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Introduction

This year marks the tenth anniversary of the 

World Happiness Report, thus inviting us to look 

back and forward while maintaining our reporting 

of current well-being and broadening our analysis 

of the far-ranging effects of COVID-19. Our first 

section presents our usual ranking and modelling 

of national happiness based on data covering 

2019 through 2021.

In our second section, we look back at the evolution 

of life evaluations, and a number of emotions 

since the Gallup World Poll data first became 

available in 2005-2006. Using a wider range of the 

emotional and other supports for life evaluations 

enables us to distinguish a greater variety of 

global and regional trends. It also sets the stage 

for the third section of the chapter, where we use 

individual-level data from 2017 through 2021 to 

examine how life under COVID-19 has changed  

for people in different circumstances.

In our fourth section, we briefly update our 

analysis of how different features of national 

demographic, social, and political structures  

have combined with the consequences of policy 

strategies and disease exposure to help explain 

international differences in 2020 and 2021  

COVID-19 death rates. A central finding continues 

to be the extent to which the quality of the social 

context, especially the extent to which people 

trust their governments and have trust in the 

benevolence of others, supports their happiness 

before, during, and likely after the pandemic. 

Countries where people trusted their governments 

and each other experienced lower COVID-19 

death tolls and set the stage for maintaining or 

rebuilding a sense of common purpose to deliver 

happier, healthier and more sustainable lives. This 

forward-looking part permits an optimistic tinge 

based on the remarkable growth in prosocial 

activities during 2021. 

Our results are summarised in a short concluding 

section.

Measuring and Explaining National 
Differences in Life Evaluations

Technical Box 1: Measuring subjective 
well-being 

Our measurement of subjective well-being 

continues to rely on three main well-being 

indicators: life evaluations, positive emotions, 

and negative emotions (described in the 

report as positive and negative affect).  

Happiness rankings are based on life evaluations 

as the more stable measure of the quality of 

people’s lives. In World Happiness Report 
2022, we pay special attention, as we did in 

World Happiness Report 2021, to specific daily 

emotions (the components of positive and 

negative affect) to better track how COVID-19 

has altered different aspects of life.

Life evaluations. The Gallup World Poll, which 

remains the principal source of data in this 

report, asks respondents to evaluate their 

current life as a whole using the mental image 

of a ladder, with the best possible life for  

them as a 10 and worst possible as a 0. Each 

respondent provides a numerical response  

on this scale, referred to as the Cantril ladder. 

Typically, around 1,000 responses are gathered 

annually for each country. Weights are used to 

construct population-representative national 

averages for each year in each country. We 

base our national happiness rankings on a 

three-year average, thereby increasing the 

sample size to provide more precise estimates. 

Positive emotions. Positive affect is given by 

the average of individual yes or no answers for 

three questions about emotions experienced or 

not on the previous day: laughter, enjoyment, 

and learning or doing something interesting 

(for details, see Technical Box 2).

Negative emotions. Negative affect is given  

by the average of individual yes or no answers 

about three emotions experienced or the 

previous day: worry, sadness, and anger.
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Ranking of Happiness 2019-2021

Our country rankings in Figure 2.1 show life 

evaluations (answers to the Cantril ladder question) 

for each country, averaged over 2019-2021. Not 

every country has surveys every year. The total 

sample sizes are reported in Statistical Appendix 1 

and are reflected in Figure 2.1 by the horizontal 

lines showing the 95% confidence intervals. The 

confidence intervals are tighter for countries with 

larger samples.

The overall length of each country bar represents 

the average ladder score, also shown in numerals 

next to the country names. The rankings in Figure 

2.1 depend only on the respondents’ average 

Cantril ladder scores, not on the values of the six 

variables that we use to help account for the large 

differences we find.

Comparing life evaluations and emotions:

•  Life evaluations provide the most informative 

measure for international comparisons 

because they capture quality of life in a more 

complete and stable way than emotional 

reports based on daily experiences. 

•  Life evaluations differ more between countries 

than emotions and are better explained by 

the widely differing life experiences in 

different countries. Emotions experienced 

the previous day are well explained by 

events of the day being asked about, while 

life evaluations more closely reflect the 

circumstances of life’s circumstances. We 

show later in the chapter that emotions are 

significant supports for life evaluations and 

provide essential insights into how the 

quality of life has changed during COVID-19 

for people in different life circumstances.1

•  Positive emotions are more than twice as 

frequent as negative emotions. Looking at 

last year’s data, the global average of 

positive emotions was 0.66 (i.e., the average 

respondent experienced 2 of the 3 positive 

emotions the previous day) compared to the 

global average of 0.29 for negative emotions.
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Figure 2.1: Ranking of happiness 2019-2021 (Part 1)

Note: Those with a * do not have survey 

information in 2020 or 2021. Their averages 

are based on the 2019 survey.

1. Finland (7.821)

2. Denmark (7.636)

3. Iceland (7.557)

4. Switzerland (7.512)

5. Netherlands (7.415)

6. Luxembourg* (7.404)

7. Sweden (7.384)

8. Norway (7.365)

9. Israel (7.364)

10. New Zealand (7.200)

11. Austria (7.163)

12. Australia (7.162)

13. Ireland (7.041)

14. Germany (7.034)

15. Canada (7.025)

16. United States (6.977)

17. United Kingdom (6.943)

18. Czechia (6.920)

19. Belgium (6.805)

20. France (6.687)

21. Bahrain (6.647)

22. Slovenia (6.630)

23. Costa Rica (6.582)

24. United Arab Emirates (6.576)

25. Saudi Arabia (6.523)

26. Taiwan Province of China (6.512)

27. Singapore (6.480)

28. Romania (6.477)

29. Spain (6.476)

30. Uruguay (6.474)

31. Italy (6.467)

32. Kosovo (6.455)

33. Malta (6.447)

34. Lithuania (6.446)

35. Slovakia (6.391)

36. Estonia (6.341)

37. Panama (6.309)

38. Brazil (6.293)

39. Guatemala* (6.262)

40. Kazakhstan (6.234)

41. Cyprus (6.221)

42. Latvia (6.180)

43. Serbia (6.178)

44. Chile (6.172)

45. Nicaragua (6.165)

46. Mexico (6.128)

47. Croatia (6.125)

48. Poland (6.123)

49. El Salvador (6.120)

50. Kuwait* (6.106)

51. Hungary (6.086)

52. Mauritius (6.071)

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

 Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.83) + residual

  95% confidence interval

M eas ure Names
Dys topia (1.83)  + res idual

E xplained by:  Percept ions  of  corrupt ion

E xplained by:  Generos ity

E xplained by:  Freedom to make life choices

E xplained by:  Healthy life expectancy

E xplained by:  Social s upport

E xplained by:  GDP per  capita

M eas ure Names
Dys topia (1.83)  + res idual

E xplained by:  Percept ions  of  corrupt ion

E xplained by:  Generos ity

E xplained by:  Freedom to make life choices

E xplained by:  Healthy life expectancy

E xplained by:  Social s upport

E xplained by:  GDP per  capita
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Note: Those with a * do not have survey 

information in 2020 or 2021. Their averages 

are based on the 2019 survey.

53. Uzbekistan (6.063)

54. Japan (6.039)

55. Honduras (6.022)

56. Portugal (6.016)

57. Argentina (5.967)

58. Greece (5.948)

59. South Korea (5.935)

60. Philippines (5.904)

61. Thailand (5.891)

62. Moldova (5.857)

63. Jamaica (5.850)

64. Kyrgyzstan (5.828)

65. Belarus* (5.821)

66. Colombia (5.781)

67. Bosnia and Herzegovina (5.768)

68. Mongolia (5.761)

69. Dominican Republic (5.737)

70. Malaysia (5.711)

71. Bolivia (5.600)

72. China (5.585)

73. Paraguay (5.578)

74. Peru (5.559)

75. Montenegro (5.547)

76. Ecuador (5.533)

77. Vietnam (5.485)

78. Turkmenistan* (5.474)

79. North Cyprus* (5.467)

80. Russia (5.459)

81. Hong Kong S.A.R. of China (5.425)

82. Armenia (5.399)

83. Tajikistan (5.377)

84. Nepal (5.377)

85. Bulgaria (5.371)

86. Libya* (5.330)

87. Indonesia (5.240)

88. Ivory Coast (5.235)

89. North Macedonia (5.199)

90. Albania (5.199)

91. South Africa (5.194)

92. Azerbaijan* (5.173)

93. Gambia* (5.164)

94. Bangladesh (5.155)

95. Laos (5.140)

96. Algeria (5.122)

97. Liberia* (5.122)

98. Ukraine (5.084)

99. Congo (Brazzaville) (5.075)

100. Morocco (5.060)

101. Mozambique (5.048)

102. Cameroon (5.048)

103. Senegal (5.046)

104. Niger* (5.003)

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

 Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.83) + residual

  95% confidence interval

M eas ure Names
Dys topia (1.83)  + res idual

E xplained by:  Percept ions  of  corrupt ion

E xplained by:  Generos ity

E xplained by:  Freedom to make life choices

E xplained by:  Healthy life expectancy

E xplained by:  Social s upport

E xplained by:  GDP per  capita

M eas ure Names
Dys topia (1.83)  + res idual

E xplained by:  Percept ions  of  corrupt ion

E xplained by:  Generos ity

E xplained by:  Freedom to make life choices

E xplained by:  Healthy life expectancy

E xplained by:  Social s upport

E xplained by:  GDP per  capita
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105. Georgia (4.973)

106. Gabon (4.958)

107. Iraq (4.941)

108. Venezuela (4.925)

109. Guinea (4.891)

110. Iran (4.888)

111. Ghana (4.872)

112. Turkey (4.744)

113. Burkina Faso (4.670)

114. Cambodia (4.640)

115. Benin (4.623)

116. Comoros* (4.609)

117. Uganda (4.603)

118. Nigeria (4.552)

119. Kenya (4.543)

120. Tunisia (4.516)

121. Pakistan (4.516)

122. Palestinian Territories* (4.483)

123. Mali (4.479)

124. Namibia (4.459)

125. Eswatini, Kingdom of* (4.396)

126. Myanmar (4.394)

127. Sri Lanka (4.362)

128. Madagascar* (4.339)

129. Egypt (4.288)

130. Chad* (4.251)

131. Ethiopia (4.241)

132. Yemen* (4.197)

133. Mauritania* (4.153)

134. Jordan (4.152)

135. Togo (4.112)

136. India (3.777)

137. Zambia (3.760)

138. Malawi (3.750)

139. Tanzania (3.702)

140. Sierra Leone (3.574)

141. Lesotho* (3.512)

142. Botswana* (3.471)

143. Rwanda* (3.268)

144. Zimbabwe (2.995)

145. Lebanon (2.955)

146. Afghanistan (2.404)

Note: Those with a * do not have survey 

information in 2020 or 2021. Their averages 

are based on the 2019 survey.

