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Endorsements

Over the past several decades Professor Diener has contributed more than any other
psychologist to the rigorous research of subjective well-being. The collection of this
work in this series is going to be of invaluable help to anyone interested in the study
of happiness, life-satisfaction, and the emerging discipline of positive psychology.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Professor of Psychology and Management, Claremont
Graduate University

Ed Diener, the Jedi Master of the world’s happiness researchers, has inspired and
informed all of us who have studied and written about happiness. His life’s work
epitomizes a humanly significant psychological science. How wonderful to have
his pioneering writings collected and preserved for future students of human well-
being, and for practitioners and social policy makers who are working to promote
human flourishing.

David G. Myers, Hope College, and author, The Pursuit of Happiness

Ed Diener’s work on life satisfaction – theory and research – has been ground-
breaking. Having his collected works available will be a great boon to psychologists
and policy-makers alike.

Christopher Peterson, Professor of Psychology, University of Michigan

By looking at happiness and well-being in many different cultures and societies,
from East to West, from New York City to Calcutta slums, and beyond, Ed Diener
has forever transformed the field of culture in psychology. Filled with bold theo-
retical insights and rigorous and, yet, imaginative empirical studies, this volume
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will be absolutely indispensable for all social and behavioral scientists interested in
transformative power of culture on human psychology.

Shinobu Kitayama, Professor and Director of the Culture and Cognition Program,
University of Michigan

Ed Diener is one of the most productive psychologists in the world working in the
field of perceived quality of life or, as he prefers, subjective wellbeing. He has served
the profession as a researcher, writer, teacher, officer in professional organizations,
editor of leading journals, a member of the editorial board of still more journals as
well as a member of the board of the Social Indicators Research Book Series. As
an admirer of his work and a good friend, I have learned a lot from him, from his
students, his relatives and collaborators. The idea of producing a collection of his
works came to me as a result of spending a great deal of time trying to keep up with
his work. What a wonderful public and professional service it would be, I thought,
as well as a time-saver for me, if we could get a substantial number of his works
assembled in one collection. In these three volumes we have not only a fine selection
of past works but a good number of new ones as well. So, it is with considerable
delight that I write these lines to thank Ed and to lend my support to this important
publication.

Alex C. Michalos, Ph.D., F.R.S.C., Chancellor, Director, Institute for Social Re-
search and Evaluation; Professor Emeritus, Political Science, University of Northern
British Columbia
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Introduction – Culture and Well-Being Works
by Ed Diener

Ed Diener

Cultural Differences

A central issue in the study of well-being is cultural differences. Do cultures have
an effect on well-being? Do people in different cultures have different conceptions
of well-being that, in turn, influence the feelings they deem most desirable? Are
the causes of well-being similar or distinct in different cultures? These questions
speak to the fundamental nature of subjective well-being; and, therefore, under-
standing in this field cannot proceed without first acknowledging the influence of
culture.

One would think that the well-being of people around the world would have been
assessed by anthropologists, given that they have studied various cultural groups
in such depth. However, anthropologists studied values, practices, and beliefs, but
rarely intensively studied emotions, and even more rarely mentioned well-being.
For one thing, cultural anthropologists might have considered the discussion of the
well-being of other groups to be inappropriate because that could mean judging
these groups using western values rather than the values unique to each culture. In
addition, anthropologists usually believed that it would be impossible to compare
groups’ well-being because the concept of quality of life would be idiosyncratic to
each culture. It was considered taboo to evaluate societies (Shweder, 2000). Robert
Edgerton (1992) broke with this tradition when he wrote of assessing the quality of
life of cultures by comparing them as to whether they provided good health and met
human needs. However, the direct study of well-being among anthropologists has
been rare.

Large scale studies of subjective well-being by survey researchers, both psychol-
ogists and sociologists, moved into the cross-cultural tradition when they began to
collect data across a number of nations. For example, George Gallup (1976) and
Hadley Cantril (1965) both collected well-being data from a number of nations and
world regions. Easterlin (1974), working from the early world surveys, concluded

E. Diener (B)
Department of Psychology, University of Illinois, Champaign, IL 61820, USA
e-mail: ediener@uiuc.edu

E. Diener (ed.), Culture and Well-Being: The Collected Works of Ed Diener, Social
Indicators Research Series 38, DOI 10.1007/978-90-481-2352-0 1,
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2 E. Diener

that well-being was not substantially related to the income of nations. The surveys
examined the well-being of nations primarily with regard to the impact of factors
such as income.

In 1993, Ruut Veenhoven published his comprehensive analysis of the well-
being of nations: Happiness in nations: Subjective appreciation of life in 56 nations
1946–1992. This work was a major advance for the field in that a larger number of
nations were analyzed, and many predictor variables were considered. Veenhoven
discussed his results within the framework of “livability,” conditions of quality of
life in societies that meet human needs, and, therefore, cause those within these
societies to experience higher subjective well-being. The livability concept suggests
that there are certain universal human conditions that will lead to well-being and
that cultural variability will be a relatively minor factor, except insofar as it relates
to creating objectively better living conditions.

In 1995, Diener, Diener, and Diener compared a relatively large number of na-
tions on well-being and used the cultural variable of individualism as one of its
predictors. We found that individualism was highly predictive of the mean levels
of subjective well-being in nations, although individualism was very highly cor-
related with national income, and, therefore, the results might have been due to
economic development rather than to other aspects of culture. This study was a
first attempt at examining culture vis-à-vis well-being beyond the effects of objec-
tive characteristics such as national income. In that same year, Diener and Diener
asked whether the predictors of well-being within cultures might differ. In this study
of 31 nations, we found that the correlates of well-being, not just mean levels,
varied across societies. Both of these papers, reprinted in this volume, represent
the approach of studying cultural effects by examining many nations and aligning
well-being with cultural dimensions. These studies went beyond the examination of
the impact of income and other objective conditions to consider whether traditional
cultural dimensions might relate to the levels and causes of well-being. Thus, by
the mid-1990s, a beginning had been made in better analyzing the well-being of
societies and cultures, and this volume represents our advances from 1995 to the
present.

When considering well-being across cultures, there are many important ques-
tions: (1) Are there mean level differences between different types of well-being
across cultures, and, if so, what are the predictors of these differences? (2) Do cul-
tures differ in well-being primarily because of objective conditions such as income,
or do they differ because of cultural factors such as norms, values, and the form
of social relationships? (3) Are there differences in the structure and composition of
well-being across cultures—for example, in which emotions are considered pleasant
and desirable? (4) Is subjective well-being valued differently in different cultures?
(5) Do different measurement methods provide converging answers about which
cultures have high compared with low well-being? (6) Do the correlates and causes
of well-being differ within cultures? (7) Do certain personality characteristics cor-
relate with well-being consistently across cultures, and are cultural differences in
personality related to mean differences in well-being? (8) Do the outcomes or be-
haviors following from high well-being differ across cultures? (9) To what extent do
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material boundaries capture cultural effects? The articles contained in this volume
offer initial answers to most of these questions.

