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Introduction

You have about 80,000 hours in your career: 40 hours a week, 50 weeks a year, for 40 years. This means your choice of career is the most important decision you’ll ever make.

It accounts for roughly one-third of your waking life as an adult – more time than you’ll spend eating, socializing and watching Netflix put together.1 It’s long enough to walk around the Earth ten times.

Choose well, and you can have a more rewarding, interesting life, and also help solve some of the world’s most pressing problems. Choose poorly, and you could waste decades.

So what should you do?

At twenty-one, I didn’t know what to do with my life. I knew I wanted to find something that I’d enjoy, that would pay the bills and make a worthwhile contribution to society – but what?

Like millions of others, I’d heard the advice to ‘follow your passion.’ But it felt shallow. I was passionate about philosophy and martial arts. So maybe I should have become a warrior monk? But I’m glad I didn’t.

[image: ]
The arrow is me.

I’d been a nerdy kid, obsessed with investing to the point that my parents had let me manage their pension. At university I entered a stock-picking competition and landed a job in investment management. This would certainly have paid the bills, but I was worried it would feel meaningless and so in the end be unfulfilling.

I studied physics and philosophy at Oxford, and after a summer research project in climate physics, I considered following my father into academia. But I wasn’t sure about facing years of lowly paid postdocs, fierce competition and no guarantee of making useful discoveries.

I wasn’t even sure how to go about making the decision. I searched around and spoke to careers advisors, but nowhere had the information I needed. Most career advice didn’t seem to be based on any research. And the advice I could find was about how to land different jobs rather than which were worth pursuing in the first place.

Many friends, not knowing what else to do, ended up in law or consulting. These were supposed to be the safe, prestigious paths. But many ended up putting in seventy-hour weeks doing work that felt pointless.

When it came to making a difference the default options were things like medicine, social work, teaching, or (most thrillingly) working in corporate social responsibility, none of which seemed like a great fit for me anyway.

Then I started to realize the decision mattered even more than I’d thought. In my second year at university, sitting, sandwich in hand, on the floor at a lunchtime seminar, the Oxford ethicist Toby Ord walked us through the results of hundreds of studies comparing the cost of saving lives in different countries.

The numbers were staggering. It turned out that even the most expensive treatments in low-income countries were cheaper than many everyday interventions in places like the UK. But even more importantly, the cheapest and most effective interventions, like childhood vaccinations, could save lives hundreds of times more cheaply again.2

No one had ever told me about these differences, and later it became obvious why. When you poll people about how much more effective they think the best charities are at saving lives compared to the average, they guess they’re about 50% better. A noticeable difference, but not huge. Poll experts in global health, however, and they’ll say the best are around 100 times more cost-effective, a difference of 10,000%.3 In other words, there are huge differences in the impact of different ways of helping people, but no one knows about them.

This had enormous implications for my career. It suggested that ten years spent working at one of the most effective organizations in an area could achieve what would have taken 1,000 years working at a typical one. I could spend the remaining thirty years of my career meditating on the beach and still have done far more good for the world.

But this data raised even more questions. What if, instead of working at one of these organizations, I went into finance and donated to them instead? If I could give twice what my salary would have been, they could hire two people, maybe doubling my impact.

Then I remembered a job fair I’d attended as a teenager where I’d spoken to a couple of civil servants about working in government. If the UK’s aid budget is over £10bn a year,4 perhaps helping to get it spent a little more efficiently could do even more good again?

Through Toby I met Will MacAskill, then a PhD student in philosophy. He was asking the same questions, so we started researching them together. In 2011, we presented some of our ideas in a lecture. To our surprise, five of the thirty or so people in the audience decided to totally change what they were planning to do with their lives. Several of them asked us to start an organization exploring these issues. So we founded 80,000 Hours.

The name was chosen to represent the length of a typical career. If you could use those hours just 1% better, it would be worth spending up to 800 hours figuring out how to do that – twenty weeks of full-time work. (Fortunately this book will be a lot shorter.)

Our aim was to create the advice we wish we’d had: in-depth, clearly explained, and based on the best research available; rather than our own (highly limited) life experience. Since you can find a study to ‘prove’ almost anything, we tried to focus on meta-analyses and expert consensus in the most relevant fields.5
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80,000 dots, and the five it’ll take to read this book

We raised donations so we could provide everything for free, initially working in a basement at the back of an estate agent’s. After graduating I started working at the organisation full-time. Instead of choosing a career, my career would become researching which careers to choose.

We wanted to tackle not only the question of which careers were most impactful, but also what research had to say about classic career questions like how to find your fit, how to compare your options and which skills are most valuable. The hope was to create a complete, research-backed guide to finding a fulfilling career that does good.

Within months, we were invited to speak on the BBC and the website started to grow. In 2015, we were one of the first non-profits to go through Y Combinator, the world’s leading startup accelerator. As more people changed their careers, we were able to raise more donations and grow further. Today we have over fifty staff providing online research, a podcast with expert interviews, a job board and free one-on-one consultations.

To date over 10 million people have read our advice and over 3,000 of them have told us they’ve changed their career path as a result. In the coming chapters we’ll meet some of them, including Elena, who ended up at the White House aged twenty-one getting tens of millions invested in masks for the next pandemic; Neel, who helped start a new field of research dedicated to understanding how AI systems work on the inside; and Tom, founder of the world’s first charity focused on fish welfare in India and China. (I’ll explain.)

While it was research in global health that convinced us careers differ in impact more than people think, we eventually wondered if there might be even bigger and more urgent issues out there. Over the years we’ve looked at dozens of pressing problems, from climate change to mental health to even risks from nanotechnology. We found some problems had stakes hundreds of times larger than others, but received hundreds of times less attention. This suggested that your choice of which problem to focus on could matter even more than how exactly you try to tackle it – but no one had ever encouraged us to think hard about this question.

By 2015, we’d started to wonder if the most crucial issues of our time might involve AI. In 2016, an AI model created by DeepMind beat one of the world’s top players at Go,6 a Chinese board game known for needing strategic intuition. Driven by a new approach to AI called ‘deep learning’, the victory came sooner than many expected, and progress showed no signs of slowing. Today when I speak to people about their careers, one of the most common questions is ‘will I lose my job to AI?’ And while it may be hard to get a great answer from your school’s guidance counsellor, there’s plenty of evidence from economic history to provide clues about how automation might affect your employment prospects.

But more crucially, if the current rate of progress in AI continues, we’re on course to eventually create systems that are smarter and more generally capable than humans at most economically relevant tasks. This could usher in a new age of abundance, or pose risks much worse than mass unemployment. Despite the hype around AI, however, many of these risks remain extremely neglected. Some have even joked that we should rename the organization ‘20,000 hours’ because the next ten years could be so consequential.

