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In the context of
post-industrial
societies that have
become increasingly
individualistic,
subjective attitudes
play a much greater
role in shaping
values and voting
behaviour than
traditional ideologies
or class struggle.
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World Happiness Report 2025

Key Insights

The decline in happiness and social trust in Europe and the
US explains a large share of the rise in political polarisation and
anti-system votes.

Subjective attitudes such as life satisfaction and trust play a much
greater role in shaping values and voting behaviour than traditional
ideologies or class struggle.

Unhappy people are attracted by the extremes of the political
spectrum. Low-trust people are found more often on the far right,
whereas high-trust people are more inclined to vote for the far left.

We highlight the political implications of both the presence and
absence of caring and sharing practices.
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Introduction

During the last decade, Western countries have
seen a cascade of anti-system political victories,
from Brexit in 2015 to the election of Donald
Trump in 2024. During this period, resentment of
‘the system’ has grown in most European countries,
particularly in Austria, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Sweden, and
Switzerland. Figure 7.1 illustrates the global rise in
anti-system populist parties over the 20th century,
both on the far left and the far right, with a sharp
increase since the 1980s.

Voters question immigration and globalisation,
protectionism is on the rise, and attacks on

experts and mainstream media are increasingly
common. At frst glance, these patterns can be
surprising, given the historically unprecedented

Figure 7.1: The rise in anti-system votes
Funke et al. (2023)

levels of prosperity and security after World War
Il and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

A number of studies suggest that this anti-system
wave originates in a loss of confdence in traditional
political parties, both right and left, and a more
general loss of confdence in elites, giving rise to
“anti-party parties”.! This loss of confdence in the
system may be attributed to economic factors

— such as rising economic insecurity and the
economic consequences of globalisation, trade,
and automation? — or cultural factors leading to a
backlash against modernity and growing hostility
towards immigrants.®

These explanations rarely address the important

question of why some anti-system voters respond
to these pressures by moving to the far left, while
others move to the far right.# Equally puzzling are
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the different agendas of the populist right and
the extreme left in terms of income inequality and
the persistent paradox that poor people, who
would beneft from income redistribution, often
vote for parties that oppose it.®

The recent victory of Donald Trump in 2024 is a
perfect illustration of this puzzle. Likewise, in the
French context, during the frst round of the 2022
presidential election, anti-system parties, both
from the far left (La France Insoumise) and the far
right (Rassemblement National) gathered around
20% of the votes, often coming from the same
social background. Le Pen, the populist right
candidate, and Mélenchon, the extreme left
candidate, are both able to attract the votes of
similar anti-system, blue-collar workers despite
proposing very different policy programs on
immigration and redistribution.

To explain these patterns of political behaviour, one
must acknowledge the decline of the traditional
class-based divide in voting behaviour and search
for a new framework that can explain the rise in
anti-system votes. In particular, why they fow
either to the populist right (with anti-redistribution,
anti-immigrant, and more parochial ideology) or
the far left (pro-redistribution, pro-immigrant,

and more universalist values).

In this chapter, we propose such a framework,
where subjective attitudes such as life satisfaction
and interpersonal trust play a crucial role. In the
context of post-industrial societies that have
become increasingly individualistic, subjective
attitudes play a much greater role in shaping
values and voting behaviour than traditional
ideologies or class struggle. In line with previous
fndings,® we show that (low) life satisfaction is
highly related to distrust in institutions and voting
preferences for anti-system candidates, both

in the United States (US) and in Europe, using
various international databases.

Then we highlight a key new element: the role of
social trust in explaining how these anti-system
forces are oriented to the right or left of the
political spectrum. Far-left voters have a higher
level of social trust, while right-wing populists
have a very low level of social trust. For the
populist right, this low trust is not limited to

Far-left voters have a higher level
of social trust, while right-wing
populists have a very low level of
social trust.

strangers, but also extends to others in general,
from homosexuals to their own neighbours.

The xenophobic inclination of the populist right,
well-documented worldwide,” seems to be a
particular case of a broader distrust towards the
rest of society. Right-wing populists throughout
the world share xenophobic and anti-immigration
inclinations. The Sweden Democrats, the Danish
People’s Party, the Finns Party, the Freedom Party
of Austria, Greece’s Golden Dawn, the Northern
League and Fratelli in Italy, the National Rally in
France, and a fraction of the Republican Party

in the US are all built on strong anti-immigration
foundations.

To encompass these patterns in a unifying frame-
work, we construct a matrix of interpersonal trust
and life satisfaction and show how voters in the
United States and Western Europe are positioned
in the matrix over the last decade. We test the
relevance of this framework by combining various
databases: the Gallup World Poll (2004-2024),
the European Social Survey (2002-2023), the
General Social Survey (1970-2023), and the
World Values Survey (1981-2023). We show how
our new paradigm offers additional insight for a
more general analysis of political preferences. In
particular, how social trust and life satisfaction
combine to explain otherwise puzzling ideological
attitudes. For example, why populist right-wing
voters, while poorer than the average, tend not to
support income redistribution policies.

An additional key element is to explain the rise

of anti-system parties over time. If happiness and
social trust can explain anti-system votes and
ideologies not only in cross-section but also over
time, we should see both attitudes moving in
opposite directions over the last decade, especially
among particular groups of people. We show,
with the new release of the Gallup data, an
acceleration in the decrease of life satisfaction
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in the US and, to a lesser extent, in Western
European countries, as already documented in
World Happiness Report 20242

We also provide new evidence for a strong
decline in social trust. As an illustration, the share
of American people who trust others has almost
halved since the 1970s, dropping from 50% to
30%. These new fndings resonate with Bob
Putnam’s seminal book, Bowling Alone, and with
the original data discussed in Chapter 3 of this
report,® that documents a sharp increase in the
number of Americans who dine alone every day of
the week. We show that the country-wide evolution
of happiness and trust is highly associated with
the rise in the likelihood of voting for anti-system
parties in Western Europe and the United States,
and discuss the groups of people whose life
satisfaction and social trust have declined the
most during this period, pushing them to anti-
system and populist parties.

A new paradigm to explain
anti-system votes

A growing literature has established the importance
of looking at subjective attitudes, such as life
satisfaction, for explaining voting behaviour.

In particular, it has already been shown that
unhappy people have less faith in political parties
and the political system, are more likely to agree
with authoritarian ideas such as having a strong
leader to rule the country, and are more likely to
reject incumbents, both in the European and
Brexit contexts.!° In the US context, low life
satisfaction was highly predictive of Trump’s
election victory in 2016." In addition, negative
emotions measured by international surveys and
social media, were also highly predictive of
populist votes in the US and Western Europe.?

This evidence adds to the extensive literature
documenting the political consequences of
economic shocks and risks such as the fnancial
crisis, globalisation, and the rise in income
inequality. It makes a crucial addition by showing
how measures of life satisfaction capture the
impact of these shocks on life experience much
more accurately than simple socio-demographic
measures. It also shows how these negative

Our contribution here is to show
the importance of adding social
trust as a second dimension —

in addition to life satisfaction — to
understand the partitioning of
unsatisfied citizens into the far
left or far right.

subjective experiences translate into the blaming
of institutions and elites for offering insuffcient
protection from these shocks.

Yet, this literature cannot explain why unhappy
voters turn either to the left or to the right along
the spectrum of anti-system parties, nor their
different ideologies (i.e., economic and cultural
values). Our contribution here is to show the
importance of adding social trust as a second
dimension - in addition to life satisfaction — to
understand the partitioning of unsatisfed citizens
into the far left or far right. We also pay attention
to abstainers, whose lack of social inclusion is
associated with a withdrawal from the political
game and the refusal to vote. This is particularly
revealing in the case of the United States, where
this behaviour represents an addition to the
limited options offered by the bi-partisan system.

This partitioning resonates with previous work
showing the role of universalist versus parochial
moral values in the rise of the pro-Trump vote in
the US context.® It also talks to other studies that
have identifed cultural causes as the root of the
upswing in populism. For instance, Inglehart and
Norris claim that populist voting is mainly driven
by the generation born between the two World
Wars, driven by a rejection of cultural modernity,
diversity, and the emancipation of women and
sexual minorities.** However, these traditional
explanations fall short of explaining why, in some
countries, populist platforms attract at least as
much support from the youth as from the older
generation. The rise in populist votes is ubiquitous,
cutting across generations and categories. Cultural
backlash is equally unable to explain the dramatic
drop in trust in government observed throughout
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the Western world, across all cohorts. Economic
factors are also unable to explain why there is a
strong xenophobic undercurrent in some anti-
system parties but not others, or why many
populist parties and their poor constituencies
are hostile to income redistribution policies.

Instead, we build on abundant social science
research showing how social trust shapes
ideologies. This literature shows how an important
part of economic values — in particular citizens’
predisposition to pay taxes, fnance public goods,
or favour more or less redistributive policies — is
related to the level of social trust. For example,
the willingness to pay taxes depends on the belief
that others are also contributing their share, a
fnding confrmed by laboratory experiments of

public good games on the funding of collective
services.® People who are most in favour of
redistribution and, more generally, countries
where the welfare state system is more generous,
have higher levels of trust. By contrast, distrust
undermines support for income redistribution. In
the French context, trust explains a large share of
economic and cultural values, especially attitudes
towards immigration or homosexuality.'®

The two diagrams below illustrate our proposed
paradigm. Figure 7.2A shows how life satisfaction
and social trust explain ideologies (both cultural
and economic attitudes) and political attitudes
and votes. Figure 7.2B shows how life satisfaction
and social trust are both necessary to fully
understand anti-system movements.

Figure 7.2A: The structure of relations between subjective attitudes, values,

and votes
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Figure 7.2B: The partition of values and votes depending on life satisfaction

and trust

Progressive | Anti-System

Low Life
Satisfaction

Conservative | Anti-System

In the following sections, we apply this paradigm
using several individual-level, cross-national
surveys that contain information on subjective
life evaluation, trust in others, and values in
Western Europe and the United States.” In the
next section, we show the relationship between
these variables and political, economic, and
cultural values (corresponding to arrow ! of
Figure 7.2A). In the following section, we illustrate
the political consequences of these attitudes on
votes (arrows 2 and 3 of Figure 7.2A and the
partitioning in Figure 7.2B).

High Trust

Progressive | Pro-System

High Life
Satisfaction

Conservative | Pro-System

Low Trust

The influence of life satisfaction
and trust on ideology

We start by illustrating the relationship between
life satisfaction and social trust, on the one hand,
and political, cultural, and economic values on
the other hand.

Life satisfaction is measured with the question,
“Are you satisfed with your life in general?” with
responses on a scale from O (very dissatisfed) to
10 (very satisfed). Social trust is measured by
interpersonal trust, which is the trust that people
have in other people. Importantly, it is different
from institutional trust, which is the trust that
people have in institutions (government, parlia-
ment, legal, etc.). To measure interpersonal trust,
we use the question, “In general, would you say
that most people can be trusted or that one can
never be too careful when dealing with others?”
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This question has become a standard reference
in international surveys for estimating the social
fabric in a society, and the ability to cooperate
outside the family and the private circle. We also
propose additional measures of social trust based
on concrete measures of social relationships.

We implement our framework and look at the
interplay between life satisfaction and social trust.
For simplicity, we split the population of each
country into high trust versus low trust groups
and into high life satisfaction versus low life
satisfaction (as compared to the median level).
We then represent the average values of the four
groups defned by this partition.

Political values

Figure 7.3 shows how satisfaction with democracy
is associated with life satisfaction and interpersonal
trust using individual estimates in Europe and the
US and controlling for income, education, gender,
and age. Results for trust in the parliament, the

legal system, politicians, and support of European
integration are reported in the online appendix.

The green dots at the right of the fgure represent
the attitudes of individuals who declare a high
level of life satisfaction and trust. Compared with

this benchmark, the other coloured dots
correspond to the three other groups: high life
satisfaction and low trust (orange), low life
satisfaction and low trust (pink), and low life
satisfaction and high trust (blue).

As can be seen, dissatisfaction with democracy is
particularly high when people express a low level
of life satisfaction (pink and blue), especially in
Europe. This is true whether they have a high
(blue) or low (pink) level of social trust. In Europe,
people with low life satisfaction and low social
trust (pink) are 1.8 points less satisfed with
democracy compared to the baseline, on a 0-10
scale. For the US, it is 0.8 points. People with high
social trust but low life satisfaction (blue) also
tend to be highly dissatisfed with democracy
compared to their counterparts with high life
satisfaction (green). We fnd similar results for
distrust in legal institutions.