  Explained by: GDP per capita

  Explained by: social support

  Explained by: healthy life expectancy

  Explained by: freedom to make life choices

 Explained by: generosity 

  Explained by: perceptions of corruption

  Dystopia (1.83) + residual

  95% confidence interval

M eas ure Names
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The colour-coded sub-bars in each country row 

represent the extent to which six key variables 

contribute to explaining life evaluations. These 

variables (shown in Table 2.1) are GDP per capita, 

social support, healthy life expectancy, freedom, 

generosity, and corruption. As already noted, our 

happiness rankings are not based on any index of 

these six factors – the scores are instead based  

on individuals’ own assessments of their lives, as 

revealed by their answers to the single-item 

Cantril ladder life-evaluation question. We use 

observed data on the six variables and estimates 

of their associations with life evaluations to 

explain the observed variation of life evaluations 

across countries, much as epidemiologists estimate 

the extent to which life expectancy is affected by 

factors such as smoking, exercise and diet. As will 

be explained in more detail later, and in the online 

FAQ, the value for Dystopia (1.83) is the predicted 

Cantril ladder for a hypothetical country with the 

world’s lowest values for each of the six variables. 

This permits the calculated contributions from  

the six factors to be zero or positive for every 

actual country. We also show how measures of 

experienced well-being, especially positive affect, 

are predicted by the six factors and how the 

affect measures contribute to the explanation2  

of higher life evaluations.

In Table 2.1, we present our latest modelling of 

national average life evaluations and measures of 

positive and negative affect (emotion) by country 

and year.3 For ease of comparison, the table has 

the same basic structure as Table 2.1 did in several 

previous editions, most recently in World Happiness 
Report 2020. We now include data for both 2020 

and 2021. Despite difficulties COVID-19 posed for 

the Gallup World Poll’s operations, our sample now 

includes data from 116 countries and territories in 

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

Dependent Variable

Independent Variable Cantril Ladder 
(0-10) 

Positive Affect 
(0-1) 

Negative Affect 
(0-1) 

Cantril Ladder 
(0-10)

Log GDP per capita 

 

0.36 -.013 0.0001 0.388 

(0.066)*** (0.009) (0.007) (0.065)*** 

Social support 

 

2.420 0.316 -.328 1.778 

(0.368)*** (0.055)*** (0.049)*** (0.361)*** 

Healthy life expectancy at birth 0.029 -.0007 0.003 0.03 

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

Freedom to make life choices 

 

1.305 0.368 -.090 0.509 

(0.298)*** (0.041)*** (0.04)** (0.284)* 

Generosity 

 

0.583 0.09 0.024 0.378 

(0.265)** (0.032)*** (0.027) (0.254) 

Perceptions of corruption 

 

-.704 -.006 0.094 -.704 

(0.271)*** (0.027) (0.022)*** (0.259)*** 

Positive affect 

 

2.222 

(0.333)*** 

Negative affect 

 

0.173 

(0.395) 

Year fixed effects Included Included Included Included

Number of countries 156 156 156 156 

Number of obs. 1853 1848 1852 1847 

Adjusted R-squared 0.753 0.439 0.322 0.777 

Notes: This is a pooled OLS regression for a tattered panel explaining annual national average Cantril ladder responses from all available surveys from 2005 through 
2021. 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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2020 and 119 in 2021. Adding the data from 2020 

and 2021 slightly improves the model’s overall fit 

while leaving the coefficients largely unchanged. 

There are four equations in Table 2.1. The first 

equation provides the basis for constructing the 

sub-bars shown in Figure 2.1. 

The results in the first column of Table 2.1 explain 

national average life evaluations in terms of six key 

variables: GDP per capita, social support, healthy 

life expectancy, freedom to make life choices, 

generosity, and freedom from corruption.4 Taken 

together, the six variables explain more than 

three-quarters of the variation in national annual 

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 

2017 international dollars, taken from the 

World Development Indicators (WDI)  

released by the World Bank on December 16, 

2021. See Statistical Appendix 1 for more 

details. GDP data for 2021 are not yet  

available, so we extend the GDP time series 

from 2020 to 2021 using country-specific 

forecasts of real GDP growth from the OECD 

Economic Outlook No. 110 (Edition December 

2021) or, if missing, the World Bank’s Global 

Economic Prospects (Last Updated: 

01/11/2022), 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 for healthy life expectancy  

at birth is constructed based on data from 

the World Health Organization (WHO) 

Global Health Observatory data repository, 

with data available for 2000, 2010, 2015,  

and 2019. Interpolation and extrapolation are 

used to match this report’s sample period 

(2005-2021). See Statistical Appendix 1 for 

more details. 

3.  Social support is the national average of the 

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

World Poll (GWP) question “If you were in 

trouble, do you have relatives or friends you 

can count on to help you whenever you need 

them, or not?” 

4.  Freedom to make life choices is the national 

average of binary responses (0=no, 1=yes) 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 

donation question “Have you donated money 

to a charity in the past month?” on log GDP 

per capita. 

6.  Perceptions of corruption are the average of 

binary answers to two GWP questions: “Is 

corruption widespread throughout the 

government in this country or not?” and “Is 

corruption widespread within businesses in 

this country or not?” Where data for govern-

ment 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 laughter, 

enjoyment, and doing or learning something 

interesting. This marks a change from recent 

years, where only laughter and enjoyment 

were included. The inclusion of interest gives 

us three components in each of positive and 

negative affect and slightly improves the 

equation fit in column 4. The general form for 

the affect questions is: Did you experience 

the following feelings during a lot of the  

day yesterday? Only the interest question  

is phrased differently: Did you learn or  

do something interesting yesterday? See 

Statistical Appendix 1 for more details.

8.  Negative affect is defined as the average  

of previous-day affect measures for worry, 

sadness, and anger.   
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average ladder scores among countries, using 

data from the years 2005 to 2021.5

The second and third columns of Table 2.1 use the 

same six variables to estimate equations for 

national averages of positive and negative affect, 

where both are based on answers about yesterday’s 

emotional experiences (see Technical Box 2 for 

how the affect measures are constructed). In 

general, emotional measures, especially negative 

ones, are differently and much less fully explained 

by the six variables than life evaluations. Per-capita 

income and healthy life expectancy have significant 

effects on life evaluations, but not, in these national 

average data, on affect.6 The situation changes 

when we consider social variables. Bearing in mind 

that positive and negative affect are measured on 

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

10 scale, social support can be seen to have 

similar proportionate effects on positive and 

negative emotions as on life evaluations. Freedom 

and generosity have even larger associations  

with positive affect than with the Cantril ladder. 

Negative affect is significantly reduced by social 

support, freedom, and the 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.7 The most striking feature is the extent 

to which the results continue to buttress a finding 

in psychology that the existence of positive 

emotions matters much more than the absence of 

negative ones when predicting either longevity8 

or resistance to the common cold.9 Consistent 

with this evidence, we find that positive affect has 

a large and highly significant impact in the final 

equation of Table 2.1, while negative affect has 

none. This finding of national differences does  

not carry forward into our later modelling of 

differences among individuals within the same 

country, where we find positive and negative affect 

to have almost equal impacts at the individual level.

As for the other coefficients in the fourth column, 

the differences are only substantial on variables 

that have the largest impacts on positive affect: 

social support, freedom, and generosity. Thus, we 

infer that positive emotions play a strong role in 

support of life evaluations. Much of the impact of 

social support, freedom, and generosity on life 

evaluations is channelled through their influence 

on positive emotions. That is, these three variables 

have large impacts on positive affect, which in 

turn has a major impact on life evaluations.

In Figure 2.1, each country’s bar is divided into 

seven segments, showing our research efforts to 

associate the ladder levels with possible sources. 

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 a hypothetical 

country called “Dystopia”—named because it has 

values equal to the world’s lowest national averages 

for 2019-2021 for each of the six key variables 

used in Table 2.1. We use Dystopia as a benchmark 

against which to compare contributions from 

each of the six factors. The choice of Dystopia as 

a benchmark permits every real country to have a 

positive (or at least zero) contribution from each 

of the six factors. Based on the estimates in the 

first column of Table 2.1, we calculate that Dystopia 

had a 2019-2021 life evaluation equal to 1.83 on 

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

two components: the calculated average 2017-2019 

life evaluation in Dystopia (=1.83) plus each 

country’s own prediction error, which measures 

the extent to which life evaluations are higher or 

lower than those predicted by our equation in  

the first column of Table 2.1. These residuals are  

as likely to be negative as positive.10

How do we calculate each factor’s contribution to 

average life evaluations? Taking the example of 

healthy life expectancy, the sub-bar in the case of 

Tanzania is equal to the number of years by which 

healthy life expectancy in Tanzania exceeds the 

world’s lowest value, multiplied by the Table 2.1 

coefficient for the influence of healthy life  

expectancy on life evaluations. The width of  

each sub-bar then shows, country-by-country, 

how much each of the six variables contributes  

to the international ladder differences. 

These calculations are illustrative rather than 

conclusive for several reasons. One important 

limitation is that our selection of candidate 

variables is restricted to what is available for all 

these countries. Traditional variables like GDP per 

capita and healthy life expectancy are widely P
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available. But measures of the quality of the social 

context, including a variety of indicators of social 

trust, engagement, and belonging, are not yet 

available for all countries. The variables we use 

may be properly taking credit due to other 

variables or unmeasured factors. There are also 

likely to be vicious or virtuous circles, with two-

way linkages among the variables. For example, 

there is much evidence that those who have 

happier lives are likely to live longer, and be more 

trusting, more cooperative, and generally better 

able to meet life’s demands.11 Providing feedback 

to improve health, income, generosity, corruption, 

and a sense of freedom. Additionally, some of the 

variables are derived from the same respondents as 

the life evaluations, and hence possibly determined 

by common factors. There is less risk when using 

national averages because individual differences 

in personality and many life circumstances tend  

to average out at the national level.

We developed robustness tests to ensure that our 

results are not significantly biased because we 

use the same individuals to report life evaluations, 

social support, freedom, generosity, and corruption. 

We first split each country’s respondents (see Table 

10 of Statistical Appendix 1of World Happiness 
Report 2018 for more detail) randomly into two 

groups. We then used the average values for 

social support, freedom, generosity, and absence 

of corruption taken from one half of the sample to 

explain average life evaluations in the other half. 

As expected, the coefficients on each of the four 

variables fell slightly.12 But the changes were 

reassuringly small (ranging from 1% to 5%) and 

were not statistically significant, thus giving 

additional confidence in the estimates shown in 

Table 2.1.13

The seventh and final segment in each bar is the 

sum of two components. The first component is a 

fixed number representing our calculation of the 

2017-2019 ladder score for Dystopia (=1.83). The 

second component is the average 2017-2019 

residual for each country. The sum of these two 

components comprises the right-hand sub-bar (in 

violet) for each country. It varies from one country 

to the next because some countries have life 

evaluations above their predicted values, and others 

lower. The residual simply represents the part of the 

national average ladder score not explained by 

our six variables. With the residual included, the sum 

of all the sub-bars adds up to the actual average 

life evaluation response. This average actual life 

evaluation is what is used for our country rankings.

What do the data show for the 2019-2021  
country rankings?

Two features carry over from previous editions of 

the World Happiness Report. First, there is still a 

lot of year-to-year consistency in the way people 

rate their lives in different countries. Since we do 

our ranking on a three-year average, information 

is carried forward from one year to the next (See 

Figure 1 of Statistical Appendix 1 for individual 

country trajectories). For the fifth year in a row, 

Finland continues to occupy the top spot, with a 

score significantly ahead of other countries in the 

top ten. Denmark continues to occupy second 

place, with Iceland up from 4th place last year to 

3rd this year. Switzerland is 4th, followed by the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. The top ten are 

rounded out by Sweden, Norway, Israel and New 

Zealand. The following five are Austria, Australia, 

Ireland, Germany, and Canada. This marks a 

substantial fall for Canada, which was 5th ten years 

in the first World Happiness Report. The rest of 

the top 20 include the United States at 16th (up 

from 19th last year), the United Kingdom, and 

Czechia still in 17th and 18th, followed by Belgium 

at 19th, and France at 20th, its highest ranking yet.

