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The relationship between
social media and happiness
is contingent upon both
platform design and the
broader cultural and social
context in which social
media use takes place.
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World Happiness Report 2026

Key Insights

Trends in global happiness

* Nordic countries lead the happiness rankings once again. Finland is still in a group
of one at the top, followed by a group of three: Iceland, Denmark, and Costa
Rica. Sweden and Norway complete the top six, followed by the Netherlands,
Israel, Luxembourg, and Switzerland to round out the top ten. Costa Rica’s rise
to 4th marks the highest ever ranking for a Latin American country.

* Looking at changes in happiness from the 2006-2010 base period to
2023-2025, there are more countries with significant gains (79) than with
significant losses (41), among the 136 countries ranked.

* Within that period, most of the 21 countries that have gained a point or more
on the 0-10 life evaluation scale are in Central and Eastern Europe, reflecting
the convergence in European happiness levels that has been clear for more
than a decade. Most of the eight countries with drops of more than one point
are in or near zones of major conflict.

* In general, most Western industrial countries are now less happy than they
were between 2005 and 2010. Fifteen of them have had significant drops,
compared to four with significant increases.

* In a ranking of happiness changes for under-25s, the United States, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand (the NANZ region) rank between 122 and 133 in
the list of 136 countries.

* In eight of the ten global regions shown in Figure 2.2 (covering roughly
90% of the world’s population), those in the youngest age group have higher
life evaluations now than in 2006-2010, either in absolute terms or relative
to those over 25. Youth wellbeing has only fallen in the NANZ countries and
Western Europe, both absolutely and relative to adults.

* Negative emotions are becoming more common in all global regions. They
are less frequent for the young, except for NANZ, where the increases, relative
to other regions, were in sadness. Worry rose more broadly for the young,
while the frequency of anger fell everywhere, for young and old alike.

* Positive emotions continue to be twice as frequent as negative emotions. In
all regions, they are higher for those born recently than for their elders, except
for NANZ, where that gap has closed in recent years.
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World Happiness Report 2026

Happiness and social media

 Life satisfaction is highest at low rates of social media use and lower at higher
rates of use, according to data from the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) covering seven internet activities for 15-year-old students
in 47 countries (but not the NANZ countries, unfortunately).

* Internet activities fall into two groups. Communications, news, learning,
and content creation are associated with higher life satisfaction. Social media,
gaming, and browsing for fun are associated with lower life evaluations.

» All internet activities are associated with lower life satisfaction at very high
rates of use, especially for girls and for those in the UK and Ireland, the two
English-speaking countries in PISA.

» Data from Latin America reveal that the type of platform is crucial. Platforms
designed to facilitate social connections show a clear positive association with
happiness, whereas those driven by algorithmically curated content tend to
demonstrate a negative association at high rates of use.

* When combined, the PISA and Gallup data show significantly higher
youth wellbeing in countries that spend more time using the internet for
communication, and insignificantly lower youth wellbeing in countries with
higher average hours of social media use. Latin American countries
combine high levels of social media use with high youth wellbeing, while
English-speaking countries show lower youth wellbeing than their fairly
typical patterns of internet use can explain.

* The prevalence and use patterns for social media are similar in all countries,
but their links to life evaluations are stronger in English-speaking countries
and Western Europe. These differences do not account for the large drops in
youth wellbeing in these countries, however. Much, no doubt, depends on
how social media is used and the broader social and economic context.

* When school belonging goes from low (10th percentile) to high (90th percentile),
the life satisfaction gains for girls in the UK and Ireland are four times greater
than social media use going from high (90th percentile) to low (10th percentile).
In PISA’s 47-country global sample, the belonging effect is six times larger.
This should be relevant when policy options are being considered.
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Setting the stage

Each year, Chapter 2 has two roles: first, to
present and explain the latest global happiness
rankings, and second, to present research on the
current year’s topic. Often these two roles are
closely linked, since the report’s focal topic may
invite a range of alternative rankings. For example,
we ranked the happiness of the native-born and
the foreign-born when our topic was immigration
in WHR 2018, and we ranked the happiness gaps
between the more and less happy parts of the
population when our focus was happiness inequality
in WHR 2023.

In WHR 2024, we focused on happiness across
age groups and generations. We return to that
topic this year, with a special focus on the links
between social media use and youth wellbeing
around the world. We find striking differences in
how the young have fared. In 85 of 136 countries,
the under-25s are happier now (2023-2025) than
they were twenty years ago (2006-2010). By
contrast, in the United States, Canada, Australia,
and New Zealand, life evaluations for under-25s
have fallen by an average of 0.86 points on the
O to 10 scale. Why has youth happiness dropped
so fast and so far in those countries?

on Unsplash
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An invited chapter in WHR 2019 used US evidence
to attribute the drops in youth happiness to
increased use of digital media.? We wondered if
the timing and nature of social media use might
help to explain the striking variations in youth
happiness in different parts of the world, so we
gathered an international team of expert authors
whose contributions are in the seven chapters
following this one.

To keep our own analysis consistent with that in
other chapters, we consider three age categories:
15-19, 20-24, and 25 or older. We also consider
the following generational splits: those born in
or after 1997 (Gen Z), those born 1981-1996
(Millennials), and all those born earlier (Gen X
and preceding generations). The Gallup World
Poll data start at age 15, as is common with most
population-based surveys, so we also analysed
student data from the 2022 Programme

for International Student Assessment (PISA)
survey, which covers a sample of 15-year-olds

in 47 countries.