This book represents the culmination of everything we’ve learned to date about finding a meaningful career. It begins by considering what to aim for in your dream career and then works back to the practical question of how to get your next job:


	In Section I, we’ll cover what makes for a fulfilling career. We’ll argue that ‘follow your passion’ gets things backwards. Instead of starting from your pre-existing interests, research suggests satisfaction comes from mastering valuable skills and using them to do engaging, meaningful work. In short, get good at something that helps others, and passion will follow.

	In Section II, we’ll explore how best to help others and have a positive impact. We’ll argue that careers like becoming a doctor, teacher or social worker are probably not the most impactful options open to you. In fact, we’ll explain how, even without changing jobs, you can probably save more lives than most doctors. We’ll describe what led us to recommend working on pandemics years before COVID-19, and why today we’re mostly focused on AI, but not on the risks that get the most airtime. We’ll also explain why more indirect approaches to tackling these problems, like spreading ideas, government work, building organizations, or donating, can often let you contribute on a bigger scale while giving you a wider range of career options.

	In Section III, we’ll cover how to get good at something useful, including how to build valuable skills and find the right career for you. We’ll discuss how to avoid wasting years of your career, which skills will be most valuable given AI automation, and also when to trust your gut (and when not to).

	In Section IV, we’ll help you tie everything together into a career plan you can feel confident in, and explain how to put it into action. We’ll share why pro and con lists aren’t a good way to compare different paths, why you shouldn’t ‘keep your options open’, and why the techniques people most often use to get jobs are the least effective.



We’ve tried to make this the most rigorous, deeply researched book about choosing a career ever written. While it was initially written for recent graduates with the privilege to be able to focus on their impact, this new edition has been revised and expanded for people looking to make a mid-career switch and to include more practical advice in the second half. Moreover, the core principles apply to anyone who wants to find a career that’s more fulfilling and impactful.

Before we begin, here are a few practical notes on how to use the guide:


	First, while we hope this book will save you the many years it took us to write, it’s not the last word. We’ve been wrong before and will be wrong again. Think critically about what makes sense to you.

	Second, many questions in career strategy are a matter of balance. For example, while some people need to focus more on building skills, others should stop waiting and try to do something impactful right away. That means those people need to hear opposite messages. We’ll point out the most common mistakes, but also try to give you the tools to strike these balances for yourself.

	Third, making a big career change takes time, as does tackling big global problems. Aim to take steps in the right direction rather than figure it all out right away. Our team may be able to introduce you to mentors who can help you along your journey (at 80000hours.org/speak-with-us/).

	Fourth, each chapter ends with some optional exercises to help apply the advice to your own career. If you work through them all, then you’ll have an updated career plan at the end, as well as a clear set of next steps into your new career path.

	Finally, if you find the book useful, you can gift it to a friend. We’ll mail anyone who signs up to our newsletter a free copy (while we can). Just send them this link: 80000hours.org/gift.



A key theme is that your career decisions matter even more than they first seem. Unless you happen to be the heir to a large estate, your career is the single biggest resource you have to contribute to the world. How you choose to use it, therefore, matters vastly more than how many plastic bags you use, how outraged you are about the latest political scandal, or even how much CO2 you personally emit.

But even more importantly, if some of the careers open to you have hundreds of times more impact than others, then with relatively little research and effort compared to the stakes, it will be possible to find a path that’s both more fulfilling, and that does far more good for the world than what you would have done otherwise. It won’t necessarily be easy, but it will be worth it.

Today, ordinary people have access to tools and wealth beyond what even kings and queens could have dreamed of in the past. Our generation has technology that could wreck the climate for thousands of years, trigger a nuclear war, or maybe soon create autonomous AI that’s smarter than us. And yet, if we can survive these challenges and put these resources to good use, we could also end extreme poverty, cure all known diseases, restore the environment, explore space and eventually understand the universe’s deepest questions.

Our common-sense understanding of how to choose a career hasn’t yet caught up with the power in our hands. That’s what this guide is for. There are jobs out there in which you can help change the course of history on these vital issues, letting you have an extraordinary impact, while also living a thriving and fulfilling life. Our aim is to help you find them.

So, what will you do with your 80,000 hours?




Section I



WHAT TO AIM FOR




CHAPTER 1

What Makes for a Dream Job?

[image: A drawing shows a woman at a conveyor in a room labelled ‘Taste Testing Department’ tasting ice cream from many cups. The belt curves around her in loops. A caption below reads ‘By the fifth year, Pam really regretted following her childhood passion for ice cream.’]
By the fifth year, Pam really regretted following her childhood passion for ice cream.

Everyone wants to find a dream job that’s enjoyable and meaningful, but what does that actually mean?

Some people imagine that the answer will come to them in a flash of insight, while others think what matters is that their dream job is easy and well paid.

At 80,000 Hours we’ve reviewed three decades of research into what makes for a satisfying career, drawing on hundreds of studies, and didn’t find much evidence for either conclusion.1 Instead, we found five key ingredients of a dream job. They don’t include income, and nor are they as simple as ‘following your passion’. What’s crucial is to get good at something that helps other people.

Let’s start with where we go wrong.

Don’t follow your passion

For most of history, people tended to do the same things as their parents. Then the focus moved towards getting a stable job that would let you buy a house and a car. But my generation grew up with different advice: if you want a fulfilling career, follow your passion. From around 2005, this became a defining focus of career advice.

[image: A line graph titled ‘Follow your passion’ in published books’ shows ‘Frequency of use percentage’ against time from about 1985 to 2020. The line stays near zero at first, then rises after 2000 and climbs sharply after 2010 to its highest level.]
The subtext is that finding a great career depends on identifying your greatest interest – ‘your passion’ – and pursuing it full-time. It’s an attractive message: just commit to what you most enjoy and you’ll have a fulfilling career. And when we look at successful people, they are often passionate about what they do.

We’re also fans of being passionate about your work. As we’ll discuss shortly, intrinsically motivating work makes people a lot happier than a fat pay cheque. However, there are three main ways that ‘follow your passion’ can be misleading advice.

The first is that many people don’t feel like they have a passion that could be relevant to their career. Telling them to ‘follow their passion’ at best doesn’t get them anywhere, and at worst, makes them feel inadequate and demotivated.