The main takeaway of this frst fnding is the
anti-system political attitudes of citizens with
the lowest level of life satisfaction. Those who
are dissatisfed with their lives may feel that the
system has failed them and consider that the
democratic system and legal institutions have
not protected them against life risks.
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Figure 7.3: Satisfaction with democracy in the United States and Western Europe
ANES (2020), ESS (2018-2023)

United States

[
Satisfaction —_—
with democracy PP —
°
Western Europe
Satisfaction D S—
with democracy —_———————
°
-2.0 -1.5 -1.0 -0.5 0.0
Regression Coefficients
® High life satisfaction ® Low life satisfaction
High interpersonal trust High interpersonal trust
® High life satisfaction ® [ow life satisfaction
Low interpersonal trust Low interpersonal trust
Note: Controls: gender, age, income, education, year and country fixed effects (for Europe).
Standard errors clustered at the country level (for Europe). Variables are rescaled to vary between O and 10.
Cultural values homosexuality with questions on whether gay

and lesbian people should be able to adopt
children (in the US) or are free to live their lives
as they wish (in Europe). We measure positive
attitudes towards immigrants with questions on
whether immigrants are good for the country’s
economy or could take the jobs of natives.

The group of citizens with the lowest level of
satisfaction, the anti-system group, is divided in
terms of cultural values and what should replace
‘the system’, depending on their level of social
trust. Figure 7.4 shows that social trust is the
main predictor of the cultural divide in terms of
attitudes towards homosexuality and immigration.  The crucial role of social trust in shaping cultural
We measure positive attitudes towards values is powerfully illustrated by the contrast
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between the two groups of citizens with low life
satisfaction. The attitudes of those with low trust
(pink) are almost twice as negative as those with
high trust (blue). These less satisfed but trusting
citizens (blue) are more tolerant towards homo-
sexuality and immigration than highly satisfed but
distrusting people (orange). Thus, unlike political
ideology, which maps onto the distribution of life
satisfaction, the distribution of cultural ideology is

aligned along the axis of interpersonal trust, as
shown earlier in Figure 7.2B.

Economic values

The same patterns hold for the relationships
between life satisfaction, social trust, and
economic values. Social trust appears as the
main predictor of the ideological divide in terms

Figure 7.4: Attitudes towards homosexuality and immigration in the United States

and Western Europe
ANES (2020), ESS (2018-2023)

Positive attitude
towards LGBT

Positive attitude
towards immigration

Positive attitude
towards LGBT

Positive attitude

United States

R S —
—_—
—_—
®
[
—_—
—_—
®

towards immigration

—
——
—
°
_._
- °
-1.0 (0] 1.0

® High life satisfaction
High interpersonal trust

® High life satisfaction
Low interpersonal trust

Note: Controls: gender, age, income, education, year and

Regression Coefficients

® | ow life satisfaction
High interpersonal trust

® | ow life satisfaction
Low interpersonal trust

country fixed effects (for Europe).

Standard errors clustered at the country level (for Europe). Variables are rescaled to vary between O and 10.
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of income redistribution. We measure attitudes
towards redistribution using a question that asks
whether “Government should reduce differences
in income levels” (1-10 scale) for Europe and
“There should be greater incentives for individual
effort” versus “Incomes should be made more
equal” (1-10 scale) for the United States.

Figure 7.5 shows that support for income
redistribution is generally associated with higher

social trust and lower life satisfaction (blue).
Those who are highly satisfed but less trusting
(orange) are the ones who most often oppose
income redistribution. The contrast is even more
salient within the group of citizens with the
lowest life satisfaction. They are less supportive
of income redistribution if they have a low level
of interpersonal trust (pink) and more in favour if
they trust others (blue).

Figure 7.5: Attitudes towards income redistribution in the US and Western Europe

WVS (2017), ESS (2018-2023)

United States

Reduce income

inequality *

Reduce income
inequality

Western Europe

—_—
—_———
—
[ ]
-0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

® High life satisfaction
High interpersonal trust

® High life satisfaction
Low interpersonal trust

Regression Coefficients

® Low life satisfaction
High interpersonal trust

® Low life satisfaction
Low interpersonal trust

Note: Controls: Gender, age, income, education, year and country fixed effects (for Europe).
Standard errors clustered at the country level (for Europe).
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Citizens with low interpersonal trust may be
sceptical of the social contract and doubt
reciprocity on behalf of other people. Indeed,

the economic literature has shown that the level
of interpersonal trust explains an important part
of citizens’ predisposition to fnance public goods,
pay taxes, or support redistributive policies.’® This
sheds light on the key puzzle of why a large part
of the working class, who are the least satisfed
with life in general, might vote for parties that
oppose redistributive policies.

The influence of life satisfaction
and trust on voting behaviour

We now turn to voting behaviour. First, we
study the connection between life satisfaction,

interpersonal trust, and votes (the second arrow
of Figure 7.2A) and then the relationship between
economic and cultural values and votes (the third
arrow of Figure 7.2A).

Western Europe

In Western Europe, Table 7.1 shows that high
levels of life satisfaction are negatively associated
with votes for far-left and far-right parties at the
last national election. By contrast, voters for
centre-left and centre-right parties are more
satisfed with their lives on average. However,

a low level of trust is only associated with an
attraction to the far right, and to a lesser extent
to the right, but not to the left and the far left.

Figure 7.6 shows that, in Western Europe, far-left
and far-right voters both declare low levels of life

Table 7.1: Life satisfaction, trust, and voting behaviour in Western Europe

ESS (2018-2023)

Dependent variable

Far left Left Center Right Far right
® @ ©)) “) (©)

Life satisfaction -0.010*** —0.005*** 0.005*** 0.015*** —0.005***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Trust in others 0.004*** 0.014*** 0.003*** —0.006*** -0.016***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Observations 32,450 32,450 32,450 32,450 32,450
R? 0.068 0.083 0.088 0.073 0.083
Adjusted R? 0.067 0.082 0.087 0.072 0.082
Residual Std. 0.289 0.487 0.332 0.443 0.334

Error (df=32414)

Note: Weighted least squares. Estimates of the likelihood to vote for either party at the last national election. Additional
controls: gender, income, age, education level, country and year fxed effects. Standard errors clustered at the country

level. Abstainers are excluded from the sample.

*p<0.1; *p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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satisfaction but are symmetrically positioned on
high trust (far left) and low trust (far right) levels.
This is consistent with our previous fndings

on political, economic, and cultural values.
Anti-system ideology and institutional distrust
are related to low life satisfaction but low life
satisfaction alone is not suffcient to generate a
populist far-right movement. The populist right
requires the dimension of low interpersonal trust
which is associated with anti-immigration and
anti-redistribution attitudes.

Figure 7.7 highlights these results for a selection
of European countries from the south (Spain), the

centre (France and Germany), and the north
(Sweden). In all countries, far-right voters stand
much lower on social trust measures than electors
for any other political party. In general, voters for
centre-right, or centre-left parties have above-
average life satisfaction and social trust.

The French elections are a textbook illustration
of our paradigm. There, both the far left
(Mélenchon) and the far right (Le Pen) have
prominent electorates (18-25% in the 2017 and
2022 presidential elections). Citizens with high
interpersonal trust are more likely to vote for the
left and those with lower trust are more likely to

Figure 7.6: Life satisfaction, trust, and voting behaviour in Western Europe

ESS (2018-2023)
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Note: Countries: Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom.
Weighted mean and standardized levels of life satisfaction and interpersonal trust by votes in the last national
elections. Life satisfaction and interpersonal trust are standardized with a mean of O and a standard deviation of 1.
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Figure 7.7: Life satisfaction, trust, and voting behaviour in France, Germany,
Spain, and Sweden
ESS (2018-2023)
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vote for the right. Le Pen and Mélenchon voters
share a low level of life satisfaction but differ in
terms of trust. The centre electorate is embodied
by Emmanuel Macron, with high life satisfaction
and high trust, which correspond to wealthier
people with liberal and pro-European values. In
contrast, those who vote for centre-right parties
are satisfed with life (mainly due to their high
income) but are less trusting. We fnd the same
patterns among anti-system parties in Germany
(Die Linke versus AfD ) and Spain (Podemos
versus VOx).

United States

Our framework is more diffcult to apply in the US
bi-partisan system (Democrats versus Republicans)
that protects the parties from splintering. When
applying our framework, we uncover a great
schism, not only between political parties but also
between voters and abstainers, where the latter
display the lowest levels of life satisfaction and

interpersonal trust. In the US, this group of
citizens, who can be considered as the anomic,
are not represented by a party.

We focus specifcally on the two presidential
elections in 2016 and 2020 which are associated
with the upsurge of votes for Trump. Although
survey data on the 2024 elections are not available
yet, we use data on voters’ preferences across
candidates in the two previous primaries and
general presidential elections.

In a multi-party system, voters can choose —

or create — a party that corresponds to their
preferences over several important dimensions. In
a two-party system, the parties often take opposite
positions on each salient policy issue, which even-
tually shapes the nature of polarisation: politicians
and voters are divided along a single dimension
which aggregates several issues. On the other
hand, each of the two parties effectively represents
a coalition of voters who support different policy

Figure 7.8A: Life satisfaction, trust, and voting behaviour in US primary elections

ANES (2016, 2020)
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stances on various dimensions. In our analysis, we
try to identify such subgroups to understand their
characteristics and their voting behaviour.

Figures 7.8A and 7.8B illustrate votes in 2016 and
2020 for primary and presidential elections.

In 2016, votes for Hillary Clinton were votes for
the status quo, coming from people with high
trust and high life satisfaction. Clinton voters are
wealthier than the average (which is highly
correlated with their life satisfaction) and their
high level of trust makes them more favourable
to immigration and globalisation. Sanders voters

also express a higher level of trust than the
average, but a lower level of life satisfaction. This
pattern explains why they vote for a candidate
whose main campaign motto was about the
redistribution of income and taxation of the
wealthiest. Trump voters displayed different
features. Their level of life satisfaction is slightly
higher than the national average (this is due to
the composition of this electorate, combining
both the white working and middle class and the
wealthy), but a low level of trust. This is consistent
with both the anti-tax and anti-immigration
platform of Trump.

Figure 7.8B: Life satisfaction, trust, and voting behaviour in US presidential elections

ANES (2016, 2020)
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Note: Weighted mean and standardised levels of life satisfaction and interpersonal trust by votes in the presidential
elections. Life satisfaction and interpersonal trust are yearly standardised with a mean of O and a standard deviation
of 1. The normalisation is performed separately for each wave, using the respective mean and standard deviation for

2016 and 2020.
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In 2020, Donald Trump was the only Republican
candidate. The rally of traditional wealthy
Republican voters (who voted for other
Republican candidates in the 2016 presidential
primaries) explains this group’s above-average
life satisfaction and average level of trust. By
contrast, all Democrat voters displayed low life
satisfaction and average or above-average
levels of trust.

The most striking feature in the 2016 and 2020
US elections is the low levels of life satisfaction
and trust of abstainers compared to voters. While
in Europe, the ‘anomics’ turn to the far-right
parties, in the US they withdraw from public life.

To dig deeper, we use a unique 2021 survey
conducted by the market research company,
Bilendi, on a representative sample of 15,000 US
citizens. The survey asked about voting behaviour
during the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections
alongside specifc questions on life satisfaction
and various dimensions of trust and ideology.*®

Figure 7.9A illustrates the schism between
abstainers and voters across four dimensions of
life satisfaction. Abstainers report higher solitude
both at work and in life, lower life satisfaction,
and less optimism for the future. The situation of
abstentionists worsens between the two elections.
Their life satisfaction is 31 percentage points
lower than average in 2016, and this increases to
39 percentage points in 2020.

Figure 7.9B shows that abstainers have consistently
lower trust than voters in every dimension. They
tend to distrust their own family or friends (30
percentage points lower than the average) almost
as much as strangers (36 percentage points) and
others in general (41 percentage points).