We present the global rankings first, then
proceed to our new research on social media.




Happiness rankings

Box 2.1: Measuring subjective wellbeing

Our measurement of subjective wellbeing
continues to rely on three main indicators: life
evaluations, positive emotions, and negative
emotions (with the last two often referred to

as positive and negative affect). Our happiness
rankings are based on life evaluations, as they

provide a more stable measure of the quality
of people’s lives.

Life evaluations

The Gallup World Poll, which remains the
principal source of data in this chapter, asks
respondents to evaluate their current life as
a whole using the image of a ladder, with
the best possible life for them as a 10 and
the worst possible as a O. Each respondent
provides a numerical response on this scale,
referred to as the Cantril Ladder. Typically,

around 1,000 responses are gathered annually

for each country and weights are used to
construct representative national averages.
We base our happiness ranking on a
three-year average of these life evaluations
since the larger sample size enables more
precise estimates.

Positive emotions

Positive affect is given by averaging yes or
no answers about three positive emotions:
laughter, enjoyment, and learning something
interesting (for more details, see Box 2.3).

As our happiness rankings have become more

discussed around the world, they have naturally
been subject to close scrutiny and to important
guestions, several of which keep reappearing as
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Negative emotions

Negative affect is given by averaging yes or
no answers about three negative emotions:
worry, sadness, and anger.

Comparing life evaluations and emotions

Life evaluations provide the most informative
measure for international comparisons because
they capture quality of life in a more complete
and stable way than emotional reports based
on daily experiences.

Life evaluations vary more between countries
than emotions and they are better explained
by the diverse life circumstances in different
countries. Emotions are well explained by
events of the day being asked about, while
life evaluations more closely reflect the
circumstances of life as a whole. In Table 2.1,
we show that emotions are significant
supports for life evaluations.

Positive emotions are more than twice as
frequent as negative emotions, even during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

more people come to see subjective wellbeing
as an appropriate measure of human welfare.® In
Box 2.2, we answer three of the most natural and
frequently asked questions.



Box 2.2: Three important questions about our approach

1. Why do you call it the World Happiness
Report when more attention is paid to life
evaluations than to how happy people feel?

First and foremost, happiness has been a
central word in descriptions of a good life
since ancient times.* We follow the lead of
these philosophers and use the familiar label of
“happiness” to refer to how people evaluate
the quality of their lives.

Second, in modern times, there are two
different ways of using the word “happiness.”
One refers to happiness as an emotion, and
the other as a judgment or evaluation, as in
how happy you are about something, whether
that be the weather or your life. The World
Happiness Report employs both, with life
evaluations measuring how happy people are
with their lives as a whole, and the emotion of
happiness being one of the important conduits
from daily life to life evaluations. Survey
respondents seem to understand this distinction,
giving quite different answers depending on
whether the question relates to life as a whole
or to feelings now or yesterday.®

Third, even though the O to 10 scale for life
evaluations covers both misery and bliss, we
think it is better to think about how full life is
rather than how empty. This positive focus
helps to correct the prevailing negativity bias,®
and directs attention to making lives better
for all rather than waiting for and repairing
damage. This positive approach, in turn,
supports trust and shared purpose while

more effectively reducing misery.
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2. Why does the World Happiness Report
continue to rank countries by average

life evaluations while many governments
have adopted multidimensional approaches
to wellbeing?

These are not different approaches, but rather
different aspects of the search for better ways
to improve lives. There are many elements
underlying a good life, and governments have
found that a well-chosen list of important
factors can help to illustrate the sources of
wellbeing. The list of key factors can help
governments and their ministries to focus on
specific proposals to improve lives. When it
comes time to evaluate competing proposals,
life evaluations are used to establish the
trade-offs required to make decisions.

As overarching measures, life evaluations
provide not only the means for making better
decisions, but also the best way to judge

how life is going.”

3. Why does the World Happiness Report
rank national happiness by average life
evaluations, and not by an index based on
the six factors you use to explain them?

Many people mistakenly believe that we use
the six explanatory factors in Table 2.1 to
craft our rankings. We do not. Such an index,
even though derived from the life evaluations,
would still, like any index, reflect our
judgments about which variables to include.
Instead, we much prefer to let the judgements
of individual respondents rule the rankings.




Countries are ranked according to their self-
assessed life evaluations averaged over the years
2023-2025.2 The overall length of each country
bar in Figure 2.1 represents the average response
to the Cantril Ladder question in the Gallup World
Poll. The confidence intervals for each country’s
average life evaluation are shown by horizontal
whiskers at the right-hand end of each country
bar. Confidence intervals for each country’s rank
are displayed in brackets to the right of the rank
number.® These ranking ranges are wider where
there are many countries with similar averages
and for countries with smaller sample sizes.’®

Each country bar includes colour-coded sub-bars
representing the extent to which six key variables
contribute to explaining their life evaluations.
These variables (described in more detail in

Box 2.3) are log GDP per capita, social support,
healthy life expectancy, freedom, generosity, and
corruption. Our happiness rankings are not based
on any index of these six factors. Rather, rankings
are based on individuals’ assessments of their
own lives, in particular their answers to the
single-item Cantril Ladder life evaluation
guestion. We use observed data on the six
variables and estimates of their associations with
life evaluations to help explain the variation of
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life evaluations across countries, much as
epidemiologists estimate the extent to which
life expectancy is affected by factors such as
smoking, exercise, and diet.

