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Introduction and Summary

Everyone wants to be happy.

The Dalai Lama

Let’s begin with a thought experiment. Suppose you were not you, but someone not

yet existing. Where would you want to be born? Would it be where people were

richest, or healthiest or best educated, however happy or miserable they were. Or

would you simply ask yourself, ‘Where are people most enjoying their lives, most

satisfied and most fulfilled?’ If that was your approach, you would be part of a great

tradition of thinkers (going back to the ancient Greeks and beyond) who believed that

the best society is the one where people have the highest wellbeing.

By wellbeing we mean how you feel about your life, how satisfied you are. We

do not mean the external circumstances that affect your wellbeing. We mean the thing

that ultimately matters: your inner subjective state – the quality of your life as you

experience it, how happy you are. We shall call this ‘wellbeing’ for short, but we

always mean ‘subjective wellbeing’.

Wellbeing, this book argues, is the overarching good and other goods (like health,

family and friends, income and so on) are good because of how they contribute to our

wellbeing. This idea is basic to the subject. It is illustrated in Figure I.1, which shows

some of the more obvious causes of wellbeing.

So the key to a happier society is to understand how these various factors affect our

wellbeing and how they can be altered for the better. Fortunately we have a whole new

science to help us do that – the science of wellbeing.

For many people, the motivation for this science is the simple idea that the

overarching goal for a society should be the wellbeing of the people. This philosoph-

ical idea is not new. In the eighteenth-century Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment, the

central concept was that we judge a society by the happiness of the people. But,

unfortunately, there was at the time no method of measuring wellbeing. So income

became the measure of a successful society, and GDP per head became the goal. But

things are different now. We are now able to measure wellbeing, and policy-makers

around the world are turning towards measures of success that go ‘beyond GDP’. This

shift is really important because, as we shall see, income explains only a small fraction

of the variance of wellbeing in any country.
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The movement to go beyond GDP brings together two main strands of thought.

First, there are those who for over 50 years have argued for wider indicators of

progress – the ‘social indicators movement’. This has involved a range of social

scientists including some economists like Amartya Sen. Then, second, are those

who fear for the sustainability of the planet and for the lives of future generations.

For all these groups, it has become natural to support the idea that the overall goal

must be the wellbeing of present and future generations.

Fortunately, we can now see more clearly than ever before what is needed to

increase our wellbeing. For over the last 40 years a whole new science has developed

backed by major new sources of data.

Measurement

The simplest way to measure wellbeing is to ask people ‘Overall, how satisfied are

you with your life these days?’. Typically, people are asked to respond on a scale of 0

(not at all satisfied) to 10 (very satisfied). People’s answers to this simple question

about life satisfaction tell us a lot about their inner state. We know this because their

answers are correlated with relevant brain measurements and with the judgements of

their friends. They are also good predictors of longevity, productivity and educational

performance (another reason for taking wellbeing seriously). And their answers

predict voting behaviour better than the economy does – which is a good reason

why policy-makers should take wellbeing very seriously!

There are two other ways to measure wellbeing. The first is usually called ‘hedonic’

and involves measuring a person’s mood at frequent intervals. The second is called

‘eudaemonic’. We shall describe both measures in Chapter 1 and explain why we

think life satisfaction is the most helpful – how we feel about our life.
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Figure I.1 Some key causes of individual wellbeing
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If we focus on life satisfaction, there is a huge inequality of wellbeing in the world.

A sixth of the people in the world report wellbeing of 8 or above (out of 10), while at the

other end over a sixth report 3 or below (see Figure I.2). This is a huge difference, and,

from the wellbeing perspective, this is themost important form of inequality that there is

in the world. It is quite possibly the most important fact about the human situation.

So what does determine our life satisfaction? All human beings have similar deep

needs – for food and shelter, safety, love and support, respect and pride, mastery and

autonomy. How far these are satisfied depends on a mixture of what we ourselves do

and what happens to us – a mixture of us as ‘agents’ and of our ‘environment’. This

determines the structure of the book.

So in this introduction we shall first describe the structure of the book. And then, to

whet your appetite, we shall set out some of the findings in summary form. But don’t

worry if they are a bit condensed – all will become clear, chapter by chapter.

This Book

� The book begins with two general chapters (Chapters 1–2) on

fundamental concepts.

� Then Chapters 3–5 describe what we contribute to our wellbeing as ‘agents’

through

o our behaviour,

o our thoughts and

o our genes and our physiology.
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Figure I.2 Percentage of people in the world at each level of life satisfaction

Source: Helliwell et al. (2018a) Figure 2.1 Gallup World Poll 2015–17, Cantril ladder
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� Next, Chapters 6–17 describe how we are affected by our environment – what

happens to us:

o our family, our schooling and our experience of social media

o our health and healthcare services

o having work

o the quality of our work

o our incomes

o our communities

o our physical environment and the climate of the planet

o and our system of government.

