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			“There are 5 billion ways to lead a life, and we should study them all.”

			George Gallup (1901-1984)

		

	
		
			
Introduction


			Every year, Gallup interviews people in over 140 countries to ask them how their lives are going. The following conversation — translated into English — is an exchange between a Vietnamese interviewer and a female shoe factory worker in Ho Chi Minh City.

			Interviewer:	Did you feel well-rested yesterday?

			Woman:	No. I am working 12 hours a day at the factory, but I still don’t have enough money.

			Interviewer:	Were you treated with respect all day yesterday?

			Woman:	Don’t know. I will get into fights if I don’t finish my target.

			Interviewer:	Did you smile and laugh a lot all day yesterday?

			Woman:	[Silence]

			Interviewer:	Sis, are you still there?

			Woman:	[Struggles to answer]

			Interviewer:	You can talk to me if you have anything to share.

			Woman:	[Crying] No one ever asks me whether I’m happy or not, whether I’m well or sick.

			This worker is struggling. You can feel her unhappiness. But how many people in the world feel just like her? In other words, how much unhappiness is there in the world?

			If there was a definitive answer to that question, would leaders pay attention to it?

			They sure pay attention when the economy contracts. If the stock market collapses, it makes headlines everywhere. And all leaders worry when unemployment increases. But what about when anger rises? Or stress? Or sadness? Do they even know it happened?

			Imagine you are in a room with the leaders of the G-20: the president of the United States, the prime minister of India, the chancellor of Germany, the president of China, the king of Saudi Arabia, and the leaders of the other 15 largest economies in the world. You ask them: “What indicators do you follow most closely?”

			All leaders use indicators to measure progress. For example, if you asked CEOs this question, they would probably say revenue growth or share price. With world leaders, it’s harder to know. Would they say GDP? Unemployment? The poverty rate? Maybe the Saudi king would say oil prices.

			I am not entirely sure what their answer would be, but I know what they would not say. None of them would say happiness.

			As a result, none of them know just how much unhappiness there is in the world today. And that is concerning because unhappiness is now at a record high. According to Gallup, people feel more anger, sadness, pain, worry, and stress than ever before.

			Now, I know what you’re thinking: “I didn’t need data to know that. The pandemic made everyone miserable. Why is that surprising?”

			COVID-19 was bad for everyone, but we cannot blame the rise of unhappiness on the pandemic alone. Global misery was rising well before the pandemic. In fact, unhappiness has been steadily climbing for a decade — and its rise has been in the blind spot of almost every world leader.

			
				The Global Rise of Unhappiness

				Anger, Stress, Sadness, Physical Pain, and Worry Reach New Global High
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			Experts know how to count almost everything: CO2 emissions, the size of urban slum populations, the contribution tourism makes to every country’s economy, and even the number of trees in the Sahara desert. But while experts seem to count almost everything, they don’t systematically measure how people feel.

			Dear 7.7 Billion World Citizens, How Are Your Lives Going?

			In 2006, Gallup began conducting global research on subjective wellbeing, which is used interchangeably with “happiness.” The goal of the research was to definitively report — by country — how people’s lives were going from their perspective. Was the world getting more stressed? Were people more hopeful? Were they getting angrier?

			Thousands of interviewers have now sat with people in their homes or called them and asked them about their lives — just like the Vietnamese worker above. This work now represents more than 98% of the world’s population and, as of this writing, includes over 5 million interviews.

			It is remarkable how open people are about sharing their sadness, their pain, or their anger. But it’s also concerning that so many more people are sharing these negative emotions with us.

			But why? Why are so many more people feeling this way?

			The answer has to do with an inequality the world is not familiar with. Leaders understand income inequality — the growing divide between the financial haves and have-nots. What they are not familiar with is the growing divide between the haves and have-nots of a great life. This is called wellbeing inequality.

			At the beginning of every wellbeing survey, we ask people to tell us how good of a life they have. Here is the question verbatim:

			Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?1 (emphasis added)

			When we first asked the world this question in 2006, 3.4% of people told Gallup their lives were a 10 — the best possible life. And only 1.6% said their lives were a zero — the worst possible life.

			After 15 years of tracking, those numbers have shifted significantly. The number of people living their best lives has more than doubled (to 7.4%), while the number people living their worst lives has more than quadrupled (to 7.6%). (See References for trend: Best and Worst Life Ratings.)

			But it gets worse.

			If you isolate the 20% of people globally who rate their lives the best and compare them to the 20% of people who rate their lives the worst, you find just how unequal the world is becoming in terms of wellbeing and happiness.

			In 2006, the 20% of the world who rated their lives the best had an average life rating of 8.3. The 20% who rated their lives the worst had an average life rating of 2.5.

			Now look at 2021. The 20% who rated their lives the best had an average life rating of 8.9, and the 20% who rated their lives the worst had an average life rating of 1.2. The gap in those life ratings is now 7.7 points — the highest in the history of Gallup’s tracking. The top 20% of the world could hardly be doing better, and the bottom 20% could hardly be doing worse.

			
				Global Wellbeing Inequality

				Average life evaluations for the lowest 20% and highest 20% ratings
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			You might think that income inequality explains wellbeing inequality and therefore rising unhappiness. That is certainly part of it. But a great life is more than just money. After studying the 20% of people who report having a great life, Gallup finds they have five things in common: They are fulfilled by their work, have little financial stress, live in great communities, have good physical health, and have loved ones they can turn to for help.