The culture and well-being questions are of fundamental importance to
understanding in the entire field and to scientific knowledge in the behavioral sci-
ences as a whole. Unless we understand what is universal and what is specific, we
cannot hope to understand the processes governing well-being. Unfortunately, our
scientific knowledge in most behavioral science fields, including the study of well-
being, has been built on a narrow database drawn from westernized, industrialized
nations. This means that we have only a little knowledge of whether our findings
are generalizable to all peoples of the globe and to universal human psycholog-
ical processes. Fortunately, during the last decade my students and I, as well as
others working in this area, have rapidly expanded our knowledge of well-being
vis-à-vis culture. The first attempt to summarize the findings in this area came in
1999 with Culture and Subjective Well-Being, a book edited by Eunkook Suh and
Diener. The current volume represents a renewed effort to give a broad overview
of major findings in this area and to point to the important directions for future
research.

Composition of This Volume

I am very pleased with the articles presented in this volume because I believe that
they represent true advances in our fundamental understanding of subjective well-
being. I am very grateful to my respective co-authors because without their efforts
and creativity none of these articles would exist. I believe the articles here are im-
portant because they begin to show what is universal as opposed to culture-specific
about well-being, and, in so doing, they give important clues to the processes that
create subjective well-being.

The first chapter reprinted here is a 2007 review paper by myself and William
Tov, which reviews many of the important advances in our knowledge of culture
vis-à-vis well-being. This paper documents several of the major themes of this vol-
ume. Although there are universal causes of well-being across cultures and nations,
there are also unique influences as well. Similarly, the experience of well-being has
certain pancultural aspects, and yet, there are also specific ways that well-being is
experienced in various cultures as well.

The next two papers in the volume, authored together with my wife Carol and
daughter Marissa in 1995, included several new findings. The Diener, Diener, and
Diener (1995) article focused on predictors of mean levels of well-being across
55 nations. At the time this was considered to be a very large number of nations,
and the article reviewed a more diverse set of cultures than had been examined in
previous studies. We found that rich, individualistic nations tended to have higher
subjective well-being, but also that factors such as human rights were related to
the average well-being experienced in nations. However, even with the larger num-
ber of countries, it was difficult to separate the effects of the predictors because
they were so highly correlated with one another. This article showed clearly that,
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contrary to Easterlin’s (1974) conjecture, the wealth of nations was associated with
the well-being experienced in them, and strongly so.

The Ed Diener and Marissa Diener article represents the initial demonstration
that the correlates of subjective well-being (SWB) vary across cultures. Indeed, the
degree to which self-esteem was correlated with life satisfaction varied dramatically
across cultures and showed a much stronger association in individualistic societies.
This finding gave support to two important conclusions. First, it confirmed that the
predictors of SWB vary substantially across cultures; and second, it revealed that
feeling good about oneself carries more weight in individualistic nations. In this pa-
per, we also found that financial satisfaction showed a stronger association with life
satisfaction in poorer nations than in richer nations. Therefore, the findings clearly
indicated that cultures vary in terms of what is most relevant to life satisfaction.
Moreover, the study was an advance in that it had a larger number of societies, 31,
than most previous cross-cultural studies, and a more diverse set of nations. Many of
the previous cross-cultural studies of well-being had relied on comparisons between
only two nations, or had analyzed several nations that were very similar to one
another.

In the article that I authored with Shigehiro Oishi in 2001, we discovered that
achieving goals can vary in relation to well-being across cultures depending on the
degree to which the goals are valued in the cultures. We found that the attainment
of certain goals is more related to well-being in collectivist cultures, and that the
attainment of other types of goals is more relevant to well-being in individualistic
cultures. When participants pursued goals for fun and enjoyment, this increased
satisfaction more among individualists than among collectivists, whereas pursuing
goals to please others increased SWB more among collectivists.

The Oishi, Diener, Lucas, and Suh (1999) article drives home the point that there
are different predictors of well-being in different cultures and situations, and it repli-
cated several of the findings of Diener and Diener (1995). For example, financial sat-
isfaction was a better predictor of life satisfaction among the poor, whereas, among
the wealthy, home life was a better predictor of life satisfaction. In the second study,
we found, also supporting the conclusions of Diener and Diener, that self-esteem
and freedom were better predictors of life satisfaction in individualistic nations than
in collectivist ones.

Eunkook Suh, Diener, and John Updegraff (2008) go even farther in suggesting
that the correlates of well-being differ across cultures, showing in both correlational
and experimental studies that collectivists use their emotions less as information
that is relevant in reporting their life satisfaction. In other words, not only do the
predictors of well-being vary across cultures, but the associations among various
forms of subjective well-being also vary. In this paper, we were able to establish
causal direction because we used an experimental priming methodology in addition
to simple correlations. We found that collectivists relied more on social appraisals
of their lives in computing life satisfaction than do individualists. Thus, some fac-
tors that might be considered as universals in causing well-being—the appraisal of
others and our own emotional feelings—vary in their strength of association with
life satisfaction across cultures.
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The next paper, with Shigehiro Oishi as lead author (2007), furthered our under-
standing of cultural differences in the causes of well-being to an even greater degree.
In this paper, Oishi, myself, and our colleagues found that the degree to which
positive events stimulated positive feelings varied across cultures. Paradoxically,
positive events stimulate less within-person change among persons and in cultures
characterized by high life satisfaction. It appeared that people low in satisfaction
experienced fewer good events, and consequentially, these events had more impact
when they did occur. Although European-Americans had more good events and
higher life satisfaction, over time they reacted less strongly to each good event. This
finding suggests that a series of good events would raise one’s long-term moods so
that simple good events produce less change.

Taken together, our studies demonstrate that the causes of well-being differ in
predictable ways across cultures. The values of people in a particular culture, as well
as the nature of their everyday experience, influence the factors that most strongly
affect their well-being. This does not mean, of course, that there are no universals,
but it certainly places boundaries on the idea that the causes of well-being are com-
pletely pancultural.

The article by Michael Eid and Diener (2001) revealed that whether various emo-
tions are seen as desirable varies to some degree across cultures. There are universals
in that some emotions are generally seen as desirable and others as undesirable. But
certain self-conscious emotions such as guilt and pride vary in how they are valued
and how much they are experienced. Norms for positive emotions such as pride and
contentment were more associated with reports of experiencing them than were the
norms for negative emotions. This suggests that emotion norms do not merely reflect
the types of affect experienced in a culture because the relation is asymmetrical for
positive and negative emotions. Instead, it may be that situational and personality
factors more strongly influence the experience of negative emotions, whereas pos-
itive emotions are more under people’s control and are more highly subject to the
effects of socialization. An unexpected finding from the Eid and Diener study is that
there is more variability within collectivist nations than individualistic societies in
terms of the norms governing emotions.

The next two papers in the volume concern conceptual issues related to the as-
sessment of emotions. We were concerned with the issue of the psychological pro-
cesses influencing various types of measures of well-being. In the Scollon, Diener,
Oishi, and Biswas-Diener (2004) paper, we examined several different types of
measures, assessing a variety of emotions across five cultural groups. Indigenous
emotions that were particular to specific cultures clustered with other similar posi-
tive or negative emotions rather than being in a space by themselves, suggesting that
they might differ from other emotions but are not so different that they fall outside
the common space of emotions across cultures.

The relative position of cultural groups was consistent across the various types
of measures of well-being, with Hispanics always ranking at the top. However, cul-
tures differed most on certain emotions such as pride. Furthermore, cultures varied
substantially with regard to the positioning of some emotions; pride clustered more
closely with the positive emotions in some cultures and with the negative emotions
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in other cultures, for example. Love was closer or farther from sadness depending
on the culture. Thus, although there is a core of pleasant versus unpleasant feelings
across cultures, the way certain emotions are experienced can differ.