When looking at average ladder scores, it is also 

important to note the horizontal whisker lines at 

the right-hand end of the main bar for each 

country. These lines denote the 95% confidence 

regions for the estimates so that countries with 

overlapping error bars have scores that do not 

significantly differ from each other.14

Finland continues to occupy  
the top spot, one of five Nordic 
countries in the top ten.
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Second, there remains a large gap between the 

top and bottom countries. Within these groups, 

the top countries are more tightly grouped than 

are the bottom countries. Within the top group, 

national life evaluation scores have a gap of 0.40 

between the 1st and 5th positions and another 0.21 

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

gap of about 0.6 points between the first and 10th 

positions. The bottom ten countries have a much 

bigger range of scores, covering almost 1.4 points. 

Despite the general consistency among the top 

country scores, there have been many significant 

changes among the other countries. Looking at 

changes over the longer term, many countries 

have exhibited substantial changes in average 

scores, and hence in country rankings, as shown 

in more detail in Figures 13 to 15 in the Statistical 

Appendix.

Scores and confidence regions are based on 

resident populations in each country rather than 

their citizenship or place of birth. In World Happiness 
Report 2018, we split the responses between the 

locally and foreign-born populations in each 

country. We found the happiness rankings to be 

essentially the same for the two groups. There is, 

in some cases, some continuing influence from 

source-country happiness and some tendency for 

migrants to move to happier countries. Among 

the 20 happiest countries in that report, the 

average happiness for the locally born was about 

0.2 points higher than for the foreign-born.

Overall, the model explains average life evaluation 

levels quite well within regions, among regions, 

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

countries of Latin America still have mean life 

evaluations that are significantly higher (by about 

0.5 on the 0 to 10 scale) than predicted by the 

model. This difference has been attributed to a 

variety of factors, including some unique features 

of family and social life in Latin American countries. 

To explain what is special about social life in Latin 

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

data and results showing how a multigenerational 

social environment supports Latin American 

happiness beyond what is captured by the variables 

available in the Gallup World Poll. In partial 

contrast, the countries of East Asia have average 

life evaluations below predictions, although only 

slightly and insignificantly so in our latest results.15 

This has been thought to reflect, at least in part, 

cultural differences in the way people think about 

and report on the quality of their lives.16 Our 

findings of the relative importance of the six 

factors are generally unaffected by whether or 

not we make explicit allowance for these regional 

differences.17 Chapter 6 contains data (only 

available for 2020) from several new variables 

sometimes thought to be more prevalent in East 

Asia than elsewhere, including life balance, feeling 

at peace with life, and a focus on others rather than 

oneself. As shown in Chapter 6, these variables 

are important to life evaluations everywhere and 

are, in fact, most prevalent in the top-ranked 

Nordic countries. Thus, taking those data into 

account when explaining life evaluations does not 

materially change the relative importance of the 

other variables and does not change the relative 

predicted rankings, and hence the average residuals, 

in East Asia and the Nordic Countries.18

Our main country rankings are not based on the 

predicted values from our equations but rather, 

and by our deliberate choice, on the national 

averages of answers to the Cantril ladder life 

evaluation question. The other two happiness 

measures for positive and negative affect are 

themselves of independent importance and 

interest and contribute to overall life evaluations, 

especially in the case of positive affect. Measures 

of emotions play an even greater role in our 

analysis of life under COVID-19. This is partly 

because COVID-19 has affected various emotions 

differently and partly because emotions based on 

yesterday’s experiences tend to be more volatile 

than life evaluations, which are more stable in 

response to temporary disturbances. Various 

attempts to use big data to measure happiness 

using word analysis of Twitter feeds, as in  

Chapter 4 of this report, are more likely to capture 

mood changes rather than changes in overall life 

evaluations. In World Happiness Report 2019, we 

presented comparable rankings for all three 

subjective well-being measures that we track:  

the Cantril ladder (and its standard deviation, 

which provides a measure of happiness inequality19), 

positive affect and negative affect, along with 

country rankings for the six variables we use in 
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Table 2.1 to explain our measures of subjective 

well-being. Comparable data for 2019-2021 are 

reported in Figures 16 to 39 of Statistical Appendix 1.

Tracking happiness since 2005-2006

As shown in Chapter 3, there has been in this 

century a surge of interest in happiness. This has 

been to a significant extent enabled by the data 

available in the Gallup World Poll since 2005-2006 

and analysed in the World Happiness Report since 

2012. Looking back over these years, what has 

happened to happiness? The availability of fifteen 

years of data covering more than 150 countries 

provides a unique stock-taking opportunity. In  

this section, we consider how life evaluations, 

emotions and many of their supports have 

evolved for the world as a whole, and more 

importantly, by global region and country.20 

Country-by-country analysis can be found in 

Figures 13-15 in the online Statistical Appendix  

for this chapter. We show the difference for each 

country between their average Cantril ladder 

2008-2012 with the corresponding average for 

2019-2021. The latter is the same averages used in 

the rankings shown in Figure 2.1, as shown in the 

Appendix, and also in this link, life evaluations 

rose by more than a full point on the 0 to 10 scale 

in 15 counties and fell by that amount or more in 

eight countries. The ten countries with the largest 

gains from 2008-2012 to 2019-2021 were, in order, 

Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Togo, Bahrain, 

Latvia, Benin, Guinea and Armenia. The ten 

countries with the largest drops were Lebanon, 

Venezuela, Afghanistan, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, 

Jordan, Zambia, India, Mexico and Botswana.

Figure 2.2 has several panels showing global 

trends in life evaluations, emotions, and other key 

variables from the outset of the Gallup World  

Poll in 2005-2006 through 2021. The first panel 

shows average life evaluations calculated in three 

different ways: A global series with each country 

weighted by its adult population (aged 15+), a 

second series like the first but excluding the five 

countries with the largest population (specifically 

China, India, the United States, Indonesia, and 

Pakistan)21, and a third, which is generally the 

highest of the three, in which each country is 

weighted equally, as is also the case for our earlier 

and subsequent analysis in this chapter. The 

volatility of the population-weighted series 

reflects the sharp changes in the two largest 

countries, China and India, partly due to changes 

in survey collection methods.22 The population- 

weighted series, excluding the five most populous 

countries, shows smaller swings and a level slightly 

higher now than at the start of the Gallup World 

Poll. The third series, where each country is counted 

equally, shows a slightly declining pattern over the 

past 15 years. The remaining panels in this and 

subsequent figures give each country equal 

weight in constructing global and regional averages.

The second panel shows positive affect in total 

and also its three components. Smiling or laughing 

a lot during the previous day is the most common 

of all the components of either positive or negative 

affect, and has been on a slightly rising trend over 

the past 15 years, slipping slightly during the 

pandemic years 2020 and 2021. Enjoyment 

started at the same frequency as laughter, but by 

2021 it was significantly less common. Doing or 

learning something interesting fell over the first five 

years of the survey but has been on a generally 

rising trend since 2011. Positive affect, as the 

average of the three measures, has been more 

stable than any of the components, with no 

discernable trend in its average value of about 

0.66 on the scale from 0 to 1.

The third panel shows negative affect, its three 

components separately (worry, sadness and 

anger), and stress, all referring to a person’s 

feelings on the day preceding the survey. The 

levels and patterns are quite different from 

positive affect, and their average levels are less 

than half as high. After five reasonably stable 

years (2005/06 through 2010), worry and sadness 

Over the past ten years, life  
evaluations rose by more than a 
full point on the 0 to 10 scale in 15 
countries and fell by that amount 
or more in eight countries.
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Fig. 2.2: Global trends from 2006 through 2021
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have been rising over the past ten years, especially 

during 2020, the first year of COVID-19, before 

improving somewhat in 2021. Anger remains 

much less frequent, with no significant trend 

changes. The average for negative affect was 

about 0.25 for the first five years and followed a 

fairly steady upward trend since, with a jump in 

2020 and mostly returning to the underlying 

trend in 2021. Stress, which is not a component  

of our negative affect measure, was also fairly 

constant for the first five years but has increased 

steadily ever since, faster than worry or sadness, 

with its steepest increase in 2020.

The following panels show the corresponding 

time paths for the main variables used to explain 

happiness in Figure 2.1. There has been growth  

in both real GDP per capita and healthy life 

expectancy,23 fairly constant levels of social 

support, declines in perceived corruption, and 

substantial average growth in the extent to which 

people feel they have the freedom to make key 

life choices and in helping strangers and other 

forms of benevolence.24

Finally, we show that average levels of trust in 

public institutions have generally grown slightly 

since 2012. 

These global patterns mask considerable variety 

among global regions, as shown by Figures 2.3 to 

2.5. As shown by the Cantril ladder, life evaluations 

have continued their 15-year convergence between 

Western and Eastern Europe, with three Balkan 

countries, Bulgaria, Romania and Serbia, as 

already noted, having the largest increases in life 

evaluations from 2008-2012 to 2019-2021. The 

current gap in life evaluations between Western 

and Eastern Europe is now less than half what  

it was ten years ago. The Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS) countries shared this 

convergence at first but not in later years. Life 

evaluations in Asia show some growth in East and 

Southeast Asia and drops since 2010 in South 
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Asia. Ladder evaluations grew until 2012 in Latin 

America subsequently falling slightly, especially in 

2020. Ladder scores have generally fallen in the 

MENA (the Middle East and North Africa) region 

while being fairly constant for Sub-Saharan Africa 

(SSA). The NA+ANZ group of countries (North 

America, Australia, and New Zealand) had higher 

life evaluations than Western Europe at the 

beginning of the period, but that gap has mostly 

disappeared. Within Western Europe, the Nordic 

countries have especially high life evaluations  

and generally better performance in handling 

COVID-19, as shown later in the chapter.

The remaining panels of Figure 2.3 show positive 

affect and its components for each of the ten 

global regions. Over the survey period, the average 

for positive affect has been highest in the Americas, 

but on a generally falling trend. It has been rising 

fastest in Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia and the 

CIS, and low and falling in South Asia and the 

MENA countries. There have been no significant 

trends for positive affect in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and East Asia. 

There are interesting regional differences in the 

components of positive affect, with enjoyment 

highest in the NA+ANZ group and lowest in 

MENA but falling on the same downward trend  

in both. Enjoyment was initially much higher in 

Western than Eastern Europe until 2012 but had 

been falling in the west and rising in the east since 

reaching full convergence in 2020 before rising  

in both parts of Europe in 2021.

Smiling and laughing started high and have since 

risen further in Southeast Asia while starting low 

and falling since in South Asia. By 2020 and 2021, 

these two parts of Asia were the world’s top and 

bottom regions, respectively. Smiling and laughing 

were least frequent, and equally so, in Eastern 

Europe and the CIS at the beginning of the Gallup 

World Poll in 2005-2006. They have since been 

rising in lockstep to exceed those in South Asia 

and MENA. Laughing and smiling were initially 

most frequent in Latin America and the NA+ANZ 

group and have been fairly constant there since 

then. Nine of the ten regions have seen less 

laughter during both of the COVID-19 years, with 

Eastern Europe providing the sole exception.