			The 20% of people who rate their lives the worst have very little of any of those things. They don’t have a quality job, their income is not enough to get by, they live in broken communities, they are hungry or malnourished, and they don’t have anyone in their life they can count on for help. And the 20% who rate their lives this low are getting sadder, more stressed, and angrier than ever before.

			One of our earliest advisers on this work was Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman. He told us something over 15 years ago that he recently repeated on a podcast: “… we speak of happiness, the dimension is labeled by its positive pole. And that’s very unfortunate because actually increasing happiness and reducing misery are very different things.” He also said, “… I would not focus on the positive end. I would focus on the negative end, and I would say it is a responsibility of society to try to reduce misery.”

			That is the point of this book — to show where the world is suffering in each of Gallup’s five elements of wellbeing and where it can improve. But before I address that, we cannot make the world better if we do not know how it is doing. The book starts by outlining the indicators that leaders can watch so that they are never surprised again by rising stress, sadness, or anger.

			And lastly, please remember that subjective wellbeing (“happiness”) is still fairly new compared with indicators such as GDP, which dates back almost 100 years. This research has led us to make some discoveries that we do not fully understand, nor can we fully explain. This book outlines four of those perplexing discoveries in the hopes that the world will help us better understand what is going on.

			I hope this book makes you think differently about measuring happiness. And by the time you are done reading it, I hope you become more interested in understanding how people feel in your organization, your community, and your country.

			

			
				
					1	The Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale (ladder scale) was originated by pioneering social researcher Hadley Cantril in his 1965 book The Pattern of Human Concerns.

				

			

		

	
		
			
Overview

			Part I: The Leadership Blind Spot: Happiness and Wellbeing

			The first part of this book outlines the problem: Global leaders have relied too heavily on objective indicators to the detriment of their constituencies. The book begins with examples of countries where their economies were growing but the subjective wellbeing of their citizens was declining — in some cases, dramatically.

			Part II: Addressing the Blind Spot: Measuring Happiness and Wellbeing

			The second part of this book offers a solution: Global leaders should closely follow wellbeing and happiness metrics to better understand how people’s lives are going. Gallup has produced global statistics for wellbeing and happiness since 2006, and these metrics perfectly complement the objective indicators for human development that leaders already follow so closely.
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			Part III: What Makes a Great Life?

			Wellbeing and happiness metrics have helped us better understand what makes a great life. The third part of this book highlights the five elements of wellbeing — work, financial, community, physical, and social wellbeing — and where the world is struggling most in each of them.

			Work wellbeing: The world is facing a global jobs crisis — but from the looks of global unemployment, you wouldn’t know it. The jobs crisis is not just a lack of work, but a lack of great work. Of the 3.3 billion people who want a great job, only 300 million have one.

			Financial wellbeing: The age-old question “Does money buy happiness?” has largely been answered. Money may not buy happiness, but it is hard to be happy without it — and roughly 2 billion people are struggling on their current income.

			Community wellbeing: Living in a great community is fundamental to a great life. But over 1 billion people are so dissatisfied with their community that they want to leave it forever. Almost 2 billion would not even recommend their community to a friend. These broken communities are not just the result of crime and a lack of basic infrastructure; they also lack a sense of community. Thriving communities are built on trust and people who help each other.

			Physical wellbeing: Having high physical wellbeing includes being active and eating right. But what about not being able to eat at all? For almost 30 years, the world was winning the war against hunger. In 2014, that started to change, and now we are losing.

			Social wellbeing: There is a growing epidemic of loneliness. Over 300 million people do not have a single friend. Low social wellbeing is as bad for you as smoking nearly a pack of cigarettes per day. In the chapter on social wellbeing, I’ll shed light on the problem and where it is most prevalent.

			Part IV: Four Unanswered Questions

			The fourth part of this book poses four questions from Gallup’s wellbeing research that continue to confound experts. This section outlines what we have discovered and offers possible explanations. I invite you to share your own thoughts about these unanswered questions, because if we can find the answers, we can make a significant contribution to the world.

			Part V: What Leaders Can Do to Improve How People’s Lives Are Going

			The fifth part of this book gives public and private sector leaders recommendations on what they can do to improve people’s wellbeing. The list is by no means exhaustive, and with additional wellbeing research, we can continue to find even more solutions to better the lives of everyone on the planet.

		

	
		
			
Part I 
The Leadership Blind Spot: Happiness and Wellbeing

		

	
		
			
Chapter One 
What Economic Models Miss


			“It’s the economy, stupid.”

			This is one of the most popular catchphrases in U.S. political history. But is it true?

			Democratic strategist James Carville famously coined the phrase during Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign. The economy was recovering too slowly from a recession under the Republican administration, and Carville knew the slow recovery would give the Democrats an advantage.

			Carville wanted the slogan to be a significant focus of the campaign — he even posted it in Clinton’s Little Rock, Arkansas, campaign headquarters. Ever since, those words have been used extensively in American politics.

			But why did that catchphrase become so popular?

			Maybe because it worked. Clinton won the White House that year, defeating incumbent President George H.W. Bush by 202 Electoral College votes.

			Or maybe the slogan became popular because people think it’s true. They think voters do, in fact, judge leaders based on the strength of the economy. Some political analysts and academics are so convinced of this that many now use economic models to predict the outcomes of elections all over the world.

