. Our brief review of some recent
research covers only a tiny fraction of what has
been done, and a smaller fraction still of what
needs to be known. In the design and delivery of
services, the care for the ailing, and the creation
of purpose and opportunities for those who have
had neither, a deeper understanding of how
people can work better together in achieving
happier lives must be thought of as a primary
objective. Acceptance of this objective would in
turn help to ensure that subjective well-being
data are collected wisely and routinely, that new
ideas are tested more methodically against
currently accepted practice, and that the results
of these experiments are shared across communities, disciplines, and cultures.

WORLD HAPPINESS REPORT 2017

The potential benefits from improving the social
foundations of well-being are enormous. Appendix Table 18 gives some impression of the scale
of what might be achieved. It reports the improvements in life evaluations if each of the four
social variables we use in Table 2.1 could be
improved from the lowest levels that were
observed in the 2014-2016 period to world
average levels. To do this, we multiply the
lowest-to-average distances for each of the social
variables—social support, freedom, generosity,
and perceived corruption—with the estimated
per-unit contributions of those variables, shown
in Table 2.1.
Even ignoring the effects likely to flow through
better health and higher incomes, we calculate
that bringing the social foundations up to world
average levels would increase life evaluations by
almost two points (1.97) on the 0 to 10 scale.
This comprises 1.19 points from having someone to count on, 0.41 from a greater sense of
freedom to make life choices, 0.25 from living in
a more generous environment, and 0.12 from
less perceived corruption. These social foundation effects are together larger than those calculated to follow from the combined effects of
bottom to average improvements in both GDP
per capita and healthy life expectancy. The
effects from the increase in the numbers of
people having someone to count on in times of
trouble are by themselves equal to the happiness
effects from the 16-fold increase in average per
capita incomes required to shift the three poorest countries up to the world average (from
about $600 to about $10,000).
If the countries with the weakest social foundations for happiness were able not just to improve
to world average standards, but also to match the
performance of the three top countries for each
of four factors, they would harvest another 1.27
points of happiness, for a total of 3.24 points.
Such a move from dystopian to utopian social
circumstances is of course not feasible any time
soon, but it does show the importance of paying

attention to the oft-ignored social foundations.
These calculations do not take into account any
improvements flowing through the better
health and higher incomes made possible
from the better social foundations. Moving
from bottom to top-three levels of healthy life
expectancy (an increase of 34 healthy years) or
GDP per capita (from $600 to $100,000 per
year) are calculated to improve life evaluations
by 0.98 and 1.78 points, respectively.88 Thus
we can see that while all of our six explanatory
factors are important in explaining what life
looks like in Dystopia and Utopia, the four
elements of the social foundations together
comprise the largest part of the story.

Conclusions
In presenting and explaining the national-level
data in this chapter, we continue to highlight
people’s own reports of the quality of their lives,
as measured on a scale with 10 representing the
best possible life and 0 the worst. We average
their reports for the years 2014 to 2016, providing a typical national sample size of 3,000. We
then rank these data for 155 countries, as shown
in Figure 2.2. The 10 top countries are once
again all small or medium-sized western industrial countries, of which seven are in Western
Europe. Beyond the first ten, the geography
immediately becomes more varied, with the
second 10 including countries from 4 of the 10
global regions.
In the top 10 countries, life evaluations average
7.4 on the 0 to 10 scale, while for the bottom 10
the average is less than half that, at 3.4. The
lowest countries are typically marked by low
values of all six variables used here to explain
international differences—GDP per capita,
healthy life expectancy, social support, freedom,
generosity, and absence of corruption—and in
addition, often subject to violence and disease.
Of the 4-point gap between the top 10 and
bottom 10 countries, more than three-quarters is
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accounted for by differences in the six variables,
with GDP per capita, social support, and healthy
life expectancy as the largest contributors.
When we turn to consider life evaluation changes for 126 countries between 2005-2007 and
2014-2016, we see much evidence of movement, including 58 significant gainers and 38
significant losers. Gainers especially outnumber
losers in Latin America, the Commonwealth of
Independent States, and Central and Eastern
Europe. Losers outnumber gainers in Western
Europe, while in the rest of the world the
numbers of gainers and losers are in rough
balance. Changes in the six key variables
explain a significant proportion of these changes, although the magnitude and nature of the
crises facing nations since 2005 have been such
as to move some countries into poorly charted
waters. We continue to see evidence that major
crises have the potential to alter life evaluations
in quite different ways according to the quality
of the social and institutional infrastructure.
In particular, as shown in previous World
Happiness Reports, there is evidence that a crisis
imposed on a weak institutional structure can
actually further damage the quality of the
supporting social fabric if the crisis triggers
blame and strife rather than co-operation and
repair. On the other hand, economic crises
and natural disasters can, if the underlying
institutions are of sufficient quality, lead to
improvements rather than damage to the social
fabric.89 These improvements not only ensure
better responses to the crisis, but also have
substantial additional happiness returns, since
people place real value on feeling that they
belong to a caring and effective community.
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In the World Happiness Report Update 2016, we
showed that the inequality of well-being, as
measured by the standard deviation of life
evaluations within each country, varies among
countries quite differently from average happiness, and from the inequality of income. We
also found evidence that greater inequality
of well-being contributes to lower average

