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How much happiness could be gained if the world’s wealth were distributed more equally?
Despite decades of research investigating the relationship between money and happiness,
no experimental work has quantified this effect for people across the global economic
spectrum. We estimated the total gain in happiness generated when a pair of high-net-
worth donors redistributed US$2 million of their wealth in $10,000 cash transfers to 200
people. Our preregistered analyses offer causal evidence that cash transfers substantially
increase happiness among economically diverse individuals around the world. Recipients
in lower-income countries exhibited happiness gains three times larger than those in
higher-income countries. Still, the cash provided detectable benefits for people with
household incomes up to $123,000.
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A core goal of economic systems is to improve human well-being by allocating scarce
resources. Yet, the world’s richest 10% owns three-quarters of global wealth, while the
poorest half owns only 2% (1). Prominent scholars across disciplines have argued that
extreme income inequality may vastly undermine the potential happiness of the world’s
population (2—4). How much happiness could be gained if the wealthy few redistributed
money to a broader swath of the world’s population? To estimate this effect, we examined
the total happiness gained when two high-net-worth donors redistributed 2 million US
dollars ($2M) of their wealth to 200 individuals around the world.

A great deal of research suggests that individuals earning higher incomes are happier
than those earning lower incomes (for a review, see ref. 5), with the strength of this
relationship diminishing as income increases (6). Although a few studies have examined
the effect of naturally occurring income shocks using longitudinal panel data (7-10),
most scholarly work has relied on correlational analyses, which cannot isolate the causal
impact of money on happiness. Indeed, people with higher incomes tend to have better
health, education, and other advantages linked to greater happiness (11, 12), and being
happy may even lead to greater wealth: Happier high-schoolers earn higher incomes a
decade later (13).

In recent years, a separate line of research has emerged using randomized controlled
trials to test the impact of cash transfers as a form of aid to ameliorate poverty in
lower-income nations (see ref. 14 for a review). In this line of work, cash is provided
directly to the poor in place of traditional forms of aid, like food or clothing. While
these studies broadly support the finding that money provides happiness (15), they
have focused on samples living in poverty in lower-income countries, so it is unclear
whether the benefits of receiving cash extend beyond the world’s poorest individuals.

Would receiving an influx of cash substantially improve the happiness of individuals in
higher-income nations? To address this pressing question, numerous pilot projects examin-
ing the effects of cash transfers have been launched in the United States, Canada, Finland,
and other countries (see ref. 16 for a review). To the best of our knowledge, only two
projects have been completed so far. In Finland, the government provided 560 Euros per
month to 2,000 unemployed residents and reported that this program increased their
happiness (17). In Canada, 50 homeless individuals received a one-time cash transfer of
7,500 Canadian dollars each, but did not exhibit substantial increases in happiness (18).
Another prominent study is currently underway, providing $500 per month for 2 y to 125
low-income households in Stockton, CA. Preliminary results from the first year of the
study point to improvements in positive mood (19). Given that these unpublished studies
have examined relatively narrow samples, it remains an open question whether providing
cash transfers could improve happiness among the broader population.

In this study, we took advantage of a unique experiment, in which two wealthy donors
partnered with the organization TED to give away $2M to an economically diverse global
sample. Three hundred participants were recruited from three lower-income countries and
four higher-income countries and randomly assigned to receive a single cash transfer of
$10,000 ($10k) (or not). We assessed participants’ happiness by measuring the three core
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Significance

We took advantage of a unique
experiment, in which anonymous
donors gave US$10,000 to each of
200 recipients in seven countries.
By comparing cash recipients with
a control group that did not
receive money, this preregistered
experiment provides causal
evidence that cash transfers
substantially increase happiness
across a diverse global sample.
These gains were greatest for
recipients who had the least:
Those in lower-income countries
gained three times more
happiness than those in higher-
income countries. Our data
provide the clearest evidence to
date that private citizens can
improve net global happiness
through voluntary redistribution
to those with less.
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components of subjective well-being (SWB): satisfaction with life,
positive affect, and negative affect (see ref. 5 for an overview).
Going beyond previous work, this study allows us to assess the
causal impact of cash transfers on happiness across a large and
economically diverse sample.