			But is a leader’s job at risk if the economy is deteriorating? And does a leader have more job security if the economy is improving?

			Eighteen years after Carville said, “It’s the economy, stupid,” another person halfway around the world shattered this conventional wisdom. And it happened in a country where the economy was expanding at an average of 5% for two straight decades.

			But before I tell this person’s story, look at how the economy was doing in his country from 1990-2010.

			
				A Growing Economy
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				GDP per capita (PPP) estimates are from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database, April 2021. Purchasing power parity; 2017 international dollars.
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			Based on this chart, how would you say people’s lives were going in this country? If economic growth can be used as a proxy for how people’s lives are going, then we could conclude that their lives were going well, right?

			The last year of the trend is 2010. In 2011, the economy contracted. The cause of the 2011 economic contraction begins with the story of a young man named Mohamed.

			As in many stories, the protagonist had a hard life. Mohamed was raised in a poor household, he never graduated from high school, and his father died when he was young.

			At 26, Mohamed wanted what most young men want — to work and make money. He had a natural talent to negotiate, which he used to sell fruit. Mohamed’s dream was to make enough money so that one day he could buy an Isuzu pickup truck. With a truck, he would no longer have to buy fruit at the market. He could buy it directly from the farmers and make even more money.

			Starting your own business is hard anywhere, but it is especially hard in Mohamed’s country. According to Foreign Policy, it takes “55 administrative steps totaling 142 days and fees amounting to some $3,233” to start a business. Mohamed did not have that kind of time or money, so registering a business was out of the question. And $3,233 might not seem like a lot of money in some countries, but it is a lot in his country. It is so much money that many businesses never get registered there. In fact, about half of the country’s workers are employed by businesses that are not legally registered.

			Yet operating without a license makes doing business risky — you never know when you will be the victim of a police shakedown. This kind of corruption is commonplace in Mohamed’s country, but you may not have known that from the official statistics.

			According to the World Bank’s Doing Business 2010 report, this country ranked 69th out of 183 countries for ease of doing business, improving four spots from the year before. And it ranked only seven spots below Spain, a far wealthier country. Yet the corruption in Mohamed’s country did not go unnoticed by its people — a majority felt corruption was widespread in their government at that time.

			On December 17, 2010, Mohamed came face to face with that corruption.

			The night before, he had taken out an estimated $200 loan to buy fresh fruit that he would sell the next day. Because of the loan, Mohamed was low on cash and in debt.

			On the morning of the 17th, Mohamed went to the center of town to sell fruit. And after a few hours, the police approached him.

			What followed was a typical shakedown. First, the authorities charged Mohamed with an infraction. A customary bribe would usually make them go away, but he had nothing to offer. So they took his fruit and his expensive scale. Mohamed was frustrated — he no longer had anything to sell. He was worse off than he was the day before.

			Then things got heated. There is debate about exactly what happened next, but most accounts agree that one of the police officers slapped Mohamed across the face. Now he was broke and humiliated.

			Demoralized and enraged, he decided to fight. After the confrontation with the officer, Mohamed walked over to the local governor’s office to demand that the police return his things. But the governor wanted no part of it. He refused to see Mohamed. Yet Mohamed persisted — he wanted to be heard. But the governor still refused to see him.

			Even more frustrated, Mohamed left the governor’s office and made his way to a local store. With the little money he had, he bought paint thinner. At 11:30 a.m., Mohamed walked back to the governor’s office and stood in the middle of the street. Then, he poured the paint thinner all over himself and yelled, “How do you expect me to make a living?”

			With the stroke of a match, Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire. In broad daylight and in front of the governor’s office, a man so desperate to earn a living burned himself alive.

			That single act triggered a revolution in his country — Tunisia. His defiance inspired people all over the Middle East and North Africa. Aided by social media, the entire region erupted in protest. The Arab uprisings spanned 16 countries and toppled leaders in four of them.

			In late January 2011, The Economist was reporting what was happening in Tunisia. The following paragraph describes what we thought we knew about the country:

			Tunisia has more solid foundations than many Arab states. Despite the country’s paucity of natural resources, its 10.6m people enjoy relatively good standards of health, education, and other public services. It has a high level of home ownership and reasonably solid national accounts. Its economy, integrated with the outside world as a magnet for investment in manufacturing, offshore services and tourism, has grown at an annual average of 5% for the past two decades. (emphasis added)

			This was surprising but true, as evidenced by the GDP trend I showed earlier and again below. The upward trend from 1990 to 2010 represents an average growth rate of 5%.

			
				Tunisia: GDP per Capita 1990-2010
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				GDP per capita (PPP) estimates are from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database, April 2021. Purchasing power parity; 2017 international dollars.

				Source: International Monetary Fund

				Image description for Tunisia: GDP per Capita 1990-2010

			

			Had we used GDP growth as a proxy for how people’s lives were going in Tunisia, it may have misled us to believe that its citizens’ lives were getting better.

			What did GDP look like in other countries that experienced revolts during the Arab uprisings?

			Although the protests started in Tunisia, mental images of the Arab uprisings are often closely associated with the hundreds of thousands of people in Egypt’s Tahrir Square who eventually ousted strongman President Hosni Mubarak.