Doing or learning something of interest has large 

inter-regional differences in levels but fewer 

trends than for the other components of positive 

affect. Interest was lowest in South Asia through-

out the survey period, but generally rising rather 

than falling. Interest grew equally, from initially 

low levels, in the CIS and Eastern Europe. It was 

highest and fairly constant in Latin America and 

NA+ANZ, and slightly lower but converging 

upwards in Western Europe, following a similar 

path as in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Figure 2.4 shows the regional averages for negative 

affect and its components and stress. Negative 

affect as a whole was highest and rising in MENA 

and South Asia, with the increase greatest in 

South Asia. All regions have more negative affect 

now than ten years ago, except for Eastern 

Europe. This is best explained by looking at the 

components separately.

Sadness in East Asia has throughout the period 

has been less than in any other region, declining 

until 2010 and rising thereafter, still less than half 

as prevalent as elsewhere in the world. The fastest 

increases in sadness and the highest eventual 

levels were in South Asia, MENA, Latin America, 

and Sub-Saharan Africa. There were mid-range 

levels and no clear trends in the other regions. 

There was increased sadness in 2020 in every 

region except South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, 

followed in 2021 by reductions in sadness in every 

region except South Asia, which has also seen by 

far the largest increases in worry over the past ten 

years. The patterns for worry and sadness thus 

share many similarities.

Worry ten years ago was lowest in East Asia and 

the CIS and since has risen less fast there than 

elsewhere. Worry was much more frequent in 

Eastern than Western Europe in 2010, growing in 

the west and declining in the east to converge  

in 2019 before both rose in 2020 and fell in 2021. 

The 2021 decline in worry was shared by all other 

regions but South Asia, with the largest increases 

over the past ten years.

Although anger has low global levels and no 

trend, the regional differences are striking. Anger 

is far more prevalent in MENA than in the rest of 

the world, at a fairly constant level. Anger has 
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Fig. 2.3: Regional Trends of Life Evaluations and Positive Affect
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Fig. 2.4: Regional Trends of Negative Affect and Stress
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risen most dramatically in South Asia, approaching 

MENA levels in 2020 and 2021. There have been 

longer-term drops in the prevalence of anger in 

Western and Eastern Europe, especially in Eastern 

Europe and NA+ANZ. There was a rising trend of 

anger in Sub Saharan Africa until 2018, with 

reductions since. Anger in Southeast Asia is fairly 

stable, currently just below the middle of the large 

gap between the high level in South Asia and the 

low level in East Asia.

Stress, also shown in Figure 2.4, is higher now than 

ten years ago in every global region. Unusually, all 

three parts of Asia had similar levels and growth 

rates, staying in the middle of the global range 

throughout the period. Nonetheless, among the 

three regions, South Asia was the least stressed  

at the outset and the most stressed at the end. 

Stress started and finished at the top of the range 

in both NA+ANZ and MENA. Stress rose faster in 

Eastern than Western Europe, almost converging 

by the end of the period. Stress started lowest in 

the CIS and grew fairly slowly, ending the period with 

stress half as frequent as in the rest of the world.

Figure 2.5 presents regional differences in levels 

and trends for the six main variables from Table 

2.1, plus other variables of special interest for  

this chapter. GDP per capita and healthy life 

expectancy, for which the national data come 

from international agencies, show trend growth 

over the 15 years, with both levels and growth 

differing among the regions. Real GDP per capita 

grew fastest in Asia, followed by Africa, Eastern 

Europe and the CIS, and slowest in Latin America, 

MENA, Western Europe, and NA+ANZ. Healthy  

life expectancy grew fastest in Sub Saharan 

Africa, followed by South Asia. It grew most 

slowly in MENA and NA+ANZ.

Social support, as measured by having someone 

to count on in times of trouble, was least (and not 

growing) in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. It 

was slightly above average and growing in both the 

CIS and Eastern Europe, declining in MENA, globally 

high but slightly declining in Western Europe and 

NA+ANZ, and fairly constant elsewhere.

Having a sense of freedom to make key life 

decisions grew substantially in most regions.  

It had the lowest initial levels but the fastest 

subsequent growth in Eastern Europe, sharing its 

recent path with the CIS. Within Asia, it started 

high and grew fast in Southeast Asia, while 

starting low and growing even faster in South 

Asia. It started fairly low and grew very little in 

MENA and Sub-Saharan Africa, leaving those 

regions with the lowest regional levels in 2021. 

Freedom to make life choices started high in 

Western Europe but did not grow, so the two 

parts of Europe had mostly converged by 2020. 

Freedom was initially highest in NA+ANZ but  

did not share in the general global growth.

Perceived levels of corruption fell since 2010 in  

all regions except for Latin America (where it 

remained higher than anywhere else but Eastern 

Europe) and NA+ANZ (where it remained  

unchanged at the globally lowest levels). Both 

Western and Eastern Europe had favourable 

corruption trends, but at a far higher level in 

Eastern Europe. All three parts of Asia reported 

high but slightly falling corruption. Western Europe 

had the biggest drop in perceived corruption 

between 2012 and the most recent years.

Three measures of prosocial behaviour—donations, 

volunteering and helping strangers—had differing 

levels and trends. Still, all showed increases in 2021 

in every global region, often at remarkable rates 

not seen for any of the variables we have tracked 

before and during the pandemic. We shall discuss 

this more fully in the final section of this chapter.

Regional averages of well-being inequality  

remained fairly stable until about 2012 and have 

risen thereafter. The biggest increases in inequality 

have been in Sub Saharan Africa and MENA. 

Southeast Asia started with the least inequality 

but has since passed through that in East Asia 

and converged to that in South Asia, which has 

also been on a sharply rising trend over the past 

Three measures of prosocial  
behaviour—donations, volunteering, 
and helping strangers—all  
showed increases in 2021 in every 
global region.
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Fig. 2.5: Regional Trends of Happiness-Supporting Factors and Inequality   
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decade. Well-being inequality in Eastern Europe 

was initially greater than in the CIS, but the two 

have since converged to a level significantly 

higher than in Western Europe and the NA+ANZ 

groups, where inequality has shown no increase 

over the 15 years. Well-being inequality in East 

Asia has remained in the middle of the range, 

following the same increase as the global average. 

How has well-being under COVID-19 
varied among population subgroups  
in 2020 and 2021?

We turn now from long-run trends to changes 

during the last two years. There have been  

numerous studies of how the effects of COVID-19, 

whether in terms of illness and death or living 

conditions for the uninfected, have differed 

among population sub-groups.25 The fact that the 

virus is more easily transmitted in close living and 

working arrangements partly explains the higher 

incidence of disease among those in elder care, 

prisons, hospitals, housing for migrant and  

temporary workers, and other forms of group 

living. Similarly, risks are higher for those employed 

in essential services, especially for front-line 

health care workers and others who deal with 

many members of the public or work in crowded 

conditions. Age has been the main factor separating 

those with differing risks of serious or fatal 

consequences, although this association is  

complicated by the preponderance of fatalities  

in elder-care settings where lower immune  

responses of the elderly are compounded by 

comorbidities.26 Those with lower incomes are 

also thought to be more at risk, being perhaps 

more likely to be in high-risk workplaces, with 

fewer opportunities to work from home and fewer 

resources to support the isolation required for 

those infected.

The Gallup World Poll data are not sufficiently 

fine-grained to separate respondents by their 

living or working arrangements. Still, they provide 

several ways of testing for different patterns of 

consequences. In particular, we can separate 

respondents by age, gender, migrant status, 

income, unemployment, and general health status. 

Previous well-being research by ourselves and 

many others have shown subjective life evaluations 

to be lower for unemployed, poor health, and in 

the lowest income categories. In World Happiness 
Report 2015, we examined the distribution of life 

evaluations and emotions by age and gender, 

finding a widespread but not universal U-shape in 

age for life evaluations, with those under 30 and 

over 60 happier than those in between. Female 

life evaluations, and frequency of negative affect, 

were generally slightly higher than for males. For 

immigrants, we found in World Happiness Report 
2018 that life evaluations of international migrants 

tend to move fairly quickly toward the levels of 

respondents born in the destination country.

In this section, we shall first confirm these general 

findings using all individual-level data from the 

years 2017 through 2021, testing if these effects 

have become larger or smaller during 2020 or 

2021. We use the 2020 and 2021 effects as proxies 

for the effects of COVID-19 and all related changes 

to economic and social circumstances, a simplifi-

cation not easily avoided.

Table 2.2 shows the results of individual-level 

estimation of a version of the model used in  

Table 2.1 to explain differences at the national 

level. At the individual level, all of the variables 

except the log of household income are either  

0 or 1 according to whether each respondent was 

in that category or felt the emotion in question 

the previous day. We use the same column  

structure as in our usual Table 2.1 while adding 

more rows to introduce variables that help to 

explain differences among individuals but average 

out at the national level. The first three columns 

show separate equations for life evaluations, 

positive affect and negative affect. The fourth 

column is a repeat of the life evaluation equation 

with several positive and negative emotions as 

additional independent variables, reflecting their 

power to influence how people rate the lives they 

are leading.

By adding a specific measure of institutional trust 

to our usual six variables explaining well-being, 

the effect of institutions is now split between  

the new variable and the usual perceptions of 

corruption in business and government. We leave 

both in the equation to show that the index for 

confidence in government represents more than 
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Table 2.2: Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ladder 
(0–10)

Positive affect 
(0–1)

Negative affect 
(0–1)

Ladder 
(0–10)

Log HH income 0.125*** 0.009*** -0.009*** 0.109***

(0.007) (0.001) (0.001) (0.007)

Health problem -0.546*** -0.064*** 0.133*** -0.370***

(0.029) (0.003) (0.003) (0.025)

Count on friends 0.873*** 0.102*** -0.097*** 0.701***

(0.025) (0.003) (0.003) (0.022)

Freedom 0.542*** 0.093*** -0.092*** 0.377***

(0.022) (0.003) (0.004) (0.018)

Donation 0.263*** 0.065*** 0.011*** 0.218***

(0.017) (0.003) (0.002) (0.016)

Perceptions of corruption -0.232*** 0.003 0.042*** -0.190***

(0.021) (0.003) (0.003) (0.020)

Age < 30 0.291*** 0.046*** -0.019*** 0.231***

(0.023) (0.004) (0.003) (0.021)

Age 60+ 0.073** -0.040*** -0.040*** 0.050

(0.036) (0.004) (0.003) (0.031)

Female 0.212*** 0.003 0.033*** 0.236***

(0.022) (0.002) (0.002) (0.020)

Married/common-law -0.018 -0.015*** 0.012*** 0.005

(0.024) (0.003) (0.002) (0.022)

Sep div wid -0.260*** -0.047*** 0.048*** -0.185***

(0.028) (0.003) (0.003) (0.027)

College 0.404*** 0.040*** -0.010*** 0.373***

(0.021) (0.003) (0.002) (0.020)

Unemployed -0.478*** -0.048*** 0.086*** -0.357***

(0.026) (0.003) (0.004) (0.023)

Foreign-born -0.090** -0.014*** 0.027*** -0.062*

(0.037) (0.004) (0.004) (0.034)

Institutional trust 0.285*** 0.050*** -0.038*** 0.210***

(0.019) (0.003) (0.003) (0.017)

Covid1 -0.023 -0.000 0.025*** 0.003

(0.039) (0.004) (0.004) (0.037)

Covid2 -0.020 -0.001 -0.000 -0.020

(0.036) (0.003) (0.004) (0.033)

Smile/laugh 0.201***

(0.016)

Enjoyment 0.342***

(0.016)

Learn/do something interesting 0.211***

(0.012)

Worry -0.289***

(0.016)

Sadness -0.293***

(0.021)

Anger -0.102***

(0.018)

Stress -0.191***

(0.016)

Constant 3.411*** 0.404*** 0.446*** 3.563***

(0.084) (0.009) (0.009) (0.074)

Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

Adj. R2 0.230 0.153 0.138 0.257

Number of countries 110 110 110 110

Number of obs. 488,697 479,791 486,765 471,029

Notes: This is a pooled OLS regression for a tattered panel explaining annual national average Cantril ladder responses from all available surveys from 2005  
through 2021. 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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just an absence of corruption. Indeed, we  

shall show later that it is the most important 

institutional variable explaining how nations have 

succeeded or failed in their attempts to control 

COVID-19.