� Finally, Chapter 18 shows how policy-makers can use this knowledge to choose

policies that create the greatest wellbeing for the people.

Our Behaviour

But why do we need policy-makers and governments at all? In the traditional

economic model, people do whatever is best for their own wellbeing, and the process

of voluntary exchange leads to the greatest possible wellbeing all round (subject to

some qualifications – see below). On this basis, laissez-faire will solve most problems.

But modern behavioural science challenges this view of the world, and a founder of

behavioural science, Daniel Kahneman, was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics

for his challenging work.

There are two main problems. First, people are not that good at pursuing their own

best interests. Many people overeat or take little exercise. Some become addicts.

Others make changes that they think will improve their lives, without realising that

they will soon get used to the new situation and feel no better than before (the process

of ‘adaptation’). Moreover, people are hugely affected by how choices are presented

to them (like the choice over saving for a pension) – so their preferences are often not

well-defined. And in the short term, people are loss-averse – which can lead to greater

losses in the long term.

The second key issue is that everybody is hugely affected by how other people

behave (in ways other than through voluntary exchange). This is a case of what

economists call ‘externality’ – things that happen to you that do not arise from

voluntary exchange. Economists have always been explicit that ‘externality’ calls

for government action, but they have not always realised how pervasive externality

is in human life:

� It really matters to us what the pool of other people we live amongst is like – are

they trustworthy; are they unselfish?

� Other people (society at large) influence our tastes, for good or ill.

� If other people or colleagues get higher pay, this reduces the wellbeing we get from

a given income.

For all these reasons, there is a major role for governments and for educators in

affecting the context in which we live and thus our wellbeing.
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Our Thoughts

But there is also a huge role for us as individuals: in determining how our experience

of life affects our own feelings. It matters how we think. For our thoughts affect our

feelings. The reverse is also true of course – our feelings affect our thoughts. But the

way to break into this cycle is by managing our thoughts. The importance of ‘mind-

training’ was stressed in many ancient forms of wisdom (such as Buddhism, Stoicism

and many religious traditions). But in the West, its importance has been re-established

in the last fifty years and proved by state-of-the-art randomised experiments.

In this story of discovery, the first step was cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) –

for people with depression or anxiety disorders (led by Aaron T. Beck). These ideas

were then expanded into things we can all do, by positive psychology (led by Martin

Seligman). In addition, for many people, mind-training is increasingly learned from

Eastern practices like mindfulness and compassion meditation.

Our Bodies and Our Genes

Striking new research shows how these mental states affect the workings of the body.

At the same time of course, the reverse applies: physical interventions (like psychiatric

drugs or exercise) can also affect our minds.

But who are we? An important part of who we are is determined by our genes.

Evidence of their importance comes from two sources. The first are twin studies.

These show that identical twins (who have the same genes) are much more similar to

each other than non-identical twins are. For example, the correlation in wellbeing

between identical twins is double what it is between non-identical twins. Any parent

who has produced more than one child can see how children differ, even if they are

brought up in exactly the same way. Our genes matter and now we are beginning to be

able to track down which specific genes are important for wellbeing.

But our environment (social and physical) is also crucial. Moreover, in most cases a

person’s development depends not on two separate processes (genes and environment)

but on the joint interactive effect of genes and environment. So it is not possible to

identify separately which part of a trait is due to genes and which part to environment.

And crucially, problems that arise due to genes are often as treatable as those which

arise due to experience.

The Inequality of Wellbeing

So how does our experience affect us? The most general way in which to investigate

this is by looking at the wide differences in wellbeing across people and finding what

factors best explain them.

Of the huge variance of wellbeing in the world, nearly 80% is within countries.

And within a country the main ‘personal factors’ explaining the variance are (in

rough order of explanatory power):
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� mental and physical health,

� relationships at home and at work,

� relationships in the community,

� income and

� unemployment.

These factors are also the main ones that are responsible (in the same order) for the

prevalence of misery (measured by a low level of life satisfaction). So we need a new

concept of deprivation. It cannot be based on poverty alone. It must include everything

that stops people from enjoying their lives.

However, our wellbeing also depends on broader features of our society, things that

do not vary between people but do vary between societies. We can uncover these

factors by comparing wellbeing in different countries. These factors include the social

norms of trust, support and generosity and the degree of personal freedom. So, if we

look across countries, the main ‘societal factors’ that explain the differences in

average wellbeing are (in order of explanatory power):

� income per head,

� healthy life expectancy,

� social support,

� personal freedom,

� trusting social relations and good government,

� generosity and

� peace.

These two sets of factors (personal and societal) provide the framework for the second

half of the book. We look first at the more personal aspects of life (family, school,

health, work, income) and then we move to the more societal aspects (community,

environment and government). Here are some key findings.