Figure 7.9C shows that abstainers display a
specifc distrust in institutions. In particular, they
had lower than average trust in courts (39 per-
centage points), police (37 percentage points),
and government (30 percentage points) in 2020.
This dramatic low level of institutional trust has
deteriorated between 2016 and 2020.

Figure 7.9A: Dimensions of life satisfaction for abstainers and voters in US elections

Bilendi (2021)
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Figure 7.9B: Dimensions of interpersonal trust for abstainers and voters in US elections
Bilendi (2021)
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Figure 7.9C: Dimensions of institutional trust for abstainers and voters in US elections
Bilendi (2021)
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Note: US election representative survey in 2021 on voting behaviour in the primaries and general elections of 2016
and 2020, 15,000 respondents.
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This pattern is quite different from the divide
between Democrat and Republican voters. In
Figure 7.10, we break down their level of trust by
education (non-college versus college degree)
and age (under 45 versus over 45). The most
striking result concerns the differences between
trust in one’s private circle (family, friends, and
neighbours) and trust in open society. Democrat
voters have a lower-than-average level of

parochial trust, but a much higher-than-average
level of trust in strangers. The picture is reversed
among Trump voters. Strikingly, this result applies
to all generations and education levels.

Values and political behaviour

Finally, we examine the link between economic
or cultural values and political behaviour (the
third arrow of Figure 7.2A).

Figure 7.10: Dimensions of trust by vote, age, and education in the 2020 US primaries

Bilendi (2021)
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Table 7.2A: Political trust and voting behaviour in Europe

ESS (2018-2023)

Dependent variable

Satisfaction Trust EU Trust
democracy politicians Trust legal system integration parliament
(O] ® (©) &) (©)
Far left -1.337** -0.589* -0.787* -0.285 -0.836**
(0.432) (0.298) (0.343) (0.333) (0.307)
Left -0.153 0.100 -0.102 0.224 0.109
(0.435) (0.317) (0.270) (0.323) (0.327)
Centre (Baseline)
Right -0.290 -0.121 -0.277 -0.491 -0.151
(0.349) (0.261) (0.234) (0.395) (0.319)
Far right -1.780*** -1.286*** -1.589%+* -2.101%*+* -1.558***
(0.477) (0.322) (0.209) (0.154) (0.378)
Observations 31,606 31,657 31,648 31,067 31,616
R? 0.165 0.176 0.176 0.158 0.163
Adjusted R? 0.164 0.176 0.175 0.158 0.162

Residual Std. Error

2354 (df = 31573) 2212 (df = 31624) 2.406 (df = 31615) 2,593 (df = 31034) 2.408 (df = 31583)

Note: Weighted least squares. Additional controls: gender, income, age, education level, country and year fxed effects.

Standard errors clustered at the country level.

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; **p<0.01

Western Europe

Table 7.2A shows that all measures of political
trust are negatively correlated with far left and far
right positioning. Table 7.2B displays the expected
relationship between support for income redistri-
bution and equal opportunities versus political
positioning and votes. In particular, the far left is
more in favour of redistribution and the far right
is less in favour compared to the centre. The table
also shows the expected relationship between
cultural attitudes and voting behaviour with the
far right much less tolerant towards immigration

and same-sex couples. In terms of magnitude,
income redistribution matters much more for
the low-satisfaction, high-trust voters of the far
left and immigration is the obsession of the
low-satisfaction, low-trust voters of the far right.

United States

Similarly in the US case, Trump voters oppose
income redistribution and are generally against
government intervention. They are also much less
supportive of immigration and much less tolerant
towards homosexuality (Table 7.3).
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Table 7.2B: Ideology and voting behaviour in Europe
ESS (2018-2023)

Dependent variable

Gays and Immigration Cultural Government should
lesbians good for life enriched reduce income Equality of
free to live economy by immigrants inequalities opportunities
o ® ®3 ) ®
Far left 0.318** 0.672* 0.993*** 0.607*** 0.196***
(0.109) (0.295) (0.266) (0.073) (0.037)
Left 0.182** 0.329*** 0.555* 0.355*** 0.158***
(0.057) (0.087) (0.273) (0.065) (0.035)
Centre (Baseline)
Right -0.454*** -0.486** -0.352 -0.135 -0.133**
(0.094) (0.162) (0.295) (0.119) (0.047)
Far right -0.671*** -2.188*** -2.180*** -0.006 -0.216***
(0.119) (0.193) (0.124) (0.073) (0.041)
Observations 31,647 31,780 31,780 31,633 22,768
R? 0.160 0.016 0.031 0.112 0.068
Adjusted R? 0.159 0.015 0.030 0.1 0.067

Residual Std. Error ~ 1.910 (df = 31614) 9.046 (df = 31747) 7.955 (df = 31747) 0.988 (df = 31600) 1026 (df = 22735)

Note: Weighted least squares. Additional controls: gender, income, age, education level, country and year fxed effects.
Standard errors clustered at the country level.

*p<0.1; *p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Table 7.3: Ideology and voting behaviour in the US

ANES (2020)

Dependent variable

Immigration America’s culture LBGT couples Government should
Satisfaction is good for is not harmed should be reduce income
with democracy US economy by immigrants allowed to adopt inequalities
o ® ®3 ) ®)
Trump 0.162* -0.875*** -1.025%** -1.281%** -2.602%**
(0.093) (0.091) (0.098) (0.159) (0.141)
Constant 4.847** 6.469*** 6.634*** 10.258*** 5.832%*
(0.208) (0.203) (0.220) (0.355) (0.316)
Observations 3,604 3,611 3,613 3,604 3,624
R? 0.019 0.051 0.069 0.050 0.131
Adjusted R? 0.017 0.049 0.067 0.048 0.130

Residual Std. Error  2.676 (df = 3595)

8.932%+
(df = 8; 3595)

24,0114+
(df = 8; 3602)

F Statistic

2.612 (df = 3602)

2.826 (df =3604) 4.567 (df =3595) 4.056 (df = 3615)
23.565%+*

(df = 8; 3595)

68.409%*
(df = 8; 3615)

33.610%*
(df = 8; 3604)

Note: Weighted least squares. Additional controls: gender, income, age, education level. “Trump” is a binary variable
equal to 1 when an individual voted for Trump in the 2020 presidential primary election and O otherwise.

*p<0.]; *p<0.05; ***p<0.01

Figure 7.11 details these ideological patterns for the
2020 US primary elections across six ideological
dimensions: nationalist is measured with questions
about anti-immigration and protectionism;
progressive measures support for homosexuality,
affrmative actions, and gun controls; security
measures support for spending on police and
defence; anti-elite measures negative attitudes
towards experts, scientists, MPs, and judges;
government spending measures attitudes
towards taxes on millionaires, income redistribution,
and reduction of income inequalities; and

institutional trust measures trust in institutions
and science and whether elections are fair.
Democrat voters are much more in favor of
immigration, sexual minorities, redistribution, and
much less anti-elite and pro-security than the
average. Trump voters display the exact opposite
cultural and economic values. This pattern of
attitudes holds irrespective of socio-demographics
and are well captured by life satisfaction and
interpersonal trust.
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Figure 7.11: Dimensions of ideology by vote, age, and education in the 2020 US primaries

Bilendi (2021)
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Time trends

We started this chapter by noting the rising
support for far-right and far-left parties and then
sketching the patterns relating subjective attitudes
and economic and cultural values with political
votes. Therefore, we expect to observe parallel
trends in the evolution of these variables over
time. Figure 7.12 shows a sharp fall in life
satisfaction in the US, already documented in
World Happiness Report 2023. The trend is less
clear in Western Europe where the initial level

of life satisfaction is lower.

0.0 0.5

Standardised trust

B Nationalist
B Progressive

B Security

It is important to underline that this fall in life
satisfaction is not driven by income. To illustrate
this, each dot in Figure 7.13 plots life satisfaction
and GDP per capita (adjusted for infation) since
2006. The association between income and life
satisfaction is usually found to be positive in the
short run, but better represented by a fat trend
in the long run.?° But here, in the 2000s, the
association is negative. The time trend in life
satisfaction is clearly decreasing in the United
States, although GDP per capita is rising over
time. The picture is similar in European countries,
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Figure 7.12: Life satisfaction in the US and Western Europe
Gallup World Poll (2006-2023)
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Figure 7.13: Life satisfaction and GDP per capita in the US and Western Europe

Gallup World Poll & WDI (2006-2023)
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especially since the 2020s, where GDP per capita
is rising, but happiness is decreasing on average
and in most European countries.

Figure 7.14A shows that social trust is also
clearly decreasing in the US and Western Europe,
with a drop of 10 percentage points in the two
continents over the period. Even more strikingly,
in Figure 7.14B we see that the percentage of
people in the US who trust others has decreased
by 20 percentage points since the early 1970s,
from 50% to 30%. The evidence is more mixed in
Europe, pointing to overall stability.

The sharp drop in social trust in the US is consistent
with the fact that rising unhappiness has shifted
voters almost exclusively towards the populist
right (Donald Trump), and not towards the left
(Bernie Sanders). The relative decline or stability
in social trust in Europe is consistent with the fact
that the decline in life satisfaction has split the
unsatisfed electorate between the two opposite
extremes of the political spectrum, depending on
their level of social trust. Therefore, the next
section investigates which groups of citizens have
experienced the most signifcant variation in life
satisfaction and social trust, in order to understand
the evolution of anti-system voting behaviour.
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Figure 7.14A: Trust in the US and Western Europe: Someone to count on
Gallup World Poll (2006-2023)
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Figure 7.14B: Trust in the US and Western Europe: Interpersonal trust

GSS (1972-2022), ESS (2002-2023)
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Population sub-groups

The trends in attitudes, values, and voting behaviour
that we have described are particularly pronounced
among certain groups of the population. This
sheds additional light on the underlying factors
shaping the rise in anti-system votes.

Figure 7.15 displays the average change in life
satisfaction for different population groups based
on age, gender, education, economic status, and
geography. The groups with increasing life
satisfaction stand to the right of the dotted
vertical bar and the groups with decreasing
satisfaction stand to the left. The vertical axis
shows the initial level of life satisfaction measured
in 2006. The downward trend in life satisfaction is
particularly steep among young people under 30,

especially women, both in Western Europe and
the United States, as already underlined in World
Happiness Report 2024.

In terms of social trust, Figure 7.16 shows that, in
the US, the average yearly change is negative for
all groups, especially for people aged 30-44.

Figures 7.15 and 7.16 also illustrate the importance
of fnancial diffculties. A very strong gradient
opposes those who live comfortably on their
income and those who fnd it diffcult or very
diffcult. Education level also makes a difference.
People with primary or secondary education
endure a larger fall in life satisfaction than those
with tertiary education. These are the groups that
have shifted to anti-system votes.
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Figure 7.15: Life satisfaction for population groups
Gallup World Poll (2006-2023)
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Figure 7.16: Social trust for population groups
Gallup World Poll (2006-2023)
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have documented a parallel
fall in life satisfaction and social trust and its
relationship with the rise in anti-system votes
since the early 2000s. We propose a model

of the relationships between three blocs of
attitudes: (i) life satisfaction and social trust,

(ii) cultural, political, and economic values, and
(iii) voting behaviour. We show that low life
satisfaction comes with anti-system attitudes
while people’s level of social trust determines
their orientation towards anti-system parties at
the left or the right. In Europe, citizens with low
life satisfaction and low social trust, the ‘anomics’,
tend to vote for far-right parties. In the context
of the US two-party system, they tend to abstain
and withdraw from pubilic life.

The fall in life satisfaction cannot be explained
by economic growth, at least not by average
national income, as GDP per capita has been on
the rise in the US and Western Europe since the
mid-2000s. Rather, it could be blamed on the
feelings of fnancial insecurity and loneliness
experienced by Americans and Europeans — two
symptoms of a damaged social fabric. It is driven
by almost all social categories, but in particular,
by the rural, the less-educated, and, quite
strikingly, by the younger generation. This low
level of life satisfaction is a breeding ground for
populism and the lack of social trust is behind
the political success of the far right.
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Money can
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for other
people.




World Happiness Report 2025

Key Insights

The cost-effectiveness of charities can be measured and compared
with a standardised metric of value: wellbeing-years (WELLBYS).

