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Research Topic Title: 

The Scandinavian Anomaly: Why Scandinavian countries constantly rank top 10 in 

the World Happiness Report. 

Introduction: 

 The World Happiness Report is an annual survey of the state of global happiness. It is 

generally administered by the United Nations. Throughout the report, 156 countries are 

ranked by how content their citizens tend to perceive themselves to be. This report is used by 

researchers as a figure to understand how better functioning societies are constructed. Since 

the report uses several variables to calculate a score (Happiness Index) for each country, it 

easily allows researchers to directly identify key differences between societies and what 

mainly influences one to become happy. One main aspect of the World Happiness Report is 

that the Scandinavian countries – namely Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland – 

tend to consistently rank as the happiest countries in the list. Since these countries often 

achieve the highest scores, researchers tend to study what causes their societies to feel more 

content. Understanding why Scandinavian societies are generally more content than the rest 

of the world is crucial to interpreting the basis for a well-functioning society. Unfortunately, 

most of the potential factors used to explain why Scandinavian countries keep on ranking 

high are conflicting. Conflicting in a sense that it almost is impossible to narrow down the 
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answer to one single factor.  Scandinavian countries utilize a social democratic type of 

government and economy, resulting in a more equal distribution of wealth throughout their 

society. This could be one major factor in determining why Scandinavian countries 

constantly rank high in the World Happiness Report. 

This Study Addresses the Following Questions: 

- What is the most important Happiness Index variable that aids Scandinavian 

countries to constantly rank top 10 in the UNSDSN World Happiness Report? 

- Does a more equal distribution of wealth throughout a society result in it feeling 

more content? 

- Can a basis for constructing a healthy society be derived from this study? 

Methodology: 

 The most suitable methodology includes using data and information already collected 

and tabulated. It would be most suitable to do so because gathering this information alone 

would require a Herculean effort, it would almost be impossible to do so. The government 

collects this data and gives it to organizations such as the UNSDSN. These organizations 

exist to collect this information and compile it for social scientists to conduct research, they 

are used to facilitate research where gathering the results alone would be nearly impossible. 

Besides, the data being used in this research is quantitative, thus it would make sense to 

utilize an already existing database to conduct this research on rather than conduct a survey 

for this research. Raw data from the UNSDSN will be utilized mainly as the quantitative data. 

The quantitative data found in the World Happiness Report is crucial because each category 

basically is a variable for this research’s topic and questions. 
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Both nomothetic and idiographic approaches seem to be viable approaches towards 

the topic. An idiographic approach is more akin to a qualitative approach, while a nomothetic 

approach would resemble a quantitative approach.  In this scenario, an idiographic approach 

would examine and study all the variables that constitute the happiness index. On the other 

hand, a nomothetic approach would highlight all the variables, yet would try to argue that one 

of those variables is the main cause. This research will utilize a nomothetic approach. Using 

an idiographic approach might seem to be more feasible than a nomothetic approach, 

especially since the happiness index and the world happiness report use a rather idiographic 

approach. However, using an idiographic approach will not answer the main research 

question, objective, and hypothesis, all which rely on focusing on one single variable and 

singling it to be the main cause out of a pool of other variables. 

Literature Review: 

Many studies, and theories have already been advanced to try to explain why 

Scandinavian countries are generally happier than the rest of the world. This section will 

briefly present some of these existing theories, and review what has already been concluded 

about them. 

The Welfare-state Model: 

The Scandinavian countries are known to utilize a welfare-state model with an 

intricate system of social benefits. Thus, it would be natural for one to assume that this 

happiness generally stems from the welfare state. “Early analyses quantifying welfare as an 

aggregate measure of government welfare spending, like the percentage of GDP devoted to 

public welfare programs, tended to find no link between welfare expenditure and happiness, 

or even a negatively-correlated link.”1 However, the same review mentions that this is no 

                                                           
1 For no link, see e.g. Veenhoven, 2000, for negative link see, e.g., Bjørnskov, Dreher, & Fischer, 2007 -  
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surprise since government spending is usually closely related to economic cycles and 

demographic changes, rather than an accurate way of tracking the distribution and 

redistribution of products. In fact, most recent work tends to measure the welfare state in 

terms of the benefits that are offered to its own people rather than how much of a percentage 

it spends GDP. Thus, “One secret to Nordic happiness is the institutional framework of the 

Nordic welfare state. People tend to be happier in countries where there is easy access to 

relatively generous welfare benefits, and where the labour market is regulated to avoid 

employee exploitation.”2 

Happiness, Guilt, and Discontent: 

A Happy Little Island by Lars Sund is a novel written as an allegory. The novel 

depicts a fictional island community in the Scandinavian archipelago3. Apparently, people in 

this community live a very happy life and have no problems whatsoever. They regarded 

themselves living in such a well-functioning community to be a privilege. Suddenly, 

hundreds of dead unidentifiable corpses of immigrants start to arrive from the south. As these 

bodies slowly but steadily start to increase in number, people’s attitudes change. The “happy” 

inhabitants of the island are weighed down by feeling of sorrow, guilt, and responsibility. 