			As in Tunisia, Egypt’s economy was growing before the Arab uprisings — increasing over 80% from 1990 to 2010.

			
				Egypt: GDP per Capita 1990-2010
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				GDP per capita (PPP) estimates are from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database, October 2021. Purchasing power parity; 2017 international dollars.
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			Yet the growing economies in Egypt and Tunisia masked a rising frustration in both countries. And GDP wasn’t the only indicator that may have misled us about the prevailing mood.

			Take, for example, the Human Development Index (HDI) produced by the United Nations. The HDI exists to “emphasize that people and their capabilities should be the ultimate criteria for assessing the development of a country, not economic growth alone,” according to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

			How does the HDI focus on people and their capabilities? According to UNDP, the HDI is “a summary measure of average achievement in key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, being knowledgeable and have a decent standard of living.” To produce a number for each of these, they use life expectancy for “a long and healthy life,” expected years and mean years of education for “being knowledgeable,” and gross national income per capita for “a decent standard of living.”

			The HDI trends for Tunisia and Egypt show that both countries were experiencing considerable progress leading up to the Arab uprisings.

			
				Human Development Index (HDI): Tunisia and Egypt
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				The Human Development Index is a composite index measuring average achievement in three basic dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, knowledge, and a decent standard of living. Index scores range from 0 to 1.
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			The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index also proved unhelpful in uncovering the nationwide discontent in Tunisia. Two months before Mohamed set himself on fire, the Forum released The Global Competitiveness Report 2010-2011, which ranked Tunisia 32nd out of 139 countries for competitiveness. Tunisia jumped eight spots from the previous year, making it the seventh country in the world for the most significant improvements on the index.

			Most of these global indicators focus solely on economics or quantifying the transactions of life. Very few focus on how people feel. To better gauge how people feel about their lives, Gallup essentially asks them, “How is your life going?” Gallup asked Tunisians this question for the first time in 2008, then again in 2009 and 2010.

			In 2008, 24% of Tunisians rated their lives high enough for Gallup to classify them as thriving. To put that in context, Tunisia’s thriving rate was in line with the global average (24%) in 2008. By 2010, thriving in Tunisia dropped to 14%. This put Tunisia on par with the Palestinian Territories (14%), which consistently ranks among the lowest in the world for thriving.

			
				Tunisia: Thriving and GDP per Capita
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			Here is how Egyptians felt in the years leading up to the Arab uprisings:

			
				Egypt: Thriving and GDP per Capita
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				GDP per capita (PPP) estimates are from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database, April 2021. Purchasing power parity; 2017 international dollars.

				Source: Gallup and International Monetary Fund

				Image description for Egypt: Thriving and GDP per Capita

			

			With 28% of its population thriving in 2006, Egypt was slightly above the global average (25%). The 15-point decline by 2008 also put Egypt on par with the Palestinian Territories. In 2010, Egypt ranked 93rd out of 124 countries for thriving. The 9% in 2011 was captured after the Arab uprisings began in Egypt.

			Imagine if these were unemployment trends. A 10-15-point swing in unemployment anywhere would be headline news everywhere. 

			Tunisia’s 10-point drop meant that 800,000 adults who were thriving in 2008 were no longer thriving in 2010. The 15-point drop in Egypt meant that almost 9 million people who were thriving in 2006 were either struggling or suffering in 2008.

			The most dramatic drop in thriving among the countries affected by the Arab uprisings was in Bahrain. Two years before the Arab uprisings, 40% of people there were thriving. That number fell to 27% in 2010 and 11% in 2011 — putting oil-rich Bahrain slightly below the Palestinian Territories.

			The literature and popular commentary are now filled with examples of growing economies that are not necessarily improving everyone’s lives. Consider when a prison is built in the middle of a community. Wages will rise, unemployment will decrease, and the economy will grow — but do people’s lives get better? Economic modeling suggests they would, but a conversation with locals would tell you the opposite.

			Even the “father of GDP,” Simon Kuznets, warned the world about the metric being misused. In his famous testimony to Congress in 1934, he said, “The welfare of a nation can, therefore, scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national income.”

			Despite his warning, economic indicators still lead the conversation to determine if society is progressing. And absent from the conversation is the voice of the people.

			GDP is still an incredibly important measure for leaders, and as I will discuss later, money significantly affects a person’s life. But too much reliance on economic indicators created blind spots for leaders in Egypt and Tunisia. It also created blind spots for leaders in the U.S. and the U.K., as we will explore in the next chapter.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Two 
Unhappiness and Elections


			One of the most memorable moments in American politics took place on October 28, 1980.

			That night, incumbent President Jimmy Carter and Republican Party nominee Ronald Reagan had their first and only presidential debate. It was their last chance to pitch America on why they should be president.

			Nearly 81 million Americans were watching. At the time, no debate had been watched by more viewers. It remains the second-most-watched presidential debate in American history — ranking behind the first debate between former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and future President Donald Trump.

			With so many people watching, every word mattered — especially the candidates’ closing arguments. But it was Reagan’s that was the most notable. He closed with a question, which many historians consider the defining moment of his campaign:

			Next Tuesday all of you will go to the polls, will stand there in the polling place and make a decision. I think when you make that decision, it might be well if you would ask yourself, are you better off than you were four years ago? (emphasis added)

			Reagan won, and many pundits think voters did exactly what he said: They went to the polls, asked themselves if their lives were better than they were four years ago, determined they were not better, and voted for Reagan — who won 44 states in a landslide.