An interesting finding in the Scollon et al. study was that the memory for one’s
emotions was biased by one’s global self-perceptions differentially across cultures.
In some cultures, a person’s general emotional self-perception colored the memory
they had of the week’s emotions and added substantially to the memory prediction
from actual on-line emotion reports, whereas in other cultures, the memories were
more accurate.

In the article I published in 2000 with Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, and Suh, we
studied the propensity toward positivity in responding in 41 societies. We proposed
that people might across cultures differ in their propensity to be generally positive
about the world. Naturally, people in all cultures would be unlikely to be positive
about something that is clearly negative, such as pain. However, when conditions
are ambiguous, or so complex that they defy ready categorization, people might
differ in their judgments of positivity simply because the judgment is less about the
world and more about their own personality, feelings, and cultural attitudes toward
the world.

We assessed positivity by comparing people’s ratings of global topics, such as
education, with more concrete and specific topics, such as professors or textbooks,
the idea being that people would be grounded in the concrete judgments but could
express their predispositions more readily when broad categories were judged. We
found that our measure of positivity, the difference in people’s ratings of broad areas
of their lives versus the specific components of those areas, predicted life satisfac-
tion and was related to norms for positive emotions. Although preliminary, these
findings suggest that while some part of life satisfaction depends on circumstances,
part also depends on people’s propensities to judge things in a positive light if they
have some freedom to do so. The findings also suggest that the magnitude of cul-
tural differences in well-being will to some extent depend on the concreteness and
specificity of the measure.

These studies have implications both for the theoretical understanding of emo-
tional well-being across cultures and for the cross-cultural measurement of
well-being. We now know, for instance, that cultural groups might differ more on
memories of emotions than they do on actual emotional experience, and we know
that people’s positive predispositions can color reports of well-being even beyond
influencing how they react to the concrete elements of their circumstances. Although
these differences across cultures might be labeled as “biases,” they are also substan-
tive in that they reflect people’s actual reactions and might influence future behavior.
Obviously much more work in this area is needed, and I will describe some essential
future directions in the concluding chapter of this volume.

Importantly, not all emotions that are considered positive in western cultures are
necessarily evaluated or experienced as positive in all cultures—pride, for instance.
Thus, we must be careful in assessing people’s emotional well-being across cul-
tures to make sure that we are aggregating emotions that are actually of the same
valence.
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The final two articles reprinted in this volume describe the well-being of “exotic,”
or smaller groups, rather than large societies. My son, Robert Biswas-Diener, pub-
lished with Joar Vitterso and Diener (2005) an article that describes self-reports of
well-being among three groups: the Amish in the USA, the Inughuit (and Inuit peo-
ple in Northern Greenland), and the Maasai (a herding people living in the Serengeti
of Africa). Although all three groups were “happy” in that they were generally above
neutral, the Maasai showed the highest life satisfaction of the three groups. Their
scores suggest that material luxuries are not necessary for high well-being in all
cultures because the Maasai lead a very simple life that in western cultures would
be considered to be desperately impoverished.

There were also differences in the specific patterns of well-being, for example
with the Maasai reporting very high levels of pride, the Amish being unsatisfied with
self-related domains, and both the Amish and Inughuit being relatively dissatisfied
with the material domains of their lives. Thus, cultures do not simply differ in a
general way on “happiness”; asking which cultures are happiest is bound to over-
simplify matters to some extent. Cultures will differ in some forms of well-being
and not in others; it is important, therefore, to assess a variety of types of SWB to
fully capture the well-being of a society.

Robert Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) examined another “exotic” group in
our study in the slums of Calcutta. We studied those living in a shanty-town, pave-
ment dwellers (homeless), and sex workers. The life satisfaction scores were slightly
below neutral in the groups we studied, but not as low as one might expect given
the difficult conditions. Surprisingly, people were positive about many domains of
their lives, including the social domain. An interesting feature of this study is that
we used an unusual measure of SWB beyond the typical self-report scales, and that
was to ask people to list positive and negative events from their lives during the
past day and past year. We used the difference in number of good versus bad events
recalled as an assessment of well-being. In this case, the slum dwellers were able to
list slightly more positive than negative events, supporting the conclusion that they
find rewards in life despite their dire circumstances.

The papers collected in this volume do not represent the entirety of my works in
the area of culture and well-being. For example, in 2000 Eunkook Suh and Diener
edited a book entitled Culture and Subjective Well-Being, and we have published
many more articles in this area, as have others. Hopefully the articles reprinted in
this book, however, will give readers a good overview of the questions being asked
and some of the answers that have been found.
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Culture and Subjective Well-Being

William Tov and Ed Diener

Abstract Subjective well-being (SWB) is composed of people’s evaluations of their
lives, including pleasant affect, infrequent unpleasant affect, life satisfaction (LS).
We review the research literature concerning the influence of culture on SWB. We
argue that some types of well-being, as well as their causes, are consistent across
cultures, whereas there are also unique patterns of well-being in societies that are not
comparable across cultures. Thus, well-being can be understood to some degree in
universal terms, but must also be understood within the framework of each culture.
We review the methodological challenges to assessing SWB in different cultures.
One important question for future research is the degree to which feelings of well-
being lead to the same outcomes in different cultures. The overarching theme of the
paper is that there are pancultural experiences of SWB that can be compared across
cultures, but that there are also culture-specific patterns that make cultures unique
in their experience of well-being.

Introduction

With great perseverance
He meditates, seeking
Freedom and happiness.
—from THE BUDDHA, Chapter 2, The Dhammapada

Over two thousand years ago, the Buddha perceived suffering to be the nature of
existence. But for him, the attainment of nirvana was not simply a break from this
cycle of suffering, it was also a return to true bliss. Although it was not the direct
purpose of meditation, happiness was certainly an important consequence, and a
critical topic in Buddhist philosophy (Gaskins, 1999). Across time and cultures,
generations of people have in their own way reflected upon the question of happi-
ness. As long as it has been pondered, it may come as a surprise that the scientific
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study of happiness, or subjective well-being (SWB; Diener, 1984) has advanced
only recently.

One of the challenges has been defining happiness in a way that enables it to be
measured. Given that conceptions of happiness may vary across different societies, a
number of questions arises regarding how culture influences the idea and experience
of happiness. Does the structure and content of SWB differ? Do certain cultures
emphasize some components more than others? Are the correlates and causes of
happiness similar across cultures? Do people react differently to the experience of
well-being (e.g., when they feel pleasant affect)?

As it has been studied over the past two decades, SWB involves frequent pleasant
emotion, infrequent unpleasant emotion, and life satisfaction (LS). The first two
components are affective; the last is a cognitive evaluation. These three components
are not the only elements of SWB. Happiness also can be said to consist of other
dimensions such as meaning and purpose in life. However, in this review we focus
on LS, pleasant affect, and unpleasant affect in part because these constructs have
been researched more frequently across cultures. Furthermore, these components of
SWB are major focal points that allow for a certain degree of precision in measuring
the fuzzier, folk concept of happiness.

Why Study SWB Across Cultures?

The cross-cultural study of SWB is one indicator of the quality of life in a soci-
ety. It was once considered taboo to suggest that societies could be evaluated at all
(Shweder, 2000). To appraise any aspect of a culture was to ignore its worth and
integrity. However, this extreme form of cultural relativism has given way to the
view that, though one must be careful in comparing and evaluating societies, they
may differ in variables such as health and satisfaction that are desirable in most
cultures. It is true that some indicators of life quality may impose values about the
good life that are not shared by all people. However, even if SWB is internally
framed with respect to each culture, societies could still be evaluated in terms of
how well they succeed according to these internal criteria.