Second, this advice suggests that passion is all you need. But if a basketball fan works with awful colleagues, receives unfair pay, or finds the tasks they’re doing meaningless, they’re still going to dislike their job, even if they work for the NBA. Likewise, someone passionate about acting but who ends up forty and unemployed might have some regrets. In fact, ‘following your passion’ can make it harder to secure the ingredients we’ll argue are most crucial for being satisfied with your job, because the areas you’re passionate about are likely to be the most competitive ones.

A survey of 500 Canadian students showed that their top passions were dance and ice hockey. Almost 90% said their greatest passion involved either music, art or sport.2 But census data collected around the same time shows that under 3% of Canadian jobs were in sport or the arts. So even if only one in ten of those students followed their passion, the majority would fail.3 And it’s similar in other countries.

[image: A bar graph titled ‘Passions versus occupations’ compares percentages on a vertical axis from 0 to 100 per cent. The first bar, ‘Students passionate about sports, art or music’, is very high, near 90 per cent, while ‘Occupations in art, culture, recreation, and sport’ is lowest.]
Moreover, even if you succeed in getting a job, researchers have found that the degree of match between your interests and your job correlates only weakly with job satisfaction.4

The third problem is that telling people to focus on what they’re already passionate about can make them needlessly limit their options. If you’re passionate about literature, it’s easy to think you must become a writer to have a satisfying career. But in fact there are probably many other jobs that could satisfy you, so long as they’re fulfilling in other ways.

Moreover, our interests change over time, and more than we expect.5 Think back to what you were most interested in five years ago, and you’ll probably find it’s pretty different from what you’re interested in today. This means your interests are not an especially stable basis for career planning.

More perniciously, people often believe that their ‘one true passion’ will be immediately obvious, leading them to eliminate options that don’t feel rewarding from the get-go. But most careers are a grind at the entry-level, and you need to try things to learn what fits. That means it’s normal not to know what you’re passionate about right away. Instead, as we’re going to see, passion is something you develop over time – often in entirely unexpected directions.

We’ve worked with hundreds of people who found exactly this. Jess Whittlestone loved philosophy as an undergraduate, and was especially drawn to philosophy of mind. Naturally, she considered continuing to graduate school. But something held her back. Even if it would be intellectually interesting, if she didn’t make a difference, would it really be fulfilling?

After trying several paths, she settled on psychology and public policy. Over time, she found roles and topics that were meaningful, and became passionate about them. Eventually she became the director of AI policy at a leading think tank, and in 2023, TIME named her one of the 100 most influential people in AI. We’ll explain how she got there in Chapter 11.

Why you shouldn’t follow your intuition either

Even if there was such a thing as your ‘one true passion’, how would you actually find it? The usual way is to try to imagine different jobs and think about how fulfilling they seem. If this were a normal career guide, we’d start by getting you to write out a list of what you most want from a job, like ‘working outdoors’ or ‘working with ambitious people’, and trying to find jobs that match. The bestselling careers book of all time, What Color Is Your Parachute?, recommends exactly that.6 The hope is that, deep down, people know what they really want.

But they don’t. Or at least, not particularly well. You can probably think of times in your own life when you were excited about a holiday or a party – only to find that when it actually happened it was just OK. In recent decades, research has shown how common this is. We’re not always great at predicting what will make us happiest, and we often don’t realize quite how bad we are.7

It turns out we’re even bad at remembering how enjoyable different experiences were, let alone predicting them. A meta-analysis of over fifty studies found we remember experiences by how enjoyable they were at their peak, or at their ending, rather than how enjoyable we’d say they were at the time.8

In a classic study, people rated a colonoscopy as less painful if it ended less painfully, even if the pain lasted longer.9 As Dan Gilbert, one of the world’s leading experts on happiness, puts it: ‘The fact that we often judge the pleasure of an experience by its ending can cause us to make some curious choices.’10

This means we can’t simply trust our intuitions when trying to figure out what will satisfy us most. We need a more systematic way of working out which job is best.

What might a more systematic approach look like? It’s tempting to assume that your dream job will meet two, supposedly appealing, criteria: that it’ll be easy and well-paid.

This is implicit in a lot of mainstream career advice. CareerCast provides one of the leading career rankings in the US. The first four criteria they use to rank careers are:11


	Is it unstressful?

	Is there good work-life balance?

	Is there high job security?

	Is it highly paid?



Essentially, less-demanding, secure, high-pay jobs are rated more highly. Based on these criteria, the number-one job turned out to be: actuary. That is, someone who uses statistics to measure and manage risks in the insurance industry. This is the same answer they gave back in 2015 when I first wrote about their list, and it’s been close to the top ever since.12

Would we all be happier if we retrained as actuaries? It’s true that actuaries are more satisfied with their job than average, but they’re not among the most satisfied. And only 36% say their work is meaningful.13 This shows that the factors used by CareerCast don’t capture everything. In fact, plenty of evidence suggests that money and avoiding stress may even be counterproductive to focus on. Let’s start with money.

Don’t chase the money

It’s a cliché to say that ‘money can’t buy happiness’, but better pay is often people’s top priority when looking for a new job.14 When people are asked what would most improve the quality of their lives, the most common answer is ‘more money’.15 Which side is right?

As is often the case, the truth is somewhere in the middle. After reviewing the best studies we could find on this question, we found that money does make you happy, but only a little.16

For instance, here are the findings from a huge survey in the United States:17

[image: A line graph titled ‘Household income and life satisfaction’ shows ‘Household income’ on the horizontal axis and ‘Life satisfaction from 1 to 10’ on the vertical axis. The line rises quickly from 10 K to about 70 K, then increases more slowly towards 210 K.]
Respondents were asked to rate how satisfied they were with their lives on a scale from 1 to 10. The result is shown on the y-axis, while the x-axis shows their household income. The chart shows that an increase in pre-tax income from $40,000 to $80,000 was only associated with an increase in life satisfaction from about 6.5 to 7 out of 10. Gaining another half point requires another doubling to $160,000. That’s a lot of extra income for a small improvement.

This is hardly surprising. We all know people who’ve gone into high-earning jobs and ended up miserable. Your expenses creep up, and you soon come to take your salary for granted. At the same time, you’re working longer hours, eating into time with friends and family.

But even this might be overstating the importance of money. If we look at day-to-day mood, income appears to be even less important. The same study asked people at different salary levels whether they reported feeling happy yesterday, which the researchers called ‘positive affect’. The left-hand y-axis shows the fraction of people who reported ‘yes’. This line goes basically flat around $75,000.

[image: A line graph titled ‘Household income and ‘positive affect'’ compares two trends against ‘Household income’. The left axis shows ‘Life satisfaction from 1 to 10’ and the right axis shows ‘Fraction of people’. ‘Positive Affect’ starts higher and flattens, while ‘Life Satisfaction’ keeps rising.]
The picture is similar if we look at the fraction who reported being ‘not blue’ or ‘stress-free’ yesterday. (In fact, people got more stressed as incomes increased.)

