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Flexibility is a keyword for Danes in their working life. 

a large number of people are able to plan their own work  

in order to accommodate family life. This enables Danes  

to pursue a career as well as a fulfilling family life.
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Through work we create value for each other 
and for ourselves. We build bridges, develop 
new products, teach, clean, deliver goods, 
look after children, optimise processes and 
tend the sick. Work comes in many forms and 
is the single activity on which we spend the 
most time. In Denmark, on average, people 
work 1,522 hours per year53. Work is a large 
and important part of our life and identity, and 
as such is important in terms of our happiness.

The dream of an easy, work-free life is seduc-
tive. If you are standing and waiting for a bus 
packed with other commuters on a cold and 
blustery February morning, a week’s holiday 
in the Bahamas might appear the epitome of 
happiness. That first day lying on the sun-loun-
ger on the beach will probably also be quite 
heavenly. But what about day number 241?

UNEmPLoYmENT HAS A mAJor  
ImPACT oN HAPPINESS
Unemployment can cause stress, loneliness 
and depression57. Therefore, it is hardly sur-
prising that international happiness research 
shows that unemployment is one of the worst 
things that happen to one’s happiness. Re-
gardless of nationality, unemployed people are 
less happy than people with work, even taking 
into account the effect of income. The loss of 
social relationships in the workplace, the loss 
of self respect and the change in the structure 
of daily life – all affect happiness. Even those 
who are in work have been shown to be less 
happy during times of high unemployment 
simply out of fear of becoming unemployed.

worK
Social relations, identity and meaning are among the 
benefits of work beyond wages, which is why work is 
important for happiness. As well as this, Danish work-
places tend to be characterised by high autonomy and 
job quality – which also contribute to Danish happiness.

worK

unemployment is one of the worst things 
that can happen to happiness.”  

Bruno S. Frey, Professor of Behavioural Science, University of Warwick
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what if you won...

Luke	Pittard	worked	flipping	burgers	at	McDonald’s	in	Cardiff,	Wales,	but	in	2006	for	him	the	dream	

of many came true. he won the lottery. With around a million pounds in his pocket, he quit his job 

at	McDonald’s,	held	a	lavish	wedding,	bought	a	new	house	and	embarked	on	a	honeymoon	to	the	

canary islands.

half a year later, Luke asked for his old job back, even though his weekly pay cheque was less than 

the interest on his lottery win. But Luke missed his colleagues and his old job. ”I loved working at 

McDonald’s before I became a millionaire, and I am really glad to be back,” Luke	told	the	Daily	Mail	

in 200854. ”There is a limit to how much one can relax.” 

”… so, what do you do?”

We work to put food on the table, but money isn’t the only benefit of having a job. along with the 

wage there are several other advantages to working which are important for happiness. Our work is 

an element of our identity, it gives us social contact with colleagues, and it also gives us a sense of 

purpose, something to get up for in the morning55. in other words, the sense that we have an aim 

and a community via our work has a positive impact on happiness.

That is why many Danes say that they will continue with their work even if they were to become 

economically independent56. in the happiness surveys we can see there is also a significant difference 

between the unemployed and those who have work.

7 out of 10 Danes would continue to enjoy their 
current work even if they became economically 
independent. 

Source: European Social Survey 2010
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worK

Denmark is still dealing with the economic 
crisis, and many Danes are still fighting to 
find a job. According to the EU statistics 
office, Eurostat, unemployment in Denmark 
is currently around 7 per cent, but there 
are far worse off places in the EU, where 
the average unemployment figure is 11 per 
cent. In countries such as Spain and Greece, 

unemployment is as high as 25 per cent and 
youth unemployment is around 60 per cent. 
If Danish unemployment was at European 
levels, it would have a negative impact on 
Denmark’s happiness level. However, this also 
means that there is, of course, the possibility 
of improving happiness levels among the 
population by getting more people into work.