Families and Schooling

Much of our adult life can be predicted from our childhood, and the best childhood

predictor of a happy adult life is not good academic performance but a happy

childhood. So what then determines whether a child is happy? Obviously parents

matter, but it also makes a huge difference which school you go to and which teacher

you are taught by.

At home, a child’s key need is unconditional love from at least one adult – together

with firm boundaries. The mental health of parents (especially the mother) is the most

important measurable factor affecting the wellbeing of children. Children are also

profoundly affected by how their parents get on with each other. Fortunately, there are

now good evidence-based methods for helping parents who are in conflict and for

reducing the likelihood of conflict in the first place.

Schools also have a major effect on children’s wellbeing – as much as all the

measurable characteristics of the children’s parents. So it is crucial that schools have
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child wellbeing as an explicit, measurable goal. And, as many experiments have

shown, the life-skills of children can be significantly improved if these skills are

taught by trained teachers using well-tested materials.

Mental and Physical Health

However, at present at least a third of the population will have a diagnosable mental

health problem at some time in their life. For severe mental illness, medication is

required. But all mental illness should also be treated by the relevant psychological

therapy. Modern evidence-based therapies for depression and anxiety disorders have

at least 50% recovery rates, and they are quite short and inexpensive. But shockingly,

even in the richest countries, under 40% of people with mental health problems

receive treatment of any kind (including simply medication on its own). This is true

of both adults and children.

By contrast, in rich countries at least, most physical illness is treated. But chronic

physical pain continues to be very common, with a quarter of the world’s population

reporting a lot of physical pain yesterday. It is an important determinant of life satisfaction.

Though modern medicine cannot always eliminate pain, it has been extraordinarily

successful at extending the length of life. A comprehensive measure of social welfare

takes this into account: by multiplying average wellbeing by life expectancy. This

measure provides an estimate of the average Wellbeing-Years (or WELLBYs) per

person born. If we use this as a measure of the human condition, we can see just how

much the human condition has improved over the last century and over the last decade.

Unemployment

Another key aspect of the human condition is work. The relationship between work

and wellbeing is crucial and complex. One of the most robust findings to emerge from

wellbeing science is the profound cost of unemployment. Workers who lose their jobs

suffer declines in life satisfaction comparable with the death of a spouse. In some

cases, those affected fail to recover back to baseline levels of happiness years later,

even after returning back to work. The wellbeing consequences of unemployment are

about much more than lost wages. Work can provide us with a sense of meaning in

life, a source of human connection, social status and routine. When we lose a job, we

lose much more than a pay check. As a result, for policy-makers interested in

promoting and supporting wellbeing, reducing unemployment ought be a top priority

(and finding ways to do this without increasing inflation).

The Quality of Work

However, having a job is not all that matters. How we spend our time at work can be

just as important. Despite the overall importance of employment for life satisfaction,
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working turns out to be one of the less enjoyable activities for most people on a day-

to-day basis. While pay is certainly important, the extent to which we enjoy our work

proves to be even more dependent on a number of other conditions. Bad working

relationships (especially with managers) can profoundly undermine wellbeing at

work – for the average person, the worst time of day is when you are with your line

manager. In addition, being unable to work the hours we want to work or finding little

meaning in our jobs are central threats to wellbeing.

For companies and policy-makers, improving the quality of the workday may be

important not only as a matter of principle but also a matter of business. Happier workers

are more productive and less likely to quit or call in sick, while happier companies have

happier customers and earn higher profits. The potential benefits of supporting wellbeing

at work are therefore immense. To this end, a number of companies have begun experi-

menting with flexible work schedules and family-friendly management practices. We’ll

walk through the various methods researchers use to implement and assess these initia-

tives and what they may tell us about the future of work.

Income

This said, a major motivation for work is income. So a central issue is, To what extent

does higher income lead to higher wellbeing? In 1974, Richard Easterlin set out what

he argued was an important paradox:

(1) When we compare individuals at a point in time, those who are richer are on

average happier.

(2) But, in the long term over time, greater national income per head does not produce

greater national happiness.

The first statement is certainly true: in rich countries, a person with double the income

of another person will be happier by around 0.2 points (out of 10). This is not a large

effect but a worthwhile one. Moreover, the gain in wellbeing from an extra dollar is

much more for someone who is poor than for someone who is rich – which is the

central argument for the redistribution of income.

But the second statement is still a subject of dispute. At a point in time richer

countries are certainly happier than poorer countries. But the effect of economic

growth over time seems to vary widely between countries. In some countries, there

is a clear positive effect. But there are other countries where there has been strong

economic growth but wellbeing is no higher now than it was when wellbeing records

first began. These latter countries include the United States, West Germany and China.