In the Frst global review of published evidence, we fnd that the
cost-effectiveness of charities varies dramatically. The best charities
in our sample are hundreds of times better at increasing happiness
per dollar than others. Therefore, you can multiply your impact at no
extra cost by funding more cost-effective charities.

There are no published evaluations of large, well-known charities or
typical acts of charitable giving, such as helping the homeless, using
a wellbeing approach. We present some rough evaluations of these
cases but fnd them to be less cost-effective than nearly all the
charities in our sample.
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Introduction

We hope that if you're reading this, you're not
just interested in world happiness, you want to do
something about it. But, what can you do? This
chapter focuses on something many of us already
do and nearly all of us can do: give to charity.
Each year, over a billion people donate more than
$500 billion to charity,! driven in large part by a
desire to help others.?

However, there are many worthy problems in the
world, our resources are limited, and we don’t
want to waste our money. So, how can you get
real change for your dollar? More specifcally,
how can you make the biggest difference to
world happiness with what you have to spare?

People say “money can’t buy happiness”. At the
Happier Lives Institute, we reject that claim but with
a twist. We show that money can buy happiness
for other people and we highlight the ‘best buys’
that have been identifed so far. To do this, we
compare the impact of charities using wellbeing-
years (WELLBYSs) per dollar, a method we will
explain in due course.

In the frst global review of published evidence,
we Tnd the best charities are hundreds of times
better than others. This means you have an
opportunity to make a far greater difference to
world happiness, at no extra cost to yourself,
simply by changing where you donate. If a friend
told you they gave $200,000 to a charity, you'd
probably be extremely impressed — that could be
their life savings! However, it’s possible to have
that sort of impact for a fraction of the cost: giving
$1,000 to the best charities may do just as much
good as $200,000 to a randomly selected one.

You may be familiar with the claim — widely made
in the effective altruism movement® and endorsed
in a survey of charity experts* — that the top
charities are a hundred times more impactful than
the average charity. While this claim is believable,
we are unaware of any research that demon-
strates, or even tests this, with evidence. Indeed,
we cannot think of any attempts to assess the
cost-effectiveness of a representative sample of
charities — a necessary frst step for comparing
‘the average’ to ‘the best’. The most relevant work
we know of fnds that health interventions can

In the first global review of
published evidence, we find the
best charities are hundreds of
times better than others. This
means you have an opportunity
to make a far greater difference
to world happiness, at no extra
cost to yourself, simply by
changing where you donate.

differ dramatically in cost-effectiveness (when
measured with a standard health metric).® This
suggests, but doesn’t demonstrate, that the same
may be true for charities. Our analysis provides
the most direct test (we know of) for the claim
that the best charities can be a hundred times
more cost-effective than others.

We begin the chapter by introducing some key
ideas behind our empirical comparison of charities.
This includes brief discussions of effective giving,
the focus on wellbeing, the WELLBY, and assessing
charity cost-effectiveness.

We then turn to the main part of the chapter: a
global comparison of charity cost-effectiveness.
Scientifc research into happiness has been
growing for decades. In recent years, around
4,000 papers are published annually on the topic®
and at least 24 countries now measure subjective
wellbeing routinely.” However, efforts to fnd the
most cost-effective ways to improve happiness
are only getting started. A handful of WELLBYs
per dollar estimates for charities and policies
have been produced in the last 10 years. We
found 24 estimates of different charities from four
different evaluators. While this is neither a large
nor representative sample of evaluations, it does
cover a variety of charitable activities across the
world. Our emphasis is on the variability in
cost-effectiveness and the ability of research to
reveal this, rather than the specifc ‘winners’ and
‘losers’. Given the newness of this feld, we want
to spark interest from donors and researchers,
not draw defnite conclusions.
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This sample of pre-existing estimates has two
key gaps: it doesn’t include any of the biggest
and most well-known NGOs or any typical acts
of charity, such as helping the homeless. How

do these two options compare to the charities in
our sample? We explain why it's hard to estimate
the cost-effectiveness of many charities using
WELLBYsSs, particularly for Multi-Armed NGOs
(MANGOSs) that run many programmes. We
attempt to partially Fll the gap by providing

back-of-the-envelope calculations for a couple

of well-known NGOs and for helping the homeless
in wealthy countries. Our tentative conclusion is
that the top charities in our sample are likely to
be considerably more impactful per dollar than
the missing options.

In the fnal parts of the chapter, we anticipate
questions and objections and set out directions
for further work.




Effective giving: a wellbeing approach

We expect many readers of the World Happiness
Report will like the idea of fnding and supporting
the charities that make the most difference, per
dollar, to world happiness. But, we don’t want to
assume readers have thought about why and how
to do this. Before we get to the empirical analysis,
we motivate and explain the project. For ease of
reading, we have split up the various ideas.
Readers familiar with these should feel free to
skip over them.

Why give at all

The classic argument for giving to charity comes
from the philosopher Peter Singer. He asks us to
imagine we are walking past a shallow pond when
we suddenly see that a child is drowning.? We can
jump in and save that child, but this will ruin our
expensive new suit. Are we morally required to
save the child at some cost to ourselves? The
reaction most people have is that we must wade
in. The principle that appears to explain this
reaction is that, as Singer puts it, “if it is in our
power to prevent something bad from happening
without thereby sacrifcing anything of comparable
importance, we ought, morally, to do it”.°

This dilemma is not merely theoretical. People
are suffering all around the world. Even if we can’t
help them directly, we could give some share of
our income - perhaps 1% — to charities that can.
This may not feel the same as doing it ourselves
when the person is right in front of us, but the
outcome may be identical. It seems that, if we
have a moral duty to rescue the child, we have

a moral duty to give something to charity.’®

You may not feel wealthy enough to give,
but you're probably wealthier than you think.

You may not feel wealthy enough
to give, but you’re probably
wealthier than you think. If you
earn the median US salary ($42k),
you are in the top 2% of the
global income distribution.

If you earn the median United States (US) salary
($42k), you are in the top 2% of the global income
distribution.* What's more, humans have existed for
a few hundred thousand years and the world has
never been wealthier.’?2 Believe it or not, you may
be one of the richest people who has ever lived.

That's the stern, ‘bad cop’ argument for giving,
but we can offer a ‘good cop’ one too: altruism
is its own reward. Research shows that prosocial
behaviour — and charitable giving in particular

— improve self-reported wellbeing.® This is no
surprise if you've ever felt the warm glow of
giving a gift to family or showing kindness to

a stranger. Other chapters in this edition of

the World Happiness Report also show the
importance of prosocial behaviour. Chapter 2
highlights how having a clear sense of one’s
positive impact increases its reward to well-
being. This chapter will give you clear information
about how impactful your charitable donations
can be. If you are not sure if giving will make
you happier, why not try it and fnd out?

Why to give effectively

This chapter will be most useful for those who want
to give effectively i.e., to make the biggest (or at
least, a bigger) difference with their donations
based on evidence.

The argument for effective giving is simple: if you
can make a bigger difference to others without a
signifcant extra cost to yourself, you should do
so. As we've already said and later show, this is
not merely hypothetical: some charities are much
more impactful than others, in terms of the
happiness they create per dollar.

Not everyone is, or wants to be, an ‘effective
giver’'** Research has found that people are not
effective givers due to: (A) information, they
don’t know how or where to give effectively, and
(B) motivation, they prefer to support causes
they are attached to, even if this would have
less impact.’®

At frst glance, it’'s understandable that few donors
seek information on charity cost-effectiveness.
According to recent research, donors predict that
the best charities helping the global poor are only
1.5 times better than the average ones.’® If you

232



We may feel a greater bond with
those who are close to us, but
we may want to look beyond that
if we can make a much bigger
difference to those further away.

believe that charities don’t differ much by cost-
effectiveness, it doesn’t make sense to invest
time looking for a slightly better option. However,
the evidence in this chapter shows that this belief
is misplaced.

Research has also found that people focus too
much on overheads (i.e., non-programme expenses
like offce costs and management salaries) and
mistakenly think that charities with higher over-
heads must be less cost-effective.!” When donors
realise that overheads and cost-effectiveness can
diverge, they give more to charities with higher
cost-effectiveness. To make this point, consider a
hypothetical charity, Donuts for Billionaires, which
uses volunteers and spends 100% of its money on
snacks for the world’s wealthiest people: no
overheads, but not cost-effective. All the estimates
we present in this chapter integrate the overheads
when calculating cost-effectiveness.

Regarding motivation, it's understandable that
people want to support projects close to their
hearts — particularly if you think all charities are
about as cost-effective as each other, or it's hard
to compare them. Someone might want to support
a charity that works on a particular health condition
because a family member suffers from it. If this
sounds like you, ask yourself this: do you care
about that specifc health problem, or do you care
about it because of the impact it has, for instance
the suffering it causes? If your ultimate goal is to
have an impact, you may want to choose another
charity that is better at achieving that objective.

People say that charity “begins at home”, but we
don’t think it should end there. We may feel a
greater bond with those who are close to us, but
we may want to look beyond that if we can make
a much bigger difference to those further away.
We encourage readers to consider the global
impact they could have.

Finally, the choice between giving to what makes
you feel good and what does the most good
doesn’t have to be all or nothing. A middle option
here is to split your donations, something we
return to in the section on objections.

Assessing charity impact on wellbeing

Our analysis defnes ‘impact’ in terms of changes
to overall wellbeing. More conventional approaches
might focus on poverty or health. However, we
don’t believe that improving poverty or health is
the ultimate goal. Rather, the ultimate goal is to
help people live happier lives. We should think
of health and wealth as means to an end: the
end being happiness.’® Here’s a test. If you gave
to charity and it had no impact on anyone’s
happiness, nor reduced any suffering, would you
be disappointed? If you would, that suggests
you believe happiness is what ultimately matters.

Quantifying charity impact in WELLBYs

We quantify impact using wellbeing-years
(WELLBYSs).®® One WELLBY is equivalent to a
I-point increase on a 0-10 self-reported wellbeing
scale (typically life satisfaction) for 1 person for 1
year. So, if your wellbeing went from 6/10 to 7/10
for two years, that would be a gain of 2 WELLBYSs.

Data from self-reported wellbeing questions,
such as life satisfaction, are increasingly common?°
and widely viewed as meaningful.? The World
Happiness Report uses a life evaluation question
for its global ranking of countries. One of the
main benefts of using self-reported wellbeing is
that we can see, from the data, how much things
like wealth and health really matter to people’s
lives, rather than assuming we know.

How signifcant is a 1-point change in life
satisfaction? In high-income countries, being
depressed is associated with a 1.3-point decrease
in life satisfaction,?? being unemployed is about
a 0.5-point decrease,? a doubling of income is
about a 0.2-point increase,?* and marriage is
associated with a 0.3-point increase a year after
getting married.?®

Quantifying impact in WELLBYs is a recent
research area. It's a simple and powerful approach
and we are not the only people to propose or use
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it. The WELLBY was proposed as an alternative or
complement to measures of health and wealth in
World Happiness Report 2021,%6 and has been
discussed in mainstream academia as a method
for evaluating public policy.?” In 2021, the WELLBY
methodology was adopted by the United Kingdom
(UK) Treasury as an offcial way of evaluating the
impact of government policies.?®

B,

We see no good reason not to apply WELLBYs
to charities: it gives us a scientifcally credible,
evidence-based way to work out how much good
we do, per dollar, by giving to different charities.
So, how can we assess charity impact in WELLBYS,
and what'’s been found so far?
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A review of the current literature

In this section, we discuss and compare the previous
work that has analysed the cost-effectiveness of
life-improving charities in WELLBYs. We offer
some context frst before presenting a table of
the results and a few case studies to illustrate
how the evaluations were done. Finally, we
present a fgure indicating the differences in
cost-effectiveness and discuss how to interpret
these results.

Context for WELLBY charity evaluation

Evaluations of charity cost-effectiveness in
WELLBYs only started in the last few years. The
frst ones we know of were in Plant (2019) and
the frst explicitly couched in WELLBYs were all
published in 2021: by Frijters and Krekel, State of
Life, and the Happier Lives Institute (where the
authors work).2®

At the time of writing, we found 24 charity
evaluations from four evaluators:*°

e State of Life: 3 charities

e Pro Bono Economics: 3 charities

e Happier Lives Institute: 14 charities

* Krekel and colleagues: 4 charities

The frst three are organisations. (Christian) Krekel
is an academic who has produced estimates with
different colleagues so, for simplicity, we say
“Krekel and colleagues”.®

At its simplest, a charity evaluation might look at
the total amount an organisation spends to
provide a service, how many people it provides
that service to, and then estimate the average
beneft per person reached. So, if a charity spent
$1 million, reached 50,000 people, and they each
got a1l WELLBY beneft, that's 50,000 WELLBYs
for $1 million, a cost-effectiveness of $1 million /
50,000 = $20 per WELLBY.