Generally, the unemployed are less happy than those in work. This is perhaps unsurprising, but the effect 

is significant. Many happiness researchers believe that to lose one’s job is one of the worst things that can 

happen to a person. 
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Source: Danica Pension’s happiness survey

Unemployment affects happiness 
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THE DANES ArE HAPPY wITH  
THEIr worK  
A job means a great deal for happiness, but of 
course the quality of the job also has meaning 
and, in general, the Danes are happy with their 
work. They find the work they are given excit-
ing, and can see the purpose behind it both in 
terms of their tasks and their employer’s aims.

Several studies indicate that the Danes thrive 
in their workplaces. For example, the Euro-
pean Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions examined job 
satisfaction in 33 European countries60. The 
study was based on a number of questions to 
employees, asked in four categories: wages, 
working hours, job content and future prospe-
cts. Denmark ranked in the top four in all cate-
gories. Danes were fourth in terms of wages, 
and second in terms of future prospects and 
working hours. When it came to the quality 
of the job itself, Denmark was number one. 
A high degree of trust between management 
and employees is also one of the reasons for 

the Danes’ high satisfaction with their work61. 
The management trust that the employees will 
do their work properly, and so allows them to 
have a greater degree of influence over how 
their work is organised and carried out. This 
is why Danish employees experience a high 
degree of autonomy in the workplace. They 
feel that they have influence over their work. 
A high degree of autonomy is also one of the 
reasons why the self-employed are generally 
happier than wage-earners62.

Even though, in general, there is a large 
degree of autonomy in Danish workplaces, 
there is still a great difference in the amount of 
freedom different employees experience. As a 
rule, the higher a person’s education level and 
wages are, the greater freedom they enjoy at 
work. At the same time, there is generally less 
autonomy for employees in the public sector 
than there is in the private sector63. One of the 
explanations for the high level of job satisfac-
tion in Denmark is the country’s flexible labour 
market. It is relatively easy to change jobs, 

You start to redefine people’s expectation on how 
happy we could be in all areas of life. people are 
redefining the work place. previously we thought 
work was hell and leisure was great. That is just silly. 
Work can – and should be – a source of happiness. 
if workplaces are designed right.” 
John Helliwell, Professor of Economics, University of British Columbia and co-editor of the World Happiness Report
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Europe’s highest job quality 

 

Source: Eurofund, Trends in Job Quality in Europe, 2012

worK

satisfaction is shown to be strongly correlated 
with not only pay at work, but also measures 
of job security, autonomy, workplace trust, 
independence and so on.”

World Happiness Report 2012

which means that there is less pressure to 
get a job to which you are not suited. In many 
other countries employees are more tied to 
their jobs, which means that they are more li-
kely to put up with a job they are less satisfied 
with. The Danish flexicurity-model enables 
employers to hire and fire faster, while the 
high social benefits makes loosing a job less 
of a calamity. This is why, according to several 
international happiness researchers, other 
countries should copy the Danish model.

At Harvard Business School, a group of  
researchers have studied the link between 
happiness and the workplace. The working 
days that are associated with the greatest 
levels of happiness are those during which  
we feel that we are making progress64, that  
we achieve something and create results. 
Make a difference. Regardless of whether  
it is a small step forward – it has a major  
impact on happiness.

Top 5
1. 

Denmark
2. 

The Netherlands
3. 

Latvia
4. 

Malta
5. 

Norway

Job quality encompasses an assessment of the possibilities for further training, the physical and social 

working environment, and work intensity. 
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87.7%
Voter turnout in the latest election

Every year in June, politicians, journalists, nGOs and the 

public meet on the Danish island of Bornholm in the Baltic 

Sea	for	Folkemødet	(“The	People’s	Meeting”).	The	political	

festival goes on for three straight days and enables the 

public to get close to the politicians.
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Trust in politicians 

 

Source: European Social Survey, 2010

Top 5

deMocracY

The sense of being in control of one’s own life 
is beneficial for happiness. Therefore, it is per-
haps not surprising that being able to decide 
the kind of society we live in also promotes 
happiness. Happiness research suggests that 
people who live in countries with well-devel-
oped democratic institutions are generally 
more satisfied with life65. Denmark has a 
well-functioning democracy, and the peop-
le have high levels of trust in their political 
institutions and politicians compared to other 
countries66. That is why election turnouts in 
Denmark are among the highest in the world. 
Almost 88 per cent of the electorate voted in 
the last election.