“Allegorically, the happy little island may be read as representative of Nordic democratic 

welfare states in general-with time, perhaps, turned back a couple of decades. The dead 

corpses washing ashore maybe be read as the existence on a global level of underprivileged 

others whose misery is inextricably linked to the fortunes of the lucky Scandinavians.”4 

                                                           
2 https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2020/the-nordic-exceptionalism-what-explains-why-the-nordic-countries-are-

constantly-among-the-happiest-in-the-world/#fn20 

3 Sund, Lars. A Happy Little Island. Finland, Vagabond Voices, 2016. 

4 Oxfeldt, E., Nestingen, A., & Simonsen, P. (2017) 
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Similar to the proverb: with great power comes great responsibility, what the author is 

trying to point out is that the excess of happiness in the island community is what lead to the 

immigrants losing their lives trying to immigrate. The seemingly perfect quality of life the 

island community has certainly attracts attention from all throughout the world. This global 

jealousy makes the people of the island feel guilty for being born there. To put this into a 

more realistic perspective, the author might indirectly have given a valid point to an argument 

that questions the validity of the World Happiness Report. However, with quantitative studies 

comes the limitations of subjectivity. What the author is trying to describe is something very 

subjective, as in, emotions can be very personal and may differ from one person to another. 

How the island community might react to these corpses might make sense and seem very 

logical when taking into consideration the island’s backstory, however emotions are not 

numbers and cannot be used as a valid quantitative resource in a study. To come up with an 

objective conclusion, one must look at and study numbers and figures that are consistent and 

reliable, not hypothetical scenarios and emotions that lead to answers that may differ from 

person to person and as time moves on. 

Trust in other People and Social Cohesion: 

Apparently, trust in other people has been proven to be linked to the general well-

being of a society. Several studies have demonstrated that various levels of trust, whether be 

it on the social or personal level, are somewhat correlated with life satisfaction. This relation 

goes even deeper because it stands true even when controlling for factors such as the Gross 

National Income per capita. One might question whether or not the issue of trust is of 

qualitative or quantitative nature. “The most commonly used measure of generalized trust 

asks about whether most people can be trusted. Other measures of trust, such as whether 

people believe that a lost wallet will be returned to its owner, have been shown to be 
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correlated with life satisfaction, as well.”5 There also seems to be a correlation with higher 

levels of social trust helping people’s well-being become more resistant to various national 

crises.6 It is worth mentioning that social cohesion, which is even broader as a concept than 

trust by itself, can also be used to predict well-being. A recent study by Delhey and Dragolov 

defines social cohesion as “having three dimensions including connectedness to other people, 

having good social relations, and having a focus on the common good.” They were able to 

conclude that both the general level of social cohesion as well as each of these three 

dimensions were individually associated with having a higher well-being from a sample of 27 

European Union countries.7 Interestingly enough, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, occupy the 

top three positions in their study. 

Freedom of choice: 

Independence and the ability to be able to make life choices freely are proven to be 

connected to subjective well-being.8 “A study of 63 countries showed that the degree to 

which autonomy and individualism were valued in those countries was a more consistent 

predictor of well-being (measured with anxiety, burnout, and general health) than national 

wealth.”9 Thus, it is safe to assume that the extent to which a state is able to provide its own 

citizens  with a sense of freedom or autonomy plays an important role in defining their 

happiness. The remaining section of the report provides more evidence of how freedom of 

choice positively impacts the general well-being of a society. However, it is also important to 

understand why freedom positively impacts the well-being of a society, and not only to know 

for a fact that it does. Inglehart et. al argue and demonstrate in their data that “this sense of 

freedom is the result of three factors that feed into each other including material prosperity 

                                                           
5 For lost wallet measure, see Helliwell & Wang, 2011. 
6 Helliwell, Huang, & Wang, 2014. 
7 Delhey and Dragolov 2016. 
8 See, e.g., Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Deci & Ryan, 2000. 
9 Fischer & Boer, 2011. 
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that liberates people from scarcity, democratic political institutions that liberate people from 

political oppression, and more tolerant and liberal cultural values that give people more room 

to express themselves and their unique identity.”10 In fact, Inglehart himself concludes that 

“Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland) constitute the leading 

example of successful modernization, maximizing prosperity, social solidarity, and political 

and personal freedom.”11 Thus, this high sense of freedom experienced throughout Nordic 

societies can somewhat be linked to “high material prosperity combined with well-

functioning democracy and liberal values”12. 