Culture and SWB research can also shed light on basic emotional processes. In
measuring SWB across various societies, researchers have confronted issues regard-
ing the universality of emotions, and how the representation of emotions in memory
are influenced by cultural norms. The field can also add to our understanding of
culture. For example, how do cultures differ in their socialization of pleasant and
unpleasant affect, and how do emotions contribute to the reinforcement of cultural
values and practices? These questions reflect a cultural psychological perspective.
Thus, the topic is of both applied and theoretical importance.

History of This Field of Inquiry

Anthropologists adopted cultural relativity as a way of avoiding a Western, ethno-
centric bias in observing other cultures. They made the important observation that
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values and practices might vary across cultures, but this need not imply that some
cultures were necessarily better than others. In particular, we should avoid judging
other cultures by the standards of our own. However, taken to extremes, cultural
relativism would prevent one from saying that Nazi Germany, or Cambodia under
the Khmer Rouge, were in many respects undesirable cultures (Edgerton, 1992).
This level of extreme value relativity would make cultural psychology irrelevant to
public discourse. According to Edgerton (1992), not all practices in a culture are
adaptive; some may even be harmful. He defined maladaptive cultures as those in
which there was rampant dissatisfaction or impaired physical and mental health.
Thus, there are certain criteria by which we can judge the success of a culture. As
one such criterion, SWB is important because a society functions poorly when a
majority of its people are discontent and depressed.

It should be noted that very little quantitative work has examined the well-
being of small cultures (e.g., Biswas-Diener, Vittersø, & Diener, 2005), although
a number of international surveys of SWB in modern nations have been conducted
(e.g., Cantril, 1965; Inglehart, 1990; see Table 1). Only recently has research exam-
ined the structure and causes of SWB in different cultures. In 1995, for example,
E. Diener and M.L. Diener found that self-esteem correlated more strongly with
LS in individualist than in collectivist cultures, and that financial satisfaction more
strongly predicted LS in poor than in rich nations. Since then, there has been a rapid
growth in the field of culture and well-being, and both universal and unique cor-
relates of SWB have been documented. We foresee further growth in this research
area in the decade to come.

General Approaches to Cross-Cultural Comparisons of SWB

The comparisons that researchers make across cultures are guided by their as-
sumptions about the interplay between culture and SWB. We review some of these
approaches below.

Dimensional Approach

Some theorists hold that the causes of well-being are fundamentally the same for
all people. Ryff and Singer (1998) posited that purpose in life, quality relation-
ships, self-regard, and a sense of mastery were universal features of well-being.
Self-determination theorists (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) maintain
that well-being hinges on the fulfillment of innate psychological needs such as
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. If these sources of well-being are universal,
they provide dimensions along which we can compare societies. Cultures should
differ in SWB to the extent that they provide people with different levels autonomy,
meaning, and relationships.

A related perspective is the universalist position on emotions. Drawing on
diverse findings, some researchers propose that there are discrete, basic emotions
that appear in all cultures (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Izard & Malatesta, 1987;
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Table 1 Life satisfaction in various nations (1999–2002)∗

Nation Year LS SD

Puerto Rico 2001 8.49 1.97
Denmark 1999 8.24 1.82
Malta 1999 8.21 1.62
Ireland 1999 8.20 1.83
Mexico 2000 8.14 2.35
Iceland 1999 8.05 1.59
Austria 1999 8.03 1.92
Northern Ireland 1999 8.00 1.75
Finland 2000 7.87 1.65
Netherlands 1999 7.85 1.34
Canada 2000 7.85 1.88
Luxembourg 1999 7.81 1.87
USA 1999 7.66 1.82
Sweden 1999 7.64 1.86
Venezuela 2000 7.52 2.50
El Salvador 1999 7.50 2.43
Belgium 1999 7.43 2.13
Germany 1999 7.42 1.96
Great Britain 1999 7.40 1.94
Argentina 1999 7.30 2.26
Singapore 2002 7.24 1.80
Italy 1999 7.17 2.11
Chile 2000 7.12 2.16
Spain 1999 7.09 1.92
Czech Republic 1999 7.06 1.97
Portugal 1999 7.04 1.96
Israel 2001 7.03 2.17
France 1999 7.01 1.99
Indonesia 2001 6.96 2.06
Nigeria 2000 6.87 2.32
Croatia 1999 6.68 2.30
Greece 1999 6.67 2.19
Philippines 2001 6.65 2.53
China 2001 6.53 2.47
Vietnam 2001 6.52 2.06
Japan 2000 6.48 1.97
Peru 2001 6.44 2.40
Iran 2000 6.38 2.41
South Africa 2001 6.31 2.69
South Korea 2001 6.21 2.32
Poland 1999 6.20 2.53
Morocco 2001 6.06 2.54
Slovakia 1999 6.03 2.22
Estonia 1999 5.93 2.18
Hungary 1999 5.80 2.42
Bosnia-Herzegovina 2001 5.77 2.39
Bangladesh 2002 5.77 2.18
Algeria 2002 5.67 2.86
Uganda 2001 5.65 2.47
Montenegro 2001 5.64 2.38
Turkey 2000 5.62 2.79
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Table 1 (continued)

Nation Year LS SD

Serbia 2001 5.62 2.47
Jordan 2001 5.60 2.50
Bulgaria 1999 5.50 2.65
Egypt 2000 5.36 3.35
Latvia 1999 5.27 2.39
Romania 1999 5.23 2.77
Lithuania 1999 5.20 2.66
Albania 2002 5.17 2.25
India 2001 5.14 2.23
Macedonia 2001 5.12 2.72
Pakistan 2001 4.85 1.46
Belarus 2000 4.81 2.21
Russia 1999 4.56 2.57
Ukraine 1999 4.56 2.59
Moldova 2000 4.56 2.32
Zimbabwe 2001 3.95 2.79
Tanzania 2001 3.87 3.22

Note: Life satisfaction scores are based on responses to the ques-
tion “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life
as-a-whole now?” on a 10-pt scale from 1 (dissatisfied) to 10
(satisfied).
Source. Veenhoven (n.d.).

Plutchik, 1980; Tomkins, 1962, 1963). For example, facial expressions of anger,
sadness, and joy appear early in infancy (Izard & Malatesta, 1987), and are eas-
ily recognized in many different cultures (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman et al.,
1987). Facial expressions of laughing and crying among congenitally blind infants
(Thompson, 1941) suggest that there may be genetic programs directing the expres-
sion of emotions. The possibility of biologically based, basic emotions is important
for it implies that we can compare people across societies on these emotions (how-
ever, see Ortony & Turner, 1990 for a critique of the basic emotions concept).

Uniqueness Approach

In contrast to the universalist approach, some ethnographers emphasize emotions
as social constructions. According to these researchers, the very concept of emo-
tion may differ across cultures. Lutz (1988) noted that Western ethnopsychologies
often view emotions as hidden and private. In contrast, her work in Micronesia
revealed that Ifalukian concepts of emotions were more public and relational. Cul-
tures may also differ in their labeling of specific feelings. For example, according
to Wierzbicka (1986) there is no word for disgust in Polish. Extreme versions of
the uniqueness approach hold that emotions are purely a Western idea, and that
internal experiences can be represented in countless ways across cultures. More
moderate formulations, on the other hand, maintain that biologically based emotions
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may be universal, but that culture can significantly alter their development and
labelling. Thus, although sadness is often considered a basic emotion with recog-
nizable antecedents, the Tahitians do not appear to have such a label for it (Levy,
1982). Instead, they often refer to feelings of sickness or exhaustion, for which the
causes are nonspecific. Although the uniqueness approach does not preclude the
possibility of making comparisons across cultures (e.g., Wierzbicka, 1986), it takes
as its starting point the culturally patterned subtleties of emotional experience.

