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We are at a crossroads.  People all over the 

world have lost faith in the political, economic, 

and social systems.  Populist sentiment is 

widespread.  And in Western Europe and the 

USA -  some of the richest and happiest 

countries of the world -  there is a deep sense of 

gloom about the happiness of future 

generations. No surprise, then, that the political 

mainstream is scrambling for a new story. 

We make a compelling argument, based on a 

unique and extensive global survey, that 

politicians should govern for happiness.  This is 

the great new frontier of governance and public 

policy.  Already a small number of countries 

have begun to revive an idea that is centuries-

old, but is needed more than ever: that the key 

goal of government is to increase the happiness 

of the people.  

Governments are right to move in this 

pioneering direction.  The data show that people 

value happiness above all else in their lives.  And 

when asked directly, an overwhelming majority 

of people across the world agree that 

governments should place happiness centre-

stage.  If that werenĖt enough, the numbers 

show clearly that happier people vote to re-

elect incumbent governments.  It is in their own 

electoral self- interest to embrace this 

enlightened new narrative. 

Happiness offers a radical political story, one 

that focuses attention onto the real and 

concrete issues of peopleĖs lives. A focus on 

well-being is not an indulgence, nor is it a 

distraction from the major issues.  Far from it.   

It is a compelling new narrative, one that can 

help to end some of the partisan divides in 

countries today. And the data show, populists 

strongly support the idea of governing for 

happiness. 

The science of happiness has grown 

enormously in the past few decades, and the 

knowledge is there to make this happen.   

What is needed now is the political will. 

Victor Pinchuk 

Foreword 
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ᾛ Although the USA and Western European countries are among the happiest in the world, they are also the most pessimistic 
about future happiness. [slide] 

ᾛ There is a consensus that the current political, social and economic system is not working for peopleĖs happiness. [slide] 

ᾛ We estimate that around 22% of the population we study is strongly populist.  The most populist nations are Brazil, South 
Africa and Ukraine. [slide] 

ᾛ Across all countries, the majority of people feel their voice is not being heard.  This feeling is strongest amongst the most 
unhappy survey respondents. [slide] 

ᾛ A majority of people across the world consider happiness and health to be the most important factors in their lives, more 
so than more material factors like income and career success. [slide] 

ᾛ An overwhelming majority of people express strong support for government playing a role in looking after peopleĖs 
happiness. [slide] 

ᾛHappiness is strongly related with political beliefs and behavior.  Happier citizens are much more likely to approve of their 
national leader and, ultimately, vote to re-elect governing parties. [slide] 

ᾛUnhappy people are much more likely to hold strongly populist beliefs, suggesting that low well-being may play a role in 
the rise of populism. [slide] 

ᾛ Support for governance for happiness is strongest among strongly populist respondents.  Governance for happiness 
should be a key strategy for politicians seeking a new narrative in order to stem the populist electoral tide. [slide] 

Selected Main Findings  
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- 15 countries surveyed in May & June 2019 

- Survey sample is representative of 51.9% of 

worldĖs population 

- Nationally representative samples of around 

1,000 respondents per country 

- Mixture of telephone, face-to- face, and online 

surveys 

- Intention is to release the dataset as an open-

access resource for academic researchers 

Australia^  Italy 

Brazil Russia 

China South Africa* 

Finland Turkey 

France UK 

Germany USA 

Hungary Ukraine 

India* 

* Sample representative of online population 
^ Smaller sample (~500) 

Global Happiness & political attitudes 

(GHPA) survey 
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Evaluative Well-Being  

Overall assessments of how life is going  

Our main question: Please imagine a ladder with 

steps numbered from zero 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?  

We refer to this often simply as Ęlife satisfactionę 
or Ęlife evaluationę 

We also look at the same question, asking where 
people feel they will stand in 5 yearsĖ time 

Introduction: Science of Happiness 
- The past few decades have seen an explosion in research ē mostly in economics and 

psychology ē on subjective well-being (SWB), which is often referred to broadly as 
Ęhappinessę 

- Two broad dimensions of SWB are typically studied: 

Emotional/Hedonic Well-Being 

Experience of positive and negative 
emotions day-to-day  

Our main question: How happy did you 

feel yesterday on a scale from 0 to 

10? Zero means you did not 

experience the feeling ñat allò 

yesterday while 10 means you 

experienced the feeling ñall the timeò 

yesterday.  
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Introduction: Happiness and Politics 

-  The burgeoning academic literature on happiness focuses largely on the 
determinants of well-being 

ÅFor example, are men happier than women? Are older people happier than younger?  
Does money buy happiness? And so on.  