Getting sensible estimates for these numbers can
be a resource-intensive process. The charity
evaluations we draw on usually consist of a
technical report at least as long as this chapter.
We summarise each evaluation in a few para-
graphs in the online appendix. For brevity and
readability, we do not describe every charity
evaluation in the main text.

All the evaluations produce a similar output:
a cost-per-WELLBY fgure for each charity
(or estimates easily convertible to these terms).
However, they differ in terms of their inputs:
the evaluations are not all done in the same way.
The main differences are:

1) The depth of the analyses and the quality

and quantity of the evidence used.®?

2) Modelling choices, such as adjusting for
internal and external validity, and whether
researchers tried to include longer-term and
societal effects in addition to the short-term
impacts on the direct benefciaries.®

For cost-effectiveness estimates to be credible,
they need good data and analysis. If we want
perfect data and analysis, we will be waiting
forever. The estimates we present below are
informed by data, not ‘facts’, and we hope
further work will refne them. Nevertheless, as
the alternative to explicit, quantitative estimates
is to rely on intuitive judgments, we see real
value in producing and using estimates for
decision-making purposes.

We take the evaluators’ assessments at face
value, rather than critiquing or adjusting them.
Further work could attempt to ‘harmonise’ the
estimates, but this wasn’t essential to draw our
main conclusion that cost-effectiveness differs
radically between charities.>* We do, however,
include our subjective assessments of the
relevance of the evidence and depth of analysis:
these can be understood as indicating uncertainty.
These estimates will also need to be updated in
the future. They refect the charities’ programmes
at a particular point in time and will naturally
become less realistic as programmes and
operating conditions change.

The charity evaluations

With those caveats out of the way, we present
our results. In Table 8.1 we summarise the 24
evaluations (including unpublished ones) we have
collected for this chapter. The columns are largely
self-explanatory, but we provide further details
for interested readers in an endnote.*
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Table 8.1: Wellbeing cost-effectiveness estimates for 24 charities
(ordered by ‘Cost per WELLBY’, lowest to highest)

Duration
Costper ofeffect Country Total Total Causal Evidence Depth of
Charity What does it do? WELLBY (years) income sample studies evidence relevance analysis Evaluator
Pure Earth Advocacy for reducing $9.23 lifetime LMICs 947 2 No (longitudinal low Medium Happier
lead exposure (Advocacy associative studies Lives
campaign in Ghana) with adjustment) Institute
Taimaka Treating acute $15.15 lifetime LMICs 118,370 18 Yes (RCTs) low Medium Happier
malnutrition (2 months Lives
of therapeutic food) Institute
lcddr,b Early childhood $19.95 32 LMICs 2,928 4 Yes (RCTs) medium  Medium Happier
psychosocial stimulation Lives
(32 sessions of Institute
educational play)
Friendship Psychotherapy $20.61 4 LMICs 35,854 95 Yes (meta-analysis medium In-depth Happier
Bench (6 sessions) of RCTs) Lives
Institute
StrongMinds Psychotherapy $24.77 4 LMICs 35,739 92 Yes (meta-analysis medium In-depth Happier
(6 sessions) of RCTs) Lives
Institute
Earthenable Upgrading fooring $34.06 8 LMICs 2,742 1 Yes (RCT) medium  Shallow Happier
(1 new earthen foor) (unpub- Lives
lished) Institute
Tearfund Multifaceted, religious $39.33 1 LMICs 7,212 1 No (comparing to high Medium State of
(community engagement) non-randomised Life
group without
treatment)
NEPI CBT and cash transfers $46.34 10 LMICs 15,899 2 Mixed (RCT and medium Medium Happier
for crime reduction associative study) Lives
(12 sessions + $300) Institute
Fortify Health  Fortifying wheat four $46.19 1 LMICs 1,002,135 25 No (associative  medium Medium Happier
with iron (1 year of studies with Lives
fortifed wheat) adjustment) Institute
TECHO Emergency housing $70.11 8 LMICs 2,203 4 Yes (RCTs) high Shallow Happier
(1 new small house) (unpub- Lives
lished) Institute
Royal Volun-  Volunteering (15 tasks to $81.99 1 HIC (UK) 4,033 1 Yes (RCT) high Medium Krekel et
tary Service help with COVID crisis) al. (2024)
Action for Happiness courses $100.00 1 HIC (UK) 146 1 Yes (RCT) medium  Shallow  Frijters
Happiness (6 sessions) and Krekel
(2021)
GiveDirectly Cash transfers $132.40 8 LMICs 35,961 12 Yes (meta-analysis  high In-depth Happier
($1,000) of RCTs) Lives
Institute
Parkrun Exercise, volunteer (going $205.67 1 HIC (UK) 567 2 No (associative high Medium  State of
on more runs — unclear) studies with Life
adjustment)
London Sport, exercise $500.00 Unclear HIC (UK) 525 1 No (associative high Medium State of
Youth (unclear amount (assume 1) study) Life
Rowing's of sports training)
Active Row
Walking with Therapy $1,674.81 Unclear HIC (UK) 118 1 No (matched high Medium Pro Bono
the Wounded (number of (assume 1) comparison Econom-
Head Start sessions is unclear) group with differ- ics
ence-in-difference)
Restoration Mental health support ~ $3,568.93 1 HIC (UK) 20 1 No (associative high Shallow  Frijters
Trust: Human (several months of study) and Krekel
Henge mental health activities) (2021)
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Table 8.1: Wellbeing cost-effectiveness estimates for 24 charities (continued)
(ordered by ‘Cost per WELLBY’, lowest to highest)

Duration
of effect

(years)

Cost per
WELLBY

Country

What does it do? income

Charity

Royal Search and rescue, $6,385.66 lifetime HIC (UK)

National volunteering (a year

Lifeboat of search and rescue)

Institution

Walking with Employment $5,601.19 Unclear HIC (UK)

the Wounded (unclear amount (assume 1)

Employment of employment aid)

Football Sports, education $8,690.85 1 HIC (UK)

Beyond and counselling

Borders (1 year of sports training,

tutoring, counsel)
Hypothetical Cash transfers to $19,994.12 2 HIC
charity unhoused people (Canada)
(lump-sum unconditional
7,500 CAD)

Hypothetical Housing and $35,027.50 1 HIC

charity support for unhoused (UK and
Canada)

Guide Dogs Providing guide $40,766.67 7 HIC (UK)

dogs for the blind
(one guide dog
companion)
Deworm Mass deworming Unclear Unclear LMICs
the World (1 year of deworming)

In the following sections, we highlight one analysis
from each evaluator for illustrative purposes. A
longer description of each charity and its evaluation
is provided in the online appendix. Some readers
may want to skip over these details to see the
visual comparisons of cost-effectiveness in the
fgures below — and return here afterwards.

Psychotherapy in Sub-Saharan Africa
(Happier Lives Institute)

StrongMinds®® (in Uganda and Zambia) and
Friendship Bench®” (in Zimbabwe) are two charities
scaling access to basic mental healthcare in
Sub-Saharan Africa using lay practitioners to
deliver psychotherapy to people with depression
or anxiety.3®

To estimate the effect of these charities we
combined evidence from several sources. For the
effect on the direct recipient, we drew on three
types of evidence.

Evidence
relevance

Causal
evidence

Total
studies

Total
sample

Depth of

analysis Evaluator

NA [0} No (associative high Shallow Happier
study) (BOTEC Lives
for this Institute
chapter)
92 1 No (matched high Medium Pro Bono
comparison Econom-
group with differ- ics
ence-in-difference)

153 1 No (matched high Medium Pro Bono

comparison Econom-
group with differ- ics
ence-in-difference)

115 1 Yes (RCT) unclear  Shallow Happier
(BOTEC Lives
for this  Institute
chapter)

2,148 1 Yes (RCT) unclear  Shallow Frijters
and Krekel
(2021)
87 1 No (associative  medium  Shallow Happier
study) (BOTEC Lives
for this  Institute
chapter)
5,094 1 Yes (RCT) low In-depth Happier
Lives

Institute

 First, we performed a systematic search and
collected 84 randomised control trials (RCTs)
of psychotherapy delivered in low- and
middle-income countries.

e Second, we used RCTs associated with the
charities’ programmes (1 for StrongMinds and
4 for Friendship Bench).

e Third, we used the monitoring and evaluation
pre-post data collected by the charities
themselves.

We then combined the estimates from these
different evidence sources based on our judgement
of the relative statistical uncertainty, quality,

and relevance of each estimate. To estimate the
effect on other members of the household, we
combined data from six studies®® and adjusted
them for validity concerns (e.g., adjustments for
publication bias?*°).
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Based on these evidence sources and our
methodology, we estimated an overall effect of
0.80 WELLBYSs for Friendship Bench and 1.80
WELLBYs for StrongMinds per person treated
(including the effects over time and the impact
on the benefciary’s household). The cost of these
programmes is very low as they work in low-

income countries and use trained volunteers.

The cost to treat an individual for therapy is

$17 through Friendship Bench and $45 for
StrongMinds. This results in a cost per WELLBY of
$21 for Friendship Bench and $25 for StrongMinds.
We consider this an in-depth analysis.
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Parkrun (State of Life)

Parkrun is a UK charity that supports free
community runs delivered by volunteers every
weekend. State of Life estimates its effects
using correlational evidence.*? First, they use
a larger, but less relevant, dataset from the
UK (n = 60,000) that shows the relationship
between running, volunteering, and wellbeing
more broadly. Second, they use a longitudinal
study that followed participants before and after
they participated in a Parkrun event in the UK
(n =576).

They apply these effects to the total number of
walks or runs (8,590,393) and volunteering for
Parkrun instances (974,255) in 2019 (see their
Table 8 and Approach 3). They then discount the
effects in both cases to account for the fact they
are missing a randomly assigned control group
and so can’t be sure how much of the correlation
is due to the effect of related activities.

They did not provide a central estimate between
the two estimates, so we took the liberty of
averaging them together. The result is Parkrun
producing 27,651 WELLBYs in 2019. The total
operational cost of Parkrun in 2019 was £4.5
million, resulting in a cost per WELLBY of £165
($206).“®* We consider this analysis to be of
medium depth.

Action for Happiness (Frijters and Krekel)

Action for Happiness** is a charity that delivers
courses and promotes wellbeing skills. The
analysis® is based on a randomised control trial
which found that a six-week course teaching
wellbeing skills raised life satisfaction by
around 1 point on a 0-10 scale at the two-month
follow-up.

To get the total effects over time the authors
assumed the effects remained constant for a year
before dropping off completely. They used the
course data that suggests it costs £80 per partici-
pant and assumed these costs and randomised
control trial results are representative of the
charity in general. Overall, Action for Happiness
has a cost per WELLBY of £80 (or $100).4¢

We consider this to be a shallow analysis. Note
that Action for Happiness has since switched

from an in-person to a virtual model, meaning the
evidence is now less relevant to the delivery in
practice. We are uncertain how this would change
its cost-effectiveness.

Football Beyond Borders (Pro Bono Economics)

Football Beyond Borders*” is a UK charity dedicated
to improving school outcomes for students
through a combination of tutoring with a trusted
adult, football practice, and therapeutic support.
Their cost-effectiveness was evaluated by Pro
Bono Economics.*®

The study was not a randomised control trial,

but they used a matched control method and a
difference-in-difference estimator, which is
better than relying on pre-post changes. 153
Football Beyond Borders participants were
statistically matched with individuals drawn from
the Manchester BeeWell dataset. They found that
participants’ wellbeing improved by 0.15 points
on a 0-10 life-satisfaction scale*® and assumed
the effects lasted for one year.

During the 2022-23 school year, 2,401 students
benefted from the Football Beyond Borders
programme, representing a 360 WELLBY beneft.
It cost £2.5 million to run the programme. This
results in a cost of £6,953 ($8,691)*° per WELLBY.
We consider this a medium-depth analysis.