well-being. We noted that broadening the focus
from income to happiness greatly increases
the number of ways of improving lives for the
unhappy without making others worse off, and
further, this can be achieved in more sustainable
and less resource-demanding ways.
This is especially clear for improvements in the
social foundations of happiness, the primary
focus of our chapter this year. Whether we
looked at social support, generosity, or a trustworthy environment, we found that all can be
built in ways that improve the lives of both
givers and receivers, those on both ends of the
handshake or the exchange of smiles, and
whatever the ranks of those who are pooling
ideas or sharing tasks.
Targeting the social sources of well-being, which
is encouraged by considering a broader measure
of well-being, uncovers fresh possibilities for
increasing happiness while simultaneously
reducing stress on scarce material resources.
Much more research is needed to fully understand the interplay of factors that determine the
social foundations of happiness and consider
alternative ways of improving those foundations.
There is every hope, however, that simply changing the focus from the material to the social
foundations of happiness will improve the rate at
which lives can be sustainably improved for all,
throughout the world and across generations.
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1 I t is also called Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale
(Cantril, 1965).
2 D
 iener, Lucas, & Oishi (2016) estimate the number of new
scientific articles on subjective well-being to have grown by
two orders of magnitude over 25 years, from about 130 per
year in 1980 to almost 15,000 in 2014.
3 See OECD (2013).
4 A
 s foreshadowed by an OECD case study in the first WHR,
and more fully explained in the OECD Chapter in WHR
2013. See Durand & Smith (2013).
5 S
 ee Ryff & Singer (2008). The first use of a question about
life meaning or purpose in a large-scale international
survey was in the Gallup World Poll waves of 2006 and
2007. It was also introduced in the third round of the
European Social Survey (Huppert et al. 2009). It has since
become one of the four key well-being questions asked by
the UK Office for National Statistics (Hicks, Tinkler, &
Allin, 2013).
6 T
 he latest OECD list of reporting countries in in Exton et
al (forthcoming) and also as an online annex to this report.
See here
7 S
 ee Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs (2015, Chapter 2, p.14-16).
That chapter of World Happiness Report 2015 also explained,
on pp. 18-20, why we prefer direct measures of subjective
well-being to various indexes of well-being.
8 T
 he Gallup Organization kindly agreed to include the life
satisfaction question in 2007 to enable this scientific issue
to be addressed. Unfortunately, it has not yet been possible,
because of limited space, to establish satisfaction with life
as a core question in subsequent Gallup World Polls.
9 S
 ee Table 10.1 of Helliwell, Barrington-Leigh, Harris, &
Huang (2010, p. 298).
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10 S
 ee Table 1.2 of Diener, Helliwell, & Kahneman (2010),
which shows at the national level GDP per capita
correlates more closely with WVS life satisfaction answers
than with happiness answers. See also Figure 17.2 of
Helliwell & Putnam (2005, p. 446), which compares
partial income responses within individual-level equations
for WVS life satisfaction and happiness answers. One
difficulty with these comparisons, both of which do show
bigger income effects for life satisfaction than for
happiness, lies in the different response scales. This
provides one reason for differing results. The second, and
likely more important, reason is that the WVS happiness
question lies somewhere in the middle ground between
an emotional and an evaluative query. Table 1.3 of Diener
et al. (2010) shows a higher correlation between income
and the ladder than between income and life satisfaction
using Gallup World Poll data, but this is shown, by Table
10.1 of Helliwell et al. (2010), to be because of using
non-matched sets of respondents.