[image: A line graph titled ‘Household income and wellbeing’ plots ‘Household income’ against ‘Life satisfaction from 1 to 10’ and ‘Fraction of people’. ‘Positive Affect’ is highest and rises early with ‘Not blue’ lower. ‘Life Satisfaction’ climbs steadily. ‘Stress-free’ rises slightly at first, then declines towards higher incomes.]
Admittedly, this debate is far from over.18 While this data shows that positive affect goes completely flat around $75,000, a more recent study from 2021 found that it actually continues to rise. It’s just that it rises very slowly, and more slowly than life satisfaction. This could be because high income makes people feel successful, even if it doesn’t make them happier.19

From a practical point of view, this doesn’t make much difference. Once you’re above around $100,000, money seems to make only a small difference to happiness.

Moreover, this data could still be overstating money’s importance. These studies are correlational, which means the relationship between money and happiness could be caused by a hidden third factor. For example, being healthy could make you both happier and allow you to earn more. Taking account of all the possible additional factors could reduce the impact of money even further.

How much income should you aim for given your individual situation? The data in this chapter are for household income in 2009, but the average household in the US has 2.5 people. If you’re single, your costs will be a bit higher, so economists would typically say $100,000 of household income is equivalent to income of about $50,000 living alone.20 Adjusting for inflation gets you to about $75,000 in 2025.21 Each dependent you have living with you will add another half to that.

These are also averages for the US as a whole. If you live in an expensive city like New York, you’d need to add about 50% to account for the higher cost of living,22 and because our satisfaction is highly driven by how our income compares to others around us.23 Compared to New York, incomes and cost of living are another 10–20% higher again in Zurich, but 20–25% lower in London, Paris and Sydney,24 and 60–80% lower in Shanghai.25 Compared to the US as a whole, incomes in the UK are about 40% lower26 and cost of living is about 10% lower.27 This suggests that $75,000 in the US on average is equivalent to about £42,000 in the UK,28 or $115,000 in New York.

As of 2023, the average college graduate in the United States can expect to make about $77,000 per year over their working life, while the average Ivy League graduate earns over $120,000.29 In the UK, college graduates earn about £52,500, and amounts are similar in Western Europe and Australia.30 The upshot is that if you’re a college graduate in a high-income country, then there’s a good chance you end up in the range where more income has little effect on your happiness.

Don’t aim for an easy life

Many people tell us they want to find a job that isn’t stressful. And in the past, doctors and psychologists believed that stress generally was bad for us. However, the most recent evidence on stress suggests the picture is a bit more complicated.31

One puzzle is that studies of high-ranking government and military leaders found they had lower levels of stress hormones and anxiety than other workers, despite sleeping fewer hours, managing more people and having more responsibilities.32

One widely supported explanation is that having a greater sense of agency shields them from the demands of the position. In other words, if you’re facing a stressful project, but you get to decide how to go about tackling it, it’s likely you’ll feel much better than if you’re being micromanaged.

Likewise a stressful project that’ll only last one week might not be a problem, while one that lasts for two years certainly could be. People are also much better able to tolerate stress if it’s in pursuit of a goal they consider meaningful.

In total, researchers have found that the following seven factors are important moderators of stress, and can even turn a situation that’s draining into one that’s engaging and meaningful:




	MITIGATING FACTORS
	GOOD (OR NEUTRAL)
	BAD



	Intensity of demands
	Challenging but achievable.
	Mismatched with ability (either too high or too low).



	Duration
	Short-term.
	Ongoing.



	Control
	You can decide how the work is carried out.
	Work is micromanaged.



	Power
	You’re given resources to tackle the work.
	You have little influence over the outcomes.



	Social Support
	You have supportive peers and mentors who can help with challenges.
	You’re isolated.



	Mindset
	Reframe challenges as opportunities and stress as helpful.
	View demands as threats, stress as harmful to health.



	Altruism
	Pursuing meaningful goals.
	Focusing on yourself.





This research points to a very different conclusion about how to approach stress. Having a very undemanding job is actually bad – it’s boring. But at the same time, facing demands that exceed your abilities is also bad because that causes harmful stress. The sweet spot is where the demands placed on you slightly exceed your current abilities – that’s a fulfilling challenge.

All this hints at an alternative way of thinking about a ‘dream job’. Instead of seeking out low-stress jobs, seek a supportive context and meaningful work, and then embrace tasks that challenge you.

[image: A line graph titled ‘The sweet spot for stress’ plots ‘Ability’ on the horizontal axis and ‘Demands’ on the vertical axis. A diagonal band marks ‘Challenge’ and ‘Stretch Zone’. ‘Boredom’ lies lower and ‘Anxiety’ lies higher as demands increase.]
What you should really aim for in a dream job

Instead of following your passion, be systematic in working out what will or won’t bring satisfaction.  There has now been three decades of research into positive psychology – the science of happiness – to guide us towards what that might be, as well as decades of surveys and research looking at job satisfaction and motivation in particular. We’ve applied all this to make the following five criteria for a dream job.33

The first lesson is that what really matters is not your salary, status, or even your job title, but rather what you do day-by-day and hour-by-hour.

1. Work that’s engaging

Engaging work is work that draws you in, holds your attention and enables you to enter a state of flow – the sense of immersion that emerges when absorbed in a task. It’s the reason rambling, incoherent meetings feel like pure drudgery, while an hour spent playing a video game can feel like no time at all: games are designed to be as engaging as possible.

Why are video games engaging while so many aspects of office life aren’t? In a major meta-analysis, researchers identified the following four factors, which have been called ‘the most empirically verified predictors of job satisfaction’:34


	Freedom to decide how to perform your work.

	Clear tasks with a well-defined start and end.

	Variety in the nature of those tasks.

	Feedback so you know how well you’re doing.



These factors correlate about twice as much with job satisfaction as match between your interests and your job.35 And while they are even more important for people who especially desire accomplishment and learning, they matter for everyone.36

Interestingly, these four factors are about how your work is structured, not its content. Financial admin that’s been organized to feel like a game could create a sense of flow, while being made to sit through a health and safety presentation could bore you to tears, even if it’s in service to motocross racing, which happens to be your dream industry.

This said, while video games are intensely engaging, they’re not the key to a fulfilling life, and that’s because you also need the second critical ingredient.

2. Work that helps others

Here are three ostensibly desirable and engaging jobs. And yet when questioned, under 30% of people doing them said they found them meaningful:37


	Fashion designer.