Identity Approach

Another perspective on universality is that regardless of the specific elements, all
cultures enjoy identical levels of SWB. Cultures may differ in their values and in the
needs they fulfill, but people eventually adapt leading all societies to be relatively
happy. The identity approach likens well-being to a “hedonic treadmill” upon which
people run but never change position. Only when cultures are severely disrupted or
experiencing trauma (e.g., warfare or famine) will adaptation be impossible, result-
ing in widespread unhappiness. This position may sound absurd, but in Table 2,
diverse groups appear enjoy somewhat comparable levels of LS. For instance, the
Amish, Inughuit, and Maasai all report LS that is not significantly different from the
richest Americans, suggesting that material luxury is not necessary for well-being.
All these groups may be meeting needs such as social relationships, which are crit-
ical for SWB. Thus, there may be important conditions for happiness that are met
in non-industrial societies such as the Maasai. In contrast, the LS of the homeless
indicates that not all groups are happy, and that people do not fully adapt to all
conditions.

Table 2 Life satisfaction of selected groups

Positive groups Life satisfaction

Forbes Richest Americansa 5.8
Pennsylvania Amishb 5.8
Inughuit (Inuit Group from Northern Greenland)c 5.8
East African Maasaic 5.4
International College Students (47 nations)b 4.9
Calcutta Slum Dwellersd 4.6

Neutral point of scale=4.0

Groups below neutral (below neutral)
Calcutta Sex Workersd 3.6
Calcutta Homelessd 3.2
California Homelessb 2.9

Note: Life satisfaction scores are based on responses to the statement “You are
satisfied with your life,” on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree).
aDiener Horwitz, and Emmons (1985).
bDiener and Seligman (2005).
cBiswas-Diener et al. (2005).
dDiener and Biswas-Diener (2000).
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The Middle Path

In this chapter, we take a middle path. We argue that there are some universals,
such as the tendency for people to be slightly happy unless they are exposed to
harsh conditions. Some variables influence SWB in all cultures such as temperament
and positive relationships. There may also be common goals, such as the need for
respect, that characterize people in all cultures. Furthermore, because cultural influ-
ences often permeate national boundaries, cultures are not completely independent
of one another. However, each culture also retains unique qualities and should not be
compared with others in a careless way. Not all comparisons of SWB are meaningful
because the value placed on certain subjective states and the labels for them, often
differ. The patterning of well-being may also vary across cultures, making it danger-
ous to compare variables at a high level of abstraction. Thus, although comparisons
are possible, they should only be made with due care to the unique factors present
in various societies.

Cultural differences in SWB can be likened to differences between individuals.
People can be compared on certain universal features such as height and weight.
They can also be compared on factors such as health, but health is made up of
many lower-order concepts that may relate to each other differently across individ-
uals. Although societies can be compared on longevity, the patterns of illness differ
across cultures. In a similar way, cultures can be compared on SWB, but there are
also unique facets of well-being in each society that are best captured by specific
descriptions of the local culture.

In the sections that follow, we cover several major topics in culture and SWB
research. We begin with the issue of patterning and structure, examining how the
elements of SWB cohere across societies. Next, we consider whether cultures differ
in mean levels of SWB where the structures can be compared, and what factors
might contribute to these differences. We then review various correlates and causes
of SWB, showing both similarities and differences in cultural recipes for happiness.
Following this discussion, we ask whether SWB leads to the same outcomes in
different cultures, or whether there are unique effects that depend on the role of
emotions in a culture. Finally, we assess the various challenges involved in measur-
ing SWB across cultures, and the impact that measurement artifacts may have on
the findings.

Patterning and Structure

The validity of cross-cultural comparisons of SWB depends on how it is structured
in different societies. If there are both universal and culture-specific emotions, are
aggregates like pleasant and unpleasant affect applicable in all cultures? Is the
concept of LS understood by people in all societies? Also, do the three compo-
nents of SWB relate to each other similarly across cultures? We review the research
bearing on these issues below.
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Levels of Analyses

As discussed earlier, the existence of universal emotions has been debated for some
time. Researchers have used a number of methodologies to answer the question
of universality including ethnography, facial expression recognition, and emotion
taxonomies. After conducting cross-cultural research on facial expression recog-
nition, Ekman and his colleagues (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman et al., 1987)
suggested that happiness, anger, fear, sadness, and disgust were universal. However,
there are also emotions that appear in some cultures, but not others. Some appear to
be labeling of specific situation-outcome pairings in relation to feelings. In Japan,
for example, the term kanashii refers specifically to sadness arising from personal
loss (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). Other indigenous emotions seem to be complex
blends such as aviman in India, which has been described as “prideful, loving anger”
(Scollon, Diener, Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2004).

According to Mesquita, Fridja, and Scherer (1997), the debate over universality
has hindered culture and emotion research by focusing on the mere presence of
certain emotions in a culture rather than on how emotions are “practiced.” They
argued that emotional experience is a process that includes appraisal of a situation,
physiological reactions, overt behaviors and other components. What distinguishes
one emotion from another is the pattern of components. At a general level, universal
patterns of emotional experience may exist, due to innate, neurophysiological pro-
grams. For example, joy may inherently feel pleasant and evoke the urge to laugh
or smile. However, at the level of specific components, cultural differences may
abound. The type of events that elicit joy, or attempts to regulate it may vary across
societies.

The perspective provided by Mesquita et al. resonates with several lines of re-
search on well-being. In assessing the cross-cultural applicability of pleasant and
unpleasant affect, SWB researchers have not only been interested in which emotions
are present, but also in how frequently they are experienced, how they are patterned,
and how norms can shape the structure and composition of pleasant and unpleasant
affect. In short, the field of culture and SWB has been concerned as much with the
ecology or practice of emotions (Mesquita et al., 1997), as it has with the compara-
bility of SWB across cultures. We will see that the distinction between pleasant and
unpleasant affect can be made at a general level, and that there are both similarities
and differences in the specific aspects of these emotions.

Structural Evidence

In an early study, Watson, Clark, and Tellegen (1984) found that the mood structure
of Japanese participants formed two factors identifiable as positive and negative
affect. This two-factor structure was very similar to that of American participants.
Hierarchical cluster analyses of emotion words from the U.S., Italy, and China also
revealed superordinate groupings of positive and negative emotions (Shaver, Wu,
& Schwartz, 1992). Pleasant and unpleasant emotion clusters were also observed
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in experience sampling data provided by Japanese, Indian, and two American sam-
ples (Scollon et al., 2004). Moreover, indigenous emotions that were included in the
Japanese and Indian samples did not form separate clusters, but grouped together
with the pleasant and unpleasant emotions.