 

No To CorrUPTIoN – YES To  
QUALITY AND DECENTrALISATIoN 
Bruno S. Frey is a professor at the University 
of Warwick who, among other subjects, has 
researched the link between happiness and 
democracy. He believes that democratic insti-
tutions raise people’s happiness significantly.

But democratic institutions are not enough 
in themselves, their quality is also important. 
The quality of governance helps explain the 
large differences in happiness internationally. 
A non-corrupt and effective political system 
promotes happiness67. If our ability to get 
our case handled by the local authorities is 
dependent on who we know, or the size of our 
wallet, it has an impact on our happiness.

DEmoCrACY
Denmark has a well-developed democracy with a  
high level of political participation, good governance, 
and a low level of corruption. This makes it possible  
to influence society, which is good for happiness. 

1. 
The Netherlands

2. 
Denmark

3. 
Switzerland

4. 
Sweden

5. 
Norway
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Meanwhile, it is also clear that the greater 
trust the population has in institutions such 
as the UN, the EU and their country’s govern-
ment, the happier the population is in gene-
ral68. Denmark is the least corrupt country in 
the world, and that helps to strengthen the 
trust in the political system and raise the level 
of happiness. 

It has also been shown that decentralisation 
and direct democracy have a positive effect 
on happiness69. Though only a few decisions 
– such as major EU issues – are made via 
referendum, political power in Denmark is still 
relatively decentralised.

A fundamental principle of Danish democracy 
is local government based on solving pro-
blems as close to the citizens as possible. 
This municipal autonomy means that pro-
blems are solved locally to a greater degree 
than in other countries - issues such as how 

many kindergartens there should be, for  
instance, or how often the elderly can be  
offered a cleaning service.

In 2012, the World Bank published the 
report ”How Close Is Your Government to 
Its People?”, which examined the degree 
of decentralisation in 182 countries. Among 
other factors, the World Bank assessed the 
size of local government spending relative to 
the overall national expenditure as an indica-
tor of decentralisation – in other words, how 
great a proportion of the national budget is 
decided over by local government. The report 
highlights Denmark as one of the countries in 
which the municipal share is the largest.

Local government and municipal elections 
mean that citizens have a large influence on 
the decisions that impact upon their local 
environment and daily lives, and this helps  
to raise happiness in Denmark.

Good governance signifies the ability of people to 
help shape their own lives and to reap the happiness 
that comes with political participation and freedom.”   

World Happiness Report 2012
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The world’s ten least corrupt countries

Source: Transparency International, 
Corruption Perception Index, 2012 

1. 
Denmark

2. 
Finland

3. 
New Zealand

4. 
Sweden

5. 
Singapore

6. 
Switzerland

7. 
Australia

8. 
Norway

9. 
Canada

10. 
The Netherlands

Top 10
deMocracY
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There is broad agreement among happiness 
researchers that social relations are essential 
for people’s happiness71. Closeness to family 
and friends, good neighbourly relations, parti-
cipation in football – or stamp collecting clubs 
– all these things are good for happiness. 
We are social creatures, and the importance 
of this is clearly seen when one compares 
people’s social relations with their satisfacti-
on with life. It is important to emphasise that 
this is not just a matter of having 500 friends 
on Facebook. The most important social 
relationships are close relationships in which 
you experience things together with others, 
and experience being understood; where you 
share thoughts and feelings, and both give 
and receive support. Thus, we also see that, 
generally, people who are married are happier 
than those who are single.

Data from Danica Pension’s happiness survey 
shows a significant correlation between happi-
ness and social relationships. The more satis-
fied we are with our relationships, the happier 
we are. The people who are least satisfied 
with their relationships, are the least happy, 
with an average of 4.5 out of 10. Meanwhile, 
the people who are most satisfied with their 
relationships, are also the happiest, with  
an average of 8.4 – a difference of almost  
4 points. By comparison, the difference in 
happiness levels between the lowest and 
highest household income was just 0.5.