			The impact of Reagan’s closing remarks in the debate is probably exaggerated. But it poses a fascinating question: Do people vote based on how their lives are going?

			If they did, it would put a new twist on James Carville’s quote. Instead of “It’s the economy, stupid,” the sign that would hang in every campaign office would be “It’s how people’s lives are going, stupid.”

			Brexit, the Economy, and Wellbeing

			“BRITISH STUN WORLD WITH VOTE TO LEAVE E.U.” The New York Times wrote the morning of June 24, 2016.

			The Financial Times Stock Exchange (FTSE) 100 dropped almost 9% that morning, and the British pound’s value fell to levels not seen since 1985. The result also caught Prime Minister David Cameron off guard. He resigned that same morning. The Guardian said the decision was a “turning point in British history to rank alongside the two world wars of the 20th century.”

			Why was the world so surprised?

			One reason might have been that people relied too much on traditional economic indicators to assess the mood in the U.K. According to most economic indicators, things seemed OK in the U.K.

			The official statistics showed that the economy had continually expanded since the global economic downturn in 2008-2009. In the year leading up to Brexit, the economy had not only rebounded — it was larger than it was before the economic downturn. In fact, the year before the Brexit vote, the economy grew 2.5%.

			The jobs market also appeared to be in good shape. Before Brexit, unemployment had dropped below 5% in the U.K. for the first time since the 2008 economic crisis. Some economists consider 5% to be the “natural rate” of unemployment. Meaning, if a country’s unemployment rate drops below 5%, which happened in the U.K., the jobs market should be pretty healthy.

			The 2016 HDI also showed that things were going well in the U.K. In 2015, the U.K. reached an index score of 0.909 (a perfect score is 1). This was the U.K.’s second-highest score in the HDI’s 26-year history at that time. The U.K. also ranked high globally, tying for 16th place out of 188 countries.

			As a reminder, the HDI consists of three components: life expectancy, education, and income. These are not solely economic indicators, but objective metrics nonetheless.

			Much of this recent economic progress probably seemed like a good reason for the U.K. to stay in the EU — such a good reason, you could campaign on it.

			The “remain” supporters encouraged the electorate not to vote for change precisely because it would worsen the economy. Cameron believed that being part of the EU was an economic benefit and that leaving would have dire consequences. Three weeks before the official EU referendum, he told BBC News that an EU exit would “put a bomb under our economy.”

			If elections are about the economy, then the “remain” side should have won the day, right?

			Wrong. And wrong by over 1 million votes: 52% voted to leave and 48% voted to remain a member of the EU.

			Official economic indicators told us things were going well, but how did people feel?

			For the past 15 years, Gallup has asked Britons this simple two-part question:
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			If a person answers the first question with a 7, 8, 9, or 10 and answers the second question with an 8, 9, or 10, Gallup considers them to be thriving. These cut points are not arbitrary. If someone rates their life high on both questions, they are also highly likely to tell us that life is going well on many other indicators. For example, they are also highly likely to say that they are eating well, have a roof over their head, have a good job with a solid paycheck, and have high physical and social wellbeing.

			In 2013, 55% of Britons were thriving, which ranked the U.K. 16th out of 135 countries measured. Two years later, only 40% of Britons were thriving, ranking the U.K. 28th out of 142 countries measured. The 15-point shift is one of the most significant declines over a two-year period that Gallup has seen in any country since we started asking the question.

			
				U.K.: Thriving and GDP per Capita
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			Gallup was not alone in detecting this shift. Researchers at the University of Warwick used the Understanding Society dataset, which includes roughly 40,000 households per year and dates back to 1991. They analyzed the wellbeing of over 13,000 people who voted to leave the EU and concluded:

			When looking at overall life satisfaction only, the individual coefficients suggest that dissatisfied people are significantly more likely to favor Leave while the aggregate estimate implies that a higher relative dispersion of well-being across voting areas, which can be interpreted as a measure of life satisfaction inequality, has positive predictive power for the Leave support. Success rates of prediction are very similar whichever level of variation is considered.

			With the Brexit vote in the rearview mirror, pundits are now offering a host of reasons why Britons wanted to leave the EU. The list includes threats to sovereignty, immigration, and lack of control over decisions in Brussels, but it should probably also include how people see and experience their lives.

			Conservative pollster Lord Michael Ashcroft conducted a poll after Brexit and found that “small majorities of voters thought EU membership would be better for the economy, international investment, and the U.K.’s influence in the world.” (emphasis added)

			Most Britons believed that EU membership would be better for the economy, according to this poll — which is exactly what the “remain” campaign communicated: If we leave, it will have disastrous consequences for the economy (and the majority agreed). So why leave?

			According to Lord Ashcroft’s poll, “Leaving the EU was thought more likely to bring about a better immigration system, improved border controls, a fairer welfare system, better quality of life, and the ability to control our own laws.” (emphasis added)

			So most voters thought EU membership would be better for the economy but leaving the EU would bring about a better quality of life. How do you reconcile those?

			This could be another example of a growing economy not benefitting the masses. For example, the U.K.’s membership in the EU may have been good for the overall economy, but not for everyone individually. One popular theory for why Brexit happened is that there is a specific segment of the population that feels “left behind” from the globalization that EU membership accelerates. Older, white, uneducated men who have not benefited from globalization were voting to stop it.