M.L. Diener, Fujita, Kim-Prieto, and E. Diener (2004) studied the frequency of
twelve emotions and found that they formed positive and negative clusters in seven
regions of the world (Africa, Latin America, East Asia, Southeast Asia, West Asia,
Eastern Europe, and Western Europe). Moreover, in virtually all of these regions,
a core group of emotions consistently loaded onto either positive or negative clus-
ters. That is, positive emotions consisted of pleasant, cheerful, and happy, whereas
negative emotions consisted of unpleasant, sad, and angry. Similarly, Shaver et al.
(1992) found that one positive (joy) and three negative emotions (anger, sadness,
and fear) formed basic level categories in all three cultures they studied. Finally,
Kuppens, Ceulemans, Timmerman, Diener, and Kim-Prieto (2006) found that posi-
tive affect and negative affect emerged as strong universal intracultural dimensions,
as well as smaller but significant nation-level dimensions on which nations could be
discriminated.

Thus, when speaking of emotion aggregrates, there is compelling evidence that
pleasant and unpleasant affect are perceived in all cultures. There is also support
for the universality of particular emotions such as joy, anger, and sadness. However,
cultural differences may arise regarding more specific emotions. For instance, out-
side of the core emotions, M.L. Diener et al. (2004) observed differences in how
other emotions clustered. Pride clustered with positive emotions in Latin America,
Western Europe, and East Asia, but with the negative emotions in Africa, Southeast
Asia, Eastern Europe, and West Asia. Pride also aligned with the negative emo-
tions among smaller samples in India and Italy (Scollon et al., 2004; Shaver et al.,
1992). These findings should be interpreted cautiously. The simple fact that pride
clusters with negative emotions in a culture does not necessarily mean that it is
experienced as a negative emotion. In the case of M.L. Diener et al.’s data, the
cluster analyses were based on the frequency of experience and included weights
for means, standard deviations, and correlations—any of which could have affected
how emotion terms clustered. In those regions where pride was experienced less
frequently, it clustered with the negative emotions, which were generally experi-
enced less often than the positive emotions. In contrast, worry and stress clustered
with the positive emotions in Western Europe and East Asia primarily because they
were frequently experienced in those areas. Thus, emotional experience may be
universal in some ways, but culturally varied in other ways. Recently, Kuppens
et al. (in press) found that although positive affect and negative affect emerged
as strong universal intracultural dimensions, there were also smaller but signifi-
cant nation-level dimensions of emotional experience on which nations could be
discriminated.

Differences in the frequency of emotions may be related to cultural norms.
For example, cultural norms might make some situations more common than oth-
ers. Thus, the American cultural environment might afford more opportunities
for self-enhancement (and the experience of pride), whereas the Japanese cultural
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environment might be more conducive to self-criticism (Kitayama, Markus,
Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997). According to Markus & Kitayama (1994),
normative social behavior and cultural models of the self might also shape the desir-
ability of certain emotions. In individualist cultures, pride is an enjoyable emotion
that highlights individual achievement as well as success in meeting the cultural
goals of autonomy and independence. However, in collectivist cultures, emotions
resulting from sympathy and humility may feel good because they are consistent
with the cultural goals of interdependence. Emotions that conflict with these norms
may be de-emphasized and less frequently experienced. Thus, pride may not be as
valued in some collectivist Asian cultures because it is self-focusing and separates
the individual from the group (Kitayama & Markus, 2000; Markus & Kitayama,
1994; Scollon et al., 2004). In a similar way, the Oriyas in India devalue anger be-
cause it is regarded as socially destructive (Menon & Shweder, 1994). On the other
hand, shame1 is viewed as a good emotion for women to have because it is integral
to sustaining the patriarchal order of society.

The Oriya case draws attention to intracultural variation in emotion norms. That
is, norms may not apply or be uniformly perceived across all individuals within a
culture. Eid and Diener (2001) investigated this issue by examining the desirability
and appropriateness of pleasant and unpleasant affect in the U.S., Australia, China,
and Taiwan. They found that norms for pleasant emotions (e.g., joy, affection, pride,
and contentment) were more heterogeneous in China and Taiwan than in the U.S.
and Australia. For instance, the vast majority (83%) of Australians and Americans
regarded all four pleasant emotions as appropriate. In contrast, only 9% of Chinese
and 32% of Taiwanese felt this way. A majority of the Taiwanese (57%) had mixed
feelings about pride, although joy, affection, and contentment were appropriate.
A plurality of the Chinese (32%) felt that joy and affection were appropriate, but
that pride was clearly inappropriate. Another class of individuals found only among
the Chinese (16%), regarded all pleasant emotions as inappropriate. These findings
suggest that culture may influence emotion norms in two ways. First, cultures may
foster unique normative patterns, as was observed in the Chinese sample. Second,
some patterns may be pancultural, but their relative frequency within cultures may
differ. All pleasant emotions are clearly favored in the U.S. and Australia. The am-
bivalence towards pride in China and Taiwan is consistent with previous research
on collectivist Asian cultures.

However, the relation between emotion norms and emotional experience may
not always be direct. Recent work by Tsai, Knutson, and Fung (2006) suggests
that the emotions that people value (ideal affect) are not necessarily the ones they
experience most frequently (real affect), although the correlations are moderate.

1 The Oriya emotion lajya or lajja was translated by Menon and Shweder (1994) as shame. How-
ever, a less negative, alternative translation is “feeling shy.” These two emotions are related but
not the same. We thank Vijay Kumar Shrotryia for this observation. Our point is simply that, the
meaning of an emotion (and hence its value) can shift in different cultural contexts in ways that are
not obvious from its valence alone.
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These researchers found that although cultural values predicted the preference for
high versus low arousal pleasant emotions, the reported frequency of these emo-
tions was better predicted by personality traits. Furthermore, norms may influence
some emotions more than others. M.L. Diener et al. (2004) found that the correla-
tion between the appropriateness and frequency of an emotion was larger for “sec-
ondary” emotions like pride, guilt, gratitude, and jealousy, than it was for the core
emotions. That is, norms appear to predict the experience of secondary emotions
more than the experience of core emotions. Indeed, the main cultural differences
in structure were due to how the secondary emotions clustered, and the various
geopolitical regions diverged most in the frequency of these emotions. For example,
people from Southeast Asia reported more frequent experience of guilt and shame,
whereas those from Latin America registered more pride than people from other
areas. Also, norms for pride and guilt were more variable across cultures than norms
for other emotions (Eid & Diener, 2001). Differences in the experience of peripheral
emotions such as pride may reflect cultural ideologies regarding attribution styles,
such as whether success should be attributed to the self or to the situation (Heine,
Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999). In contrast, a core emotion like happiness is
much broader and may tend to follow from outcomes that are considered good in
each culture, so that valuing general happiness is likely to be more common across
cultures.

In addition to emotions, there is also support for similarity in the structure of
LS across cultures. Vittersø, Røysamb, and Diener (2002) carried out confirmatory
factor analyses on the five items of the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, & Gribbin, 1985) and found that a one-factor model fit the data
reasonably well in forty-one nations. In all nations, the comparative fit index was
above 0.90. This finding suggests that the SWLS measures a single construct and
that the concept of “life satisfaction” may be similarly understood across a wide
range of cultures. That is not to say that the criteria for LS are universal, but rather
that people in a number of diverse cultures appear to react to queries about LS in a
consistent way.