The first six sub-bars show how much each of
the six key variables is calculated to contribute
to that country’s ladder score, relative to that in
a hypothetical country called Dystopia, so named
because it has values equal to the world’s lowest
national averages for 2023-2025 for each of

the six key variables used in Table 2.1. We use
Dystopia as a benchmark against which to
compare contributions from each of the six
factors. The choice of Dystopia as a benchmark
permits every real country to have a positive

(or at least zero) contribution from each of the
six factors. We calculate, based on the estimates
in the first column of Table 2.1, that Dystopia had
a 2023-2025 ladder score equal to 1.16 on the
0-10 scale. The final sub-bar is the sum of two
components: the calculated average 2023-2025
life evaluation in Dystopia (= 1.16) and each
country’s own prediction error, which measures
the extent to which life evaluations are higher or
lower than predicted by our equation in the first
column of Table 2.1. These residuals are as likely
to be negative as positive.




Figure 2.1: Country rankings by life evaluations (part 1)
Gallup World Poll (2023-2025)

Rank 95% c.i. Country (life evaluation)

1 a-n Finland (7.764)

2 2-4) Iceland (7.540)

3 (2-4)  Denmark (7.539)

4  (2-4) Costa Rica (7.439)

S (5-8)  Sweden (7.255)

6 (5-8) Norway (7.242)

7 (5-8)  Netherlands (7.223)
8 (5-9) Israel (7.187)

9 (8-17) Luxembourg (7.063)
10  (9-19) Switzerland (7.018)
N (9-20) New Zealand (6.995)
12 (9-24) Mexico (6.972)

13 (9-24) lIreland (6.928)

14 (9-24) Belgium (6.926)

15  (9-25) Australia (6.916)

16 (9-26) Kosovo (6.910)

17 (10-26) Germany (6.882)

18 (11-26) Slovenia (6.868)

19 (M-30) Austria (6.845)

20 (12-30) Czechia (6.821)

21 (12-31)  United Arab Emirates (6.821)
22 (12-31) Saudi Arabia (6.817)
23 (12-30) United States (6.816)
24 (15-34) Poland (6.768)

25 (16-41) Canada (6.741)

26 (18-41) Taiwan Province of China (6.714) I -

27 (10-48) Belize (6.71) I .
28 (19-42) Lithuania (6.704) I .. H
29 (19-42) United Kingdom (6.694) I . H
30 (19-43) Serbia (6.690 I . H
31 (24-43) Uruguay (6.635) [ T
32 (22-43) Brazil (6.634) I . H
33 (24-43) Kazakhstan (6.633) I . H
34 (24-43) Romania (6.629) s s H
35 (25-45) France (6.586) I
36 (25-45) Singapore (6.585) . H
37 (25-48) ElSalvador (6.578) . .. H
38 (26-46) ltaly (6.574) I . H
39 (26-50) Panama (6.547) e s M
40 (27-50) Kuwait (6.543) . M
41 (28-49) Spain (6.540) T e H
42 (26-50) Guatemala (6.533) [ B e |
43 (34-55) Malta (6.436) e
44 (34-55) Argentina (6.430) . H
45 (36-55) Viet Nam (6.428) I . H
46 (37-55) Estonia (6.410) e
47 (37-58) Bosnia and Herzegovina (6.381) NG N
48 (39-58) Latvia (6.365) I . H
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
B Explained by: GDP per capita B Explained by: freedom to make life choices B Dystopia (1.16) + residual
B Explained by: social support Explained by: generosity — 95% confidence intervals
B Explained by: healthy life expectancy B Explained by: perceptions of corruption
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Figure 2.1: Country rankings by life evaluations (part 2)
Gallup World Poll (2023-2025)

Rank 95% c.i. Country (life evaluation)

49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59)
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
7
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96

(30-73) Jamaica (6.305)

(43-62) Chile (6.302)

(39-64) Nicaragua (6.301)
(43-64) Thailand (6.296)

(43-65) Uzbekistan (6.283)
(47-65) Slovakia (6.255)

(43-66) Bahrain (6.254)

(47-70) Philippines (6.206)
(47-70) Paraguay (6.198)

(43-76) Oman (6.197)

(49-72) Ecuador (6.144)

(49-72) Montenegro (6.139)
(49-72) Japan (6.130)

(49-72) Cyprus (6.126)

(50-76) Honduras (6.096)
(49-76) Dominican Republic (6.093)
(61-80) China (6.074)

(55-76) Kyrgyzstan (6.049)
(55-76) Republic of Korea (6.040)
(54-78) Colombia (6.040)
(55-78) Portugal (6.029)

(56-78) Croatia (6.009)

(55-78) Malaysia (6.005)

(57-79) Peru (5.974)

(61-80) Mauiritius (5.939)

(61-80) Hungary (5.937)

(61-80) Mongolia (5.936)

(55-89) Trinidad and Tobago (5.905)
(67-86) Republic of Moldova (5.851)
(67-86) Bolivia (5.835)

(70-86) Russian Federation (5.834)
(73-89) Venezuela (5.756)
(76-90) Libya (5.731)