The equations are estimated using about 1,000 

respondents in each country in each year from 

2017 through 2021. The results show the continued 

importance of all the six variables we regularly 

use to explain differences among nations, as well 

as a number of additional individual-level variables. 

These additional variables include age, gender, 

marital status, education, unemployment and 

whether the respondent was born in another 

country. Income is represented by the logarithm 

of household income, and health status by whether 

the respondent reports having health problems. 

The effects of COVID-19 are estimated by adding 

variables (called Covid1 and Covid2) equal to  

1.0 for 2020 and 2021 survey respondents,  

respectively. 

The equations in Table 2.2 show that subjective 

well-being continues to be strikingly resilient in 

the face of COVID-19. As shown by the very small 

estimated coefficients on both Covid1 and Covid2, 

there have been no significant changes in average 

life evaluations in either of the two COVID-19 

years compared to the 2017-2019 baseline.

How do we square this substantial resiliency at 

the population level with evidence everywhere of 

lives and livelihoods torn asunder? First, it is 

important to note that some population subgroups 

hardest hit by the pandemic are not included in 

most surveys. For example, surveys usually exclude 

those living in elder care, hospitals, prisons, and 

most living on the streets and in refugee camps. 

These populations were already worse off and 

have been most affected by COVID-19.

Second, the shift from face-to-face interviews to 

cell phone surveys for many countries in 2020 may 

have altered the characteristics of the surveyed 

population in ways that are hard to adjust for  

by usual weighting methods. For example, the 

average incomes of 2020 respondents in China 

were much larger than those of 2019 respondents, 

explicable in part because cell-phone sampling 

procedures would cover people living inside high 

income gated communities otherwise inaccessible 

by face-to-face methods. In 2021, face-to-face 

interviews were restored in many countries, 

suggesting that the resilience shown in both years 

is not due to changes in survey methods.

Third, is it possible that the relative stability of 

subjective well-being in the face of the pandemic 

does not reflect resilience in the face of hardships 

but instead suggests that life evaluations are 

inadequate measures of well-being? If the chosen 

measures do not move a lot under COVID-19, 

perhaps they will not change whatever happens. 

In response to this quite natural scepticism, it is 

important to remind ourselves that subjective life 

evaluations do change, and by very large 

amounts, when many key life circumstances 

change. For example, unemployment, perceived 

discrimination, and several types of ill-health have 

large and sustained influences on measured life 

evaluations.27 Perhaps even more convincing is 

evidence that the happiness of immigrants tends to 

move quickly towards the levels and distributions 

of life evaluations of those born in their new 

countries of residence and even those already 

living in the sub-national regions to which the 

migrants move.28

Fourth, there is also the emerging evidence of 

increasing levels of prosocial activity during 

COVID-19, emerging initially in 2020 with increased 

help to strangers, but now including donations 

and volunteering, with large increases in all 

activities in 2021. This evidence will be discussed 

later in our forward-looking section but is worth 

mentioning here as evidence of changes in feelings 

and behaviour likely to be providing support for 

life evaluations during the COVID-19 years.

The equations in Table 2.2 produce the same 

general patterns of results as Table 2.1. Income, 

health, having someone to count on, having a 

sense of freedom to make key life decisions, 

generosity, and the absence of corruption all  

play strong roles in supporting life evaluations. 

Confidence in public institutions also plays an 

important role.

These large samples of individual responses can 

also be used to show how average life evaluations, 

and the factors that support them, have varied 
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among different sub-groups of the population. 

What do the results show? We start by reporting 

(in Table 2.3) how the 2020 and 2021 levels of  

key variables differ from those in the base period 

2017-2019 and then see (in Table 2.4) whether  

the well-being effects of these conditions have 

become greater or less under COVID-19.

For the world sample, as shown in Table 2.3,  

and most countries, there have been significant 

changes from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 in 

some of the key components and sources of 

happiness.

Average household incomes were significantly 

lower in both years, by almost twice as much in 

2021 as in 2020. Unemployment rates were  

significantly higher in 2020 and reverted mostly 

to baseline in 2021. About 25% of respondents 

reported having a health problem in 2017-2019. 

This fell to 22% in 2020 before reverting mostly to 

baseline in 2021.29 In times of trouble, the number 

of respondents who felt they had someone to 

count on dropped more in 2021 than in 2020, 

from 83.3% in the baseline to 81.5% in 2021. 

On average, there were no significant changes  

in the sense of freedom, perceived corruption  

and institutional trust during 2020 and 2021. 

Confidence in government rose in 2020 and then 

returned to baseline in 2021.

By far the largest changes were in three types  

of benevolent actions, especially in 2021. As 

shown later in Figure 2.6, in 2020, there was a 

substantial increase in help given to strangers but 

no substantial change in donations and volunteering. 

In 2021, all three types of activity were much higher 

than in 2017-2019, having an increase averaging 

about 25% of baseline activity. We shall return to 

this in the next section of the chapter.

What about emotions in 2020 and 2021? Worry 

and sadness were both significantly higher than 

baseline in 2020, with about 3% more of the 

population feeling each of these emotions.30  

This is equal to about 10% of people feeling  

these emotions pre-pandemic. The increases in 

2021 were about half their 2020 size, remaining 

statistically significant only for sadness. Anger 

remained stable and infrequent at its 20% base-

line level in both years. Negative affect as a whole 

was about 8% above its pre-pandemic value in 

2020, falling almost completely back to baseline 

in 2021 (as shown below in Figure 2.6). Similarly, 

perceived stress was higher by 8% of its pre- 

pandemic frequency in 2020 but has also fallen 

back to baseline in 2021.

In the base period 2017-2019, worry, sadness,  

and stress were about 10% more prevalent among 

females than males, while anger was 10% less 

frequent among females. The same patterns 

continued during 2020 and 2021, with males and 

females having similar proportionate increases  

in worry, sadness and stress, with the female 

increases being slightly higher than those for 

males. For example, worry grew in frequency, 

relative to its base value, by 5.7% for females and 

4.7% for males.31 Anger was unchanged for both 

males and females.

Positive emotions as a whole remained more than 

twice as frequent as negative ones, and their  

average frequency did not change during 2020 

and 2021. Positive affect in the baseline was 13% 

more frequent for the young than the old (72% 

frequency for the young vs 59% for the old), with 

that initial gap reducing to about 8.5% in 2020 

and 2021, with gains for the old being offset by 

losses for the young. These patterns were similar 

for both laughter and enjoyment while doing 

something of interest did not change for the 

young but increased for the other two groups. 

The gains were twice as large for the old as for 

those in middle age, reducing an initial gap of 9% 

to 7%, about equally in both years. These patterns 

for positive emotions and their changes were very 

similar for females and males.

For negative emotions, there are some interactions 

of gender and age. Among those over 60, there 

were reductions rather than increases in negative 

emotions, to the same extent for females and 

males. In the youngest age group, baseline values 

were lower for worry, sadness and stress and were 

Positive emotions as a whole  
remained more than twice as  
frequent as negative ones.
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Table 2.3: Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021  

(1) (2) (3) (4)

2017-19 mean Change from 2017-19 to 
2020

Change from 2017-19 to 
2021

N of countries

Ladder 5.745 -0.015 -0.040 110

(0.095) (0.043) (0.042)

Positive affect 0.661 0.006 -0.001 109

(0.010) (0.004) (0.004)

Laughter 0.740 -0.003 -0.009* 110

(0.010) (0.005) (0.005)

Enjoyment 0.703 -0.001 -0.006 109

(0.011) (0.006) (0.006)

Interest 0.532 0.023*** 0.013*** 110

(0.012) (0.006) (0.005)

Negative affect 0.278 0.023*** 0.004 109

(0.008) (0.005) (0.004)

Worry 0.392 0.033*** 0.006 109

(0.010) (0.006) (0.005)

Sadness 0.242 0.031*** 0.012** 109

(0.008) (0.006) (0.005)

Anger 0.202 0.007 -0.005 109

(0.008) (0.005) (0.005)

Stress 0.366 0.025*** 0.009 109

(0.011) (0.006) (0.006)

Ln of HH income 9.236 -0.114** -0.232*** 108

(0.095) (0.047) (0.050)

Unemployed 0.065 0.019*** 0.005** 109

(0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

Health problem 0.250 -0.030*** -0.008** 110

(0.007) (0.005) (0.004)

Social support 0.833 -0.010* -0.018*** 110

(0.010) (0.005) (0.005)

Prosociality 0.324 0.027*** 0.078*** 110

(0.009) (0.007) (0.007)

Donation 0.299 0.011 0.059*** 110

(0.016) (0.008) (0.009)

Volunteering 0.189 0.001 0.040*** 110

(0.010) (0.006) (0.005)

Helped stranger 0.484 0.068*** 0.135*** 110

(0.011) (0.010) (0.010)

Freedom to make life choices 0.801 0.007 -0.011* 109

(0.010) (0.006) (0.006)

Perceptions of corruption 0.737 -0.012** -0.008 105

(0.018) (0.006) (0.005)

Institutional trust 0.267 0.007 0.003 95

(0.016) (0.008) (0.007)

Confidence in national government 0.468 0.024** 0.008 97

(0.018) (0.011) (0.012)

Age<30 0.322 0.004 -0.007** 110

(0.010) (0.003) (0.003)

Age 60+ 0.188 -0.018*** 0.001 110

(0.009) (0.003) (0.003)

Female 0.513 -0.008*** -0.002 110

(0.003) (0.002) (0.001)

Married/Common-law 0.564 -0.025*** -0.025*** 109

(0.009) (0.005) (0.005)

Sep., div., wid. 0.114 0.000 0.010*** 109

(0.005) (0.002) (0.002)

College 0.147 0.024*** 0.011*** 110

(0.010) (0.005) (0.004)

Foreign-born 0.056 0.011*** 0.013*** 109

(0.008) (0.002) (0.003)

Notes: Prosociality is the average of the binary Gallup World Poll measures for making a donation, volunteering, and helping a stranger. Columns 1 to 3 report the 
mean values for each variable in 2017-2019, and then the differences between those base values and those observed in 2020 and 2021 respectively, from the set of all 
complete observations in countries with both 2020 and 2021 surveys. The 2020 values differ from those reported in WHR 2021 because we now have completed 2020 
surveys for additional countries, most of which also have data for 2021. Columns 2 and 3 also report the significance level of the changes in means: * p < .1, ** p < .05, 
*** p < .01. Standard errors clustered at the country level are reported in parentheses. Column 4 indicates the number of countries with valid observations of each variable.
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quite similar for females and males. Anger was 

the exception, taking its highest average value 

(.22) for young males. In the young age group, 

negative affect was increased more than for other 

age groups, and equally so for females and males.