Income Inequality: 

The Scandinavian states are notorious for having low levels of income inequality, 

however there is a lack of substantial proof /correlation that casually links lack of income 

inequality as a potential explanation for high life satisfaction. “Zagorski et al., for example, in 

their examination of 28 European countries, found that while inequality is negatively 

correlated with average life satisfaction, this effect disappears completely when controlled for 

GDP per capita.”13 The same study also mentions that this conclusion is apparently supported 

by other research that also found no correlation between income inequality and well-being. 

Although some studies found either a positive or negative link between inequality and well-

being14, the range of results that vary with different results strongly suggests that no clear link 

exists. For example, if inequality leads to lower levels of perceived fairness and trust, and 

higher levels of status anxiety and lack of social and economic opportunities, then these 

                                                           
10 Inglehart et al., 2008; see also Welzel, 2013. 
11 The quote is from Inglehart 2010, pp. 384–385. 
12 https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2020/the-nordic-exceptionalism-what-explains-why-the-nordic-countries-
are-constantly-among-the-happiest-in-the-world/#fn20 
13 Zagorski et al. 2014. 
14 For negative link, see e.g. Hagerty, 2000; Oishi, Kesebir, & Diener, 2011, for positive link, see e.g. Ott, 2005; 
Rözer & Kraaykamp, 2013. For a review of various results, see Schneider, 2016 
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factors might directly contribute to a lower life satisfaction in the designated state or nation.15 

However, it is safe to assume that living in a highly developed welfare state might lead to 

having a positive impact on a society’s perceptions of the acceptance of income inequality.16 

For example, Europeans prefer more equal societies, thus inequality generally leads to a 

negative relation with happiness, especially amongst the poor in Europe.17 Therefore, it is 

generally accepted that low levels of inequality might be an important factor for the 

happiness of Scandinavian societies, even if this phenomenon is not observed in other 

countries/situations where the conditions are present. 

Institutional Quality: 

The quality of governments is often used as an explanation as to why Scandinavian 

societies project a sense of high life satisfaction. In comparisons of institutional quality, 

Nordic countries occupy the top spots. Several studies have been conducted and they prove 

that “people are more satisfied with their lives in countries that have better institutional 

quality.”18 The same research also claims that an increase in a quality of government tends to 

lead to an increase in overall GDP, which in return is also linked to the overall level of 

happiness in a society. It is important to state that the same study concludes that government 

quality is usually divided into two dimensions, delivery and democratic quality. Democratic 

quality concerns the access to power, as in being able to participate in selecting the 

government, freedom of association and expression, and sometimes even including political 

stability. On the other hand, delivery concerns the exercise of power, as in how a government 

delivers its duty. This includes the rule of law, corruption, regulatory quality, and 

governmental effectiveness. Most studies tended to conclude that delivery quality is what 

                                                           
15 See Delhey & Dragolov, 2013; Oishi et al., 2011. 
16 See Schneider, 2012. 
17 Alesina, Di Tella, & MacCulloch, 2004. 
18 See Bjørnskov, Dreher, & Fischer, 2010; Helliwell & Huang, 2008; Ott, 2010. 
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mainly related to citizen happiness. However, this study explains that “in countries with high 

delivery quality, such as the Nordic countries, the quality of democracy plays an increasingly 

strong role in further explaining citizen life satisfaction.”19 

Limitations of the Happiness Index: 

 Although the happiness index is slowly replacing GDP for governments a ‘unit of 

measurement’ to plan accordingly to,20 it is important to clarify that there are some 

limitations to take into consideration when utilizing the happiness index. First off, it is rather 

objective that happiness is a subjective topic and does certainly differ across different 

cultures. In fact, happiness had to be transformed into being defined as an ‘observable 

behaviour’ by behavioural economists in order to somewhat measure it objectively. “As such, 

happiness as understood by those monitoring and measuring it is something internal, 

concerning the mental aspects of individual – yet as everyone knows, happiness generally 

relates to something outside of ourselves (we feel happy “about” something), and can be 

transformed by a change in our external circumstances.”21 These economists have also started 

to use neuroscientific and genetic evidence in order to eliminate the bias and provide 

