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Happiness Lessons From the Happiest 
Places in the World
Blue Zones founder Dan Buettner spent the last two years working on The Blue 
Zones of Happiness.  He took a tack similar to previous blue zones longevity 
research: frst, he identifed the statistically happiest populations, and then, 
through regression analysis and shoe-leather journalism, he distilled the lessons 
they have to ofer the rest of us.

Buettner traveled to happiness “hotspots” in South America, Asia, Europe, and 
the United States and profled the happiness paragons of Denmark, Singapore, 
Costa Rica, and Boulder, Colorado.  In the book, he describes three 
measurable facets of happiness (Life Satisfaction, Positive Afect, and Purpose) 
and how these places have achieved greater well being for their populations.  
The story and research also graces the cover of the November 2017 issue of 
National Geographic.

We sat down recently to chat about the book, happiness research, and what
people can do to increase their happiness.

1: How did you determine the happiest places in 
the world?  Isn’t there some fuctuation 
depending on which list you use?

Dan Buettner: I started with only the facets of happiness you can measure. The 
frst kind of happiness points to life satisfaction and is determined by asking 
people to rate their lives on a scale of 1 to 10.  The second kind of happiness is 
purpose, and it’s measured by people rating how engaged they are with their 
lives, and if they’re doing meaningful things every day.  The third measurement 
of happiness is how much people enjoy their lives on a day -to-day or moment-
to-moment basis.  That’s determined by asking people to remember
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their last 24 hours and report how many times they felt joy, laughed, or smiled.

2. You traveled to global happiness hotspots in
your research for this book.  Where did you go?

DB: I visited many areas, but spent the mos time in Singapore, Costa Rica, and 
Denmark, which are destinations that consistently top the lists of world’s 
happiest places.

3. What surprised you the most in your research
for this book?

DB: I was most surprised in my research to discover that there are three 
diferent kinds of happiness.  And I traveled to places that epitomized each.

Singapore is the happiest country in Asia, and it epitomizes the kind of 
happiness that comes from life satisfaction.  People there like a clear and 
easy path to success, and they don’t mind working hard.  They prefer security 
over freedom, and they want to live out largely conservative values.

People experience life the bes in Costa Rica.  It’s green, there’s easy access to 
nature, and there’s a feeling of equality as everybody has their basic needs 
covered. They prioritize social interaction, and they will almost never work extra 
hours if it means they have to forego a good party. They also prioritize family —
Sunday afternoons are spent with family and big long lunches.  They are also 
religious, and research shows that religious/spiritual people are happier.

In Denmark, people live with more purpose than anywhere else.  All their health 
care, social security, and education is covered.  They have almost all their daily 
needs taken care of, so they don’t need to “keep up with the Joneses.”  This 
pushes people into careers they love. The Danes work 37 hours a week, belong
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to clubs, and are able to pursue their passions and use their strengths.

An interesting side note to relate our fndings to today’s headlines: In places 
where there is gender equality, men and women are all happier across the 
board.  So it’s in the best interest of men (and society) to treat women fairly in 
all aspects.

4. You also researched some happiness hot
spots in America, even though on the whole, 
America generally is not at the top of happiness 
charts.  What were these cities and towns doing 
diferently?

DB: The frst big thing is that enlightened civic and government leaders made 
the decision to question the unquestioned virtue of economic growth.  Instead of 
allowing unchecked development, they shifted to policies that favor quality of 
life.  After these policies are put into place, then of course economic  
development is not a bad thing to pursue.  Some of the lessons learned from 
the happiest cities and places in America (and around the world):

1. Bikeable, walkable cities are almost always happier.
2. Access to parks and green spaces makes for happier residents.
3. Reducing fast food and junk food consumption and making fruits and

vegetables cheaper and more accessible makes for happier, healthier
residents.

There were also other quirky things like the absence of billboards.  Happy cities 
do away with billboards — the only people who like them are advertisers.  
Happy cities also take care of needy people: anywhere in the world, happy 
communities have good health care, good education, and quality social services.

https://www.bluezones.com/2017/10/happiest-cities-america
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As part of this project, I also recruited 15 of the world’s top academics in this 
feld of study and organized a Delphi consensus to identify the most efective 
and feasible policies to yield life satisfaction in nations.  

5. How important is wealth and money to
happiness?

DB: When you evaluate your life overall, money is important.  Millionaires are 
generally happier than people who make $30,000 a year.  But $75,000 is about 
the cap.  If you make more than that, then your day-to-day experience doesn’t 
get any better — you just have more stuf.  This 75k marker is an average and 
is also on a sliding scale based on where you live (75k in NYC doesn’t mean 
the same things that it means in a rural community).

6. How important is health to happiness?

DB: Health and happiness go hand in hand.  You cannot pull the two apart, and 
one doesn’t exist without the other.  If you are among the happiest 20 percent 
of people, you live around eight years longer than the saddest.  So a real 
strategy for living longer is getting happier.

In the original blue zones regions, where people live the longest, healthiest 
lives, people tended to be happy.  Their environment and culture nudged 
residents into positive behaviors that improved life satisfaction.

7. How much do you think someone’s individual
temperament afects their happiness?

DB: Genes determine a set range of happiness as opposed to a set point.

https://www.bluezones.com/live-longer-better/original-blue-zones/
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When we breakdown how much control we have over our own happiness:

40 percent is dictated by genes
15 percent is determined by luck (chronic illnesses like clinical depression
and chronic pain will obviously take a toll on happiness)
40-50 percent is determined by the individual

That means we have a lot of infuence over our own happiness.  In The Blue 
Zones of Happiness, I break down evidence-based ways to improve diferent 
happiness-boosting areas of life.

8. Who do you think is making a diference in
happiness research these days?

DB: I coordinated the world’s best happiness and well-being researchers to 
compile the data and research in the book, and every single one of them is 
doing incredible work in the feld.

Among them is Johannes Eichstaedt, one of the brightest stars, who measures 
the psychological states of large populations using social media.  For example, 
people who use words of high energy are proven to be happier than people who 
use words like “bummer” or “tired.”  Dan Witters at Gallup is doing the best job at 
measuring happiness and interpreting data in real time.  John Helliwell in 
Canada is doing fascinating well-being work: He showed that when immigrants 
move to Canada, they receive a signifcant happiness boost.  If you live in an 
unhappy place and move to a happy place, it can substantially favor your 
happiness.

9. What’s something that makes you personally
happy on the regular?
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DB: I love exploring traditional peoples of the world and distilling their wisdom.  
Nothing makes me happier than putting that wisdom to work in American cities.

9.5 What can someone do right now to increase
their happiness?

DB: Make a new happy friend — that’s one of the best things you can do.  Your 
happiness will go up 15 percent.  And volunteer, even if you think you don’t 
have the time.  People who fnd meaningful ways to give back are happier.  
Also, do your best to always sleep 7.5 hours a night.  People who sleep 6 hours 
a night are 30 percent less happy than people who sleep more. 

Learn more secrets of the world’s happies people and places in The Blue
Zones of Happiness.
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