Table 2.4 repeats the basic equation for life evalua-

tions in Table 2.2 but now fits separate equations for 

2017-2019 and 2020-2021. This permits us to see 

to what extent the happiness impacts of COVID-19 

have varied among population sub-groups.

For those variables that do not change under 

COVID-19, such as age, the difference between 

columns 1 and 2 shows the total effects of COVID-19 

on people in that category. The bars on the 

right-hand side of Table 2.4 show the size and 

significance of these changes. For other variables, 

such as unemployment, the total effects of 

COVID-19 depend on how much unemployment 

has changed and whether the happiness effect of 

being unemployed is larger or smaller in 2020-2021.

These results suggest that COVID-19 has reduced 

the effect of income on life satisfaction, increased 

the benefits of having someone to count on in 

times of trouble, and increased the negative 

effects of having a health problem or being 

unemployed. The biggest change is the increase, 

averaging 0.132 points, in the life satisfaction of 

those 60 years and older relative to the younger 

age groups. The female life evaluation advantage 

has not changed significantly, rising from .20 to 

.21 points from 2017-2019 to 2020-2021.

To find the total effect of variables that have 

changed under COVID-19, we need to take into 

account both of how much the variable has 

changed, as shown in Table 2.3, and any change 

that has taken place in its impact, as shown in 

Table 2.4. For unemployment, there has been a 

significant increase in the number of unemployed 

plus a greater average happiness loss from being 

unemployed. Comparing 2017-2019 with 2020, the 

worst year for unemployment, the total effects of 
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Table 2.4: How have life evaluations changed during COVID-19 for different people? 

(1) (2) (3)

2017-19 2020-21 Change in absolute value of coefficient,  
2020-21 compared to 2017-19

Log HH income 0.132*** 0.106***

(0.0087) (0.008)

Health problem -0.499*** -0.557***

(0.0299) (0.030)

Social support 0.821*** 0.882***

(0.0273) (0.032)

Freedom to  
make life choices

0.552*** 0.515***

(0.0216) (0.027)

Donation 0.245*** 0.271***

(0.0167) (0.021)

Perceptions of corruption -0.230*** -0.235***

(0.0213) (0.029)

Age < 30 0.289*** 0.288***

(0.0246) (0.028)

Age 60+ 0.013 0.145***

(0.0375) (0.036)

Female 0.200*** 0.214***

(0.0222) (0.023)

Married/common-law -0.033 0.001

(0.0229) (0.029)

Sep., div., wid. -0.264*** -0.277

(0.0290) (0.036)

College 0.405*** 0.410***

(0.0207) (0.027)

Unemployed -0.427*** -0.508***

(0.0277) (0.034)

Foreign-born -0.056 -0.068

(0.0410) (0.044)

Institutional trust 0.279*** 0.277***

(0.0201) (0.024)

Country FEs Yes Yes

Adj. R2 0.242 0.239

No. of countries 125 122

No. of obs.  337,757  200,948 

Note: Regressions in columns 1 and 2 include a constant, country fixed effects, and controls for country-years with missing questions. 
Column 3 reports changes in the absolute value of the coefficients from 2017-2019 to 2020. See appendix note on calculation of 
standard errors in column 3. Standard errors are clustered by country.  
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

  Larger effect

  Smaller effect

  Insignificant

-0.026***

0.058**

0.061*

0.132***

0.082**
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unemployment on national average happiness  

is estimated to have risen from .028 points to  

.043 points.32

As for institutional trust, Table 2.4 shows that it 

remains a highly important determinant of life 

evaluations. We shall now explore how it also 

enables societies to deal effectively with crises, 

especially in limiting deaths from COVID-19.

Trust and benevolence during  
and after COVID-19

Many studies of the effects of COVID-19 have 

emphasised the importance of public trust as 

support for successful pandemic responses.33  

We have studied similar linkages in earlier reports 

dealing with other national and personal crises.  

In World Happiness Report 2020, we found that 

individuals with high social and institutional trust 

levels were happier than those living in less 

trusting and trustworthy environments.34 The 

benefits of high trust were especially great for 

those in conditions of adversity, including ill-health, 

unemployment, low income, discrimination and 

unsafe streets.35 In World Happiness Report 2013, 

we found that the happiness consequences of the 

financial crisis of 2007-2008 were smaller in those 

countries with greater levels of mutual trust. 

These findings are consistent with a broad range 

of studies showing that communities with high 

levels of trust are generally much more resilient  

in the face of a wide range of crises, including 

tsunamis,36 earthquakes,37 accidents, storms,  

and floods. Trust and cooperative social norms 

facilitate rapid and cooperative responses, which 

themselves improve the happiness of citizens and 

demonstrate to people the extent to which others 

are prepared to do benevolent acts for them and 

the community in general. Since this sometimes 

comes as a surprise, there is a happiness bonus 

when people get a chance to see the goodness of 

others in action and to be of service themselves. 

Seeing trust in action has been found to lead to 

post-disaster increases in trust,38 especially where 

government responses are considered to be 

sufficiently timely and effective.39

World Happiness Report 2021 presented new 

evidence using the return of lost wallets as a 

powerful measure of trust and benevolence.  

We compared the life satisfaction effects of the 

likelihood of a Gallup World Poll respondent’s  

lost wallet being returned with the comparably 

measured likelihood of negative events, such as 

illness or violent crime. The results were striking, 

with the expected likely return of a lost wallet 

being associated with a life evaluation more than 

one point higher on the 0 to 10 scale, far higher 

than the association with any of the negative 

events assessed by the same respondents.40

COVID-19, as the biggest health crisis in more 

than a century, with unmatched global reach  

and duration, has provided a correspondingly 

important test of the power of trust and prosocial 

behaviour to provide resilience and save lives  

and livelihoods. Now that we have two years of 

evidence, we can assess the importance of  

benevolence and trust and see how they have 

fared during the pandemic. Many have seen the 

pandemic as creating social and political divisions 

above and beyond those created by the need to 

maintain physical distance from loved ones for 

many months. Some of the evidence noted above 

shows that large crises can lead to improvements 

in trust, benevolence and well-being if it leads 

people to reach out to help others, especially if 

seeing that benevolence comes as a welcome 

surprise to their neighbours more used to reading 

of acts of ill-will. Looking to the future, it is 

important to know whether trust and benevolence 

have been fostered or destroyed by two years of 

the pandemic. We have not found significant 

changes in our measures of institutional trust 

during the pandemic but did find, especially  

in 2021, very large increases in the reported 

frequency of benevolent acts.

The increasing importance of trust in limiting 
deaths from COVID-19

At the core of our interest in investigating interna-

tional differences in death rates from COVID-19  

is to see what links there may be between the  

variables that support high life evaluations and 

those that are related to success in keeping death 

rates low. We found in World Happiness Report 
2021 that social and institutional trust are the only 

main determinants of subjective well-being that 
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showed a strong carry-forward into success in 

fighting COVID-19. This section updates our 

analysis to include data from both 2020 and  

2021 to see whether these results also appeared 

in 2021.

We find continuing evidence that the quality of 

the social context, which we have previously 

found so important to explaining life evaluations 

within and across societies, has also affected 

progress in fighting COVID-19. Several studies 

within nations have found that regions with high 

social capital have been more successful in 

reducing rates of infection and deaths.41 Others 

have argued that different elements of the social 

context might have opposite effects in the fight 

against COVID-19.42 In particular, it has been 

suggested that the close personal relations within 

families and communities sparked and fed by 

frequent in-person meetings might provide a 

good transmission climate for the virus. On the 

other hand, those aspects of social capital  

relating to prosocial behaviour, trust in others, 

and especially trust in institutions might be 

expected to foster behaviours that would help  

a society follow physical distancing and other 

rules designed to stop the spread of the virus.  

Our 2020 finding that trust is an important 

determinant of international differences in  

COVID-19 has since been confirmed independently 

for cumulative COVID-19 infection rates extending 

to September 30, 2021,43 and we show below that 

this finding also holds for the whole of 2021.

We capture these vital trust linkages in two ways. 

We have a direct measure of trust in public 

institutions, described below. We do not have a 

measure of general trust in others for our large 

sample of countries, so we make use instead of a 

measure of the inequality of income distribution, 

which has often been found to be a robust  

predictor of the level of social trust.44

Our attempts to explain international differences 

in COVID-19 death rates divide the explanatory 

variables into two sets, both of which refer to 

circumstances that are likely to have affected a 

country’s success in battling COVID-19. The first 

set of variables covers demographic, geographic 

and disease exposure circumstances at the 

beginning of the pandemic. The second set of 

variables covers several aspects of economic  

and social structure, also measured before the 

pandemic, that help to explain the differential 

success rates of national COVID-19 strategies.

The first set comprises a variable combining the 

age distribution of each country’s population with 

the age-specific mortality risks45 for COVID-19, 

whether the country is an island, and an exposure 

index measuring how close a country was, in the 

very early stages of the pandemic (March 31, 

2020), to infections in other countries. In World 
Happiness Report 2021, we used a pair of measures 

of the extent to which a country could remember 

and apply the epidemic control strategies learned 

during the SARS epidemic of 2003. These include 

membership in the World Health Organisation’s 

Western Pacific Region (WHOWPR) and distance 

from countries with the most direct experience  

of the SARS epidemic. These two variables are 

highly correlated, so in our current modelling,  

we make use only of the WHOWPR variable. 

Countries in the WHO Western Pacific Region 

have been building on SARS experiences to 

develop fast and maintained virus suppression 

strategies.46 Hence membership in that region is 

used as a proxy measure of the likelihood of a 

country adopting a virus elimination strategy.47 

The trust-related variables include a measure  

of institutional trust and the Gini coefficient 

measuring each country’s income inequality.  

An earlier version of this model was explained 

more fully and first applied in chapter 2 of  

World Happiness Report 2021, while further 

developments are reported elsewhere.48

The fact that experts and governments in countries 

distant from the earlier SARS epidemics did not 

get the message faster about the best COVID-19 

response strategy provides eloquent testimony  

to the power of a “won’t happen here” mindset. 

This is illustrated by the death rate impacts of 

membership in the Western Pacific Region of the 

WHO, whose members had the most direct 

experience with the SARS epidemic and were 

hence more likely to have learned the relevant 

lessons.49 There was very early evidence that 

COVID-19 was highly infectious, spread by  

asymptomatic50 and pre-symptomatic51 carriers, 

and subject to aerosol transmission.52 These 
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characteristics require masks53 and physical 

distancing to slow transmission, rapid and  

widespread testing54 to identify and eliminate 

community55 outbreaks, and effective testing and 

isolation for those needing to move from one 

community or country to another. Countries that 

quickly adopted all these pillar policies were able 

to drive community transmission to zero. By 

doing so, and then using widespread testing  

and targeted lockdowns when faced with fresh 

outbreaks, those countries were able to avoid the 

high levels of community exposure that led to 

subsequent waves that were in most countries 

even more deadly than the first. Countries that 

did not try to drive their community transmission 

to zero almost always found themselves with 

insufficient testing, tracking and tracing capacities 

to suppress subsequent waves of infection,  

requiring them eventually to have higher average 

levels of stringency than in countries that chose 

to eliminate community transmission.56 They also 

made the infection risks worse for everyone by 

providing large community pools of infection that 

provided opportunities for mutations to develop 

and spread.