	TV newscast director.

	Software engineer.



The following three jobs, meanwhile, are seen as meaningful by almost everyone who does them:


	Fire service officer.

	Nurse or midwife.

	Neurosurgeon.



What’s the difference? Well, the second set of jobs tangibly help other people. That’s what makes them meaningful.

The studies we just covered also found a fifth key factor: the significance of the tasks. Tasks are more significant the more they impact others.

On top of that is a growing body of evidence to suggest that helping others is a key ingredient of life satisfaction in general.38 To give just a few examples, a meta-analysis of twenty-three randomized studies showed that performing acts of kindness makes the giver happier. People who volunteer are less depressed and healthier. And a global survey found that people who donate to charity are as satisfied with their lives as those who earn twice as much.39

In an attempt to sum up what’s been learned by the field of positive psychology to date, its founder, Martin Seligman, listed the most important drivers of wellbeing. One is our first ingredient, engagement. But another is a sense of meaning.40 While helping others isn’t the only route to a meaningful career, it’s one of the most powerful.

3. Work you’re good at

A third driver of wellbeing in Seligman’s list is a feeling of competence.41 This is the feeling you get from stretching your skills, especially valuable ones. It’s intrinsically enjoyable, adds to your ability to enter a state of flow, and builds your self-confidence. For most people, it comes from getting good at their work – whatever that may be.

Competence at work is not only satisfying, it gives you the power to negotiate for the other components of a fulfilling job, like the chance to work on meaningful projects, undertake engaging tasks and receive fair pay. If people value your contribution, it becomes easier to negotiate for what you want in return.

This is why skill ultimately trumps passion. If you pursue a career as an artist but aren’t good at it, you’ll end up doing derivative and uninspiring design for companies you don’t care about, however passionate you might be about art.

That’s not to say you should only do work you’re already good at, but you do want the potential to get good at it.

4. Work with supportive colleagues

It may sound obvious, but if you hate your colleagues and work for a boss from hell, you’re not going to be satisfied.

Good relationships are Seligman’s fourth driver of wellbeing, and perhaps the most important.42 Given this, it’s great if you can become friends with at least a couple of people at work. However, you don’t need to become friends with everyone, and you certainly don’t need to like all of your colleagues. One large meta-analysis found that ‘social support’ was among the top predictors of job satisfaction.43 It doesn’t mean you should feel compelled to spend evenings and weekends together, but rather refers to whether you’re able to get help when you’re struggling. Another meta-analysis found several types of ‘organizational sponsorship’, such as easily accessible supervisor support and training opportunities, were among the best predictors of career satisfaction.44

This is also not the same as saying that you should surround yourself with people just like you. People who are disagreeable and have a totally different outlook can often give you the most useful feedback, provided they care about your interests deep down. This is because they’re more likely to tell it like it is. Organizational psychology professor Adam Grant calls these people ‘disagreeable givers’.45

When we think about dream jobs, we usually focus on the role. But who you work with is just as important. A bad boss can ruin a dream position, while even boring work can be fun if done with a friend. This is another way in which context beats content.

5. Work that isn’t actively unpleasant

Landing your dream job isn’t only about securing these positive factors, you also need to try to avoid forces that make work actively unpleasant. In the research we surveyed, each of the following were linked to job dissatisfaction:


	A long commute.

	Very long hours.

	Pay you feel is unfair.

	Job insecurity.



For example, one survey of over 60,000 people found that long commutes were associated with lower life satisfaction. The worst effects were associated with journey times lasting between sixty-one and ninety minutes.46 (And the worst mode of transport was buses, which, as a Londoner, makes perfect sense to me.)

Long hours can be handled when they are part of a time-bounded, meaningful challenge, but excessive and persistent long hours crowd out other parts of your life. Likewise, even if pay is only weakly correlated to happiness, the sense that you are being compensated unfairly compared to your peers is another matter.47 If your job is in the wrong city, that’s going to hurt your relationships, and satisfaction with location is a significant driver of life satisfaction.48 Likewise, look out for other major conflicts between your job and what you value in the rest of your life.

Although these sound obvious, people often overlook them. The negative consequences of a terrible commute can be enough to outweigh many other positive factors.

You don’t have to get all the ingredients of a fulfilling life from your job. It’s possible to simply find a job that pays the bills, and find meaning and satisfaction elsewhere. Many people get a sense of competence from a side project, or help others through philanthropy or volunteering.

Do what matters

How can we sum this all up? Rather than ‘follow your passion’, our slogan for a fulfilling career is: get good at something that helps others. Or more simply: do what matters.

We open with ‘get good’ because once you get good at something that others value, you’ll not only have a sense of competence, you’ll also have more career opportunities in general, giving you a better chance of securing engaging work, supportive colleagues and your other basic conditions.

You can have everything else in place, however, and still find your work meaningless. This is why you need to find a way to help others too.

Helping others is not only fulfilling, it can also make you more successful. Make it your mission to help others and people will want to help you succeed. This sounds like it could be wishful thinking, but there’s some empirical evidence to back it up. In the book Give and Take, Adam Grant argues that people with a ‘giving mindset’ are more likely to end up among the most successful, both because they’re more motivated by their desire to give, but also because they get more help.49

And just in case you prefer appeals to authority over scientific studies, the idea that helping others is the key to a fulfilling life is a theme that recurs throughout many moral and spiritual traditions:


‘Set your heart on doing good. Do it over and over again and you will be filled with joy.’

– Buddha

‘A man’s true wealth is the good he does in this world.’

– Prophet Muhammad

‘Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism or in the darkness of destructive selfishness.’

– Martin Luther King, Jr



But even more so than in the age of these moral leaders, we’re going to see that each of us has an enormous opportunity to help others. Ultimately, this is the real reason to do it.

We can also now see that ‘follow your passion’ gets it backwards. Rather than start with our pre-existing passions, hoping that success and fulfilment will follow, we should start by ‘doing what matters’. By building valuable skills and devoting them to meaningful challenges, passion and a truly fulfilling life will emerge over time.

Hopefully this is a relief – you don’t need to figure out your one true passion right away. In fact, you have more options for a fulfilling career than you think. Twenty years ago, I would never have imagined being passionate about careers advising – that would have sounded totally dull – but here I am, writing this book.

This is the reason we founded 80,000 Hours – our mission is to help you find a career that contributes. It’s best for you, and it’s best for the world. The rest of this book will unpack how, starting with a simple question: which jobs actually help people?


Put into practice

These five ingredients can act as guiding lights. Here are some exercises to help you start using them in your own career.