(76-91)  North Macedonia (5.719)
(76-92) Algeria (5.714)

(76-91) Bulgaria (5.703)

(76-92) Greece (5.697)

(76-92) Albania (5.662)

(79-92) Indonesia (5.617)

(79-92) Tajikistan (5.591)

(79-93) Armenia (5.584)

lIlllllllllIlllIIIlllllllllllllllllllllll

(79-93)  Hong Kong SAR of China (5.569) I

(85-93) Georgia (5.517)
(83-93) Lao PDR (5.515)
(91-100) Mozambique 5.336)
(93-99) Turkiye (5.300)
(93-101) lIraq (5.212)
(93-103) Gabon (5.167)

Explained by: GDP per capita
Explained by: social support
Explained by: healthy life expectancy

0

1 2 3 4

B Explained by: freedom to make life choices
Explained by: generosity
B Explained by: perceptions of corruption
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B Dystopia (1.16) + residual
— 95% confidence intervals



Figure 2.1: Country rankings by life evaluations (part 3)
Gallup World Poll (2023-2025)

Rank 95% c.i. Country (life evaluation)

97 (93-103) Iran (5.151)

98 (93-103) Cote d'lvoire (5.148)
99 (93-103) Nepal (5.147)

100 (94-104) Cameroon (5.083)
101 (95-104) South Africa (5.009)
102 (96-104) Azerbaijan (4.993)
103 (96-108) Niger (4.940)

104 (100-T112) Pakistan (4.868)
105 (103-113) Tunisia (4.798)

106 (103-114) Nigeria (4.788)

107 (102-114) Senegal (4.787)
108 (103-114) Namibia (4.781)
109 (104-121) State of Palestine (4.694)
MO (104-125) Kenya (4.674)

M (104-124) Ukraine (4.658)

12 (105-125) Morocco (4.646)
N3 (105-127) Guinea (4.609)

N4 (106-127) Mali (4.588)

N5 (109-127) Ghana (4.554)

16 (109-127) India (4.536)

N7 (109-129) Somalia (4.508)
N8 (109-130) Uganda (4.491)

N9 (109-131) Jordan (4.478)

120 (110-130) Mauritania (4.473)
121 (110-131) Cambodia (4.462)
122 (110-131) Congo (4.456)

123 (M-131) Burkina Faso (4.455)
124 (113-131) Benin (4.393)

125 (M3-132) Chad (4.385)

126 (112-133) Lesotho (4.375)
127 (117-133) Bangladesh (4.319)
128 (109-130) Gambia (4.306)
129 (118-133) Myanmar (4.287)
130 (117-133) Liberia (4.280)

131 (121-133) Togo (4.277)

132 (126-135) Madagascar (4.174)
133 (127-138) Zambia (4.106)

134 (132-139) Sri Lanka (4.013)
135 (132-139) Ethiopia (3.985)
136 (133-141) Comoros (3.925)
137 (133-141) Eswatini (3.909)
138 (133-141) Tanzania (3.902)
139 (134-141) Egypt (3.862)

140 (136-142) DR Congo (3.761)
141 (136-142) Lebanon (3.723)
142 (140-145) Yemen (3.532)

143 (142-145) Botswana (3.464)
144 (142-146) Zimbabwe (3.346)
145 (142-146) Malawi (3.284)

146 (144-146) Sierra Leone (3.251)
147 (147-147) Afghanistan (1.446)

. ! L1 ll ll l l

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
B Explained by: GDP per capita B Explained by: freedom to make life choices B Dystopia (1.16) + residual
B Explained by: social support Explained by: generosity — 95% confidence intervals
B Explained by: healthy life expectancy B Explained by: perceptions of corruption
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Consistency and change in happiness rankings

Two features carry over from previous editions

of the World Happiness Report. First, there is a lot
of year-to-year consistency in the way people
rate their lives in different countries. Since our
rankings are based on a three-year average,
information is carried forward from one year to
the next. The effects of cataclysmic events
depend on when the survey took place and are
muted by the three-year averaging.

Second, there remains a large gap between the
top and bottom countries - more than six points
(on the 0-10 scale) between Finland at the top
and Afghanistan at the bottom. The top countries
are more tightly grouped than the bottom ones.
The top twenty have a spread of less than one
point on the 0-10 scale, with the corresponding
spread among the bottom twenty being three
times as great. The remaining 107 countries
cover the remaining 2.4 points of the total range.
This means that relatively modest changes in a
national average can lead to a large shift in rank,
as illustrated by 95% confidence regions of more
than 25 ranks for several countries in the middle
of the global list.

Happiness scores are based on the resident
populations in each country, rather than citizen-
ship or place of birth. In WHR 2018, we split the
responses between the native and foreign-born
populations in each country and found the
happiness rankings to be essentially the same for
the two groups.” There was some source-country
effect after migration and some tendency for
migrants to move to happier countries so that,
among the 20 happiest countries in that report,
the average happiness for natives was about
0.2 points higher than the foreign-born.