The Relation Between Emotions and Life Satisfaction (LS)

Although the structure of emotions is somewhat consistent across cultures, and the
items of the SWLS also seem to cohere reliably, the relation between emotions and
LS may vary across cultures (Schimmack, Radhakrishnan, Oishi, Dzokoto & Ahadi,
2002; Suh, Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998). Suh et al. (1998) examined the relation
between LS and affect balance (the difference in frequency of pleasant and unpleas-
ant affect). They found that LS and affect balance correlated positively across forty
nations; thus, experiencing more pleasant than unpleasant affect predicted greater
LS across cultures. However, the correlations were stronger in more individual-
ist countries. Suh et al. (Study 2) also assessed cultural norms for LS by asking
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participants what they perceived to be the ideal level of LS in their culture. When
LS was predicted from both emotions and perceived norms for LS, the former was
highly predictive among individualist cultures, accounting for 76% of the variance
in LS. In contrast, norms and emotions were equally predictive of LS in collec-
tivist cultures, accounting for 39 and 40% of the variance, respectively. A possible
explanation is that in individualist cultures, where personal goals and preferences
are emphasized, emotions may be important because one’s own feelings are often a
relevant factor in one’s judgments. However, in collectivist cultures, there may be
a greater tendency to use norms as a guide for one’s attitudes and behavior and not
be the “nail that stands out”. Thus, when judging their LS, people from collectivist
cultures might weigh norms at least as much as their own emotions. This raises
the possibility that collectivists are simply responding in a normatively appropriate
manner. Though it is difficult to rule out this alternative explanation, other data
suggest that this is not invariably the case. For example, perceived norms for nega-
tive emotions were not reliably related to self-reported frequency of these emotions
among Chinese and Taiwanese respondents (Eid & Diener, 2001; we discuss further
methodological issues later in the chapter).

Conclusions

There are universals in the structure of SWB that make some comparisons possi-
ble. Pleasant affect, unpleasant affect, and LS are not concepts that are unfamil-
iar to most of the world’s people. Nevertheless, to some degree, cultural norms
shape which emotions are pleasant and unpleasant to feel. Therefore, when using
aggregates such as pleasant and unpleasant affect, one must be careful because spe-
cific emotions may cohere differently with the larger aggregate. The comparison
of emotion aggregates should only be made with emotions that cohere similarly in
each culture. Finally, emotions may be more relevant to global LS in individualist
cultures, where internal experience is highly valued. This difference highlights the
importance of measuring emotions and LS as separate components of SWB. That
is affective and cognitive evaluations of well-being reflect different aspects of the
superordinate construct of SWB.

Comparing the Mean Levels of SWB of Cultures

In discussing the happiness of societies, it may seem surprising that a majority of
people in the world report being happy. That is not to say that all of humanity is in
state of elation or jubilance, or that there is no variation across cultures in overall
levels of well-being. There may be a wide range of economic, sociocultural, and
biological factors that affect the mean level of subjective well-being in a society, but
in most cultures the mean level is above neutral.
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Most People Are Happy

A study involving 31 nations (N = 13,118) revealed that 63% of men and 70% of
women reported positive levels of LS (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995). These findings
could be limited in that many of the nations that were studied were fairly industri-
alized, and most of the participants were college students. However, E. Diener and
C. Diener (1996) plotted the distribution of mean SWB responses from nationally
representative samples from 43 nations and found that 86% were above the neutral
point (see Table 1 for more data based on representative, probability samples). Fur-
thermore, positive levels of well-being appear to be fairly stable over time. National
levels of SWB in the U.S., Japan, and France fluctuated over a 46-year period, but
never dipped below neutral (Veenhoven, 1993). Positive levels of well-being have
also been observed among smaller, non-industrialized societies such as the Maasai
in Kenya, the Inughuit in Greenland, and the Amish in the U.S. (Biswas-Diener,
Vittersø, & Diener, 2005).

The claim that “most people are happy” is not meant to deny that there remains
significant ill-being and suffering in the world. It is important to note that data from
the poorest nations of the world—e.g., Rwanda, Mozambique, and Afghanistan—
are often lacking (see Table 1). Moreover, although most people report levels of
SWB above the midpoint, very few report being extremely happy. Only 4% of
E. Diener and M. Diener’s (1995) sample were at the top of the scale in LS. Similarly,
although the Maasai, Inughuit, and Amish were all significantly above neutral on
several measures of SWB, a very small minority reported perfect LS, or always
experiencing pleasant affect (Biswas-Diener et al., 2005). Thus, the skew in well-
being seems to reflect a moderate form of happiness. Although measurement ar-
tifacts are an important concern (see Methodological Issues), the replicability of
these findings across numerous societies, and over a number of different methods is
impressive.

Perhaps it should not seem so shocking that most people are at least mildly happy
with their lives. Some researchers argue that a disposition toward pleasant affect
facilitates exploratory behavior, which could have conferred evolutionary advan-
tages (E. Diener & C. Diener, 1996; Fredrickson, 1998; Ito & Cacioppo, 1999).
According to Ito and Cacioppo (1999), the motivational system is slightly biased
toward approach behavior, even in the absence of stimuli – a phenomenon called
“positivity offset.” Such a bias would be more advantageous than a purely neutral
disposition because, in the absence of danger, it would help humans learn more
about their environment. As a consequence of broadening behavioral and attentional
foci, positive emotions might also have helped humans to build social relationships
and other resources important for survival (Fredrickson, 1998). The connection be-
tween pleasant affect and approach tendencies receives some support from a 27-
nation study by Wallbott and Scherer (1988). With few cultural differences, partic-
ipants reported that “moving toward” was an action tendency most characteristic of
joy, whereas “withdrawing” was more typical of unpleasant emotions.

In light of the above research, it becomes important to ask when and why a
society falls below the midpoint of SWB. One trend that has been observed is that
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people living in severe destitution often report being unhappy. Prostitutes and home-
less people living in Calcutta, India, reported negative levels of LS (Biswas-Diener
& Diener, 2001). The LS of Malaysian farmers living below the poverty line also
fell below the midpoint (Howell, Howell, & Schwabe, 2006). Difficulty in meeting
basic needs, or other circumstances such as lack of respect, might have decreased the
well-being of these groups. In the next section, we consider how economic factors
might influence the SWB of a society.

Economic Development and Related Variables

The wealth of a nation frequently correlates with its level of SWB. Depending on
whether one looks at purchasing power or per capita gross domestic product, the
correlation between economic wealth and the SWB of a nation ranges from 0.58
to 0.84 (E. Diener, M. Diener, & C. Diener, 1995; Inglehart & Klingemann, 2000;
Veenhoven, 1991). As robust as this finding is, the exact process by which economic
development increases happiness remains unclear.

Wealthier societies are better able to meet the basic needs of their citizens and
this contributes to SWB (E. Diener & M. Diener, et al., 1995). We will consider the
role of basic need fulfillment in a later section. For now, it is also worth noting that
economic development is often associated with many other social conditions. For
example, wealth correlates with greater human rights, as well as greater equality (in
income, access to education, and between the sexes; E. Diener & M. Diener, et al.,
1995). Rights and equality also correlate with each other. Further still, people in
wealthier nations are often more satisfied with friends and home life (Diener & Suh,
1999). A possible explanation proposed by Ahuvia (2002) is that rising wealth alters
the cultural environment by freeing the individual from economic dependence on his
or her family. This independence could attenuate norms for reciprocity while facil-
itating the pursuit of individual happiness (e.g., by allowing more choice in friends
and lifestyle). Thus, several mechanisms are possible and the various correlates of
wealth make it difficult to isolate the unique contribution of wealth to SWB. The
relation between economic development and SWB is thus entangled in a causal web
of several factors, and future researchers need to separate their causal influences
on SWB.