ÅIn the political sphere, this research includes questions like whether liberals are happier than 
conservatives, or whether partisans are happier when their chosen party is in power.  

 

-  But much less is known in general about the role of happiness as a causal force 
in its own right 

 

-  In this report, we largely focus on happiness as a predictor of subsequent beliefs 
and behaviors -  particularly in regard to politics (see Ward 2019) .  For example: 

ÅAre happier people more likely to vote? 

ÅAre happier people more likely to vote for incumbent parties? 

ÅAre unhappy people more likely to be populists? 
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Introduction: Governance For Happiness 

Measurement: Beyond GDP 

ěMany national statistics offices are 
now collecting happiness data on a 
large-scale 

ěThe OECD, which was itself 
influential in establishing GDP as a 
cross-national indicator, has 
published extensive guidelines on 
measurement 

ěIntention is to use this data as an 
alternative measure of national 
welfare/success  

ěFor further background, see, e.g., 
Durand and Exton (2019) 

Governance: Beyond measurement  

ěGoverning for happiness means using happiness 
research and data to inform policy priorities and 
budget allocation, across all areas of government 

ěAllocate scarce public resources toward policies 
and programs that are most likely ex ante (based 
on prior research and pilot studies) to increase 
peopleĖs happiness (per $ spent) 

ěEvaluate the (cost- )effectiveness of actual policies 
ex post using happiness data 

ěCreate new institutions/posts with responsibility 
for well-being 

ěFor further background, see, e.g., OĖDonnell et al 
(2014) 
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What we do: 

ěMuch of the current academic and 
policy discussion focuses on the 
current level of life evaluation and 
hedonic happiness, across individuals 
and countries  

ěWe look at peopleĖs predictions about 
their own happiness, and the countryĖs 
happiness, in five yearsĖ and a 
generationĖs time  

Key takeaways: 

ěWhile Western European countries are some of the 
happiest in the world, they are also the most 
pessimistic about the future 

ěThere is a strong sense of gloom among people in 
these countries that the next generation will either 
be no happier, or perhaps even less happy, than 
today 

ěPeople in Western European countries more likely 
to perceive that happiness has not increased since 
their parentsĖ generation 

ěUkraine is the least happy country in our sample, 
but is also the most optimistic 

Time Dimension of Subjective Well-Being 
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Country 
WHR: Gallup World Poll 

2016-18 
GHPA Survey 

May-June 2019 

Australia  ̂ 7.23 6.40 

Brazil 6.30 6.58 

China 5.19 5.69 

Finland 7.77 6.59 

France 6.59 6.38 

Germany 6.99 6.37 

Hungary 5.82 6.05 

India* 4.02 6.33 

Italy 6.22 6.45 

Russia 5.65 5.60 

South Africa* 4.72 6.17 

Turkey 5.37 5.84 

UK 7.05 6.44 

Ukraine 4.33 5.26 

USA 6.89 6.86 

- Similar question on life evaluation / life 
satisfaction in both studies. 

- For the WHR, Gallup World Poll data is pooled 
from all surveys between 2016-2018, increasing 
precision of estimates compared to our single-
year sample in each country. 

- Our estimates in India and South Africa are 
representative of the online population, not the 
population as a whole. These SWB estimates are 
significantly higher. 

- Correlation between SWB in the two surveys: 

-r = .65 

- Omitting South Africa and India, this rises to: 

-r = .87 
* Sample representative of online population in GHPA Survey  
^ Small sample in GHPA Survey (~500) 

Country-Level Life Evaluation Today: 

Comparison with 2019 World Happiness Report  
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ĘTHINKING ABOUT 
YOUR CHILDREN OR 
FUTURE CHILDREN, DO 
YOU THINK THAT THEY 
WILL HAVE A HAPPIER 
LIFE THAN YOU, OR A 
LESS HAPPY LIFE?ę  
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- The Western World is the 
happiest in terms of their 
evaluation of life. 

- But these countries are the 
least optimistic about the 
happiness of future 
generations. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

* Graph shows predicted happiness of future 
generations in GHPA survey against national 
happiness today in the World Happiness Report. 
For similar graph using happiness today in the 
GHPS, see here. 