The importance of relationships compared to 
income can also be observed by looking at 
the people with the highest household income 
who are very unsatisfied with their social rela-
tionships – the happiness level here is 4.8.

CIvIL SoCIETY 
Denmark has among the highest level of social cohesion 
in the world. Among other reasons, this is because of 
the high degree of participation in voluntary work. Both 
voluntary work and social relations are important for 
happiness.

While basic living standards are essential for happiness, 
after the baseline has been met happiness varies more 
with quality of human relationships than income.”   

World Happiness Report 2012 
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cIVIl SocIeTY 

During the summer, Danes love to spend time outside. 

The green spaces of copenhagen are used for both leisure 

and work. an urban oasis like the copenhagen harbour 

Bath also facilitates community activities and improves 

social cohesion.
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Whenever we become more satisfied with our 
social relationships, our happiness increases. 
We often choose to invest our time in achie-
ving a higher income because we expect it 
will bring greater happiness, but sometimes 
that time might be better invested in our social 
relationships.

BowLING ToGETHEr
The notion of the importance of social rela-
tions for society is not new. More than ten 
years ago the Harvard professor and political 
scientist, Robert Putnam, broke through with 
his book ”Bowling Alone”, about the decline of 
American civil society. In brief, Putnam’s diag-

nosis was that Americans were engaging less 
and less in their communities and this was 
damaging the cohesion of American society 
as a whole. Americans are now far less likely 
to participate in voluntary work, go to church, 
know their neighbours, invite friends home, go 
on holiday together, go to bars, join unions or 
just spend time hanging out with friends72.

According to the European Social Survey, 60 
per cent of Europeans socialised with friends, 
family or colleagues a minimum of once a 
week during 2010. The corresponding average 
in Denmark is 78 per cent. 

There is strong correlation between social relationships and happiness. The more satisfied we are with our 

relationships, the happier we are.

Social relations are important for a sense of happiness 
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Source: Legatum Prosperity Index, 2012 

1. 
Norway

2. 
Denmark

3. 
Australia 

4. 
New Zealand

5. 
Finland

6. 
The Netherlands

7. 
Ireland

8. 
Canada

9. 
Sweden

10. 
USA

Top 10
Social-capital index  

cIVIl SocIeTY 

norway, Denmark and australia top  

the list of social capital, which is calcu-

lated on the level of social cohesion and 

engagement with society and family – 

including the degree of voluntary work, 

propensity to help strangers, trust and 

charity. it is one of the reasons that  

all three countries are doing well in  

international happiness surveys.
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voluntary work in Europe

 

Source: European Quality of Life Survey, Participation in Volunteering and Unpaid Work, 2011

The Danes engage in varying degrees of 
formal or informal networks, and participate in 
voluntary work, and these social relationships 
help make Denmark happy.

BE A HAPPY voLUNTEEr 
Birgitte is a girl guide leader; Henrik is a foot-
ball trainer; and Fatima gives after-school les-
sons – together with almost two million other 
Danes, they are involved in voluntary work. 
This is an European record. In fact, together 
with the Finns and the Swedes, the Danes are 
the Europeans who do most voluntary work73.

There is a saying in Denmark, that when three 
Danes meet, they form a club. Today there 
are over 100,000 voluntary organisations or 
associations in Denmark74, but voluntary work 
also occurs beyond these formal frameworks. 
Civil society is that part of society which exists 

outside of the state and the market, and it has 
a major importance for happiness – both for 
individual Danes, and for Danish society as a 
whole. 

The work carried out by the voluntary sector 
is equivalent to a value of 18 billion Euro - or 
put another way, around 10 per cent of Danish 
GDP75. But its value goes way beyond the 
financial. International happiness researchers 
suggest that there is a link between happiness 
and voluntary work. People who work as  
volunteers are generally happier76. The relation- 
ship seems to work both ways: happy people 
often choose to do voluntary work, while their 
voluntary work increases their sense of happi-
ness. One of the conclusions is that voluntary 
work strengthens social relationships77, which 
are essential to people’s happiness.