Results and interpretation

Distribution of cost-effectiveness

In Figure 8.1, we present the cost-effectiveness
estimates for 19 of the 24 analyses.>* We identify
the different evaluators with unique colours and
indicate the depth of analysis with different circle
sizes. We use report length as a proxy for depth:
in-depth evaluations have multiple analyses that
could each be a separate report, medium-depth
evaluations have a standalone report, and shallow
evaluations are rough, brief analyses that are not
presented in standalone reports.

We do not include confdence intervals around
the central estimate — which is a typical way of
representing uncertainty — for reasons explained
in an endnote.*
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Figure 8.2: The cost-effectiveness of 19 charities (WELLBYs per $1,000)
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The fgure shows that the cost-effectiveness

of the charities varies substantially from $9 to
$8,691 per WELLBY - a 942 fold difference in
cost-effectiveness. In Figure 8.2, we present the
same results, but this time in WELLBY's per $7,000,
rather than cost per WELLBY. This is the same
information, presented differently. The advantage
of showing WELLBYs per $1,000 is that it does
not compress the top options in the way cost per
WELLBY did above. This presentation shows how
much more cost-effective the top options are
compared to the middle and bottom ones.

Explaining the distribution

These estimates show that charities differ radically
in how much happiness they create per dollar.

Why is this? The natural explanation is that the
top charities are providing cheap and impactful
interventions in low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs). In contrast, the less cost-effective
charities are working in high-income countries

in ways that are much more expensive.

This difference is starkly presented in Figure 8.3.
The top Fve charities in our sample®® all operate in
LMICs and have an average cost per WELLBY of
$18. This is 142 times more cost-effective than the
seven UK charities in our sample* which have an
average cost per WELLBY of $2,553.5° However,
those seven charities are still cost-effective in the
UK context, where governmental guidelines value
1 WELLBY at £13,000.5¢
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Figure 8.1: The cost-effectiveness of 19 charities ($ per WELLBY)
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Figure 8.3: The average cost-effectiveness of UK and LMIC charities
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Figure 8.4: The average cost-effectiveness of charities by evaluator
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That said, could the differences in cost-effective-
ness be due to some evaluators being more
conservative or generous in their analysis than
others? At frst glance, this may seem like an
important factor since the differences in average
cost-effectiveness across evaluators are also
substantial (see Figure 8.4).

There are differences in methodology that may
explain some of the variation we see between
evaluators. We discuss these in more detail in the
online appendix but highlight the more important
points below.

1) Only a few evaluations have been done per
evaluator: four or less for State of Life, Pro
Bono Economics, and Krekel and colleagues,
and just over 10 for the Happier Lives Institute
(HLI). As these are such small samples, a
single charity evaluation can have a large
impact on the average.

2) The evaluators have different sampling
processes. State of Life, Pro Bono Economics,
and Krekel and colleagues are, to a large
extent, analysing UK charities that they were
asked to analyse or which were convenient
to analyse. In contrast, HLI explicitly set out
to look for the most cost-effective charities
and focuses on charities working in low-
income countries.

Cost per WELLBY ($)

It seems reasonable to assume each evaluator is
using similar levels of conservatism over time. The
main result — charity cost-effectiveness differs
substantially — is true even if we look within each
evaluator. For the Happier Lives Institute, the best
charity is 14x more cost-effective than the least
cost-effective charity; for State of Life it's 13x; for
Krekel and colleagues it's 44x; and for Pro Bono
Economics it’s 5x. If charity cost-effectiveness
differs considerably within each evaluator, it is
unsurprising that cost-effectiveness differs
considerably between evaluators with different
sampling methods.

A fnal reason to be reassured comes from
analogous WELLBY analyses for policies which
also fnd that the cost-effectiveness of policy
initiatives varies to a large degree — even more
so than the charities discussed here.>” On the low
end, some policies, such as government-funded
psychotherapy in the UK, are estimated to have
a negative cost per WELLBY as they save the
government money.%® On the higher end, some
policies appear highly ineffective. For example,
extending the winter fuel allowance in the UK to
help older people cover heating costs (a policy
the Labour party ended while we were writing
this) is estimated to cost $100,000 per WELLBY.
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In summary, we fnd that charities differ substantially
in their impact per dollar, with some hundreds of
times better than others. This fnding is in sharp
contrast to the seemingly common but mistaken
belief that the best charities are less than two
times better than average charities.>®

What’s missing from the sample?

Our review has two obvious gaps. First, it doesn’t
include any large and well-known NGOs, such as
Oxfam or Save the Children. Second, it doesn’t
include typical acts of charity, like giving to the
homeless within one’s own country. How do these
compare to the charities in our sample? In this
section, we try to answer that question but we're
unable to draw strong conclusions and more work
is needed.

Multi-armed NGOS

The immediate challenge with evaluating large
charities is that they often run tens, even hundreds,
of programmes. We call these types of charities
‘MANGOs’, standing for ‘multi-armed NGOs’. An
example of a MANGO is Oxfam. In 2023, it reported
running 727 programmes across diverse areas
such as economic and gender justice, climate
action, and humanitarian response.®°

The charities in our sample only run a single (or a
few) programmes. Assessing one programme
carefully in terms of WELLBYs per dollar is a
considerable task. Assessing a MANGO requires
an evaluation of every individual programme and
weighing them by budget allocation to calculate
average cost-effectiveness. This is out of scope.
The alternative would be guesswork, which would
not be informative. Leaving aside the focus of
WELLBYs per dollar, it is very hard to fnd
cost-effectiveness assessments by charities of
any kind. Out of the largest 100 charities in

the UK,® we can only provide a ballpark cost-
effectiveness estimate for two, and this is because
they have a clear primary output.

The Royal National Lifeboat Institute (RNLI) is a
UK charity that rescues people in danger at sea.
In 2023, they report saving a total of 269 people®’?
and a total expenditure of £242.6m*® ($303.3m).%*

These fgures imply a cost of $902k per life saved.
We estimate that each life they save produces an
average of 177 WELLBYs.®® This results in a cost
per WELLBY of $6,386, not accounting for any
psychological benefts for the wider population.®®

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association spent
around £74m on guide dogs in 2023%” and report-
ed that they formed 469 new guide dog partner-
ships. We estimate, based on three limited stud-
ies, that having a guide dog leads to a 0.7-point
increase in life satisfaction which is a very large
effect per year.5® Guide dogs work for seven years
on average.®® Therefore, we estimate that one
extra guide dog leads to 4.83 WELLBYs (count-
ing just the impact on humans). This means the
total impact in 2023 was 2,266 WELLBYSs, costing
$40,767 per WELLBY.

While these two organisations are clearly making
a difference to people’s lives, our very shallow
estimates suggest they are substantially less
cost-effective than the top charities in our sample
which cost around $18 per WELLBY.

Our second concern about MANGOs - on top

of the assessment challenge - is the ‘dilution
effect’. A MANGO's cost-effectiveness will be

the combined cost-effectiveness of its individual
programmes. If an organisation has one very
cost-effective programme, adding a low cost-
effectiveness programme will reduce its average
impact per dollar. To remain as cost-effective, it
has to add a programme that is just as effcient.
For a MANGO to be more cost-effective than

the top charities in our sample, their average
(budget-weighted) programme would need to
be as good as the best single programme NGOs.
This means some of their programmes need to be
better than anything we’ve observed so far. This
isn’t impossible, but it seems unlikely. As a result,
we expect MANGOSs to be less cost-effective than
charities that do one thing well.

By reallocating resources from
the least to the most impactful
options, MANGQOs could make a
far greater difference.
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Considering the funding allocated to MANGOs and
how little is known about their cost-effectiveness,
we encourage further work on this by researchers
and the charities themselves. Indeed, we hope
MANGOs see the value of the WELLBY approach.
It makes it possible to compare otherwise
incomparable programmes. This means charities
can see what works well and what does not. By
reallocating resources from the least to the most
impactful options, MANGOs could make a far
greater difference.

Homelessness interventions

As well as donating to large, well-known charities,
many people donate to small, local causes or
even individuals. When people think of ‘charity’,
we expect that helping the poor and homeless

in their local area is one of the frst things that
comes to mind.” For the purposes of comparison,
we briefy try to estimate the impact of helping
the homeless using two analyses of homelessness
interventions.

Frijters and Krekel (2021) estimate, based on

an RCT, that providing “housing frst” for people
experiencing homelessness is reasonably
effective, providing 0.67 WELLBYs per person.™
However, they also found it was very expensive,
costing around $23k per person. Thus, they
concluded that providing a housing frst
intervention costs $35k per WELLBY,”2 which is
about 2,000 times less cost-effective than the
top charities in our sample.

However, economic theory suggests that cash is
(typically) better as it allows you to buy whatever
you want.”® We found one study looking at cash
transfers to homeless people living in Vancouver,
Canada.”™ This RCT looked at unconditional,
lump-sum cash transfers of 7,500 CAD (6,637
USD). Based on the results of the trial, we model
that the impact lasts for two years, leading to an
overall effect of 0.33 WELLBYs costing $6,667
per person.” This leads to a cost per WELLBY of
$19,994. This is more promising than ‘housing
frst’, but still hundreds of times less impactful per
dollar than the best-performing alternatives.

An obvious limitation of our estimates is the
exclusion of possible ‘spillover’ benefts, for

These estimates provide at least
some evidence to suggest that
a very common charitable act,
helping the homeless, is difficult
to do cost-effectively.

instance, that homeless people, once housed,
require fewer emergency services.’”® Nevertheless,
we think these estimates provide at least some
evidence to suggest that a very common charitable
act, helping the homeless, is diffcult to do
cost-effectively.”

Questions and objections

In this section, we anticipate some questions and
concerns that we haven’'t addressed so far and
provide brief responses. We end with some
concluding remarks for donors and researchers.

How much should | give?

As a rule of thumb, the right amount to give is the
largest amount that you can sustain. Peter Singer
(the originator of the Shallow Pond thought
experiment) proposes a stepped scale. It starts at
1% for those earning $40k-$80k, is 5% between
$80k-$120k, and eventually rises to 50% for those
earning over $50m."

Will giving make me happier?

As we mentioned earlier, the evidence indicates
it does.” However, this is presumably only up to
a limit. We know of no research on the tipping
point of when giving reduces our wellbeing.

What about causes you haven’t discussed?

WELLBY cost-effectiveness allows us to shine a
bright, scientifcally credible, and evidence-based
light in a narrow spot: the topics where we have
good self-reported wellbeing data. This is both a
strength and a limitation. Our exclusion of charities
from other areas, such as climate change and
animal welfare, doesn’t mean those topics have
no value; only that the more we want to go
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beyond the existing evidence, the more we have
to peer into the darkness and speculate. For
instance, there is no clear theoretical problem
with applying the WELLBY approach to climate
change interventions — at base, it involves estimating
the impacts on wellbeing now versus wellbeing
later — but any analysis will rest heavily on
assumptions about long-term effects.®° We hope
that readers will be interested in the evidence
we’ve assembled here, but not especially interested
in our opinions, which is why we don’t extend the
analysis beyond the available data.

| already give to [insert charity].
Is it wrong to switch my donations
to a more cost-effective charity?

In short: no. Some people are understandably
reluctant to switch because it feels like they are
letting down the organisation they’ve been
supporting and the people it benefts. But if you
think an alternative charity will do more good per
dollar, it helps to keep in mind the greater total
beneft you’'ll cause by supporting that alternative.

Should | split my donations?

A simple answer is that, if you want to maximise
your impact, you should only give to the charity
you think is most cost-effective. However, that
organisation could reach ‘diminishing marginal
returns’.® For instance, their budget gets flled
and they can’t usefully spend the money, so they
stop being as cost-effective. At that point, you
should switch to the next best option, and so on.
This implies small donors shouldn’t switch, but
perhaps large donors should as they have enough
money to fll one organisation’s budget and then
move to the next.®?