There is one obvious reason why extra income might do more for an individual (in

a given context) than it would do for a whole population (when everyone gets richer at

the same time). This reason is that people compare their own incomes with the

incomes of other people. There is abundant evidence (including experimental evi-

dence) that people are less satisfied with a given income the higher the income level of

other people. This is an important negative externality – when others work harder and
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earn more, this reduces my wellbeing. Just as with pollution, the standard way to

counter this negative external effect is by a corrective tax. So taxes on income or

consumption may be less inefficient than most economists believe – they help to

discourage a rat-race that reduces everybody’s wellbeing.

Wellbeing research also reveals something important about the business cycle.

Wellbeing is cyclical. When income grows in the short run, people become happier

and, when it falls, they become less happy. But the negative effect of the slump is

double the size of the positive effect of the boom. So business cycles are bad, and

policy-makers should aim to keep the economy stable. This would be true even if

greater stability somewhat slowed the long-term rate of economic growth.

The broad conclusion on income is this. Increases in absolute income are desirable,

especially in poor countries. But we do not need higher long-term economic growth at

any cost, since income is just one of many things that contribute to human wellbeing.

Community

As we have seen, the most important personal factors affecting wellbeing are health

and human relationships – at home, at work and in the community. Communities

provide vital forms of social connection. Some of this comes from voluntary organisa-

tions of all kinds, ranging from sports clubs to faith organisations. The evidence shows

that countries are happier when more people belong to voluntary organisations.

Moreover, these organisations depend mainly on the work of volunteers, and, as

research shows, individuals are happier when they do some voluntary work.

Social norms are also crucial. In a well-functioning community, people have a high

degree of trust in their fellow-citizens – people are happier in societies where lost

wallets are more likely to be returned and where crime rates are low. Such societies

also tend to have less inequality of wellbeing, which is also a powerful predictor of

high average wellbeing. (It is also a better predictor of average wellbeing than income

inequality is.)

Immigration is a challenge to social harmony, but there is no clear evidence it has

so far damaged the average wellbeing of existing residents, and there is clear evidence

that it has greatly increased the wellbeing of the immigrants.

In every community, some groups are less happy than others. Minority ethnic

groups tend to be less happy (though in the United States at least the gap has been

falling). Young people tend to be happier than people in middle age and than people at

older ages (except in North America and Europe). But both men and women are

almost identical in their average happiness in nearly every country.

The Physical Environment and the Climate of the Planet

Ultimately, human life depends on our physical environment. The evidence shows

clearly how people’s wellbeing is improved by contact with nature. But the majority
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of us now live in cities and work at some distance from our home. The evidence

suggests that long commutes reduce wellbeing, since the lower house prices that

commuters enjoy are not low enough to compensate for the pain of commuting.

Similarly, air pollution and aircraft noise reduce wellbeing (and house prices do not

adjust enough to compensate).

But our biggest assault on the environment is our impact on the climate. The

world’s average temperature is already over 1�C above its pre-industrial level and,

if it exceeds the 1.5�C mark, scientists predict major increases in floods, droughts,

fires, hurricanes and sea levels.

It will be future generations who bear the brunt of this. But in the wellbeing

approach, everybody matters equally, regardless of when or where they live. So if

we follow this approach, we have to maximise the total WELLBYs per person born in

present and future generations. Because the future is uncertain, future WELLBYs

should be discounted slightly relatively to present ones but by no more than 1.5% a

year. (By contrast economists typically discount future real income by around 4% a

year – which makes the future much less important.)

Climate change matters so much because we care about the wellbeing of future

generations. So there is a natural alliance between those who care about wellbeing and

those who care about climate change. And there is another reason for this: both groups

agree that what matters is not just income but the overall quality of life, both now and

in the future.

Government

Much of what determines the variation in wellbeing around the world relates to

individual differences – genes, health, employment, family, income etc. Yet the

quality of our lives is also shaped by the country in which we live. For better or for

worse, governments play crucial roles in determining our life outcomes and opportun-

ities. Understanding the relationship between governance and wellbeing is therefore

essential to understanding differences in wellbeing around the world.

This relationship can be assessed at different levels. First, we can consider what

types of governments are more or less conducive to wellbeing. Perhaps unsurpris-

ingly, we find that governments that are able to perform certain essential functions

well – (1) enforce the rule of law, (2) deliver good services, (3) pass effective

regulation and (4) control corruption – are much more likely to have happier citizens.

Democracy and wellbeing are similarly linked. Increasing opportunities for demo-

cratic participation in decision-making has been shown to improve wellbeing, regard-

less of the actual decision made. However, this relationship tends to be stronger in

richer countries.

Along similar lines, we can consider the link between wellbeing and political

ideology. If we analyse political projects on a spectrum from left to right, which set

of policies is most likely to improve wellbeing? Given the impressive diversity of

political opinions, the story here gets very complicated very quickly. Nevertheless,
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