objective measures. Thus, by analysing human biology and studying, theoretically, the 

average dopamine levels of a group of people over a set period of time, then these economists 

would somewhat objectively be able to measure the average amount of happiness literally as 

an actual unit of measurement. However, further limitations are often brought up by 

psychologists and economists alike. Happiness is often confused as to be the opposite of 

feeling depressed or depression, and that is not the case. People who live with mental health 

problems can report to feel happy, or at least happy and satisfied with their 

                                                           
19 See Bjørnskov et al., 2010; Bjørnskov & Tsai, 2015; Helliwell & Huang, 2008; Helliwell, Huang, Grover, et al., 
2018. 
20 https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/commentary/the-problem-with-measuring-happiness-10740232 
21 https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/commentary/the-problem-with-measuring-happiness-10740232 
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country/government (which is a completely different context). This confusion can be 

evidently seen throughout the Scandinavian countries. Unfortunately, Finland and Denmark 

are reported to have amongst the highest suicide rates throughout the world. Lastly, although 

not a quiet a limitation, there seems to be a paradox with happiness and happiness studies, 

one that technically limits the field itself. It is often argued that conditions to promote 

happiness and well-being could stem from dissatisfaction and unhappiness. For example, 

dissatisfied or unhappy people are more likely to become politically active than people who 

are already satisfied. 

Research Findings and Analysis: 

The World Happiness Reports relies on six different factors in order to calculate how 

content a society is. These factors are GDP per capita, social support, freedom to make life 

choices, social support, corruption, and generosity. Currently, this report is mainly concerned 

about the GDP per capita because it would answer most and if not all of the questions this 

research is trying to answer. According to the results, the main concern might change. One 

common trait between all Scandinavian countries is that they have an abundant amount of 

money and that their wealth is equitably distributed amongst their societies. Another common 

trait between the Scandinavian countries is that they do not consistently rank top 10 in all of 

the factors required for them to be the happiest states in the world. For example, Norway is 

the 6th while Finland is the 21st in terms of GDP per capita. Sure, the 21st position still 

signifies that the country is wealthy, but that also means there are 20 other countries ranked 

above Finland where their societies may not be as happy as Finland’s own one. Thus, it 

would make sense to compare the Scandinavian countries with other wealthy countries in 

order to find out the difference between the rest of the factors and narrow down the answer as 
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much as possible. It is interesting to do so because not all wealthy countries rank high on the 

happiness index. 

Table 7.1 includes wealthy countries and their factors compared to the Scandinavian 

countries. Note that the results are originally derived from the World Gallop Poll. It is 

important to note that the Gallup World Poll internationally conducts thousands of interviews 

annually in order to collect more data on the Happiness Index. In this Table, it seems like the 

Netherlands and Switzerland also share very similar results in their variables and are even 

considered more generous than the Scandinavian societies according to the results (generous 

as in more akin to donate to charity and etc.)  All of the Nordic countries, including 

Switzerland and the Netherlands now, consistently rank exceptionally high throughout all of 

the required factors. It is also worth mentioning that some of these factors such as healthcare 

marginally differ at the top 30 positions or so. Therefore, it would be safe to assume that the 

factors that link the Scandinavian countries together are good social support, low corruption, 

and a high sense of independence or freedom. However, although three factors are presented 

here, all of these factors are evaluated based on one constant factor which is the GDP. The 

GDP can be considered as the constant that is currently being examined while these three 
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factors are the variables that differ between the countries on the list. It is important to 

reinstate this concept particularly because what is being examined here is how, or if, the GDP 

does play an important role in determining the happiness of a society or not. Thus, the 

variations amongst the sole constant must be examined in order to further understand if the 

GDP is indeed accurate or a reliable method to measure happiness. 

Now that the factors have been presented, explained, and examined, a further analysis 

using data from the World Gallup Poll can be conducted. Recently, attention has been 

brought onto the degree of equality of happiness throughout a society, as in how consistently 

happy people throughout society are. Are some groups sporadically happy in such an intense 

way that they skew the results for a whole population? 