However, this simple answer isn’t very satisfying.
One problem is that it's often very hard to
compare the options. For instance, you might
care about helping people today and helping
future generations (or helping globally and
helping locally, and so on). Lots of us have the
intuition we don’t really know how to compare
these, but we want to do something about both.
Faced with this problem, you might have a
current people ‘bucket’ and a future generations
‘bucket’, then somehow split your budget

between these, and then try to identify the best
thing(s) in each. The authors share the intuition
that this is the right approach, but it's unclear
how to justify it or make the details precise,
and very little seems to have been written on

it in philosophy.8

Another issue is that many people have a strong
desire to split. Perhaps you’re not motivated to
give everything to a ‘boring-but-effective’ charity
(even if you think that would make the most
difference) and you want to give something to a
cause that tugs on your heartstrings. In this case,
it's clearly better to split your donations, rather
than give nothing. Perhaps you give 80% to the
boring-but-effective option and 20% to your
‘heartstrings’ project to stay motivated. Again,
the best giving is sustainable.

What about inequality?

Lots of people have the intuition that it's more
important to increase the happiness of someone
who’s at 3/10 than someone who's at 8710, even if
the costs and all other factors are the same. This
can be understood as a concern for equality, not
merely effciency. None of the estimates in our
sample account for equality: they treat a l-point
increase as having the same value for both the
3/10 and the 8/10 person.84

Further work could examine this, but we don’t
think accounting for equality would change the
rankings. The most cost-effective charities tend
to target people with low happiness anyway
—what makes them so effcient is that they
address serious problems. For instance, Strong-
Minds and Friendship Bench help depressed
people in low-income countries, some of the
worst-off people on the planet. In contrast, the
less cost-effective options in the sample are often
targeting better-off people in a wealthy country.
So, adding in an equality factor would probably
exaggerate the differences, making the most
cost-effective options look more valuable, rather
than reverse the results.
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Concluding remarks

For donors

The main takeaway for donors is that charities
vary hugely in terms of cost-effectiveness. By
picking carefully, we can have vastly more impact
on happiness for the same monetary cost.

We have to emphasise how extraordinary the
differences in charity cost-effectiveness are.
When we are buying items for ourselves we are
typically delighted when there’s a sale and we
discover we can get 20% more for our money.
But if you want to buy happiness for other
people, you can potentially get 100x, or more,

by donating to the most cost-effective charities.
It would be like a store running a secret campaign
where you spend $10 on a phone charger and
receive a complimentary $1,000 laptop.

Research on WELLBY cost-effectiveness is in its
early days, for both policies and charities. We
hope more research will be done, even better
charities will be revealed, that the estimates we
have presented will be updated, and therefore
this chapter will quickly become outdated.

For those wanting to see the latest fndings and
recommendations, we advise you to visit www.
happierlivesinstitute.org which acts as a living
literature review for the cost-effectiveness of
(top) charities.

From a global and historical perspective, you are
probably much wealthier than you realise. The
difference you can make to people’s happiness
globally is probably far greater than you ever
thought - if you follow the evidence and support
the best charities. We often want to help other
people and make the world better, but feel like
there’s nothing we can do. We hope we’ve shown
that’s not true. We can do a great deal. It's up to
each of us to decide what to do.

For researchers

This chapter has only scratched the surface of
applying wellbeing cost-effectiveness analysis to
maximising philanthropic returns. There are many
ways for researchers to contribute to this new,
and important feld.

First and foremost, we need more wellbeing
cost-effectiveness analyses in general. We know
so little about the huge variety of things that
could be funded or done. Particularly, we need
more analyses to be published in academia

to stress test the methodology and develop
best practices.

In our research so far, we have found there’s
often information on the direct, immediate impact
on recipients, but very sparse data on all the
other aspects. There is practically no information
on household spillovers. This is crucial given that
in some cases, as we have argued,® household
members as a whole will get a greater total
beneft than the direct recipient.

Evidence on the duration of benefts is also often
missing. Again, it seems very plausible that some
interventions will last much longer than others, so
long-term data will have a large infuence on
effectiveness estimates.®®

Lastly, the benefts of some interventions are
inherently more diffcult to quantify because
they have a particularly long-term or diffuse
group of benefciaries. Examples of this include
climate change,®” children (who can’t report
their wellbeing reliably),®® education,®® cultural
activities,®® research,® and religious activities.®?
However, even for these, we believe that it is
possible to use existing evidence to get a better
sense of their effect on wellbeing.

There are many other methodological questions,
such as empirical and philosophical issues relating
to extending versus improving lives,*® or how to
trade-off between internal and external validity.®*

We believe these are all rich veins of inquiry
waiting to be mined. Wellbeing cost-effectiveness
is an unusual area. Barely any work has been done
but it has huge and direct practical implications.
We hope researchers take up the challenge and
use their skills to make a difference.
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Nonprofts Source (2024).

See Bekkers and Wiepking (2010) for a review of the
mechanisms (including altruism) supporting charitable
giving and Ottoni-Wilhem et al. (2017) for a discussion
of how one may distinguish between true altruism and
warm glow motivations.

Giving What We Can, an organisation which encourages
people to pledge 10% of their income to the most effective
charities, and an original, central organisation of the
Effective Altruism movement, claims “you can have 100x
more impact by donating to the most effective charities”.
https://www.givingwhatwecan.org/ Accessed 03/01/2025.
See MacAskill (2017) for an introduction to the philosophy
of Effective Altruism, or visit https://www.effectivealtruism.
org/ for a more up to date and accessible overview.

Caviola et al. (2020).

See Ord (2019) for health interventions. Todd (2023) examines
how much cost-effectiveness differs for various health and
policy interventions, but has no data on charities.

Barrington-Leigh (2022).
OECD (2024).

Singer (1972).

Singer (1972, p. 231).

Singer’s thought experiment of whether we ought to save
a drowning child from a shallow pond has since generated
a huge literature in philosophy, one we cannot hope to
summarise here. Interested readers can fnd articles on
this by going to https://philpapers.org/ (a philosophy
database) and searching for “shallow pond” and/or
“drowning child”.

The median individual income fgure of $42,220 comes
from the Federal Reserve Economic Data (2024), based on
data from the U.S. Census Bureau. The income percentile
this falls into comes from Gapminder’s (2023) data on
global income distribution after converting the yearly
income to $115 dollars a day.

See Our World in Data (Roser et al., 2024) for many
striking presentations of this economic fact.

See Aknin et al. (2020) and Aknin et al. (2022) for
pre-registered reports tackling this the topic of the
personal wellbeing benefts of benefcence.

See Caviola et al. (2021) or Berman et al. (2018) for a paper
length discussion or Schubert and Caviola (2024) for an
extensive discussion in Part 1 of their book of why people
do not prefer giving to effective charities.

Caviola et al. (2020a).
Caviola et al. (2020b).

See the references given on page 159 of Caviola et al.
(2020a).

We use ‘happiness’ and ‘wellbeing’ as synonyms here and
throughout. This is, admittedly, an abuse of terminology,
though not one we expect readers to mind. In philosophy,
‘wellbeing’ refers to what makes life ultimately good for us.
Philosophers have three accounts of wellbeing. The frst is
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hedonism, on which wellbeing consists in happiness (a
positive balance of enjoyment over suffering). The second
are desire theories, on which wellbeing consists in having
one’s desires satisfed. The third is the objective list, which
claims there can be things that make a person’s life go
better which are neither pleasurable to nor desired by
them. Classic items for the objective list include success,
friendship, knowledge, and virtuous behaviour. Hence,
wellbeing refers to happiness only on one of these
accounts. That said, the debate amongst philosophers is
generally about whether happiness is the only thing that
matters for our wellbeing. Those holding desire theory or
objective lists accounts will tend to say that happiness
matters for wellbeing somehow, either because we desire
happiness, or because it is one of the goods that matter
intrinsically. A view of wellbeing that held that our
experiences, including suffering, did not matter in any way
would be a peculiar, implausible view of wellbeing. We
direct readers to Crisp (2021) for the best introduction to
the topic; it is open access.

See Brazier and Tsuchiya (2015); Layard and Oparina
(2021).

The national statistics offces of over 37 countries collect
this sort of data about their citizens (OECD, 2023).

OECD (2013, Chapter 1).
Happiness Research Institute (2020).
Clark et al. (2018, Chapter 4, p. 63).

Clark et al. (2018, Chapter 2); Frijters and Krekel (2021,
Table 2.2).

Clark et al. (2008).

Layard and Oparina (2021).

Frijters et al. (2020); Frijters et al. (2024).
HM Treasury (2022).

Frijters and Krekel (2021); McGuire and Plant (2021b); State
of Life (2021a).

As most of this work is not published in academic journals,
we generally found these evaluations by word of mouth.
While it's possible we have missed something, the world of
WELLBY research is small (all of the researchers seem to
be associated with UK organisations) so we don’t think this
is a large concern.

Frijters and Krekel (2021); Krekel et al. (2024).

It is widely accepted that there is a ‘hierarchy of evidence’,
where research that uses evidence that is higher up is
considered more reliable and better at demonstrating
causality than those which use data from further down.

At the top of the hierarchy are studies of groups of causal
studies (meta-analyses), then singular causal studies, then
groups of studies with non-causal methods, etc. One
difference between the charity evaluations in our dataset is
that they do not all rely on evidence at the same level of
the hierarchy. Beyond the quantity of studies and whether
they demonstrate causality or not, academics often use
frameworks like ‘GRADE’ which assess the quality and
relevance of study to whatever question is at hand. See



33

34

35

Guyatt et al. (2011) for a discussion of the role of indirectness
in GRADE assessments and Guyatt et al. (2008) or Siemieniuk
and Guyatt (n.d.) for more about GRADE generally.

The estimates here generally focus on directly-measurable
improvements to quality of life over a few years or less. It's
possible, in principle, to extend the WELLBY approach to
incorporate, for instance, (A) interventions with very
long-run, indirect effects, such as those from climate policy,
or (B) comparing life-improving and life-extending
interventions. But these end up being far more speculative.
For (A) there’s an empirical challenge about predicting the
future. For (B) there are diffcult philosophical questions,
such as when a life has negative wellbeing, that apply
whatever measure of impact is used. See Plant et al. (2022)
for a discussion of the empirical and philosophical diffculties
with comparing the wellbeing value of improving and
extending lives. We lack the space to do justice to these
more complex topics here, so we restrict our attention to
the most data-based ‘apples-to-apples’ comparisons.

This conclusion would only be under threat if there was an
unlikely pattern of error: all the more cost-effective
charities were too high, all the less cost-effective charities
were too low, and coincidentally the correct estimates yield
nearly identical cost-effectiveness numbers. As we say
later, the differences in cost-effectiveness is most easily
explained by what the charities do and where they work.

Each row in the table represents a charity evaluation. It
summarises what the charity does, who evaluated it, and
its cost-effectiveness, expressed as cost per WELLBY.

The duration column refects how many years the effect
of the intervention is expected to last.

The total sample refers to the number of participants
included in the analysis. The total studies column shows
the number of datasets or interventions analysed. This is
not always the same as the number of published papers
because a single intervention might appear in multiple
papers (e.g., follow-ups). Analyses often rely on diverse
evidence sources that are sometimes diffcult to quantify.
We aimed to ensure consistency in how these totals are
reported across charity evaluations.

We also provide brief assessments of the causality of
the evidence. Evidence is ranked on a hierarchy, with
meta-analyses of randomised control trials (RCTs) being
the most robust and associative studies being the least.
Methods such as matched groups with difference-in-
difference fall somewhere in between.

Similarly, we offer brief assessments of the relevance of
the evidence to the specifc charity being evaluated. When
evidence is rated as highly relevant, it often comes directly
from studies of the charity’s own participants. Lower
relevance ratings apply when the evidence is drawn from
studies of similar interventions (e.g., psychotherapy) rather
than the specifc charity.

Finally, we provide brief assessments of how in-depth the
analysis is. These assessments are relative. In this case, we
view report length as a proxy for depth. In-depth evaluations
may have multiple analyses that could each be a separate
report, medium depth evaluations provide a standalone
analyses, and shallow depth evaluations are rough, brief
analyses that are not presented in standalone reports.

36
37
38
39

40

41
42
43

44
45

46

47
48

49

249

https://strongminds.org.
https://www.friendshipbenchzimbabwe.org.
McGuire et al. (2024b).

Note that there is no spillover data directly related to the
charities programme. We use wider sources of data to
estimate a spillover ratio (5 RCTs and 1 controlled trial).
Namely, we estimate that non-recipient members of the
household experience 16% of the wellbeing beneft that
the psychotherapy recipient experiences. We apply this
to the average household in the countries where these
charities operate, which is between 3 and 4 other
household members.