Preregistration

This study was preregistered on the Open Science Framework
(OSF) as part of a broader project that investigated a variety of
distinct research questions (https://osf.io/f7y6c2view_only=21b6fd
74ba75493eaccbe2f534{182fa). The present paper addresses ques-
tion 2 in the preregistration. We report all relevant conditions and
measures here.

Results

Using Twitter, the TED organization invited adults from Brazil,
Indonesia, Kenya, Australia, Canada, the United States, and the
United Kingdom to apply for a “Mystery Experiment” by com-
pleting an initial survey, which included measures of demo-
graphics and baseline SWB. Participants were required to be
at least “somewhat” fluent in English, with an active Twitter
account. They spanned a wide range of ages (M = 34.3, SD =
12.1 Range = 21 to 78) and incomes (Mean = $54,394,
Median = $27,580, Min = $0, Max = $400k, SD = $71,650),
but were well-educated, (82% had a bachelor’s degree or higher)
and liberal-leaning (M = 35.4, SD = 17.9, on a scale from 0 =
“left” to 100 = “right”). Participants who were randomly assigned
to the cash condition (7 = 200) received $10k, which they were
instructed to spend within 3 mo as part of the broader project;
participants in the control condition (z = 100) did not receive
cash transfers. For 3 mo after the cash transfers, participants in
both groups completed monthly surveys that included our prereg-
istered measures of SWB. For exploratory purposes, participants
also completed an additional survey 6 mo after the cash transfers
were delivered.

Cash vs. Control. As preregistered, we calculated 3-mo averages
for participants’ life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect
and used multilevel models to test whether changes in each out-
come from baseline to the 3-mo mean differed for participants in
the cash vs. control groups. We entered condition (0 = control,
1 = cash), time point (0 = baseline, 1 = 3-mo mean), and the
Condition X Time Point interaction into models predicting each
component of SWB. Time points (level 1) were nested within
individuals (level 2), and we used restricted maximum-likelihood
estimation with random intercepts that varied across individuals.
Significant interactions showed that, compared to control partici-
pants, cash recipients became significantly more satisfied with life
[6 = 0.36, SE = 0.11, £294.31) = 3.4, P < 0.001], and they
experienced greater increases in positive affect [6 = 0.29, SE =
0.07, #294.96) = 4.09, P < 0.001] and larger decreases in nega-
tive affect [6 = —0.28, SE = 0.08, #294.87) = —3.70, P <
0.001] across the 3 mo after receiving the cash.* Follow-up analy-
ses examining the slopes of each condition revealed significant
increases in each outcome among cash recipients, but no change
among control participants (Table 1). These results demonstrate
that the cash produced significant benefits for recipients’ emo-
tional experiences and life evaluations.

*Although we had very little missing data, we repeated our primary preregistered analy-
ses with imputed data for missing values, in line with our analysis plan. Doing so left our
primary results substantively unchanged, with all Condition x Time point interactions
remaining highly significant (P < 0.001).
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Exploratory analyses using a composite score for SWB (stan-
dardizing and combining satisfaction with life, positive affect,
and reverse-scored negative affect) showed a similar interaction
[6 = 0.36, SE = 0.08, #294.65) = 4.61, P < 0.001], with
cash recipients experiencing greater increases in SWB across the
3 mo relative to controls. Another multilevel model comparing
changes in SWB from baseline to each timepoint (1, 2, 3, and
6 mo posttransfer) revealed that this effect was consistent at the
1-mo (6 = 0.32, P < 0.001), 2-mo (6 = 0.36, P < 0.001), and
3-mo (b = 0.45, P < 0.001) time points. Recipients also main-
tained these gains at 6 mo (4 = 0.20, P = 0.019), demonstrating
that the cash had enduring benefits for well-being, even several
months after the money had been spent (Fig. 1).

Country Income and Household Income. In additional explor-
atory analyses, we examined whether people in lower-income
countries benefited more from cash transfers than those in higher-
income countries. We entered condition (0 = control, 1 = cash),
time point (0 = baseline, 1 = 3-mo mean), country income (0 =
lower, 1 = higher), and their interaction terms into a multilevel
model predicting SWB, clustered by country and individual.
A significant three-way interaction indicated that cash recipients
in lower-income countries exhibited significantly greater SWB
improvements compared to recipients in higher-income countries
[6 =035, SE = 0.15, #292.45) = 2.30, P = 0.022]. That said,
the improvement in SWB for cash recipients compared to control
participants was significant within both lower-income countries
[6 =054, SE = 0.12, {141.25) = 4.42, P < 0.001] and higher-
income countries [6 = 0.19, SE = 0.09, #151.28) = 1.97,
P=0.05].