The results for 2020 and 2021 are most appropri-

ately compared by looking at the standardised 

beta coefficients, which adjust for the fact that 

average COVID-19 death rates across our 

154-country sample were twice as high in 2021 as 

in 2020. Comparing the standardised coefficients, 

the two equations are very consistent. The only 

significant differences are for the early exposure 

variable, which shows, as expected, a weaker 

association during the second year, and the 

institutional trust variable, which is of even  

greater importance in 2021 than in 2020. If the 

associations between institutional trust and 

COVID-19 deaths in 2021 could be regarded as 

causal, they suggest that an increase of 0.12 in 

institutional trust57 would have reduced average 

deaths per 100,000 population by 6.4 in 2020 

(21% of average deaths) and by 19.7 in 2021 

(representing 28% of average deaths). The death 

reduction is greater in 2021 mainly because 

average deaths were more than twice as great58  

in 2021, plus an even greater role for trust in 

explaining 2021 death rates. This does not reflect 

possible increases in trust triggered by the  

pandemic because the measure used reflects 

Table 2.5: COVID-19 deaths in 2020 and 2021 per 100,000 population

(1) 2020 (2) 2021

Coef/SE Std beta Coef/SE Std beta

Institutional trust (2017-19) -52.940*** -0.233 -163.685*** -0.325

(11.490) (30.633)

Country is an island -14.763*** -0.134 -29.343** -0.120

(5.245) (12.340)

WHOWPR member -20.234** -0.130 -54.787** -0.158

(8.390) (23.884)

Risk adjusted age profile -9.237*** -0.441 -23.909*** -0.514

(1.384) (3.156)

Exposure to infections in other countries 
(at Mar 31, 2020)

16.824*** 0.485 14.088* 0.183

(3.396) (7.550)

Gini for income inequality (0-100) 1.271*** 0.270 2.045*** 0.196

(0.255) (0.573)

Constant 2.731 97.402***

(14.564) (34.085)

N 154 154

adj. R2 0.602 0.490

Note: Robust standard errors reported in parentheses. *p<.1, **p<.05, ***p<.01.
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average confidence levels during 2017-2019. The 

results for income inequality, which we treat here 

as partially representing interpersonal trust,59 

suggest that to move from a country with a Gini 

coefficient of 0.27 (like Denmark or Sweden) to 

0.47 (like Mexico or the United States) is associated 

with COVID-19 death rates per 100,000 population 

that are higher by 25 in 2020 and 41 in 2021. Our 

results for both institutional trust and income 

inequality suggest important associations in both 

years, even larger in 2021 than in 2020.

The Nordic countries merit special attention in the 

light of their generally high levels of personal and 

institutional trust. They have also had COVID-19 

death rates only one-third as high as elsewhere in 

Western Europe during 2020 and 2021, 27 per 

100,000 in the Nordic countries compared to 80 

in the rest of Western Europe. There is an equally 

great divide when Sweden is compared with the 

other Nordic countries as death rates were five 

times higher in Sweden, with 2020-2021 COVID-19 

death rates of 75 per 100,000 compared to 15 in 

the other Nordic countries. This difference shows 

the importance of a chosen pandemic strategy. 

Sweden, at the outset, chose60 not to suppress 

community transmission, while the other Nordic 

countries aimed to contain it. As a result, Sweden 

had much higher death rates than the other 

Nordic countries, while in the end being forced to 

adopt stringency measures that were on average 

stricter61 than in the other Nordic countries. High 

trust helps, but it requires an appropriate strategy 

to deliver better results.

Growth of benevolence during 2020 and 2021

A primary message from the 2020 data analysed 

in World Happiness Report 2021 was of significant 

increases in negative emotions accompanied by 

an even larger increase in the extent to which 

people helped strangers, with the comparison in 

both cases being to the average values in 2017-

2019. As shown in Figures 2.5 and 2.6, a striking 

feature of our new evidence is that the size of  

the increase since 2017-2019 in the helping of 

strangers has doubled from 2020 to 2021 and is 

now accompanied by significant increases in 

donations and volunteering. While benevolence 

has increased in 2021 relative to both 2017-2019 

and 2020, negative affect in 2021 has fallen back 

towards the 2017-2019 baseline. Hence, relative  

to 2020, the second year of COVID-19 has seen 

global growth of prosocial activities of all three 

types combined, while negative affect is now only 

slightly above baseline. 

Giving help to strangers in 2021 was above baseline 

in all global regions and by more than 10% of the 

population in six of the ten. Moreover, everywhere, 

Figure 2.6: Percentage of population performing benevolent acts in 2020 and 2021  
compared to 2017–19
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it was ways above its 2020 value. The prosociality 

average is also higher in 2021 in every region than 

in the 2017-2019 baseline, also showing in all 

regions an increase from 2020 to 2021.

The variable ‘prosocial’ is an average of the 

measures for donations, volunteering and helping 

strangers. In 2021 this combined measure of 

benevolence was above its pre-pandemic level  

by 8% as a share of the total population of  

responders, 25% of the pre-pandemic frequency 

of these prosocial acts.

Among the regions, some interesting patterns 

appear. Before the pandemic, prosociality was 

significantly higher in Western than in Eastern 

Europe, averaging 38% in Western Europe and 

24% in Eastern Europe. In 2021, prosociality was 

up by 2% in Western Europe and 16% in Eastern 

Europe, erasing the pre-pandemic gap. At the 

global level, a somewhat similar comparison can 

be made. In 2017-2019 the percentage of the 

population involved in the selected prosocial acts 

was 40% in the western industrial countries62  

and 30% in the rest of the world. This gap was 

substantially closed in 2021 and especially in 2021. 

Prosociality in 2021 was greater than baseline in 

both groups of countries, by 2.5% of the population 

in the western industrial countries and by 9.5% in 

all other regions, thus removing two-thirds of the 

2017-2019 gap.

Looking at these regional differences over the 

long term, as shown earlier in Figure 2.5, shows 

that the universally significant increases in 2021 

were a stable continuation of an established 

upward trend in MENA and South Asia, an  

accelerated upward trend in Latin America, 

Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe and the CIS,  

and a reversal of previous downward trends in 

Western Europe and NA+ANZ.

It is too early to tell whether the increased  

benevolence in 2021 will carry forward as a 

welcome addition to global well-being. In research 

at the individual level, benevolence has been 

found to contribute to a positive feedback loop 

with happiness, with the benevolent more likely  

to be happy and the happy more likely to act 

benevolently.63 But there are counter forces at 

work, with pandemic fatigue possibly fuelling  

a loss of public trust and perhaps private benevo-

lence. The reported averages for a fraction of the 

population expressing trust in government is 

globally the same in 2020 and 2021 as before  

the pandemic began. However, many countries 

have evident signs of discontent and political 

polarisation as the pandemic enters its third year.

Summary

Overall levels of life evaluations have been fairly 

stable during two years of COVID-19, matched by 

modest changes in the global rankings. Finland 

remains in the top position for the fifth year 

running, followed by Denmark in 2nd and all five 

Nordic countries among the top eight countries, 

joined by Switzerland, the Netherlands and 

Luxembourg. France reached its highest ranking 

to date, at 20th, while Canada slipped to its lowest 

ranking ever, at 15th, just behind Germany at 14th 

and followed closely by the United States and the 

United Kingdom at 16th and 17th.

Trends over the past 15 years show slight growth 

in life evaluations for the typical country until 2011 

and reductions since. The largest trend increases 

were in Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia and 

the CIS. Consistent with trend convergence in 

happiness between Eastern and Western Europe, 

the three countries with the greatest growth in 

average life evaluations over the past 10 years 

were Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania, with gains 

averaging 1.4 points on the 0 to 10 scale, or more 

than 20% of their levels in the 2008-2012 period.

Among the six variables used to explain these 

levels, there has been general growth in real GDP 

per capita and healthy life expectancy, generally 

declining perceptions of corruption and freedom, 

declining generosity (until 2020), and fairly 

constant overall levels of social support.

Life evaluations continue to be 
strikingly resilient in the face of 
COVID-19, supported by a 2021 
pandemic of benevolence.
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Well-being inequality has generally grown since 

2011, especially in Sub Saharan Africa, MENA, 

Latin America, and South and Southeast Asia.

Positive emotions have generally been twice as 

prevalent as negative ones. That gap has been 

narrowing over the past ten years, with enjoyment 

and laughter on a negative trend in most regions 

and worry and sadness on rising trends (with the 

general exception of Central and Eastern Europe). 

Over the past decade, the trend growth in worry 

and sadness has been greatest in South Asia, 

Latin America, MENA, and Sub-Saharan Africa.

Anger has remained low and stable in the  

global average, with large increases in South  

Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa offset by trend 

declines elsewhere.

There have been trend increases in national- 

average stress levels in all ten global regions.

Individual-level data for emotions and life  

evaluations reveal that COVID-19 has worsened 

the well-being costs of unemployment and ill 

health. The pandemic has also exposed, but not 

increased, pre-existing differences between males 

and females and between those with low and  

high incomes.

Fuelled by worry and sadness, but not by 

anger, negative affect as a whole was about 

8% above its pre-pandemic value in 2020, 

falling to 3% above baseline in 2021. 

Over the five most recent years, positive 

emotions as a whole remained more than 

twice as frequent as negative ones and 

greater for the young than the old. Their 

average frequency did not change during 

2020 and 2021, with losses among the young 

offset by increases for the old, partially 

closing the initial gap favouring the young 

age group.

Trust and benevolence have, if anything, 

become more important. Higher institutional 

trust continues to be linked to lower death 

rates from COVID-19 to a greater extent in 

2021 than in 2020. 

Although our three measures of prosocial 

behaviour - donations, volunteering and 

helping strangers - had differing levels and trends, 

all showed increases in 2021 in every global 

region, often at remarkable rates not seen for any 

of the variables we have tracked before and 

during the pandemic.

Global benevolence, as measured by the average 

of the three measures of prosocial behaviour,  

has increased remarkably in 2021, up by almost 

25% of its pre-pandemic level, led by the helping  

of strangers, but with strong growth also in 

donations and volunteering. The COVID-19  

pandemic starting in 2020 has led to a 2021 

pandemic of benevolence with equally global 

spread. All must hope that the pandemic of 

benevolence will live far beyond COVID-19. If 

sustainable, this outpouring of kindness provides 

grounds for hope and optimism in a world  

needing more of both.
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Endnotes

1  For a recent review of alternative ways of measuring 
well-being, see the various chapters of Lee, Kubzansky  
and Vanderweele, eds. (2021).

2  Because of the presence of two-way linkages and the 
inability to formally define a causal structure, our results are 
based on correlations that do not in themselves imply 
causality. Our use of the term ‘explanation’ should thus be 
interpreted to imply correlation but not necessarily 
causation.

3  The statistical appendix contains alternative forms without 
year effects (Table 9), and a repeat version of the Table 2.1 
equation showing the estimated year effects (Table 8). 
These results confirm, as we would hope, that inclusion of 
the year effects makes no significant difference to any of 
the coefficients.