	Practise applying the five factors. Pick two career options you’re interested in, then score them from 1 to 5 on each ingredient. If you find it hard to gauge, try to speak to someone in that career and ask them to break down a typical day and company culture.

	Engaging work

	Work that helps others

	Work you’re good at

	Supportive colleagues

	Meets your basic needs




	Create your own list of the four to eight most important factors. The five we highlight are just a starting point – there may be other factors that are especially important to you, or ways to make them more specific. Here are some prompts:

	Can you personalise any of the factors to be more specific? For example, what kinds of people do you find most supportive? Which basic conditions are most important to you?

	Are there other important personal goals that you want to fulfil with your career, such as living a certain lifestyle, or artistic or spiritual goals?

	When have you been most fulfilled in the past? What did these times have in common? (Bonus: try scoring your happiness each day going forward to avoid the biases in your memory.)




	What job would you do if money were no object, or if you only had ten years left to live? Think both about your ideal life situation, but also how an ideal day would unfold hour-to-hour. While we wouldn’t recommend relying only on your imagination, these prompts might give you more ideas for fulfilling careers or how to customize your list of factors.







Section II



HOW TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE




CHAPTER 2

How Much Difference Can One Person Really Make?

[image: A drawing shows two men standing face to face with folded arms and talking. A caption below reads ‘People who think one person cannot change the world have no idea how much worse I can make everything around me.’ ]
‘People who think one person can’t change the world have no idea how much worse I can make everything around me.’

It’s easy to feel like one person can’t make a difference. The world has so many big problems, and they can often seem impossible to solve. So when we started 80,000 Hours, one of the first questions we asked was, ‘how much difference can one person really make?’

We learned that many of the ways people most often try to do good have less positive impact than you might at first think. Others, meanwhile, have allowed people to achieve an extraordinary impact.

In other words, one person can make a difference. But it might require doing something a little unconventional.

How much difference do doctors actually make?

People who want to help others often become doctors, and around 20% of all college graduates work in healthcare.1 One of our early readers, Dr Greg Lewis, did exactly that. ‘I want to study medicine because of a desire I have to help others,’ Greg wrote earnestly on his university application, ‘and so the chance of spending a career doing something worthwhile I can’t resist.’

But how much difference does becoming a doctor really make? We teamed up with Greg to find out.2 Since a doctor’s primary purpose is to improve health, Greg tried to figure out how much extra health one doctor actually adds. It turned out to be far less than we expected.

First, he found researchers largely agree that medicine as a whole has only increased life expectancy by a couple of years. Most gains in life expectancy over the past 100 years have been due to better nutrition, improved sanitation, increased wealth, and other factors.

Second, doctors are only one part of the medical system. Healthcare relies on nurses and hospital staff, not to mention the hospital buildings, drugs and equipment. The impact of medical treatment is shared among all of these elements.

Third, there are already a lot of doctors in rich countries; usually enough to cover the most crucial procedures. Additional doctors will only enable us to carry out procedures that deliver less significant and certain results.

This point is illustrated by the chart opposite, which compares the impact of doctors in different countries. The y-axis shows the amount of ill health in the population, measured in disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) per 100,000 people. One DALY equals one year of life lost due to ill health, whether through reduced lifespan or reduced quality of life. The x-axis shows the number of doctors per 100,000 people.3
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You can see that the curve goes nearly flat once you have more than 150 doctors per 100,000 people. After this point, which almost all rich countries reach, additional doctors only tend to have a small impact. The UK, where Greg was planning to work, has about 320 doctors per 100,000 people.4

Fourth, if you become a doctor, you’ll likely be taking the place of someone else who would have gone to medical school. This means you’re probably not even increasing the number of doctors available to patients, because the number of medical students won’t change. Instead, your impact mainly comes from increasing the average skill level of people who become doctors – assuming you are more proficient at the job than the person who would have been accepted otherwise.

Putting all of these factors together, Greg estimated that over the course of an entire career an average doctor in the UK will enable their patients to live a combined 100 extra years of healthy life, either by extending their lifespans or by improving their overall health. There is, of course, a fair amount of uncertainty in this figure, but, even if it’s quite wide of the mark, the real figure is unlikely to be more than ten times higher (and it could also be a lot lower).

Using a standard conversion rate of thirty extra years of healthy life to one ‘life saved’, that impact is equivalent to about three lives saved.5 This is clearly a significant and desirable impact; however, it’s far less than many people expect. It amounts to less than one life saved per decade.

If you become a doctor in a rich country like the US, UK or Australia, you may well do more good than you would have done in many other jobs. And if you are an exceptional doctor, you’ll have a bigger impact than these averages. But it probably won’t be a huge impact. In fact, in the next chapter, we’ll show how almost any college graduate can do more to save lives than a typical doctor in a rich country.

You might wonder about becoming a doctor in rural India or Nigeria, where there are fewer than forty doctors per 100,000 people. The earlier graph data suggests your impact would be around two to ten times higher, which would mean saving six to thirty lives over your career. This is significantly better, but we think there are ways to have a greater impact still.

Motivated by these findings, Greg decided to leave clinical medicine. He ended up working in biosecurity, aiming to prevent a future pandemic, for reasons we’ll explain in Chapter 5. But before that, it’s important to clarify that saving lives isn’t all that matters – it’s just one way to have a positive impact.

What does it mean to ‘make a difference’?

Many people talk about ‘making a difference’, ‘changing the world’, or ‘doing good’, but few stop to define what they mean by that. Here’s the definition we’re going to use: your positive impact is given by the number of people whose lives you improve, how much you improve them and how long the effects last.6

This means you can increase your impact in three ways:


	By helping more people.

	By helping the same number of people to a greater extent.

	By doing something which has benefits that last a longer time.



These multiply together. Taking just the first two, we could picture your total impact as in the following chart:
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To get one step nerdier, you can imagine adding a third dimension, time, extending out of the page. Your impact would be indicated by the total volume. Time is especially important because many of our actions could affect future generations.

What ‘helping people’ consists of is left intentionally broad. We take it to include anything that enables people to live happier, healthier, more fulfilling lives, which are more in line with their wishes, free from avoidable suffering, and filled with rich relationships, understanding, beauty, excitement, and so on. You can create your own more specific definition if you like.7

Your impact needn’t just include humans. Rather, it could extend to anyone whose interests are worthy of moral concern, which could certainly include animals.

Stepping back a bit, philosophers have debated what it means to lead a moral life for millennia, but just three answers have come to dominate:8


	Having good character: acting bravely, wisely, kindly and honestly.

	Doing what’s right: respecting the rights of others and not harming them.

	Making the world better: helping others and creating more of what’s of value.