We then repeated these analyses, replacing country income
with each participant’s houschold income (converted to US
dollars, adjusted for purchasing power, and transformed to a log
scale to account for skew). We found a significant Condition X
Time Point X Income interaction [6 = 0.11, SE = 0.05,
1288.4) = 2.22, P = 0.027]. To illustrate this effect, we simpli-
fied our model by removing time point as a factor and examining
changes from baseline to the 3-mo mean as the outcome, which
yielded an equivalent Condition X Income interaction [6 = 0.11,
SE = 0.05, #288) = 2.23, P= 0.027].T As shown in Fig. 2, cash
recipients with lower incomes exhibited greater improvements in
SWB [6 = —0.08, SE = 0.03, 193) = —2.95, P = 0.004];
income in the control group was unrelated to improvements in
SWB [6=0.03, SE = 0.04, £95) = 0.71, P = 0.48]. Our model
predicts that participants with annual incomes of $10k would
gain almost half of an SD of additional happiness as a result of
receiving the cash transfer, and those making $100k would gain
almost a quarter. Using an error-rate-adjusted Johnson—Neyman
technique (20), we found that significant benefits were still
detectable for those making as much as $123k [ = 0.20, SE =
0.10, #288) = 1.96, P = 0.05].

Net Gain in Life Satisfaction. By combining the present data
with preexisting data on life satisfaction, we can roughly esti-
mate how much more life satisfaction $2M provides when
redistributed. Across the 3-mo study period, the total life satis-
faction of cash recipients increased by 72 points (an average of
0.36 points for each of 200 recipients). Of course, giving up
$2M may have decreased the life satisfaction of the two donors.
As an approximate point of comparison, we utilized previous

"Here, we assume that the effect of condition depends linearly on log-income. To exam-
ine this assumption, we added log-income-squared and the interaction of condition and
log-income-squared to this model; the fit was not significantly improved [F(2, 288) = 0.54,
P = 0.58], suggesting that there was not a significant quadratic effect of log-income on
change in SWB.
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Table 1. Simple slopes by condition for each outcome

Baseline 1-3 Month
M (SD) M (SD) b df t P

Satisfaction with life

Control 4.08 (1.41) 4,18 (1.36) 0.1 294 1.19 0.23

Cash 4.21 (1.31) 4.68 (1.15) 0.47 294 7.54 <0.001
Positive affect

Control 3.48 (0.70) 3.46 (0.69) 0.03 294 0.49 0.63

Cash 3.59 (0.62) 3.86 (0.59) 0.27 295 6.38 <0.001
Negative affect

Control 2.65 (0.73) 2.73 (0.68) 0.08 294 1.32 0.19

Cash 2.58 (0.63) 2.37 (0.61) -0.20 295 —4.53 <0.001
SWB

Control —0.24 (0.85) —0.27 (0.86) —0.03 294 0.40 0.69

Cash -0.12 (0.74) 0.21 (0.72) 0.33 295 7.40 <0.001

Note: Satisfaction with life was measured on a seven-point scale, while positive affect and negative affect were measured on five-point scales; each of these

measures was z-scored and combined to form an index of SWB.

research documenting the relationship between net worth and
life satisfaction across a large, diverse sample of millionaires
(21). Estimates from these data suggest that each donor would
have experienced a maximum decrease in life satisfaction of
roughly —0.16 points as a result of a $2M decline in net worth
(Methods). Thus, the total loss in happiness for the two donors
is estimated to be —0.32 points. This suggests that redistribut-
ing wealth across our sample provided roughly 225 times more
life satisfaction (72 points) than leaving it concentrated in the
hands of two wealthy individuals (0.32 points). Of course, this
estimate is speculative, given that spending $10k might yield
only a temporary benefit for recipients, whereas the donors’ loss
in net worth might continue to shape their happiness for many
years. At the same time, the loss in net worth could plausibly
be offset by the warm glow of giving money away (e.g., ref.
22), pointing to the possibility that donors and recipients are
both left better off in terms of happiness.