Happiness of Future Generations  
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* GDP is per capita in constant 2011 international $, PPP (Source: World Bank) 

Paradox of Wealth:  
Higher GDP is Associated with higher Life Evaluation today, 

but Lower Optimism About Future GenerationsĖ Happiness 
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- 45 degree line added, to 
divide nations between 
pessimistic and optimistic 

- All countries studied are at 
least moderately optimistic 
about happiness over the 
next 5 years  

- Western European countries 
are least optimistic, and lie 
closest to the diagonal line  
 

 
 
 
 

 
* For similar graph using happiness 
today in the WHR, see here. 

Life Today Versus in 5 YearsĖ Time 

16 



Change in Life Satisfaction  

in the next five years (Predicted % Change) 

- Ukraine scores an average 
of 5.26 in life satisfaction 
today in the GHPA survey, 
but respondents on average 
think they will be 6.67 in five 
yearsĖ time in the same 
survey. 
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ĘIN THINKING ABOUT 
YOUR LEVEL OF 
HAPPINESS 
COMPARED TO YOUR 
PARENTS WHEN THEY 
WERE YOUR AGE, DO 
YOU THINK THAT YOUR 
LIFE IS HAPPIER OR 
LESS HAPPY THAN 
YOUR PARENTS?ę  

- Despite large increases in 
material living standards, 
Western Europe and USA are 
very downbeat about the 
state of their lives compared 
to previous generations. 
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ĘCOMPARED TO 5 
YEARS AGO, DO YOU 
BELIEVE PEOPLE IN 
YOUR COUNTRY 
AREĜ?ę  
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ĘIN THE NEXT FIVE 
YEARS, DO YOU 
BELIEVE PEOPLE IN 
YOUR COUNTRY WILL 
BEĜ?ę 

- Expectations are high in 
Ukraine. People are 
particularly optimistic about 
the next 5 years, following 
the recent 2019 election. 
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ĘGENERALLY 
SPEAKING, ARE YOU 
MORE OR LESS HAPPY 
THAN YOU WERE 
WHEN YOU WERE 
TWENTY YEARS OLD?ę  

* Asked if over 30 years old 
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Satisfaction with the Political, Economic, 
and Social Status Quo  

What we do: 

ěIn addition to asking about peopleĖs 
personal happiness, we ask them a 
series of questions about their 
impressions of various aspects of 
the status quo 

Key takeaways: 

ěStrong sense across countries that 
things are not working 

ěVariation across countries as to 
which aspects of the system ē 
political, social, economic ē are 
more or less broken 

ěUkrainians generally agree that all 
aspects of the system are broken 
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ĘWe need a new political system 
to make people happyę 
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ĘWe need a new economic system, 
the market economy is not workingę 
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ĘGovernment needs new approaches to address 
social stability because society is not Workingę 
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ĘTraditional political and economic systems, 

like communism, socialism, and capitalism, 

are no longer effectiveę 
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What Do People Want From Life? 

What we do: 

ěWhile there has been a great 
interest in academia in who is happy 
and why, much less is known about 
what people want from life  

ěWe ask people what is most 
important for them in life 

Key takeaways: 

ěMajority of people across countries value 
happiness and health above all else 

ěHappiness (both own and of children) is more 
important to people than external factors like 
income and career success 

ěVariation across countries in what is valued 
most by people 

ěEvidence that women and younger people 
value happiness most 
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22% 

21% 

15% 13% 

9% 

6% 

6% 

4% 
3% 

1% 

Thinking about the following factors, which 

is most important to you in your life?  
Being Happy 

Health  

That my Children 
are Happy  

Having Financial 
Security 

Living in Peace  
and Security 

Having Freedom  
to Make Life Choice 

Being Loved 

To Live in a Just 
Society 

Professional 
Success 

Longevity 
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Thinking about the following factors, which 
is most important to you in your life?  
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Importance of Happiness Across 
Demographic Groups 

-  Young people and women 
value happiness particularly 
highly in their lives. 
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Importance of Happiness Across  
Socio-Economic Groups 
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Importance of Happiness in Life  
Across Actual Happiness Levels 
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Happiness and Political Participation 

What we do: 

ěWe ask whether or not 
respondents voted in the most 
recent general election* 

ěWe correlate this with measures 
of life evaluation and happiness  

ěAlso ask to what extent people 
feel their voice is being heard 

Key takeaways: 

ěPeople with higher life satisfaction 
and feelings of happiness are 
much more likely to vote 

ěUnhappy people much more likely 
to feel disenfranchised, i.e. that 
their voice is not being heard  

* Voting questions were not asked in China 
or Russia, owing to surveying restrictions 
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Well-Being and Participation 
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Life Evaluation and Participation 
Across Countries 
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