1. 
Denmark

2. 
Finland

3. 
Sweden

4. 
Austria

5. 
The Netherlands

There is a strong link between happiness and  
volunteering. at an individual and a society level.”  

Ruut Veenhoven, Professor of Social Conditions for Human Happiness, 
Erasmus Universiteteit Rotterdam and Director of the World Database of Happiness

Top 5



51

cIVIl SocIeTY 
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Denmark is one of the countries in the world where people 

have the fewest working hours. children are picked up from 

school around 16 – often in one the Danes’ favorite means 

of transportation, the christiania Bike.



53

”We were not surprised to read last week that 
the Danes topped the UN’s first World Happi-
ness Report,” writes Cathy Strongman in an 
article headed, ”Copenhagen really is won-
derful – for so many reasons”, in the English 
newspaper, The Guardian, in April 2012. 

Strongman explains that, since she and her 
family moved from London to Copenhagen 
three years earlier ”our quality of life has 
skyrocketed and our once staunch London 
loyalism has been replaced by an almost em-
barrassing enthusiasm for everything ’Dansk’ 
(Danish).” The reason is a better balance  
between their working life and free time.

When the family lived in London, Strong-
man’s husband, Duncan, usually left his office 
around nine in the evening. These days, he 
leaves his desk at five o’clock in the after-
noon. ”The idea is that families have time to 
play and eat together at the end of the day, 

every day,” she writes. ”And it works. Duncan 
bathes and puts our 14-month-old daughter, 
Liv, to bed most nights. They are best buddies 
as opposed to strangers who try to reacquaint 
at the weekend.78” 

worLD-CLASS BALANCE
There is some evidence that Strongman is 
right in her assumption about the connecti-
on between happiness and a good work-life 
balance. According to the World Happiness 
Report 2012, happy people live relatively 
balanced lives. 

The Danes work on average 1,522 hours per 
year. In comparison, the OECD average is 
1,776 hours. Only 2 per cent of people work 
many hours (defined by the OECD as over 50 
hours per week), while in other OECD countries 
that proportion is 9 per cent79. Employees have 
five weeks paid holiday, and the right to take 
time off on their children’s first day of illness.

BALANCE BETwEEN 
worK AND LEISUrE 
The Danes have time for family and leisure alongside 
their careers, and they enjoy a large degree of flexibility 
in the workplace. The ability to balance work and family 
life is essential for happiness.

happy people live relatively balanced lives.”  
World Happiness Report 2012

BalaNce
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A good balance between work and leisure 
also means that there is flexibility in how and 
where work is carried out. It can be difficult to 
finish everything that needs to be done at the 
office before little Max has to be picked up 
from the kindergarten. According to Statistics 
Denmark, every fourth employee controls his 
or her working hours and is not required to be 
at work at a particular time. Meanwhile, 17 per 
cent of all wage earners carry out a proportion 
of work at home. 

Flexible working hours and working from 
home can, therefore, contribute to making da-
ily life flow more easily – especially when the 
washing machine is being delivered between 
10am and 4pm. This is part of the explanation 
for why a relatively small proportion of Danes 
experience stress and anger in their everyday 
lives, which helps to increase happiness levels 
in Denmark.

DID YoU EXPErIENCE ANY oF  
THE FoLLowING YESTErDAY? 
Share in per cent denmark’s ranking
Stress 21 103/131
Anger 13 102/131  
  Source: Gallup World Poll 2013  

The importance of achieving a balance bet-
ween work and leisure should not be interpre-

ted as work being a negative force in terms of 
happiness. A meaningful job is a natural part 
of a good life for many80. But family, friends 
and health are also important elements in a 
happy life. Often we choose more work at the 
cost of time spent with friends and family, and 
in some cases at a cost to our health.

Economist Bruno Frey believes that we find it 
difficult to predict our future happiness: ”We 
tend to get it wrong when we think about our 
future happiness. We systematically overesti-
mate how happy material goods will make us 
and systematically underestimate how happy 
we will be from immaterial goods such as 
improved personal relationships. The work life 
balance might be skewed due to this error.”

