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We all want a satisfying life for ourselves and our children. Individually, we seek ways to achieve a
more satisfying life and this quest is manifested in the soaring sales of ‘how-to-be-happy’ books and
in the ongoing development of life-coaching businesses. Collectively, we call on our governments to
improve the social conditions for happiness. This call for greater happiness has instigated a lot of
research on conditions for happiness, much of which is gathered in the World Database of
Happiness. To date, this source hosts some 25.000 research findings on happiness in the sense of
life-satisfaction. It is not easy to distil practical recommendations from this research literature. Not
only are the findings too numerous to digest for an interested layperson, but findings are context
dependent and not seldom contradictory. One way to extract recommendations is to do a review
study, that is, to inspect all the available studies and consider the strengths and weaknesses, and
propose a list of best ways to greater happiness. This takes a lot of time, and typically results in a
book, which is then added to the pile of existing advisory literature. An alternative way to separate
the grain from the chaff among these many recommendations is to pick the brains of several experts
and gather their views. That approach is followed in this Delphi study, which was subsidized by
National Geographic magazine. In the first round of this Delphi study 14 experts suggested strategies
for improving life satisfaction. In a second round, experts rated these strategies for a) effectiveness,
b) feasibility and c) cost-effectiveness. They considered 56 strategies that policy makers can use to
raise average happiness in a nation and 68 ways in which individuals can raise their own happiness.
Experts were informed about the average ratings made by the panel and about the arguments
advanced. Then, in a third round, experts made their final judgements. Summed ratings for average
effectiveness and feasibility of the strategies ranged between 8,4 and 4.9 on scale 2- 10, which
means that most of the recommendations were deemed suitable. Agreement was slightly higher on
policy strategies than on individual ways to greater happiness. Policy strategies deemed the most
effective and feasible are: 1) investing in happiness research; 2) support of vulnerable people, and 3)
improving the social climate, in particular by promoting voluntary work and supporting non-profits.
Individual strategies deemed most effective are: a) investing in social networks, b) doing meaningful
things and c) caring for one’s health. An overview of the policy strategies is presented in the table on
the next page.
Policy Strategies to Promote Happiness
• Investing in happiness research
• Supporting vulnerable people
• Improving the social climate, in particular by promoting voluntary work and supporting nonprofits.
Individual Strategies to Promote Happiness
• Investing in social networks
• Doing meaningful things
• Caring for one’s health.
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