			Maybe this is what caused Brexit — maybe not. It is hard to determine the exact cause or causes of Brexit. But regardless, we can conclude two things:

			First, the direction of the economy did not fully explain what happened. GDP was rising, unemployment was falling, and leaders told fellow citizens that staying in the EU was beneficial to the U.K.’s economy. And, according to Lord Ashcroft’s poll, most people believed that staying in the EU was an overall net economic benefit — yet Britons still wanted out.

			Second, wellbeing in the U.K. dropped considerably before the Brexit vote. Gallup posed a question similar to the one that Reagan asked Americans in 1980. When asked if they were better off now than four years ago, many Britons said no. If someone feels like their life is getting worse, it may very well change their behavior at the polling booth.

			But did the drop in wellbeing cause Britons to vote to leave the EU, or did the heated political debate around the issue itself cause the drop in wellbeing? The toxic nature of partisan politics can actually make people feel worse about their lives. In fact, we found evidence of this in the U.S.

			Does Politics Make Us Miserable?

			Every day in 2008 Gallup asked Americans how their lives were going. It was an election year, so at the beginning of each survey, we asked them who they intended to vote for — Barack Obama or John McCain — along with questions about their likelihood to vote and whether they approved of President George W. Bush’s job performance.

			After the election, we removed the political questions. Each survey started by asking people how their lives were going. When we removed the questions about politics, people rated their lives better.

			We initially hypothesized that Obama’s victory at the polls caused some people to rate their lives better. This did happen, especially with Black Americans, and that trend held for four years. But it was not just Obama’s victory that caused the increase. People rated their lives better because we did not remind them about politics before asking how their lives were going.

			Nobel laureate Sir Angus Deaton and Gallup’s Chief Scientist Jim Harter discovered this phenomenon. According to Deaton:

			People appear to dislike politics and politicians so much that prompting them to think about them has a very large downward effect on their assessment of their own lives. … The effect of asking the political questions on well-being is only a little less than the effect of someone becoming unemployed …

			This study suggests that politics dampens people’s moods. Applying this to Brexit, the heated political environment could have been a contributing factor to the country’s declining wellbeing.

			But if toxic politics causes a decline in wellbeing, then we should have seen a national wellbeing decline during one of the most heated political environments in modern global history — the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Instead, we saw evidence that declining wellbeing at a much more local level may have contributed to the surprising election result.

			Happiness and the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election

			Leading up to the 2016 election, Gallup found that the percentage of thriving Americans was trending upward — from 52% in 2009 to 55% in 2016.

			Americans’ lives were getting better, but they still voted for change. Is this evidence that wellbeing does not predict the outcome of elections?

			Remember that Hillary Clinton won the popular vote by almost 3 million votes (48.2% vs. 46.1% for Trump). A plurality of voters may have believed that their lives were going well, so they voted to keep the incumbent party in office.

			But the story of wellbeing in the 2016 U.S. election is better told by the county-level trends than by the country-level trends.

			As in the U.K., Gallup asked Americans to rate their current and future lives on a scale from zero to 10. But in the U.K., Gallup interviews only about 1,000 people per year. In the U.S., we interview far more. In the lead-up to the 2016 election, Gallup was interviewing roughly 300,000 Americans annually. Because we were talking to so many people, we could examine wellbeing at the U.S. congressional district and county levels.

			We found that counties with the most significant increase in people voting for Democrats between 2012 and 2016 had the highest life satisfaction ratings. Counties with the largest increase in people voting for Republicans are where people rated their lives the worst. (See References for table: Shifts in Life Satisfaction in 2016 U.S. Presidential Election Relative to 2012 Election.)

			A research team of scientists from Yale School of Medicine, Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center, and Gallup concluded:

			The results of this analysis strongly suggest that current life satisfaction, future life optimism and experiencing positive daily emotions are all tied to shifts in voter preferences, with stronger or more greatly improving levels of each associated with shifting toward the political party that was currently in the White House (e.g., voting more strongly Democratic in 2016 than in 2012). Lower or worsening well-being, in contrast, is associated with shifting away from the status quo (e.g., voting more strongly Republican in 2016 than in 2012).

			Brexit and the 2016 U.S. election suggest a relationship between wellbeing and election outcomes. But how often does this relationship hold? Behavioral scientist George Ward attempted to answer this question in his paper Happiness and Voting: Evidence from Four Decades of Elections in Europe. In fact, an earlier version of the paper presented the central question as its title: Is Happiness a Predictor of Election Results?

			To answer this question, Ward tapped into a massive survey known as the Eurobarometer — a study that now includes over 1 million respondents. Since 1974, the Eurobarometer has asked Europeans the following question translated into the preferred language of the respondent:

			On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the life you lead?

			What Ward wanted to know is: Do shifts in how people feel about their lives predict the outcome of elections?

			His answer: Yes, they do.

			According to his paper, “… the data suggest at the national level … that happiness measures are strongly predictive of the electoral fate of governing parties in general elections.” Ward found that the health of the economy is also predictive of election outcomes, but not as predictive as wellbeing.

			
				Predictors of Government Vote Share in Europe

				[image: Amount of variance in government party vote share over four decades of elections in Europe that can be explained by national levels of subjective wellbeing and standard macroeconomic indicators.]