Thus, one should carefully consider whether a 
job that pays a little more but is much further 
away from home is worth the extra money.

SHorT DISTANCE To worK
In 2003, a group of researchers lead by Nobel 
prize-winner, Daniel Kahneman, attempted to 
find out which daily activities were linked to 
happiness. In the study, almost 1,000 Texan 
women were asked to note what they had 
done the day before in some detail along 
with which feelings these activities aroused. 
Among the activities the women noted as 

Does money buy happiness? in general no, if we just 
buy bigger houses and bigger cars. But if we use our 
wealth to buy freedom from a long a long commute or 
a stressful work, it paints a very different picture.”

Robert H. Frank, Professor of Economics, Johnson Cornell University
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being their least and second least favourites 
were commuting to and from work81.

Denmark is among the countries with the 
shortest average commuting times82. This 
means that during their daily lives Danes  
can spend time on those things which have  
a more positive effect on their happiness, 
such as being with friends and family.

DANISH worKErS HAvE SHorT  
CommUTING TImES 
Minutes per day  
Denmark 27
OECD-average 38

Source: OECD, How’s Life? Measuring Well-being, 2011

moST TImE   hours LEAST TImE   hours

1. 1. 
Denmark 16.06 Turkey 11.73

2. 2. 
Spain 15.85 Mexico 12.66

3. 3. 
Belgium 15.71 Chile 13.66

4. 4. 
The Netherlands 15.66 Israel 13.81

5. 5. 
Norway 15.56 Japan 13.96

Leisure time per day

The OECD calculated the number of hours of free time and leisure, including sleep, in 36 countries. The 

Danes have almost one-and-a-half hours more to themselves than the average. The Turks must suffice 

with the least time to themselves – five hours less than the Danes. 
Source: OECD Better Life Index 2013

BalaNce

Top 5
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physical health may improve 
happiness, while happiness 
improves physical health.” 

World Happiness Report 2012
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Denmark is among the world’s happiest coun-
tries. A strong civil society and democracy; 
high degrees of security, trust, freedom and 
prosperity, together with good working condi-
tions with space for a life in balance, contri-
bute to the creation of a happy society. Or, as 
Carol Graham, a professor at the University of 
Maryland and senior fellow at the Brookings 
Institute - one of the US’s leading think-tanks 
– puts it: ”You have a national standard of 
living that most countries couldn’t even dream 
of having – and I think that you are maybe able 
to appreciate what you have.”

But there are other areas which affect happi-
ness where Denmark is not doing so well and, 
so, there is potential that Denmark could be 
happier still.

HEALTHY HAPPINESS 
According to the actress, Ingrid Bergman, 
happiness was ”good health and a bad me-
mory,” and there might actually be something 
to that, at least with regard to health, because 
happiness and health do appear to go hand in 

hand. The more satisfied people are with their 
health, the happier they are. 

But, are happier people healthier, or are healt-
hier people happier? Do we go for a run in the 
forest because we are happy, or is a run in the 
forest a reason for our increased happiness? 
Which is cause, and which is effect? Today, 
more researchers believe there is a mutual 
influence. Our happiness affects our health - 
and our health affects our happiness83.

Ruut Veenhoven, professor emeritus in Social 
Conditions for Human Happiness at Eras-
mus University in Rotterdam, has collated 30 
studies about the link between health and 
happiness. His study concluded that levels of 
happiness do not predict anything in terms of 
the life expectancy of the sick. But happiness 
can predict something about the life expec-
tancy among the healthy. Happier people live 
longer. The impact of happiness on our health 
is significant. The scale of the effect on health 
of happiness corresponds to the effect of 
being a non-smoker compared to a smoker84.

A HAPPIEr 
DENmArK?
The Danes are lagging behind in terms of their health, 
and that has an impact on happiness. But happiness  
can be used to leverage efforts to improve things,  
and Denmark has the opportunity to put itself at the 
forefront of improving the model of what makes a  
happy society.

