
Name ___________________________________________________________________________  period__________ 

 
Happiness: Denmark vs. the United States by Ryan Duffy      
Article:  http://acculturated.com/2013/09/10/happiness-denmark-vs-the-united-states/ Video Link: http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/the-pursuit-of-happiness/  

The annual (once a year) report on the world’s happiest countries was released this last 
Monday. Of the 156 countries in the survey, the United States came in 17th while the majority of 
the top 10 countries all resided (lived) within Northern Europe: Denmark, Norway, Switzerland, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, Canada, Finland, Austria, Iceland, and Australia. The fact that Denmark 
is #1 again this year shouldn’t be a major 
surprise given the media coverage of this status 

several years ago and a 60 minutes spotlight. Comparing Denmark to 
the US in the most recent report, differences in average happiness 
scores per person out of 10 are not enormous (7.693 vs. 7.082) but 
are certainly worth considering. What does give Denmark that .611 
edge? 

According to the report, six key factors account for why some 
countries are happier than others: real GDP per capita (by far the 
most important), healthy life expectancy, having someone to count 
on, perceived freedom to make life choices, freedom from 
corruption, and generosity. Intriguingly, Americans on average make 
more than Danes and report the exact same life expectancy. 
However, the social structure of Denmark and the United States is 
very different. 

The Danish work on average 37 hours a week, get six weeks of 
vacation, are guaranteed free education through college, are paid for 
paternity/maternity leave for up to 6 months, and have universal 
health care. But along with this Danes pay 50% of their income in 
taxes. Denmark is small, homogenous (everyone is the same), has 
had relatively little national turmoil (conflict) for decades, and has 
very little income disparity (difference) between individuals.  

 

In America the goal is to live the American Dream, which entails 
(involves) financial success and upward social mobility; the 
capitalistic structure that America was founded upon attempts to 
give every citizen this opportunity.  

This quest for the American Dream doesn’t exist in the more 
socialistic Denmark, where contentment (happiness and 
satisfaction) and the benefit of the collective (everybody) is just as 
important. Research looking at differences between the two 
countries found that being from a lower socioeconomic status had a 
much larger impact on well-being in America then in Denmark, and 
the authors concluded that differences in the low income groups in 
both countries likely account for the happiness disparity 
(difference). Being poor in America is much worse than being poor 
in Denmark. 

For those who do achieve the American Dream, America is an 
amazing place to live, full of opportunities to experience a joyful life. 
But for those who fail to meet this goal, the social safety net that is present in Denmark simply doesn’t exist. 
America and Denmark are both happy places to live compared to most of the world. But looking amongst lower 
income groups in both countries highlights that in order for some people to have the highs of the American Dream, 
others necessarily will have the lows. It’s a tradeoff that as Americans we are born into and is something that seems 
unlikely to change anytime soon. 

2. The six factors that are used to measure how 
happy are country is are… 
 

3. The average life of a Danish citizen is 
different than that of an American citizen 
because… 
 

4. The “American Dream” is… 
 

5. The people in Denmark have goals that are 
more concerned with… The “Denmark Dream” 
would be… 
 
 

1. Which country is happier? Denmark or the 
United States? 
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Discussion Questions to answer after viewing: “Pursuit of Happiness—Denmark” 
6. What is the difference between happiness and contentment?  

 
 

7. What is your viewpoint of the American Dream? 
 

 
8. Why do Americans always want “more”? 

 
 

9. Does money = happiness?  
 
 

10. Is it worth having higher taxes for the benefits that the Danish people have?  
 
 

11. Are wealthy people really less happy? 
 
  

12. Do low expectations = less disappointments? 
 
 

13. Is having a homogenous culture a good thing or a bad thing?  
 

Extension Questions: Write 2-3 complete sentences for each question and give examples to support your answers. 

14. Which country would you rather live in U.S. or Denmark? Support your answer based on the reading.  
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

15. “The Affordable Care Act (ObamaCare)’s goal is to give more Americans access to affordable, quality 
health insurance and to reduce the growth in U.S. health care spending.  It also requires all individuals to 
buy insurance or pay a penalty in their taxes, and penalizes companies who do not offer insurance to their 
full-time workers.” THINK: Is America moving away from free enterprise on the economic spectrum? 
Explain.               

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

16. What would you change politically or economically in the U.S. to improve its happiness level?         
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 