There remains a large gap
between the top and bottom
countries - more than six
points (on the O-10 scale)
between Finland at the top and
Afghanistan at the bottom.
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Nordic countries once again lead the happiness
rankings. Finland is still in a group of one at

the top, followed by Iceland, Denmark, and

Costa Rica in a group of three (as shown by their
2-4 ranking range in Figure 2.1). Sweden and
Norway complete the top six, followed by the
Netherlands, Israel, Luxembourg, and Switzerland
to round out the top ten. Costa Rica’s rise to

4th marks the highest ever ranking for a Latin
American country.

If we compare this year’s top-ranking countries
with those in WHR 2013 - the first to assign
rankings based on three-year averages - we find
14 western industrial countries in the top 20 in
both years. In 2013, these countries were
accompanied by four from Latin America (Costa
Rica, Panama, Mexico, and Venezuela) and one
from the Middle East (Israel). Reflecting the
long-term convergence between Eastern and
Western Europe,”? three of the top 20 countries in
2026 are now from Central and Eastern Europe
(Kosovo at 16, Slovenia at 18, and Czechia at 20).
This year’s top 20 also includes two countries
from Latin America (Costa Rica at 4 and Mexico
at 12) and one from the Middle East (Israel at 8).
In 2013, the top ten countries were all western
industrial countries, but now only eight are. As a
group, the five Nordic countries have improved
their positions in the top ten, with an average
rank of 4.8 in 2013, rising to 3.4 in 2026. This
increase is driven mainly by Finland (from 7 to 1)
and Iceland (from 9 to 2). The industrial countries
pushed out of the top ten between 2013 and
2026 include Canada (from 6 to 25), Austria
(from 8 to 19), and Australia (from 10 to 15).

For the least happy countries, ranks are not so
easily compared since there were 156 countries
ranked in 2013 compared to 147 this year. Togo
was the least happy country in 2013 and has since
risen 20 places, with an average life evaluation
almost 1.4 points higher now than then. Afghanistan
has gone in the reverse direction with a drop of
almost 2.7 points between 2013 and 2026. The
average life evaluation is now 1.45, slightly up
from last year, when it was the lowest average
score ever seen in all our reports. Furthermore,
life is especially difficult for Afghan women, as
their average life satisfaction is only 1.26 points.”



In the middle and lower sections of the rankings,
it is more meaningful to look at the average life
evaluations, because a country’s rank can change
many places with only a small change in average
life evaluation. That is why, when we consider
changes in happiness, we consider how current
average life evaluations compare with those during
the first years of the Gallup World Poll (2006-2010).
Figures 16 to 18 in the online statistical appendix
measure the change in average life evaluations
from the 2006-2010 base period to the current
ranking period, 2023-2025. The top five gainers
are all in Central and Eastern Europe: Serbia,
Bulgaria, Georgia, Latvia, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Of the 21 countries that have gained
a point or more on the 0-10 scale, most are in
Central and Eastern Europe, reflecting the
European happiness convergence that has been
clear for more than a decade. Other big gainers
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include China, Mongolia, the Philippines, Togo,
Nicaragua, Viet Nam, and the Dominican Republic.

Fortunately, there are fewer countries whose life
evaluations have fallen by more than one point
on the 0-10 scale. Going from the largest to the
smallest drops in life evaluations, these eight
countries are Afghanistan, Malawi, Lebanon,
Jordan, Venezuela, Botswana, Egypt, and Yemen.
These are mainly countries in or near zones of
major conflict.

In general, the western industrial countries are
now less happy than they were between 2006 and
2010. Fifteen of them have had significant drops,
compared to four with significant increases.'

Among the 136 countries included in the
2006-2010 and 2023-2025 data, there are 79
with statistically significant gains™ and 41 with




significant drops in their life evaluations.’”® Those
with significant drops include western industrial-
ised countries with previously, and even currently,
high rankings.

The rankings for positive emotions are shown in
Figures 40-42 of the online statistical appendix. The
top ten include six from Latin America, two from
Southeast Asia, and one each from Sub-Saharan
Africa and Western Europe. The lowest frequency
of positive emotions is in Afghanistan. It also
ranks in the top five with the most frequent
negative emotions. In the top ten for negative
emotions it is joined by two Middle Eastern
countries, six African countries, and Armenia (see
Figures 43-45 of the online statistical appendix).

Why do happiness levels differ?

In Table 2.1, we present our latest modelling of
national average life evaluations and measures

of positive and negative emotions (often referred
to as positive and negative affect) by country
and year.” The results in the first column explain
national average life evaluations in terms of six
variables: log GDP per capita, healthy life expec-
tancy, social support (having someone to count
on), freedom to make life choices, generosity, and
perceptions of corruption.’”® Taken together, these
six variables explain more than three-quarters of
the variation in life evaluations across countries
and years, using data from 2006 through 2025.”°

The six variables were originally chosen as the
best available measures of factors established

in both experimental and survey data as having
significant links to subjective wellbeing, and
especially to life evaluations.?® The explanatory
power of the unchanged model has gradually
increased as we have added more years to the
sample, which is now almost three times as large
as when the equation was first introduced in WHR
2013. We keep looking for possible improvements
when and if new evidence becomes available.”
The number of years of data is now great enough
that we can experiment with including country
fixed effects, as shown in Table 10 of the online
statistical appendix. The results are similar.??