11 S
 ee, for an example using individual-level data, Kahneman
& Deaton (2010), and for national-average data Table 2.1 of
Helliwell, Huang, & Wang (2015, p. 22) or Table 2.1 of this
chapter.
12 B
 arrington-Leigh (2013) documents a significant upward
trend in life satisfaction in Québec, compared to the rest
of Canada, of a size accumulating over 25 years to an
amount equivalent to more than a trebling of mean
household income.
13 See Lucas (2007) and Yap, Anusic, & Lucas (2012).
14 See Lucas et al. (2003) and Clark & Georgellis (2013).
15 See Yap et al. (2012) and Grover & Helliwell (2014).
16 S
 ee International Organization for Migration (2013,
chapter 3), Frank, Hou, & Schellenberg (2016), and
Helliwell, Bonikowska and Shiplett (2016).
17 S
 ee Stone, Schneider, & Harter (2012) and Helliwell &
Wang (2015). The presence of day-of-week effects for
mood reports is also shown in Ryan, Bernstein, & Brown
(2010).
18 S
 ee Stone et al. (2012), Helliwell & Wang (2014) and
Bonikowska, Helliwell, Hou, & Schellenberg (2013).
19 T
 able 2.1 of this chapter shows that a set of six variables
descriptive of life circumstances explains almost 75
percent of the variations over time and across countries of
national average life evaluations, compared to 49 percent
for a measure of positive emotions and 23 percent for
negative emotions.
20 U
 sing a global sample of roughly 650,000 individual
responses, a set of individual-level measures of the same
six life circumstances (using a question about health
problems to replace healthy life expectancy) explains 19.5
percent of the variations in life evaluations, compared to
7.4 percent for positive affect, and 4.6 percent for
negative affect.
21 A
 s shown in Table 2.1 of the first World Happiness Report.
See Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs (2012, p. 16).
22 F
 or these comparisons to be meaningful, it should be the
case that life evaluations relate to life circumstances in
roughly the same ways in diverse cultures. This important
issue was discussed some length in World Happiness
Report 2015. The burden of the evidence presented was
that the data are internationally comparable in structure
despite some identified cultural differences, especially in
the case of Latin America. Subsequent research by Exton,
Smith, & Vandendriessche (2015) confirms this conclusion.
23 G
 allup weights sum up to the number of respondents
from each country. To produce weights adjusted for
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population size in each country for the period of 20142016, we first adjust the Gallup weights so that each country has the same weight (one-country-one-vote) in the period. Next we multiply total population aged 15+ in each
country in 2015 by the one-country-one-vote weight. To
simplify the analysis, we use population in 2015 for the
period of 2014-2016 for all the countries/regions. Total
population aged 15+ is equal to the proportion of population aged 15+ (=one minus the proportion of population
aged 0-14) multiplied by the total population. Data are
mainly taken from WDI (2016). Specifically, the total
population and the proportion of population aged 0-14 are
taken from the series “Population ages 0-14 (percent of
total)” and “Population, total” respectively from WDI
(2016). There are a few regions which do not have data in
WDI (2016), such as Nagorno-Karabakh, Northern
Cyprus, Somaliland, and Taiwan. In this case, other
sources of data are used if available. The population in
Taiwan is 23,492,000, and the aged 15+ is 20,305,000 in
2015 (Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of China 2015,
Table 3). The total population in Northern Cyprus in 2015
is not available, thus we use its population in 2014. It is
313,626 according to Economic and Social Indicators 2014
published by State Planning Organization of Northern
Cyprus in December 2015 (p. 3). The ratio of population
0-14 is not available in 2015, so we use the one in 2011,
18.4 percent, calculated based on the data in 2011
Population Census, reported in Statistical Yearbook 2011 by
State Planning Organization of Northern Cyprus in April
2015 (p. 13). There are no reliable data on population and
age structure in Nagorno-Karabakh and Somaliland
region, therefore these two regions are not included in the
calculation of world or regional distributions.
24 T
 he statistical appendix contains alternative forms
without year effects (Appendix Table 13), and a repeat
version of the Table 2.1 equation showing the estimated
year effects (Appendix Table 8). These results confirm, as
we would hope, that inclusion of the year effects makes
no significant difference to any of the coefficients.
25 A
 s shown by the comparative analysis in Table 7 of the
Statistical Appendix.
26 The definitions of the variables are shown in the notes to
Table 2.1, with additional detail in the online data
appendix.
27 This influence may be direct, as many have found, e.g. De
Neve, Diener, Tay, & Xuereb (2013). It may also embody
the idea, as made explicit in Fredrickson’s broaden-andbuild theory (Fredrickson, 2001), that good moods help to
induce the sorts of positive connections that eventually
provide the basis for better life circumstances.
28 W
 e 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 on-line statistical appendix (Appendix
Figures 7-9).
29 T
 hese calculations are shown in detail in Table 18 of the
on-line Statistical Appendix.
30 T
 he prevalence of these feedbacks was documented in
Chapter 4 of World Happiness Report 2013, De Neve et al.
(2013).
31 T
 he coefficients on GDP per capita and healthy life
expectancy are 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 are tiny 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 dropin 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 avoids using the same respondent’s answers on
both sides of the equation, and produces similar results,
as shown in Table 12 of the Statistical Appendix. The Table
12 results are very similar to the split-sample results
shown in Tables 10 and 11, and all three tables give effect
sizes very similar to those in Table 2.1.
32 T
 he data and calculations are shown in detail in Table 19
of the Statistical Appendix. Annual per capita incomes
average $45,000 in the top 10 countries, compared to
$1,500 in the bottom 10, measured in international
dollars at purchasing power parity. For comparison, 94
percent of respondents have someone to count on in the
top 10 countries, compared to 58 percent in the bottom
10. Healthy life expectancy is 71.7 years in the top 10,
compared to 52 years in the bottom 10. 93 percent of the
top 10 respondents think they have sufficient freedom to
make key life choices, compared to 63 percent in the
bottom 10. Average perceptions of corruption are 35
percent in the top 10, compared to 73 percent in the
bottom 10.
33 A
 ctual and predicted national and regional average
2014-2016 life evaluations are plotted in Figure 16 of the
Statistical Appendix. 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
below those predicted by the model, and vice versa. East
Asia provides an example of the former case, and Latin
America of the latter.
34 S
 ee the Latin American panel of Figure 16 of the Statistical Appendix, showing almost all countries to have
measured ladder averages higher than predicted. Mariano
Rojas has previously noted that if our figure were drawn
using satisfaction with life rather than the ladder it would
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show an even larger Latin American premium (based on
data from 2007, the only year when the GWP asked both
questions of the same respondents). It is also true that
looking across all countries, satisfaction with life is on
average higher than the Cantril ladder scores, by an
amount that is higher at higher levels of life evaluations.
35 For example, see Chen, Lee, & Stevenson (1995).
36 O
 ne 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 corruption is
worse than average in Latin America, and the inclusion of
a special Latin American variable thereby permits the
corruption coefficient to take a higher value.
37 T
 here are thus, as shown in Table 15 of the Statistical
Appendix, 29 countries that are in the 2014-2016 ladder
rankings of Figure 2.2 but without changes shown in
Figure 2.3. These countries for which changes are missing
include some of the 10 lowest ranking countries in Figure
2.2. Several of these countries might well have been
shown among the 10 major losers had their earlier data
been available.
38 M
 erely being asked to remember the Ten Commandments removed any tendency for the students to mark
falsely in their own favour. See Mazar et al (2008).