 As Table 7.2 clearly shows, all the Scandinavian countries have a low coefficient of 

variation in life evaluation, one that is clearly below the world average and even the richest 

countries average. This means that there are low variances of life evaluations throughout the 

Scandinavian counties, or in other words, less inequality in the happiness experienced by 

Scandinavian societies. Judging by these six variables alone, it is still unclear as to why 

Scandinavian countries consistently rank top 10 in life evaluation reports. Comparing them to 
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other rich countries helped us draw comparisons. For example, the table shows that in 

countries such as the United States and Saudi Arabia, the coefficient of variation in life 

evaluation is rather low as opposed to their GDP per capita. If we compare all the countries 

throughout the bigger picture using only their GDP, then one would assume that one of these 

two countries should at least appear as a top 10 in the life evaluation reports. However, when 

other variables such as social support, corruption, or freedom differ heavily, that is when the 

life evaluation score is effected the most. The Scandinavian countries consistently rank high 

on all factors, making it hard to narrow down an effective factor as an explanation, but 

looking at other countries and their data certainly helped understand which factors play a 

more important role. Both Rothstein and Uslaner argue that “if a country is trapped in a 

vicious cycle of low social and institutional trust, high corruption, and high levels of 

inequality, it can be hard to build the citizen and public servant trust needed to make the 

necessary reforms for a more trustworthy and representative system that serves all citizens 

equally.”22 They also argue that the Scandinavian countries are arguably caught up in a 

prosperous cycle, where well-functioning and solid institutions are able to efficiently provide 

citizens with a surplus of benefits and security, so that citizens trust institutions and each 

other, which leads them to vote for parties that promise to preserve the welfare model. With 

all this being said, the main question that should be examined here is how does a society 

perform the transition from a low to a high-trust equilibrium? Perhaps a small examination 

into the history of Scandinavian countries might finally provide an answer. 

 At the beginning of the modern era, Scandinavian countries did not have any form of 

feudalism or serfdom that stylized most of Europe and Russia. Apparently, farmers were 

more independent and most of them owned the land they worked on. In the years leading 

towards the 20th century, farmers held considerable power, even inside the Scandinavian 

                                                           
22 Rothstein and Uslaner 2005. 
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parliaments.23 Class struggles seldom existed in Scandinavia, Finland being an exception 

with the 1918 Finnish Civil War between the ‘Reds’ and the ‘Whites’. However, the divide 

present in Nordic countries at that time was shallower than any other society or country 

during the early 21st century. As a matter of fact, Finland recovered quickly from its civil war 

and its institutions were already fundamentally solid within a year after the conflict ended. 

Thus, it is safe to claim that one root cause for the Nordic model itself could be the fact that 

the Scandinavian countries never actually had to deal with a deep class divide or struggle that 

heavily impacted their society for the decades and generations to come forth. The absence of 

violence between the classes propelled and fuelled the Scandinavian society into becoming 

the phenomenon that exists today. As a matter of fact, to further bolster this claim, research 

often proves that inequality has a strong effect on generalized trust throughout a society24, 

and trust is in fact one of the main factors in determining how well a society functions on the 

broad level. With multiple societies that have successfully almost (and if not almost, entirely) 

never had to deal with any class struggles or major conflicts amongst themselves, then it 

should become fairly obvious as to why the Scandinavian societies have a high general level 

of trust towards their societies and in general. 

Conclusion: 

 The Scandinavian countries are generally characterized by a prosperous cycle where 

various institutional and cultural indicators of good society continuously blend with one 

another combined with the general well-functioning governments, effective social welfare 

benefits, low levels of crime and corruption, satisfied citizens who feel free and trust one 

another, strong governmental instructions, and wealth that is generally allocated throughout 

society. Although this study was supposed to solely focus on Scandinavian countries, the 

                                                           
23 Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005. 
24 Elgar & Aitken, 2011; Uslaner & Brown, 2005. 
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results found show that there is no ‘secret formula’ that the Scandinavians own, since several 

non-Scandinavian countries also exhibited very similar statistics and results. Thus, it should 

be safe to claim that there is nothing specific to Scandinavians and their content, and rather 

keep citizens highly satisfied through high quality and non-corrupt state institutions that do 

not fail to deliver what they promise. These institutions play a key role in minimizing 

corruption and maximizing how much citizens participate and how they are represented. 

Independent/democratic traits such as having a free press or strong civic society seem to also 

play an important role in keeping the government responsible and focused towards catering 

its citizens. On a cultural level, it seems that the most important factor is to create a sense of 

trust and social cohesion amongst a population. A divided society obviously has a harder time 

functioning properly than a unified one and is probably more bound to creating problems and 

conflicts rather than instigating happiness and trust within one another. Therefore, it should 

go without saying, that having a clean efficient and uncorrupted government that you can rely 

one, one that can supply its unfragmented and unified citizens with solid institutions, and one 

that can keep on representing and catering to the people’s needs is probably the first step 

towards building an efficient and happy society content with how they face life throughout 

their circumstances and their environment. 
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