We discounted this estimate for a range of internal validity
(i.e., is the data accurate) and external validity (i.e., does
the data we use generalise to the case we are estimating)
concerns. For example, for internal validity, we multiply the
effect by 0.69 (a 31% discount) for publication bias. For
example, for external validity, we multiply the effect by
0.90 (a 10% discount) for the use of lay therapists. The
charities rely on lay deliverers of manualised psychotherapy
instead of experts because there are too few experts in
low-income countries. This is often called ‘task-shifting’.
While our modelling suggests it reduces the effect a little
bit, it also allows for a lot more people to be treated and at
lower costs; hence, it improves the cost-effectiveness of
the charities.

https://www.parkrun.org.uk.
State of Life (2021a).

Charities evaluated in the UK generally have results
reported in pound sterling. For consistency, we convert
these results to USD, using the average conversion rate
reported by the World Bank (2023): $1 = £0.8, so we
convert results with £X * 1/0.8.

https://actionforhappiness.org.

In Frijters and Krekel (2021) but based on an RCT by Krekel
et al. (2021).

Charities evaluated in the UK generally have results
reported in pound sterling. For consistency, we convert
these results to USD, using the average conversion rate
reported by the World Bank (2023): $1 = £0.8, so we
convert results with £X * 1/0.8.

https://www.footballbeyondborders.org.

Pro Bono Economics (Franklin, 2024) and Cheng and
Humphrey (n.d).

Pro Bono Economics (Franklin, 2024; see also Cheng &
Humphrey (n.d)) used the effect on students considered
to be ‘at risk’. They found an improvement of 2.4 points
on the SWEMWABS measure of mental wellbeing, which
they convert at a 0.24 rate to life satisfaction on a 0-10
scale; namely, an effect of 0.576. They assume benefts
only occur for the ‘at risk’ children. They adjust the impact
by the proportion of ‘at risk’ student in the total sample
of Football Beyond Borders in the 2022-23 school year
(26%), resulting in an average effect per student of
0.26*0.576 = 0.15 points.




50

51

52

53

54

55

56
57

58

59

Charities evaluated in the UK generally have results
reported in pound sterling. For consistency, we convert
these results to USD, using the average conversion rate
reported by the World Bank (2023): $1 = £0.8, so we
convert results with £X * 1/0.8.

We restrict it to pre-existing estimates at the time of
writing for charities that readers could fund; so, we
removed hypothetical charities and the estimates we
produced for this chapter to fll in gaps. We discuss the
hypothetical and new analyses later in the chapter or in
the online appendix.

We do not include confdence intervals for two reasons.
One is that the evaluations themselves often don’t include
them. The other, more conceptual issue, is that confdence
intervals only capture statistical uncertainty. There are
other, harder-to-quantify uncertainties to pay attention
to. For example, is the quality of the data suffcient to
determine a causal effect? Is the data relevant to the
context being evaluated? Has the analysis considered all
the relevant parameters? Hence, providing confdence
intervals would create false precision.

Pure Earth, Taimaka, Icddr,b, Friendship Bench, and
StrongMinds.

Royal Voluntary Service, Action for Happiness, Parkrun,
London Youth Rowing’s Active Row, Walking with the

Wounded (Head Start and Employment programmes),

and Football Beyond Borders.

Note that averaging ratios introduces a mathematical
inconsistency: the average ‘cost per WELLBY’ does not
necessarily align with the inverse of the average ‘WELLBYs
created per $1,000 donated.’ This discrepancy arises
because the average of a ratio is not equivalent to the ratio
of averages when values vary across analyses. As a result,
the direction of calculation can yield different outcomes.
These comparisons are intended for illustrative purposes
rather than precise calculations.

HM Treasury (2022).

See Frayman et al. (2024); Fritjers and Krekel (2021); State
of Life (2023Db).

Policies, unlike charities, can have zero cost per WELLBY
if they increase future tax revenues, and thus have no net
cost to governments over the long run.

Caviola et al. (2020). This raises a puzzle: if some charities
are so much better than others, why would people think
they are all about as good? Schubert and Caviola (2024,
pp 33) propose the underlying cause is that donors are not
motivated by effciency and often lack good metrics to
compare charities’ impact. They contrast this to consumer
goods. We want good deals for ourselves and can tell if
we’'re getting them, so competitive pressures mean that
overpriced goods are driven out of the market, and
companies that produce better goods can charge more for
them. Hence for consumer goods, it is reasonable to expect
equally priced products are equally good. As we are used
to buying goods for ourselves, it's natural for donors to
(mistakenly) apply the same thinking to charities.
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Schubert and Caviloa (2024, pp 68) also point to an
illustrative disanalogy between donations and investments.
Investors are generally rational and seeking the best
returns for themselves, so share prices approximate
companies’ true value — which is why it is diffcult to ‘beat
the market’. In contrast, because so few donors are seeking
to maximise their philanthropic returns, it should be
relatively easy for impact-minded donors to beat the
philanthropic market and have outsized returns. We say
‘relatively easy’ as there are impact-minded donors, and
occasionally there is a scramble to fund the best charities —
just as there is to invest in the most promising companies
—such that you can’t give to the best options because their
budgets are full.

See Oxfam’s (2023) annual report.

See the data collected by fndthatcharity.uk, which
compiles the open source data from the UK charity
regulators for England and Wales (https://register-
of-charities.charitycommission.gov.uk/en/sector-data/
top-10-charities), Northern Ireland
(https://www.charitycommissionni.org.uk/),

and Scotland (https://www.oscr.org.uk/).

See the RNLI's (2023) annual report.

See the 2023 expense information from the Charity
Commission for England and Wales.

Charities evaluated in the UK generally have results
reported in pound sterling. For consistency, we convert
these results to USD, using the average conversion rate
reported by the World Bank (2023): $1 = £0.8, so we
convert results with £X * 1/0.8.

We use a standard (but disputable) method to calculate
the value of extending a life. We explain this further in
the online appendix.

The RNLI arguably provides a psychological beneft to
those that don't directly use its service, but could do - the
feeling that someone would save you, if you needed it.
However, any attempt to estimate the size of this beneft
would be very speculative. Further, many charities also
have a “it's good to know it’s there if you need it” factor,
so it’s not obvious how accounting for this factor would
change the numbers across the board. Hence, we don't try
to account for it here. We thank the editors for drawing
this issue to our attention.

See Guide Dogs’ (2023) annual report.

We take a sample-weighted average of Refson et al. (1999,
Scotland, effect is 0.80 on a 0-10 scale converted linearly
from the SWLS; n = 117), Yarmolkevich (2017, USA, effect

is 1.08 on a 0-10 scale converted linearly from the SWLS;

n = 58), and Glenk et al. (2019, Austria, effect is -0.30 on a
0-10 scale converted from the WHOQOL-BREF psychological
subscale, n = 36). These studies are comparing visually
impaired individuals with and without guide dogs, they are
associative and not causal. We do not apply an adjustment
for the lack of causality. This is a very shallow analysis.

See Guide Dogs’ FAQ.
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According to the Charities Aid Foundation (2024), giving
to homelessness is one of the largest charitable causes in
the UK, absorbing around 7% of all donations in the UK.
The homelessness share of donations is comparable to
everything that went towards international aid (7%) but
below the share to religious organisations (13%).

This was based on Stergiopoulos et al. (2015), a well-
powered (n = 2,148) trial in Canada that compared the
effect of housing and social assistance to the typical
assistance provided. They estimated the costs based on
studies of similar interventions in the UK. See Frijters
and Krekel (2021, p. 210) for their discussion of it.

Frijters and Krekel (2021).
Thurow (1974).
Dwyer et al. (2023).

This cost consists of the $5,555 USD cash transfer and
assuming it costs 20% of the value of the transfer to deliver
it. We assume this fgure because it’s a similar value to
what we estimated as the overhead share of the cost of

a cash transfer delivered by GiveDirectly, a well run
organization (McGuire & Plant, 2021a).

Dwyer et al. (2023) report that recipients of the cash
transfers spend less time in shelters which resulted in
net cost-savings for society.

The authors feel the intuitive pull of doing something to
help those in our local communities - but not of allocating
the lion’s share of our (spare) resources here if there are
better ways to help people. See the comments on donation
splitting later.

Singer (2009, p. 221).

See Aknin et al. (2020) and Aknin et al. (2022) for pre-
registered reports on the personal wellbeing benefts of
benefcence.

For animal welfare, it's not obvious what we would
compare the self-reported wellbeing scores of humans to,
or how to form an evidence-based rate of exchange.

None of the estimates above — by us or the other
researchers — have tried to account for diminishing
marginal returns. This is both because it's diffcult to do
so and it’s unusual for organisations to suddenly be offered
far more money than they can spend.

See Snowden (2019) for elucidation of the standard
argument on why giving to one charity maximises
expected utility, absent concerns about diminishing
marginal returns.

For instance, in a blog post, Karnofsky (2016) endorses
‘worldview diversifcation’, that is, “putting signifcant
resources behind each worldview that [one fnds] highly
plausible” but does not provide a fully-developed argument
for this; keys terms, such as ‘worldview’ and ‘strong
uncertainty’ are undefned. Kaczmarek, Lloyd and Plant
(forthcoming) observe that none of the standard philosophical
theories of moral uncertainty provide independent grounds
for diversifcation (moral uncertainty is distinct from
empirical uncertainty). They offer a novel, bargaining-
based theory of moral uncertainty, the ‘moral marketplace’,
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on which diversifcation is sometimes appropriate. We
know of no other work that argues, on grounds of moral
uncertainty, that diversifcation is ever appropriate.

The philosophical topic here is the ethics of aggregation,
sometimes known as distributional ethics. The implicit
approach taken in WELLBY cost-effectiveness is an
additive aggregation function, where each 1-point change
has the same value, regardless of who accrues it or how
well-off they are (an additive aggregation function is
necessary but not suffcient for utilitarianism). There are
alternative options here, e.g., prioritarian or egalitarian
functions, both of which can capture the intuition it’s better
to help the worse off, even if the change in total wellbeing
is the same. See Holtug (2015) and reference therein

for discussion.

See McGuire et al. (2022).
See McGuire et al. (2024a) Section 4.1 for a discussion.

We did not fnd evidence establishing a link between global
carbon dioxide emissions and subjective wellbeing.
However, the consequences of climate change have a clear
relationship to mental wellbeing. For example, increases

in ambient temperature are related to lower wellbeing

(Liu et al., 2021; Noelke et al. 2016), hurricane risk is related
to lower life satisfaction (Berlemann, 2016), and storms and
foods also are related to lower wellbeing (Sekulova & van
den Bergh, 2016; von Moéllendorff & Hirschfeld, 2016).

For more discussion of this see Little and Parkes (2024),
McGuire et al. (2024b), and McGuire et al. (2024d).

While the correlational relationship between years of
education and mental wellbeing is positive (Bucker et al.,
2018; Clark et al., 2018), the causal evidence is more mixed
with some studies nding positive effects (Chevalier and
Feinstein, 2006; Oreopoulos, 2007; Oreopoulos & Salvanes,
2011; Powdthavee et al., 2013) other null (Avendano et al.,
2020; Dahmann & Schnitzlein, 2019; Davies et al., 2019;
Viinikainen et al., 2018) or in some cases a negative effect
(Courtin et al. 2019).

Frijters and Krekel (2021) evaluate the wellbeing cost-
effectiveness of two cultural programmes from a policy
perspective: the city of culture programme in the UK
and the London Olympics.

This isn’t true for other outcomes, which gives some
reason for hope. Several studies ¥nd a high ROI for
research (Jones & Summers, 2020; Kremer et al., 2021;
Pardey et al., 2016). Unger et al. (2023) is optimistic about
the cost-effectiveness of cancer research on DALYSs,
estimating it costs $326 per year of life gained through
investment in research.

Zotti et al. (2016) estimates that, in the UK, the causal
effect of being religious is around 0.03 points on a 0-10
life-satisfaction scale.

See Plant et al. (2022) for a discussion of the challenges
in comparing the wellbeing value of improving and
extending lives.

See McGuire et al. (2024a, Section 5) for an extensive
example.
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