52 See C. Haslam et al (2008).
53 See Theurer et al (2015).
54 See Rosengren et al (1993). The protective effects of social
integration and emotional support were both evident, but
much larger for emotional support.
55 The initial Almeda County study was reported by Berkman & Syme (1979), and the results confirmed by a
number of subsequent studies reviewed by Berkman &
Glass (2000). There are many more recent studies in
smaller settings showing that those who are able to
maintain their social networks have better post-stroke
recoveries (C. Haslam et al, 2008) and are less likely to
suffer post-partum depression (Seymour-Smith et al
2016). And altruism has found to be health predicting in
elder care settings, e.g. Theurer & Wister (2010)

39 See, for example, Ostrom (2000).

56 S
 ee Abolfathi Momtaz (2014), Brown et al. (2003),
Thomas (2009) and Weinstein & Ryan (2010).

40 See Ricard (2015).

57 See Cohen et al (1997).

41 See Solow (2000, p.8) and Fukuyama (1995).

58 See Cohen et al (1998).

42 OECD (2001, p. 41). See also Putnam (2001).

59 S
 ee Cohen (2004, 681-2). For example, Helgeson et al
(2000) found that peer emotional support groups helped
women cancer patients who lacked support from their
partners or physicians but harmed women who had high
levels of natural support.

43 S
 ee, in chronological order, Knack & Keefer (1997), Zak &
Knack (2001), Beugelsdijk et al (2004). Algan & Cahuc
(2010), and Bjørnskov (2012).
44 F
 or a review of the global evidence, see Acemoglu &
Robinson (2012).
45 F
 or a recent review combining the income and education
channels with more direct consideration of supportive
social networks, see Havranek et al (2015).
46 S
 ee Marmot et al (1997), Evans et al (1994), Marmot
(2005) and Wilkinson & Marmot (2003).

42

typical application of the checklist procedures may not be
enough to significantly improve outcomes (Urbach et al
2014). What seems to be most important in achieving
safety improvements are improvements in team training
(Neily et al 2010), team involvement (Rydenfält et al 2013,
Walker et al 2012) and teamwork and communication in
the operating room (Russ et al 2013). These latter are all
elements contributing directly to the subjective well-being
of team members as well as to the safety of the patients.