				Each bar represents the within-country R2 value from a separate bivariate regression (with country fixed effects) of cabinet vote share on each of the four indicators. National Happiness is the country-mean of the life satisfaction question at the closest Eurobarometer survey prior to the election. Macroeconomic variables are drawn from the OECD and refer to the country-year of each election.

				Source: Based on data from Ward (2020)
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			Ward’s research gives credence to Reagan’s famous question “Are you better off than you were four years ago?” But “predict” is a strong word. Declines in national wellbeing do not always predict that an incumbent will lose an election or that a leader will be ousted. For example, wellbeing had stagnated before Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi was reelected in 2019. (See References for chart: India: Thriving and GDP per Capita.)

			While a decline in national mood may not necessarily predict a leadership change, it can create the conditions for a leadership change. Sometimes, when the conditions are right, a trigger event needs to take place — such as when Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire. Other times, a trigger event may never happen.

			Even if a decline in mood does not predict political change, this research demonstrates that wellbeing indicators help tell a more nuanced story about how people’s lives are going that economics alone cannot tell.

		

	
		
			
Part II 
Addressing the Blind Spot: Measuring Happiness and Wellbeing

			“This is a practical joke, right?”

			That was Alvin Wong’s response to a phone call he received from a New York Times reporter on March 4, 2011. The reporter wanted the answer to this question: What does it feel like to be the happiest man in the United States?

			Alvin received the phone call because there is no one like him in the U.S. You see, Alvin meets an unusual set of criteria. He appears to be the only person who is Asian American, married with children, a Hawaii resident, an observant Jew, a tall male, a business owner, over 65, and making more than $120,000 per year.

			What do these characteristics have to do with happiness and wellbeing?

			The New York Times was familiar with Gallup’s wellbeing work in the U.S. They called Gallup and asked: What is the demographic profile of the happiest person in the United States?

			So we looked at every demographic to see which groups give the highest score on wellbeing.

			In which state do people rate their lives the highest? Hawaii.

			The religious group? Judaism. The income group? $120,000+.

			Men, tall people, Asian Americans, married people, parents, and business owners also topped their respective category. Put these characteristics together and who do you have? Alvin Wong.

			That week, Alvin’s story ran in The New York Times, and it went viral. Alvin became a global sensation — receiving phone calls from people all over the world. They all wanted the answer to the same question: What is the secret to happiness?

			At first, Alvin found the question funny. He enjoyed telling people how happy he was and why. But after a while, it stopped being funny. He grew concerned about the people calling him. They wanted to know his secret to happiness, but for the wrong reason. They wanted a shortcut to happiness.

			Alvin now has advice for these people: There are no shortcuts to happiness. The secret to happiness is, he said, “Like marriage or anything else, you’ve got to work at it.”

			Alvin is now a motivational speaker with his own website, Alvin Wong: The Happiest Person in America, where he shares his story and philosophies on happiness. He believes the most important elements of a great life are work, humility, family, and maintaining a positive attitude.

			A few of Alvin’s recommendations have solid statistical support (which I will explore later). But while America’s happiest man offers good advice, there is one thing he said that people might not agree with. According to Alvin, “Happiness comes from within and it is possible for you to cultivate it in your own life.”

			But does happiness really come from within?

			If you are a poor fruit vendor in Sidi Bouzid who lost everything to a system you perceive as corrupt, probably not. Happiness may not always come from within, but we can measure the happiness within people. That is why most major wellbeing studies use surveys — to fully understand someone’s story, we need them to tell it to us.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Three 
The Happiest People in the World?


			Finland is not the happiest country.

			I don’t really know why Finland always ranks top for happiness.

			I don’t feel very happy.

			If that’s true, I’d hate to see the other nations.

			—	Reactions from people in Finland after the release of the World Happiness Report

			If I asked you, “Who are the happiest people in the world?” you might say people in Finland, Denmark, or “one of the Nordic countries.” If so, it is probably because you are familiar with the most famous study on happiness: the World Happiness Report (WHR). If you guessed a country in Latin America, you are still right (which I will explain later).

			In affiliation with the United Nations, the WHR is produced annually by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN), a network of academics including Lord Richard Layard, John Helliwell, and Jeff Sachs. According to the authors, “The World Happiness Report is a landmark survey of the state of global happiness that ranks 156 countries by how happy their citizens perceive themselves to be.”

			The landmark survey the authors mention is conducted by Gallup. Known as the Gallup World Poll, this survey is the world’s most extensive study on how people’s lives are going. Each year, the World Poll covers roughly 140 different languages in over 140 countries. And to date, the World Poll has been conducted in over 160 countries and in 171 different languages. In Africa alone, we have interviewed in 82 different languages.

			The WHR’s conclusion that the happiest people live in the Nordic countries is supported by prominent academics, robust data, and the U.N.’s imprimatur. But is it right?

			That depends on how you define happiness. The WHR measures happiness using the results of one question that Gallup poses to the world:

			Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?

			Does that question measure happiness — or contentment?

			It measures contentment according to Minna Tervamäki, nominated as the most positive person in Finland. “I have very contradictory feelings about the happiness survey. Finnish people read it and laugh, like ‘What? Us?’ What comes to my mind is that Finnish people are content more than happy,” she told BBC Travel.