Discussion

This study provides causal evidence that cash transfers substan-
tially increase happiness across a diverse sample spanning the
global socioeconomic spectrum. By redistributing their wealth,
two donors generated substantial happiness gains for others.
These gains were greatest for recipients who had the least: Those

0.21
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Fig. 1. SWB over time for the cash and control groups.
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in lower-income countries gained three times more happiness
than those in higher-income countries, and those making $10k a
year gained twice as much happiness as those making $100k.
Still, the cash provided detectable benefits for people with house-
hold incomes up to $123k. Given that 99% of individuals earn
less than this amount (23), these findings suggest that cash trans-
fers could benefit the vast majority of the world’s population.

Of course, some caution is necessary in interpreting these find-
ings, given that the study did not include nationally representative
samples and focused on a limited time period. Although all partic-
ipants were English-speaking Twitter users who were relatively
liberal-leaning and well-educated, this sample was more economi-
cally diverse than any previous cash-transfer studies, enabling us to
estimate the happiness benefits across a wide range of incomes.
That said, our finding that cash transfers improved SWB—but
less so for people with higher incomes—is consistent with the
law of diminishing marginal utility in economics (24) and with
large-scale studies documenting the concave relationship between
income and self-reported happiness (e.g., refs. 6 and 25-28).

In interpreting our results, it is also worth noting that partici-
pants were instructed to spend the money within 3 mo, which
could have intensified the happiness benefits they experienced
inidally, while diminishing any long-term effects. People typically
spend other common windfalls—such as tax refunds and stimu-
lus checks—within a similar time frame (29, 30), however, and
most of our participants reported purchasing durable goods and
other assets that would have made a lasting impact on their net
worth (e.g., cars or home renovations). It is also unlikely that the
benefits we observed stemmed only from the thrill of spending,
given that participants reported being happier 3 mo after the
spending period ended. While the longer-term durability of these
effects remains an open question, recent research examining
lottery winners in Sweden points to the conclusion that a major
windfall can lead to gains in life satisfaction that are detectable
over a decade later (10).

It is also possible that receiving the surveys reminded cash
recipients of their good fortune or that they intentionally inflated
their happiness reports to avoid appearing ungrateful for the
donors’ gift. While virtually all cash-transfer studies share this
limitation, we attempted to minimize demand characteristics by
utilizing dependent measures that asked people about their satis-
faction with life in general and the frequency of positive and
negative moods, rather than asking them how happy they were
about receiving the money. Moreover, if people were motivated
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Fig. 2. Changes in SWB from before to after cash transfer predicted by
log income.

to appear grateful, it is unclear why high-income earners were
immune from this tendency.

Leaving demand characteristics aside, presenting the cash
transfer as a surprise gift from anonymous donors may have
genuinely enhanced recipients’ happiness. Indeed, narratives
around aid can impact recipients’ feelings and behaviors (31),
so cash-transfer programs should be designed with careful
attention to framing. The fact that the donors freely chose to
give away $2M may also have enhanced the net happiness ben-
efits for the donors themselves. Indeed, past research suggests
that people experience a greater hedonic benefit from voluntary
giving than from mandatory giving (32-34). This is important,
given that many forms of wealth redistribution are enforced by
governments, rather than freely chosen by individuals. Still,
even when giving is mandatory, people may still experience
pleasure from helping others (32). This pleasure may be ampli-
fied if cash-transfer programs are framed as an opportunity
to reduce inequality, an approach that may be particularly
valuable in cultural contexts where people are bothered by
inequality (35).

Although large-scale wealth redistribution might be best
achieved through government programs, our research demon-
strates that private citizens can substantially improve others’
well-being directly through simple cash transfers. This approach
is not limited to millionaires. Our data provide the clearest
causal evidence to date that the happiness benefits of cash trans-
fers are greatest at lower incomes, highlighting how individuals
across the economic spectrum can improve net global happiness
through voluntary redistribution to those with less. With 3.4
billion people living off $5.50 a day (36), those with more
have a profound opportunity to improve the total happiness of
humanity.