60 S
 ee Willms (2003, Figure 1) showing that the two
Northern European countries in the 12-country sample,
Sweden and the Netherlands, had the highest average
literacy levels for their students, and also the smallest
impact flowing from parental education.
61 See, e.g. Aknin et al (2017).
62 See Aknin et al (2013).

47 See Kawachi & Berkman (2000).

63 See Aknin et al (2012).

48 See Kawachi et al (1997).

64 See Shultz and Dunbar (2007).

49 See Kumar et al (2012).

65 See Schwartz & Sendor (1999).

50 See Holmberg & Rothstein (2011).

66 T
 hese results are drawn from Appendix Table 6 of
Helliwell, Huang & Wang (2016).

51 The use of surgical safety checklists has become globally
widespread following the adoption of the WHO guidelines
(Haynes et al 2009). Subsequent research has shown that

67 See Hamilton et al (2016).

WORLD HAPPINESS REPORT 2017

68 T
 here are thus complicated links among public institutions, trust and corruption. High quality institutions have
been shown to favour the development of social trust,
above and beyond trust in the institutions themselves
(Charron & Rothstein 2017). It has also been argued that
social trust and trustworthy institutions are both more
likely to be developed where historical circumstances
(such as high climate variability) require more cooperation and better institutions (Buggle &Durante 2016).

81 See, for example, Blanchflower & Oswald (2008).
82 See Bonke et al (2016).
83 See Weiss et al (2012).

69 From Kaufmann, Kraay & Mastruzzi (2009) and
Helliwell &Huang (2008).

84 T
 his is one way of interpreting the results of Frijters and
Beatton (2012) who find little evidence of a U-shape when
they include individual fixed effects in three panel
surveys. For most continuing panel members, there
would be little change in the quality of the social contexts
of their lives.

70 See Helliwell & Huang (2008).

85 See Grover and Helliwell (2014).

71 S
 ee Ott (2010) and Helliwell, Huang, Grover & Wang
(2014).

86 F
 or those whose superior is seen as a partner, the average
Cantril ladder score is 7.1 (se=.005) for those under 30,
and 7.1 (se=.004) for those aged 45-54. For those whose
superior is seen as a boss, the average ladder score is
6.88 (se=.007) for those under 30 and 6.67 (se=.006) for
those aged 45-54. In the same vein, the age U-shape in
daily happiness ratings is much flatter for reports relating
to weekend days and holidays than for regular weekdays.
See Helliwell (2014, p.128) for the latter evidence.

72 Columns 8 and 9 in Table 17, which include country fixed
effects, show the links between changes in governance
and GDP and those of life evaluations. In these annual
data, causality is much more likely to be flowing from
GDP and delivery quality (both measured independently
from the GWP survey data) to life evaluations than in the
reverse direction.
73 See Goff et al (2016).
74 E
 vidence for a central trust-destroying role for income
inequality is provided by Rothstein and Uslaner (2005).
Goff et al. (2016, Table 6) have since shown, using three
international datasets, that well-being inequality is much
more important than is income inequality as a factor
explaining differences among people in how much they
think that others can be trusted.
75 O
 f course, the positive linkages between inequality and
social trust are likely to run in both directions. What the
evidence in Goff et al (2016) shows is that the combined
effect of the two-way linkage between social trust and
inequality is larger for well-being inequality than for
income inequality.

87 See Bonke et al (2016).
88 T
 he calculations above, as well as those reported in Tables
18 and 19, are based on country-period averages for 155
countries for the 2014-2016 period. The minimum,
maximum and averages are thus slightly different from
the summary statistics reported in Table 6 of the
Statistical Appendix, which is based on country-year
observations instead of country-period observations.
89 S
 ee Dussaillant & Guzmán (2014). In the wake of the
2010 earthquake in Chile, there was looting in some
places and not in others, depending on initial trust levels.
Trust subsequently grew in those areas where helping
prevailed instead of looting.

76 See Helliwell, Huang & Wang (2016).
77 See Helliwell, Huang, & Wang (2014).
78 S
 ee Ren & Ye (2016), Brown & Westaway (2011), Uchida
et al (2014) and Yamamura et al, (2015).
79 G
 udmundsdottir (2013) presents data from a longitudinal
survey showing stability of life satisfaction ratings in
Iceland from 2007 to 2009.
80 A
 veraging across the 2014-16 GWP surveys, Iceland and
Ireland are ranked first and fourth, respectively, in terms
of social support, with over 98 percent of Icelandic
respondents, and 96% of Irish ones, having someone to
count on, compared to an international average of 80
percent.
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