The second and third columns of Table 2.1 use
the same six variables to estimate equations for
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national averages of positive and negative

affect, where both are based on answers about
yesterday’s emotional experiences.?® In general,
emotional measures, especially negative ones, are
differently, and much less fully, explained by the
six variables than are life evaluations. GDP per
capita and healthy life expectancy significantly
predict life evaluations,?* but not, in these national
average data, positive emotions.?®* However, the
social variables do significantly predict both
positive and negative emotions. Bearing in mind
that positive and negative emotions are measured
on a 0-1 scale, while life evaluations are measured
on a 0-10 scale, having someone to count on can
be seen to have similar proportionate effects on
positive and negative emotions as it does on life
evaluations. Freedom and generosity have even
larger associations with positive emotions than
with the Cantril Ladder. Negative emotions are
significantly reduced by social support, a sense
of freedom, and the absence of corruption.

In the fourth column, we re-estimate the life
evaluation equation from column 1, adding both
positive and negative emotions to partially
implement the Aristotelian presumption that
sustained positive emotions are important
supports for a good life.?® The results continue

to buttress a finding in psychology that the
existence of positive emotions matters more than
the absence of negative ones when predicting
either longevity?” or resistance to the common
cold.?® Consistent with this evidence, we find that
positive affect has a large and highly significant
coefficient in the final equation of Table 2.1, while
negative affect has none.

As for the coefficients on the other variables in
the fourth column, the changes are substantial
only on those variables - especially freedom and
generosity - that have the largest associations
with positive affect. Thus, we can infer that
positive emotions play a strong role in supporting
life evaluations and that much of the impact of
freedom and generosity on life evaluations is
channelled through their influence on positive
emotions. That is, freedom and generosity have
large impacts on positive affect, which in turn has
a major impact on life evaluations.



Table 2.1: Regressions to explain average happiness across countries

Dependent variable

Independent variable Cantril Ladder Positive affect Negative affect Cantril Ladder
Log GDP per capita 0.297 -0.014 -0.002 0.328
(0.067)*** (0.009) (0.007) (0.062)***
Social support 2.82 0.309 -0.337 2.206
(0.367)*** (0.055)*** (0.041)*** (0.368)***
Healthy life expectancy 0.035 -0.001 0.003 0.037
at birth
(0.009)*** (0.001) (0.009)*** (0.009)***
Freedom to make life choices 1.546 0.386 -0.092 0.734
(0.297)*** (0.047)** (0.038)** (0.277)***
Generosity 0.339 0.082 0.027 0.158
(0.241) (0.032)** (0.027) (0.230)
Perceptions of corruption -0.662 -0.015 0.096 -0.641
(0.244)*** (0.028) (0.021)*** (0.229)***
Positive affect 2.157
(0.322)***
Negative affect 0.145
(0.378)
Year fixed effects Included Included Included Included
Number of countries 155 155 155 155
Number of observations 2365 2360 2364 2359
Adjusted R-squared 0.762 0.431 0.354 0.785

Note: This is a pooled OLS regression for a tattered panel explaining annual national average Cantril Ladder and affect
measures from all available surveys from 2005 through 2025. See Box 2.3 for detailed information about each of the
predictors. Coefficients are reported with robust standard errors clustered by country (in parentheses). ***, **, and *
indicate significance at the 1, 5, and 10 percent levels respectively.
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Box 2.3: Explaining the variables in Table 2.1

GDP per capita is in terms of Purchasing
Power Parity (PPP) adjusted to constant 2021
international dollars, taken from the World
Development Indicators (WDI) by the World
Bank (last updated: 19 December 2025). See
the online statistical appendix for more details.
GDP data for 2025 are not yet available, so we
extend the GDP time series from 2024 to 2025
using country-specific forecasts of real GDP
growth from the OECD Economic Outlook
(edition 2025/2, last updated: 8 December
2025) or, if missing, from the World Bank’s
Global Economic Prospects (last updated:

10 June 2025), after adjustment for population
growth. The equation uses the natural log of
GDP per capita as this form fits the data
significantly better than GDP per capita.

The time series for healthy life expectancy at
birth are constructed based on data from the
World Health Organization (WHQO) Global
Health Observatory data repository, with data
available up to 2021 (last updated: 2 August
2024). To match this report’s sample period
(2005-2025), interpolation (when necessary)
and extrapolation are used. See the online
statistical appendix for more details.

Social support is the national average of the
binary responses (O = no, 1= yes) to the Gallup
World Poll (GWP) question, “If you were in
trouble, do you have relatives or friends you
can count on to help you whenever you need
them, or not?”

The variables we use in our Table 2.1 modelling
may be taking credit due to other variables or
unmeasured factors. There are also likely to be
vicious or virtuous circles, with two-way linkages
among the variables. For example, there is much
evidence that those who have happier lives are
likely to live longer,?® be more trusting and
cooperative, and generally better able to meet
life’s demands.®*° This will double back to improve
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Freedom to make life choices is the national
average of binary responses to the GWP
question, “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied
with your freedom to choose what you do
with your life?”

Generosity is the residual from regressing
the national average of GWP responses to
the question, “Have you donated money to
a charity in the past month?” on log GDP
per capita.

Perceptions of corruption is the average of
binary answers to two GWP questions: “Is
corruption widespread throughout the
government or not?” and “Is corruption
widespread within businesses or not?” Where
data for government corruption are missing,
the perception of business corruption is used
as the overall corruption-perception measure.

Positive affect is the average of previous-day
affect measures for laughter, enjoyment, and
doing interesting things.