			The world-famous happiness rankings are probably not a reflection of happiness, but what if the report was called the World Contentment Report? Would you read it? Probably not.

			In the 2012 WHR, the authors admitted that they used the word “happiness” to get more attention:

			“Subjective well-being” is the general expression used to cover a range of individual self-reports of moods and life assessments. The word “happiness” is often used in an equally general way, as in the title of this report. It does help to focus thinking, and attracts attention more quickly than does “subjective well-being.” But there is a risk of confusion. (emphasis added)

			The authors agree that “subjective wellbeing” is the most accurate terminology, but they “nonetheless wrote their own books with ‘happiness’ in the title because they or their editors [knew] that happiness [would] draw more reader interest than does subjective well-being,” according to the 2015 WHR.

			But not everyone likes using the word “happiness” for this kind of research. The father of positive psychology, Martin Seligman, once said, “My original view was closest to Aristotle’s — that everything we do is done in order to make us happy — but I actually detest the word happiness, which is so overused that it has become almost meaningless. It is an unworkable term for science, or for any practical goal such as education, therapy, public policy, or just changing your personal life.”

			He is probably right, but it is still the word that gets people’s attention. So, for the purposes of this book, I am using “happiness” just like the WHR uses it: “Happiness” is shorthand for “subjective wellbeing.” The only difference is that Gallup takes a broader approach to measuring it. The following chapter shows how we measure subjective wellbeing — or “happiness.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter Four 
How on Earth Do You Measure Happiness?


			How do you measure the life of a woman or a man?

			— “Seasons of Love” from the musical Rent, by Jonathan Larson

			When someone’s father dies, most governments in the world record the time of his death and the cause of his death. These records are called objective indicators because whether someone dies is not a matter of opinion.

			But what about the pain his death caused his family, friends, and community? Those emotions are captured through subjective indicators of wellbeing.

			This chart shows the distinction between these indicators that help us better understand how humanity is doing.

			
				[image: Objective and subjective indicators for human development and wellbeing.]
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			Subjective wellbeing is divided into two constructs: how someone sees their life and how they live their life. The first part is an overall assessment of their life; the second is how they experience their life each day.

			Both aspects are critical because they measure different things. For example, look at two middle-aged Americans, one with young children and one without. How do they see life, and how do they experience life? Both rate their lives similarly, but they experience life differently. The person with young children experiences more positive and negative emotions. Meaning, the person with children is more likely to experience stress, sadness, and anger; they are also more likely to experience joy and laughter.

			Another reason why both constructs are so important to measure has to do with income. Money plays a significant role in how people see their lives but makes far less of an impact on how people live their lives. More money makes you see your life better, but it will not necessarily buy you less stress or more laughter. I will discuss this more thoroughly in Chapter Nine.

			How People See Their Lives (Life Evaluation)

			The first component of wellbeing is evaluative wellbeing, which measures how someone sees their life. People are asked to evaluate or rate their lives using the ladder scale, which, again, is:

			Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?

			We also ask a follow-up question to measure how much hope people have about the future:

			Just your best guess, on which step do you think you will stand in the future, say about five years from now?

			Globally, people rate their lives a 5.3. Most of the world believes that life will be better in five years — rating their future lives a 6.7.

			As I mentioned earlier, the World Happiness Report (WHR) uses only the first item for its rankings. This is why Finns are “the happiest people in the world” — they rate their lives the highest; Afghans rate their lives the worst.

			
			Highest and Lowest Life Ratings

			Highest ratings
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							Finland

						
							
							7.8
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			Lowest ratings 
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							3.7
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							3.7

						
					

				
			

			

			Respondents’ perceptions of where they stand “at this time.” Life ratings range from 0-10. Averaged over 2019-2021.

			Source: Gallup

			If you were expecting Denmark to be No. 1, it is because they used to be No. 1. In fact, they were No. 1 for four years in a row. Denmark may still be No. 1 because the statistical difference between Denmark and Finland is not meaningful — they are in a statistical tie.

			Haiti is often on the list of countries where people rate their lives the worst, but we have not conducted a survey there since 2018. In that survey, Haitians’ average life rating was 3.6 — the 136th lowest life ratings out of 143 countries we measured in 2018.

			Lebanon’s presence on the lowest life ratings list is a more recent phenomenon. From 2006 to 2018, Lebanese rated their lives about a 5 on average. But starting in 2019, those ratings collapsed — falling to 4 in 2019, 2.6 in 2020, and 2.2 in 2021. Gallup’s 2019 survey in Lebanon was conducted one month following the October 17 revolution, and the 2020 survey was conducted two months after the Beirut explosion.

			How Gallup Reports Evaluative Wellbeing

			As I mentioned previously, Gallup reports life evaluation differently than the WHR does. Gallup combines responses to both questions (rate your life today and rate your life in five years) to classify respondents as thriving, struggling, or suffering. If someone rates their life as a 7 or higher today and an 8 or higher in the next five years, we consider them to be thriving. If they rate their life as a 4 or lower today and a 4 or lower in the next five years, we consider them to be suffering. Anything in between, we classify them as struggling. The Arab uprisings and Brexit trends I discussed earlier use these indexes.

			If you look at the countries with the highest thriving and highest suffering scores, you’ll see that the results are similar to the individual life evaluation scores.

			
			Life Evaluation Index Rankings

			Highest thriving scores
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			Highest suffering scores
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