Methods

Participants. Participants were recruited from three lower-income countries,
Indonesia (n = 74), Kenya (n = 58), and Brazil (n = 13), as well as four higher-
income countries, the United States (n = 83), the United Kingdom (n = 37),
Canada (n = 18), and Australia (n = 17). These countries were included because
they do not levy gift taxes, which allowed participants to receive the full transfer
amount tax-free. As part of TED's Mystery Experiment, half of the cash recipients
were asked to tweet about their experience spending the money, so all partici-
pants were also required to have an active Twitter account; this manipulation
was not relevant to the current research question and did not have any substan-
tial impact on this study's primary outcomes, so it is not discussed further.
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Individuals were also prevented from participating in the study if they were
directly connected to members of the TED organization or if they reported that
receiving $10k could cause them danger or distress.

Procedure. Approximately 3 mo after completing the baseline survey, partici-
pants received an email that included detailed instructions about the study,
tailored to their assigned condition. The email also included a video of Chris Ander-
son, the head of TED, introducing the project and-for cash recipients only-
announcing the $10k gift (see OSF). Participants were required to pass a short
quiz assessing their comprehension of the study details before providing consent
to participate. Cash recipients received the money in a single payment via PayPal
and were told that they could spend the money any way they wanted during the
3 mo, but were asked not to store the money for later use in a savings or invest-
ment account. Control participants did not receive a cash transfer, but received $25
for each survey they completed; they were informed that the study included other
groups that might receive different amounts of money. Thirty-one control partici-
pants reported learning online that others had received cash transfers, but our pre-
registered analyses remained significant after excluding these participants.

Measures. Each survey included well-validated measures to capture the three
components of SWB. Measures of SWB continue to generate fruitful debate and
rely on several key assumptions, including the assumption that there is a linear
relationship between actual happiness and self-reported happiness (e.g., refs. 37
and 38). That said, self-report measures of SWB are widely used and have been
shown to correspond well with peer reports (39) and to correlate sensibly with
other constructs, such as health and social relationships (for reviews of these
issues, see refs. 40-42). In the present research, participants reported their satis-
faction with life by completing the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (43);
participants rated their agreement with statements such as "I am satisfied with
my life" on a scale from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7). Partici-
pants also reported their positive and negative affect by completing the Scale of
Positive and Negative Experience (44), which asks participants to indicate how
frequently in the last month they experienced six positive feelings, such as
"Happy,” and six negative feelings, such as "Sad,” on a scale from “very rarely
or never' (1) to “very often or always" (5). The surveys also included a number
of other psychological scales, as well as additional questions about how cash
recipients spent the money, but these items are not relevant to the present
preregistered research question; The full surveys are available on the OSF. The
percentage of surveys completed was consistently high across all timepoints:
1 mo (99%), 2 mo (92%), 3 mo (91%), and 6 mo (86%). Because we pooled
across months 1 to 3 in our primary analyses, we were able to include data for
98.4% of participants.

Estimating Life Satisfaction Among Millionaires. We estimated the
expected happiness loss of the donor couple using previous research, which has
documented the relationship between net worth and life satisfaction across a
diverse sample of more than 2,000 millionaires from 17 countries (21). The authors
reported average life satisfaction of millionaires at four levels of wealth: 1.5M to
2.9M, 3M to 7.9M, 8M t014.9M, and 15M+. Individuals with 3M to 7.9M of
wealth reported lower life satisfaction (M = 5.81) than those with 8M to 14.9M of
wealth (M = 5.97). This decrease of 0.16 points was the largest drop in life satisfac-
tion between any adjacent levels of wealth and, thus, represents the maximum loss
in life satisfaction we would expect for each member of the donor couple. The accu-
racy of these estimates was verified with the author of the original paper.

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. To protect participant privacy,
the data are not available publicly, but have been prepared to be shared confi-
dentially with permission from the authors and the TED organization. The analysis
code can be found at the OSF (https://osf.io/bhgnz/?view_only=e6bdb0f76cf
847fc830c7€952287d8e6) (45). Our preregistration and study materials can
be found online at the OSF (preregistration: https://osf.io/f7y6c?view_only=
21b6fd74ba75493eacche2f534ff82fa; (46) and study materials: https://osf.io/
héqdal?view_only=8482118091he4b0ead774¢13ad03387¢) (47). The Univer-
sity of British Columbia research team maintains the cleaned datasets, so R.J.D.
will serve as the primary point of contact for data requests. We will confirm
permission from TED in response to all requests. Researchers can request data
access by emailing R.J.D. at ryandwyer@psych.ubc.ca.
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