Negative affect is the average of previous-day
affect measures for worry, sadness, and anger.

The general form for the affect questions is: “Did
you experience the following feelings during a
lot of the day yesterday?” The inclusion of
‘doing interesting things’ (first added for WHR
2022) gives us three components in each of
positive and negative affect, and slightly
improves the equation fit in column 4.

health, income, generosity, corruption, and a
sense of freedom. Collectively, these possibilities
suggest that we should interpret the observed
relationships with some caution.

Another possible reason for a cautious interpreta-
tion of our results is that some of the data (social
support, freedom, generosity, and perceptions of
corruption) come from the same respondents as



the life evaluations and are thus possibly
determined by common factors. This is less likely
when comparing national averages because
individual differences in personality and individual
life circumstances tend to average out at the
national level. To provide even more assurance
that our results are not significantly biased
because we are using the same respondents,

we tested the robustness of our procedure by
splitting each country’s respondents randomly
into two groups.’® We then examined whether
the average values of social support, freedom,
generosity, and perceptions of corruption from
one half of the sample explained average life
evaluations in the other half of the sample. The
coefficients on each of the four variables fell
slightly in our Cantril Ladder equation, just as

we expected.®? But the changes were reassuringly
small (all less than 6%).33

Overall, the model explains average life

evaluation levels quite well within regions, among
regions, and for the world as a whole.** On
average, the countries of Latin America still have
mean life evaluations that are significantly higher
than predicted by the model (by about 0.5 on

the 0-10 scale). This difference has been attributed
to a variety of factors including some unique
features of family and social life in Latin American
countries.®® In partial contrast, countries in East
Asia have average life evaluations below
predictions, although only slightly and insignifi-
cantly so in our latest results.*® This may reflect,
at least in part, cultural differences in the way
people think about and report on the quality of
their lives.*” It is reassuring that our findings about
the relative importance of the six factors are
generally unaffected by whether or not we make
explicit allowance for these regional differences.®®

On average, the countries
of Latin America still have
mean life evaluations that
are significantly higher than
predicted by the model.
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Happiness and social media

This is the third report in which we have given
special attention to the distribution of happiness
by age, gender, generation, and global region.
The first was in a special chapter of WHR 2015,
where we used data covering all waves from
2006 through most of 2014.%° As already noted,
we subsequently had a guest chapter using US
evidence to attribute drops in youth happiness to
increased use of digital media.*°

We returned to the age topic in WHR 2024,

when the levels and trends of happiness by age,
gender, and generation were the primary focus

of all our chapters. We found that the trends for
happiness of different age groups differed sharply
among world regions. This year, we circle back

to see to what extent internet access and social
media use might help to explain the globally
varied happiness trajectories, especially for the
younger generations.

There are narrower and broader definitions of
social media, and both are important for this
chapter. The narrower one, central to all of the
chapters in this report, refers to popular social
media platforms, such as Instagram, Snapchat,
and TikTok. A broader version includes these
platforms plus other interactive technologies that
facilitate the exchange of ideas and the creation
of social connections. One example of a broader
definition of social media, drawn from two US
scientific panels,* is:

“Interactive technologies that facilitate
the creation and sharing of information,
ideas, interests, and other forms of
expression through virtual communities
and networks.”

This definition is broad enough to include all of
the social media platforms studied explicitly in
this and other chapters of the report, as well as
other interactive technologies that enable the
sharing of information, ideas, and interests, and to
support social connections. In particular, Zoom,
FaceTime, iMessage, Slack, and a variety of other
internet-based platforms for social communication
provided just-in-time means for people all over
the world forced by COVID-19 to use the internet
to replace in-person meetings. In WHR 2021, we




found an astonishing stability of life evaluations
despite widespread loss of life and almost
universal disruption of the face-to-face
connections that support happier lives. We
attributed this resilience to an outbreak of
kindness, especially to strangers, and to
internet-based communication channels that
permitted faces in a square screen to replace
the inaccessible in-person faces of loved ones,
colleagues, and classmates, near and far.

Connective platforms like FaceTime and Zoom
are not among the social media platforms that
are the focus of public debates and several

other chapters of this report, but they came into
existence and widespread use about the same
time. As such, their consequences for wellbeing
are inevitably included in the data we are trying
to understand. Thus, they may very well be an
important part of explaining the results we report
later in the chapter. We note that researchers
such as Twenge, Haidt, and Rausch, who say that
heavy social media use is harming youth mental
health, do not predict harm from Zoom, Slack,
Substack, blogs, messaging, FaceTime, and the
many other ways that the internet connects
people. Later in the chapter, we shall use PISA
data to make international comparisons of the
amounts of time students devote to a variety of
activities on the internet, with social media being
one of seven categories.

First, we update and reorganise our WHR 2024
analysis of happiness by age and gender to
reflect the data divisions used in the literature on
the consequences of social media use, and
especially in the other chapters of this report. Our
primary dependent variable remains the Cantril
Ladder life evaluation. We also track positive and
negative affect as possible mediators between
social media use and life evaluations. Emotions
are also important in their own right.