The difference you make is just the third of these. Philosophers like to debate which perspective ultimately matters most, but from a practical point of view, we think you should aim to uphold all three: cultivate good character, respect the rights of others and try to make the biggest difference you can.9

It turns out that once you’ve eliminated careers that violate others’ rights or compromise your character, there are still huge differences in the impact of different paths, so in practice this becomes the deciding factor morally.

Living a moral life is also just one part of a good life, as most people would understand it. You probably have important personal, artistic or spiritual goals in addition to your moral ones. But given the enormous opportunities to help others in the world today, we think moral goals are especially important.

Who were the highest-impact people in history?

Just because the average doctor in the West has relatively little impact, that doesn’t mean every doctor does. In fact, some doctors have been among the highest-impact people in history.

By 1968 it was known that a solution of glucose and salt, administered via feeding tube or intravenous drip, could prevent death due to cholera. But millions of people were still dying every year from the disease. While working in a refugee camp on the border of Bangladesh and Burma, the American physiologist Dr David Nalin sought to turn this new insight into a therapy that could be effectively deployed in poor rural areas.

Nalin demonstrated in a study that simply drinking a solution of glucose and salt made at the right concentration, and consumed at the right rate, could be almost as effective as delivery via feeding tube or IV.10 This meant the treatment could be delivered with no equipment using extremely cheap, widely available ingredients.

Since then, this astonishingly simple treatment has been used to treat all kinds of diseases that cause death by dehydration around the world. The annual rate of child deaths from diarrhoea has plummeted from around 5 million to 1.5 million. Researchers estimate that the therapy has saved over 50 million lives to date, mostly children’s.11

If Nalin had not been around, someone else would, no doubt, have discovered this treatment eventually. However, even if we imagine that he sped up the roll-out of the treatment by only five months, his work alone would have saved about 500,000 lives.12 This is a very approximate estimate, but it makes his impact more than 100,000 times greater than that of an ordinary doctor:
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Even within medical research, Nalin is far from the most extreme example. Until the start of the 20th century, blood transfusions were often fatal. The blood donated was sometimes rejected by the patients’ bodies and nobody understood why. The discovery of blood groups by the Austrian-American biologist and physician Dr Karl Landsteiner made it possible to ensure that people were only given blood from their own group, enabling successful transfusions, and likely saving tens of millions of lives.13

It’s not only doctors who have been this impactful. Later in the guide we’ll cover the stories of a hugely impactful mathematician and particularly brilliant bureaucrat. Or consider Roger Bacon and Galileo, who pioneered the scientific method – without which none of these discoveries would have been possible. Or consider the story of Stanislav Petrov.
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Petrov was a lieutenant colonel in the Soviet Army during the Cold War. In 1983, he was on duty in a Soviet command bunker near Moscow when early warning systems appeared to detect an incoming missile strike from the United States. Protocol dictated that Petrov report the incoming strike, and that on receipt of the alert, a return strike be launched.14

But Petrov didn’t report it. He reasoned that the number of missiles was too small, suggesting computer error. Instead, he deliberately disobeyed protocol.

If there had been a return strike by the Soviets, there’s a reasonable chance the US and the Soviet Union would have ended up engaged in an all-out nuclear war. That would probably have killed around 50 million people in the initial exchange. Next, smoke from burning cities would have entered the atmosphere, blocking out sunlight and cooling global temperatures for several years, making it far harder to grow crops. Researchers estimate that the resulting famine would likely have led to billions of deaths.15

So Petrov may well have saved your parents’ and grandparents’ lives. We could roughly quantify his impact as having avoided a billion unnecessary deaths. But this could be an underestimate, because a nuclear war would also have devastated scientific, artistic, economic and all other forms of progress, leading to a much greater loss of wellbeing in the long run. Even using this lower estimate, however, Petrov’s impact still dwarfs that of Nalin and Landsteiner.
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What do these differences in impact mean for you?

Some careers can make a huge difference. And a few have made vastly more difference than others. Some of this is due to luck. The people we’ve mentioned were in the right place at the right time, giving them the opportunity to have an impact they might not have otherwise had. You can’t guarantee you’ll make an important medical discovery.

But it wasn’t all luck. Landsteiner and Nalin chose to apply their medical knowledge to some of the most harmful health problems of their day. Similarly, it was foreseeable that someone high up in the Soviet military during the Cold War might be called upon to make some high-stakes decisions.

What does this mean for you? People often wonder how they can ‘make a difference’, but if some careers can result in thousands of times more impact than others, this isn’t quite the right question. Instead, ask yourself, ‘Of the options open to me, which might make the most difference?’ Or alternatively, ‘What can I do to give myself the best chance of having an unusually impactful career?’ Framing the question this way is crucial because if the highest-impact careers achieve so much more than average, then a small increase in your chances of landing one means a great deal in terms of your impact on the world.

These examples also show that the highest-impact paths might not be the most obvious ones. Becoming an officer in the Soviet military doesn’t sound like the best career for a would-be altruist, but Petrov probably did more good than our most celebrated leaders, not to mention our most talented doctors.

It’s not easy to have a big impact, but there’s a lot you can do to increase your chances. That’s what we’ll cover in the next couple of chapters, starting with how almost anyone reading this can do more good than most doctors.


Put into practice

Before you try to make a difference, think a bit more about what it means to you.


	Do you agree with our definition? We defined your positive impact as ‘the number of people whose lives you improve, how much you improve them, and how long the effects last.’ Would you make any edits to that? Are there ways you would make it more specific, given your values?

	How important are moral goals to you compared to other personal, family, spiritual or artistic ones? Given the enormous opportunities available to help others in the world today, we think positive impact is something people should put more emphasis on. But all of these values can have a place in a flourishing life – how much do you want to focus on each?

	Bonus: Do you face any conflicts in your career between positive impact, cultivating character and respecting the rights of others?



If you’d like to think more about these questions, explore the further reading here:

80000hours.org/articles/what-is-social-impact-definition/





CHAPTER 3

Can You Change the World Without Changing Jobs?
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‘So I realized the best way to help the children was to climb Mount Kilimanjaro.’

Every year, thousands of people collect donations for good causes by promising to throw themselves out of planes. Sponsored skydiving sounds like a win-win: the fundraiser gets an exhilarating once-in-a-lifetime experience while raising money for a worthy cause. What could be the harm in that?

Quite a bit, actually. A study of two popular parachuting centres in Britain from 1991 to 1995 found that approximately 1,500 people went skydiving for charity, collecting more than £120,000. That sounds pretty impressive – until you consider a few caveats.