PerSPecTIVeS
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As Denmark is often ranked among the hap-
piest countries in the world, one would assu-
me that we are also among the healthiest but 
this is far from the truth. A high consumption 
of alcohol and cigarettes combined with poor 
diets and lack of exercise mean that Denmark 
performs particularly poorly in terms of health. 
Very badly, in fact.

Among the 36 countries included in the 
OECD’s report on life expectancy, Denmark 
lies in a lowly 25th place. We live a little longer 
than Americans, and a little less than Sloveni-
ans. On average, 79.9 years. In one study 
exclusively focussed on Western economies 
carried out by British medical journal, The 
Lancet, Denmark is 18th out of 19 countries 
when it comes to life expectancy85. Virtually at 

the bottom, also in terms of expected healthy 
years of life.

HAPPINESS AS LEvErAGE For 
PrEvENTATIvE mEASUrES 
In recent years Denmark has focussed more 
on preventative measures. The Danish Health 
and Medicines Authority has developed a 
number of prevention packages for local 
authorities; and the government is prioritising 
preventative measures both nationally and 
locally.

The individual has responsibility for their 
own life and for taking the right decisions, 
but society has a responsibility to help them 
choose a healthy lifestyle because the healthy 
decision isn’t always the easiest one.

Happiness and health go hand in hand
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Among the 10,000 Danes who responded to questions regarding happiness and health, there is a clear  

correlation between the two.
Source: Danica Pension’s happiness survey
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Therefore, the happiness agenda should be 
used to bring more attention to the health agen-
da. If a healthy old age in 40 years time is not 
motivation enough to go jogging today, maybe 
greater happiness in the shorter term will be. 
If we can further prove and communicate the 
link between heath and happiness, it should be 
possible to motivate people here and now.

HAPPINESS oN THE BoTTom LINE
In 2011, the UN’s General Assembly announ-
ced that it is a human right to ”pursue happi-
ness.” But even if we aren’t interested in hap-
piness, there are a number of socio-economic 
benefits to be gained for society by focussing 
more on the population’s happiness levels.

As we have seen, happiness has a positive 
effect on health for individuals and reduces 
health expenditure for society. Meanwhile, 
happiness researchers point to a link bet-
ween happiness and volunteer work. This link 
offers the chance to strengthen the voluntary 
sector and its contribution to solving socie-
ty’s challenges. Meanwhile, happiness has 
been shown to be beneficial for productivity. 
Recently published articles in international 
journals such as The Economist86, The Finan-
cial Times87 and the Harvard Business Re-
view88 have shown a great deal of interest in 
the happiness effect on a company’s bottom 
line. One reason for this is that happy emplo-

yees are more productive89 and more likely to 
remain in their jobs90. Happy workers are also 
healthier, which reduces the number of sick 
days91. Therefore, more and more businesses 
are actively seeking to increase happiness 
levels among their employees – for example 
Google, which has appointed a Chief Happi-
ness Officer92. This is one of the reasons that 
the World Happiness Report 2012 concludes: 
“It makes sense to pursue policies to raise the 
public’s happiness as much as it does to raise 
the public’s national income.”

It is time for a world wide debate about what 
countries can do to raise the happiness levels 
of their people. Through an increased focus on 
happiness and further research, it is possi-
ble to find the best ways to create a better 
framework for happy citizens. Furthermore, we 
should ask ourselves how we can use happi-
ness to achieve some of the aims we have for 
our countries - such as a stronger and more 
sustainable economy, and  
a healthier population.

We hope that the Danish model may serve  
as an inspiration for other countries. Denmark 
has got its own challenges – but remains an 
example of a country that has succeeded in 
securing its population high levels of trust, 
security, wealth, balance, freedom – and  
happiness. 

The research is helping us redefine the good life.  
and we should develop a better societal design  
for better lives. and since Denmark does so well,  
Denmark should continue to be one of the innovators.”

John Helliwell, Professor of Economics, University of British Columbia and co-editor of the World Happiness Report
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