Our primary regional splits continue to be the ten
global regions used regularly in our previous
reports. We also show gender differences in life
evaluations and emotions, as does much of the
research on social media and wellbeing.
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Trends in youth wellbeing

Figure 2.2 shows life evaluations for the world
and by region, for three age groups, across four
time periods. The first time period includes all
waves from 20064 through 2011, which we treat
as our base period against which to evaluate
subsequent changes. The second time period
includes 2012 through 2015, when smartphone
use of social media was in its early stages and
rising at different rates around the world.

The third time period covers the remaining
pre-COVID-19 years (2016-2019), while the fourth
includes 2020-2025. Reflecting our focus on
social media and youth happiness, we distinguish
three age groups: 15-19, 20-24, and all those

25 and older. Our world and regional averages
give equal weight to each country.*®

Study of the effects of social media use has been
especially focused on recent generations.** In
WHR 2024, we combined Millennials (born
1981-1996) and Gen Z (born 1997 and after). We
now wish to dig deeper into the experiences for
these two birth generations, so in Figure 2.3 we
separate those born 1981-1996 from those born in
1997 and after, with a comparison group combining
all those born in 1980 and before (Gen X+).

These graphs show that those born in and after
1997 (Gen Z) have typically reported the highest
life evaluations in all years and global regions,
with Millennials a bit lower and Gen X+ lowest.
In the NANZ region (the United States, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand), those in the youngest
generation reported an initial increase in life
evaluations (pre-smartphones) but then a sharp
decline through the third and fourth periods.
Millennials showed a similar pattern, while

older respondents showed little change in life
evaluations across the four time periods.

Figure 2.4 shows positive and negative affect
for the three generations, for the world and by
region. Because positive emotions are roughly
twice as frequent as negative ones, it is possible
to show both on the same figure, since they
never intersect in any region.

The frequency of negative affect has been rising
for all generations for the world as a whole, and in
most regions. Gen Z has had the largest relative



Figure 2.2: Life evaluations by age group
Gallup World Poll (2006-2025)
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Figure 2.3: Life evaluations by generation
Gallup World Poll (2006-2025)
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Figure 2.4: Positive and negative affect by generation
Gallup World Poll (2006-2025)
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Once again, the NANZ region
is exceptional. It is the only
group of countries where the
positive emotions advantage
has disappeared.

increases in negative affect in NANZ, Western
Europe, MENA and Sub-Saharan Africa. NANZ
provides the extreme example, where an initially
large Gen Z advantage has disappeared entirely,
with negative affect becoming significantly more
frequent among Gen Z than Gen X+, and almost
as common as Millennials. The shaded areas
about the lines show the 95% confidence regions,
which are broad enough to be easily visible only
in the NANZ region, given the smaller number of
countries and therefore respondents.

In all regions, positive affect is greater for Gen Z
than for Millennials, who in turn have more frequent
positive affect than do those born earlier. The
advantage of Gen Z over earlier generations is
largest in Central and Eastern Europe, and in the
countries of the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS). In Central and Eastern Europe, the
positive experience gap favouring Gen Z over Gen
X+ has shrunk by almost half, with more positive
experiences for the old and fewer for Gen Z.

Once again, the NANZ region is exceptional. It is
the only group of countries where the positive
emotions advantage has disappeared.

Gender differences in youth wellbeing

In our WHR 2015 analysis of gender differences,
using data from 2006-2014, we found life
evaluations to be slightly higher for females,

on average. Some negative emotions, including
worry and sadness, but not anger and stress,
were significantly greater for females than
males.*> Reports of pain on the previous day were
similar for young males and females, but more
frequent for females than males at older ages.*®

We now have another ten years of data, and can
assess the extent to which gender differences
have been changing. We concentrate on changes
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for those aged 15-24, since younger users have
been the primary focus of social media research.?”
Figure 2.5 shows life evaluations separately for
males and females aged 15-24 in four time periods
for the world and by region. In general, the very
small female advantage has become slightly
larger in more recent years. For Europe and
Sub-Saharan Africa, there are no significant
gender differences before or after 2012, the

year we use to mark the widespread uptake

of smartphones. In Southeast Asia and Latin
America, there was gender equality in the early
years with a slight female advantage appearing

in the more recent period. In the Middle East

and North Africa, an initial female advantage

has become larger in more recent years. In the
NANZ region, life evaluations for both genders
have fallen dramatically since 2012, with the drop
being slightly larger for females than males.
Young females in those countries are now slightly
less satisfied with their lives than young males.
This makes NANZ the only world region in which
young females are now reporting lower life
evaluations than males.

What about gender differences in emotions?
Negative emotions have been a central focus of
social media research, so we consider them first.
As shown in Figure 2.6, negative emotions tend
to be more frequent for females than males. Only
in the NANZ region has this difference become
significantly larger since the mid-2010s.

Positive emotions are more than twice as
frequent as negative emotions for the young in
all global regions, and are generally the same for
males and females. Positive emotions are slightly
more prevalent for males than females in South
Asia, East Asia, and Latin America, with the latter
two gaps disappearing in recent years. Only in
the NANZ region has a gender gap favouring
males appeared.

In summary, life evaluations and emotions all
show a distinct pattern of decline in the NANZ
region, especially for females.



Figure 2.5: Life evaluations by gender (ages 15-24)
Gallup World Poll (2006-2025)
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show 95% confidence intervals based on survey-weighted standard errors. The first survey wave was split between
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Figure 2.6: Positive and negative affect by gender (ages 15-24)
Gallup World Poll (2006-2025)
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