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

5  The model’s predictive power is little changed if the year 
fixed effects in the model are removed, falling from 0.753  
to 0.748 in terms of the adjusted R-squared. 

6  The exception to this is the newly significant positive 
coefficient on healthy life expectancy in the equation for 
negative affect. This is likely reflecting the fact that 
negative affect within countries is lowest among the young 
(age<30).

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

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

9  See Cohen et al. (2003), Doyle et al. (2006), and Pressman 
et al. (2019).

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

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

12  We expect the coefficients on these variables (but not on 
the variables based on non-survey sources) to be reduced 
to the extent that idiosyncratic differences among respon-
dents tend to produce a positive correlation between the 
four survey-based factors and the life evaluations given by 
the same respondents. This line of possible influence is cut 
when the life evaluations are coming from an entirely 

different set of respondents than are the four social 
variables. The fact that the coefficients are reduced only 
very slightly suggests that the common-source link is  
real but very limited in its impact.

13  The coefficients on GDP per capita and healthy life 
expectancy were affected even less, and in the expected 
direction. The changes were very small because the data 
come from other sources, and are unaffected by our 
experiment. The income coefficient does increase slightly, 
since income is positively correlated with the other four 
variables being tested, so that income is now able to pick 
up a fraction of the drop in influence from the other four 
variables. We also performed an alternative robustness test, 
using the previous year’s values for the four survey-based 
variables. This also avoided using the same respondent’s 
answers on both sides of the equation, and produced 
similar results, as shown in Table 13 of Statistical Appendix 1 
in World Happiness Report 2018. The Appendix Table 13 
results are very similar to the split-sample results shown in 
Tables 11 and 12, and all three tables give effect sizes very 
similar to those in Table 2.1. Because the samples change 
only slightly from year to year, there was no need to repeat 
these tests with this year’s sample.

14  Throughout the top 20 positions, and indeed at most 
places in the rankings, the three-year average scores are 
close enough to one another that significant differences  
are found only between country pairs that are several 
positions apart.

15  If special variables for Latin America and East Asia are 
added to the equation in column 1 of Table 2.1, the Latin 
American coefficient is +.51 (t=5.3) while that for East Asia 
is -.18 (t=1.8). 

16  See Chen et al. (1995) for differences in response style, and 
Chapter 6 for data on regional differences in variables 
thought to be of special importance in East Asian cultures. 
The data discussed in Chapter 6 cannot explain the lower 
predicted values for East Asian countries, since the key 
variables, including especially feeling one’s life in balance 
and feeling at peace with life, are more prevalent in the ten 
happiest countries, and especially the top-ranking Nordic 
countries, than they are in East Asia. However, as shown in 
Chapter 6, balance, but not peace, is found to be correlated 
more closely with life evaluations in East Asia than 
elsewhere, so that the low actual values may help to 
partially explain the negative residuals for East Asia.

17  One slight exception is that the negative effect of  
corruption is estimated to be slightly larger (.84 rather  
than .70), although not significantly so, if we include a 
separate regional effect variable for Latin America. This is 
because perceived corruption is worse than average in 
Latin America, and its happiness effects there are offset  
by stronger close-knit social networks, as described in 
Rojas (2018). The inclusion of a special Latin American 
variable thereby permits the corruption coefficient to take 
a higher value. 

18  Adding indicator variables for East Asia and the Nordic 
countries shows that the inclusion of the four additional 
variables does not materially alter the residuals for either 
group of countries relative to the rest of the world, and 
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hence each other. This result appears whether individual 
level or aggregate data are being used.

19 See Goff et al. (2018).

20  We use national averages to calculate global and regional 
averages for all survey measures. This is slightly different 
from the method in previous waves of WHR (e.g. WHR 
2019), when we calculated global and regional averages 
based on individual data. The change in method might lead 
to minor changes in the calculated averages. Before 
calculating global and regional averages, we interpolate 
and extrapolate missing national values of all the variables. 
Linear interpolation/extrapolation is used for log GDP per 
capita and healthy life expectancy. Nearest-neighbour 
interpolation/extrapolation is used for other variables.

21  This is slightly different from the top five populous 
countries (where Brazil is included) used in WHR 2019 to 
calculate the same trend, since Pakistan’s population 
became larger than that of Brazil in 2017 according to 
World Development Indicators.

22  As described in Chapter 2 of World Happiness Report 2021.

23  The extrapolated healthy life expectancy data in 2020 and 
2021 do not capture the negative health shocks caused by 
the pandemic since the actual data for 2020 and 2021 are 
not available yet.

24  There is a slight difference in the definition of the generosity 
variable illustrated here and the one used in Figure 2.1 and 
Table 2.1. We report the original score for generosity (i.e. 
“Donation”) in Figures 2.2 and 2.5, and in our individual- 
level regressions, while we use the income-adjusted 
donation score in the regressions to produce Table 2.1 and 
the generosity sub-bars in Figure 2.1. 

25 See Blundell et al. (2020) for an early review.

26  See Liotta et al. (2020) for an illustration of the challenges 
posed in teasing apart the effects of age, comorbidities, 
and the social context inhabited by older adults.

27  See Helliwell et al. (2018, Figure 4) for direct evidence, 
including the finding that these effects are significantly less 
damaging for those who live in high trust environments.

28  See several chapters of World Happiness Report 2018, and 
Helliwell, Shiplett and Bonikowska (2020).

29  One potential explanation for the drop in 2020 is that 
respondents with minor health problems regarded these  
as less important in the context of a global pandemic.  
See O’Donnell et al. (2020) for related evidence that the 
COVID-19 setting can influence subjective answers given  
by survey respondents.

30 See also Santomauro et al. (2021).

31  These figures are from a regression of worry on a single 
covid variable covering 2020 and 2021, done separately for 
males and females. The coefficients obtained (.0239, t=4.58 
for females and .0177, t=3.59 for males) were then divided 
by the 2017-2019 prevalence for each gender, as given by 
the constant terms in the regression (.418 for females and 
.375 for males) and converted to percentages for presentation 
in the text. When considered in a combined-sample 
regression with terms for covid, gender, and their interaction, 
the larger increase in worry for females is significant at the 
5% level.

32  The total effect of unemployment is calculated as .065*.427 
for 2017-2019 and .084*.508 in 2020, where .065 and .084 
are the proportionate unemployment rates in 2017-2019 
and 2020, respectively, and .427 and .508 are the estimated 
happiness effects for each unemployed person in those 
same two periods. This calculation assumes no spillover 
effects to others in the local community.

33  See especially Fraser and Aldrich (2020) and Bartscher et 
al. (2021).

34 See Helliwell and Wang (2011) for additional evidence.

35  See Helliwell et al. (2018) and Table 2.3 in Chapter 2 of 
WHR 2020.

36 See Aldrich (2011).

37  See Yamamura et al. (2015) and Dussaillant and Guzmán 
(2014).

38  See Toya and Skidmore (2014) and Dussaillant and Guzmán 
(2014).

39  See Kang and Skidmore (2018).

40  See Figure 2.4 in Chapter 2 of World Happiness Report 
2021.

41  Borgonovi and Andrieu (2020) show that US counties with 
higher social capital experienced larger, faster declines in 
mobility during the first wave of COVID-19. Fraser et al. 
(2020) add to this evidence, showing that high social 
capital US counties experienced lower excess deaths in 
2020. Fraser and Aldrich (2020), looking across Japanese 
prefectures, found that those with greater social connections 
initially had higher rates of infection, but as time passed 
they had lower rates. Bartscher et al. (2021) use within- 
country variations in social capital in several European 
countries to show that regions with higher social capital 
had fewer COVID-19 cases per capita. In a cross-national 
sample, Gelfand et al. (2021) find that countries with strict 
adherence to cultural norms experience lower death rates 
from COVID-19. Wu (2021) similarly finds that trust and 
norms are important in influencing COVID-19 responses  
at the individual level, while in authoritarian contexts 
compliance depends more on trust in political institutions 
and less on interpersonal trust. Lau (2020) provides a 
detailed conceptual examination of the role of social capital 
in fighting COVID-19 in Hong Kong. 

42 Elgar et al. (2020).

43 See COVID-19 National Preparedness Collaborative (2022).

44 See Rothstein and Uslaner (2005).

45  This mortality risk variable is the ratio of an indirectly 
standardized death rate to the crude death rate for each  
of 54 countries. The indirect standardization is based on 
interacting the US age-sex mortality pattern for COVID-19 
with each country’s overall death rate and its population 
age and sex composition. Data from Heuveline and  
Tzen (2021). 

46 See World Health Organization (2017).

47  In WHR 2021 we also used a second SARS-related variable 
based on the average distance between each country and 
each of the six countries or regions most heavily affected 
by SARS (China, Hong Kong, Canada, Vietnam, Singapore 
and Taiwan). The two variables are sufficiently highly 
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correlated that we can simplify this year’s application by 
using just the WHOWHR variable, as has also been done in 
other research investigating the success of alternative 
COVID-19 strategies. See Helliwell et al. (2021) and Aknin  
et al. (2022).

48  See Statistical Appendix 2 of Chapter 2 of World Happiness 
Report 2021, and Helliwell et al. (2021) for a later application 
making use of the same mortality risk variable we are  
using here.

49  There is experimental evidence that chess players at all 
levels of expertise are subject to the Einstellung (or 
set-point) effect, which limits their search for better 
solutions. The implications extend far beyond chess. See 
Bilalić and McLeod (2014). See also Rosella et al. (2013).

50  See Emery et al. (2020), Gandhi et al. (2020), Li et al. 
(2020), Moghadas et al. (2020), Savvides et al. (2020) and 
Yu and Yang (2020).

51  See Moghadas et al. (2020), Wei et al. (2020) and Savvides 
and Siegel (2020).

52  See, for examples, Asadi et al. (2020), Setti et al. (2020), 
Godri Pollitt et al. (2020), and Wang and Du (2020).

53  See Chernozhukov et al. (2021) for causal estimates from 
US state data, Ollila et al. (2021) for a meta-analysis of 
controlled trials, and Miyazawa and Kaneko (2020) for 
cross-country analysis of the effectiveness of masks.

54 See Louie et al. (2020).

55  For an early community example from Italy, see Lavezzo  
et al. (2020).

56  Evidence relating to average stringency levels in eliminator 
and mitigator countries is reported in Aknin et al. (in press).

57  This 0.12 is equal to the difference between the average 
trust value (0.316) for all nations and the average value for 
all nations with trust values below that average (0.296). 
The .12 thus represents a trust increase for the low-trust 
nations sufficient to bring them up to the 2017-2019 
average.

58  These averages are made across the 163 countries in our 
sample. Because they are per capita rates they will not 
match changes in total global deaths, which depend greatly 
on the death rate experiences of the more populous 
countries.

59  See Rothstein and Uslaner (2005) and Graafland and Lous 
(2019). Our estimates will also capture any direct effect of 
income inequality on population health, as found by Pickett 
and Wilkinson (2015).

60 See Claeson and Hanson (2021).

61 See Aknin et al. (in press).

62  This group, sometimes referred to as WEIRD, for Western, 
Educated, Industrial, Rich, and Democratic, is represented 
in our data by regions 0 and 7. Region 0 is Western Europe, 
and region 7 includes the United States, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand.

63 See Aknin et al. (2011).
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