First, the cost of the skydiving expeditions came out of the donations. So of the £120,000 raised, only £45,000 went to charity. Second, because most of the skydivers were first-time jumpers, they suffered a combined total of 163 injuries, resulting in about 100 hospital stays with an average length of nine days.

In order to treat these injuries, the UK’s National Health Service spent around £610,000. This means the net effect of the fundraisers’ actions was to reduce resources for health services. Ironic, given that many of the charities supported focused on health-related issues.1

Thankfully, skydiving is a lot safer today than it was in the nineties. And we suspect this study may have underestimated the amount of donations raised. But even if the true amount were five times higher it would still be less than the healthcare costs. The paper remains a useful illustration of how many attempts to do good can feel intuitive while in reality being ineffective, or even make things worse.

A similar story can be told about volunteering. One problem is that volunteers need to be managed. If untrained volunteers use the time of trained managers, it’s easy for them to cost the organization more than the value they add.

A big reason many volunteering schemes persist is because volunteers are more likely to donate. When the refugee charity FORGE cut its volunteering scheme to be more effective overall, it inadvertently triggered a big drop in donations.2 While volunteering can be effective in the right circumstances, it’s not always guaranteed.3

Fortunately, there are ways that anyone can do a huge amount to improve the lives of others – particularly those earning an average graduate salary in a rich country. Best of all, they can do this without changing jobs or even making major sacrifices. But they need to be very particular about how they approach it. Here are three options.

1. Donating effectively

How can you take whichever job you’d find most personally rewarding and still do a huge amount of good? Give 10% of your income to the world’s poorest people. It’s as simple as that.

How much good could this do? Here’s a bare minimum. Since 2008, GiveDirectly has made it possible to give cash directly to the poorest people in East Africa using only a mobile phone. We don’t think this is the most effective way to donate to charity, but it’s simple and quantifiable, so makes a good starting point.

As we saw in Chapter 1, the more money you have, the less additional money will improve your life. The following graph shows some of the same data, but now with some other countries added.4 Across the world, it turns out that doubling your income is associated with about a half-point gain in life satisfaction on a scale of 1 to 10. However, that means that in countries where income is already high, you need to increase it by a lot more to get the same increase in life satisfaction.
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Poor people served by GiveDirectly in Kenya live on about $800 per year.5 This figure is based on how much $800 buys in the US, meaning it already takes account of the fact that money goes further in low-income countries (‘purchasing parity’).

Sometimes people refuse to believe this figure. They say, ‘if your income were truly $800 per year in the US, it would be impossible to live, and you would die’. And in a sense that’s right. The people who live on incomes this low do often die as a result.

Over the course of their career, the average US college graduate can expect an income of about $77,000 (in 2023) or $54,500 after tax.6 This means that if someone earning that average level of income were to donate 10%, they could double the annual income of seven people living in extreme poverty each year.

To be a bit more precise, if the relationship between money and wellbeing I described in Chapter 1 holds, a dollar will do about sixty-eight times more good if you give it to one of the poorest people in Kenya than it would if an average college grad spent it on themselves.7

The impact of this decision can be enormous. Take Grace, a typical recipient of donations from GiveDirectly.8 She’s a 48-year-old widow who lives with four children in Kenya. When asked what she would do with the money, she said, ‘I would like to use part of the money to build a new house, since my house is in a very bad condition. Secondly, I would wish to pay fees for my son to go to a technical institute.’

Talking about her life in general, she said, ‘My proudest achievement is that I have managed to educate my son in secondary school. My biggest hardship in life is [that I] lack a proper source of income. My current goals are to build and own a pit latrine and dig a borehole since getting water is a very big problem.’

GiveDirectly conducted a randomized controlled trial of their programme and found that recipients saw significant reductions in hunger, stress and other bad outcomes for years after receiving the transfers. These results add to substantial existing evidence showing that cash transfers have significant benefits.9

How much sacrifice will this involve?

Often when we think of doing good with our careers, we think about paths like teaching or charity work. These roles often pay under half what you could earn in the private sector, and may not align with your preferences. Rather than dedicating 100% of your efforts to one of those paths, giving 10% of your income while doing work you enjoy could be a much smaller sacrifice.

Indeed, as we’ve seen, if you earn over $75,000 as an individual, extra income won’t increase your happiness that much. Doing things that help others, however, including giving to charity, will probably increase your happiness quite a bit.

The reason donations can be so effective is that it’s possible to send your money to the best organizations in the world. Although many charities aren’t effective, the best are. And while GiveDirectly is certainly an effective charity, there are others that seem like they can achieve even greater impact per dollar.

It’s common to hear charities claim things like ‘$2 can save a life’, perhaps because $2 is enough to pay for one vaccination. This is technically true in that there’s a small chance it could. But it’s totally misleading – it’s very unlikely that one extra vaccination prevents one fatal case of disease. However, when you vaccinate enough people, saving a life becomes likely.

GiveWell is a leading independent charity evaluator that has spent more than a decade searching for the charity that saves lives most effectively.10 They draw on academic studies, but also make their own, much more sceptical estimates, and vet the organizations they recommend with site visits.

They estimate that their top charities can on average save a life with about $3,000. For example, with that sum London-based NGO Malaria Consortium can provide over 2,000 courses of anti-malarial medication, which would protect about 500 children, which given the prevalence of malaria in those regions, would probably prevent one of them from dying.11 In addition, this provides other benefits that come with not having malaria, such as increased income, which in turn has wider positive effects over time.

With a typical US graduate salary, donating 10% of your income to the Malaria Consortium could therefore save more than two lives every year. That would amount to over eighty lives saved over your career. In the previous chapter, we estimated that a typical doctor in clinical medicine saves three lives over their career. This means that by donating 10% of your income you could achieve over twenty times as much impact on health as you could by becoming a doctor.

These kinds of proven, cost-effective health programmes offer such a good opportunity that even the most vociferous critics of aid have offered few arguments against them. William Easterly is the author of The White Man’s Burden, perhaps the most famous examination of the ways large-scale, top-down foreign aid has failed to achieve its promise. However, he concludes by calling for governments to:


Put the focus back where it belongs: get the poorest people in the world such obvious goods as the vaccines, the antibiotics, the food supplements, the improved seeds, the fertilizer, the roads … This is not making the poor dependent on handouts; it is giving the poorest people the health, nutrition, education and other inputs that raise the payoff to their own efforts to better their lives.



Likewise, Dambisa Moyo is the author of Dead Aid, which argues that most aid is not only inefficient but actively harmful. However, she also emphasizes that her argument does not apply to ‘emergency and charity-based aid’ like the essential medical supplies we discuss here.12

That said, we agree there could be even more pressing issues than global health.
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