Aside from economic development, Inglehart and Klingemann (2000) suggested
that national levels of SWB might also reflect historical factors. In 1997, the former
communist states of Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R. had among the lowest levels
of well-being—lower than nations with less wealth, but without a history of com-
munism. Even after controlling for wealth, rights, and other variables, the number
of years under communist rule negatively predicted a nation’s mean level of SWB.
However, Inglehart and Klingemann (2000) warn against hasty praise for capitalistic
or democratic societies. Although the collapse of communism in the Soviet Union
was preceded by relatively low levels of SWB, it was followed by even lower levels
of SWB (see also Veenhoven, 2001). Political instability and economic decline after
the fall of communism may have created conditions that were inimical to SWB.
These ideas require further research, especially as conditions change in the region.
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Norms for Emotions

As mentioned earlier, the experience of well-being can be shaped by cultural
norms regarding the desirability of LS or certain emotions (M.L. Diener et al., 2004;
Suh et al., 1998). Emotions that are desirable might be experienced more frequently
than those that are seen as inappropriate (M.L. Diener et al., 2004) or they may cor-
relate more with general happiness (Markus & Kitayama, 1994). Norms for emo-
tions may explain why Asian—especially East Asian—samples often report lower
SWB than those from Europe and the Americas (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995;
Kang, Shaver, Sue, Min, & Jing, 2003; Sheldon et al., 2004; Suh, 2002). Economic
development may be a factor, but it cannot completely account for the lower SWB
of East Asians. For example, Japan has greater purchasing power than many Latin
American nations (E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995), yet it reports lower SWB than
do the latter (Diener & Suh, 1999; Diener & Oishi, 2000). This could be because
Japanese and other Asians show a greater acceptance of unpleasant emotions than
people in the Americas (Diener & Suh, 1999). Moreover, East Asians may also value
low activation positive affect (e.g., serene) more than high activation positive affect
(e.g., excited) because these emotions facilitate collectivist goals of attending to the
social context (Tsai et al., 2006).

How might emotion norms translate into experience? One pathway is through
the socialization of emotions in children (M.L. Diener & Lucas, 2004), through the
willingness to report specific emotions, or through recall of which emotions are
experienced (Oishi, 2002). Wirtz (2004) asked participants to report how they felt
about past events, both currently and at the time of the event. Whether the emotions
were pleasant or unpleasant, Japanese participants’ current feelings were less in-
tense than they were remembered to be in the past. In contrast, European Americans
reported significant decay for unpleasant but not pleasant emotions. Thus, cultural
norms might also shape the relation between recalled emotions and current feelings,
which might also influence judgments about current LS.

Schimmack, Oishi, and Diener (2002) suggested that East Asian views of pleas-
ant and unpleasant emotions might be rooted in the dialecticism of Asian philoso-
phies (e.g., Buddhism and Daoism) that have historically shaped these cultures. For
example, in Chinese folk wisdom, both sides of a contradiction are equally likely,
and a compromise between the two is preferable (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). East Asian
emotion norms may be dialectical in the sense that a middle way between extreme
pleasant and extreme unpleasant affect is considered desirable. In contrast, many
Western European and Latin American cultures prefer pleasant over unpleasant
affect. These cultural differences are reflected in emotion reports. Among partici-
pants from Western Europe and the Americas, the frequency of pleasant affect was
inversely related to the frequency of unpleasant affect (Schimmack et al., 2002).
Among Asian participants, however, this negative correlation was weak (see also
Bagozzi, Wong, & Yi, 1999). Kitayama et al. (2000) actually observed a positive
correlation between pleasant and unpleasant affect in Japan. Finally, over a one-
week period of experience sampling, Scollon et al. (2004) found that European-
and Hispanic Americans experienced more pleasant affect than Asians and Asian
Americans. Moreover, there were no differences in unpleasant emotions. Asians and
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Asian Americans did not experience as much pleasant affect as the other groups, but
they were not biased in the direction of greater unpleasant affect either.

Are East Asians simply unhappy at worst and apathetic at best? Caution must
be taken not to equate lower levels of well-being as ill-being. First, the SWB of
East Asians is lower in comparison to Latin Americans and Western Europeans.
Although mean levels of SWB are often lower among Asian samples, they are rarely
below the neutral midpoint. Second, Kitayama and Markus (2000) note that balance
and moderation are central to East Asian concepts of health. A preference for low
rather than high activation positive affect may be consistent with this perspective
(Tsai et al., 2006).

Another source of cultural variation in emotion norms may be religious doctrine.
Across 40 nations, Kim-Prieto and Diener (2004) found that Christians reported
a greater frequency of happiness and less shame than Muslims, even after con-
trolling for the effect of nations. A subsequent analysis of the emotion content
of religious texts revealed that joy and love were most frequently mentioned in
the New Testament whereas shame and guilt were most frequently mentioned in
the Quran. Thus, differences in norms or the socialization of emotions may be
rooted in religious doctrine. An important implication of these findings is that the
cultural forces that impinge on SWB may extend beyond ethnic and geographic
delineations.

Genetic Differences

Might cultural differences in well-being be due to genetic differences between
groups? Although much more research is needed, some individual differences in
SWB may be related to genetics. Polymorphisms in the serotonin-related 5-HTT
gene have been linked to individual differences in anxiety (Lesch et al., 1996), as
well as susceptibility to depression (Caspi et al., 2003). Lykken and Tellegen (1996)
maintain that roughly half of the individual variance in SWB is related to genetic
variation.

A limitation of the above research is that it has been carried out within single
societies, and effects within a sample may not necessarily be driven by the same
causal forces as those between samples. Although there are ethnic and cultural
differences in gene frequencies (Cavalli-Sforza, 1991), direct links between such
differences and SWB have not yet been made. However, studies of infant temper-
ament reinforce the possibility of genetic effects. Freedman and Freedman (1969)
found ethnic differences in infants less than four days old. Compared to European
American infants, Chinese American infants were calmer and less reactive to a cloth
placed on their face. Similarly, four-month old infants in China exhibited less be-
havioral arousal than European American and Irish infants (Kagan et al., 1994).
Nevertheless, the role of socialization practices cannot be overlooked. In contrast to
the above findings, Ahadi, Rothbart, and Ye (1993) found that six-year old Chinese
children exhibited relatively more negative affectivity than their European American
peers. The authors suggested that strict Chinese socialization practices might foster
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a greater sensitivity to punishment, leading to more frequent negative affect. Thus,
genetic influences do not rule out the impact that life circumstances can have on the
various components of SWB. Recently, Diener and colleagues (Diener, Lucas, &
Scollon, 2005; Fujita & Diener, 2005) argued for a “soft set point” conception of
SWB. People can adapt to many situations and genes may account for some of the
stability in SWB. However, life events and social conditions (e.g., widowhood or
poverty) can still have a substantial impact on happiness at both, the individual and
group levels. Much more research on culture, genetics, and SWB is required before
firm conclusions can be made.

Conclusion

In many societies, a majority of the people report being happy, but very few report
extreme happiness. Although there are biological and evolutionary accounts for why
this is so, other factors are likely to influence mean levels of well-being. These
factors include economic development and cultural norms for emotions. However,
much more research is needed before we can understand exactly how and why soci-
etal levels of SWB differ across cultures. Specifically, the exact process underlying
the relation between economic development and SWB remains unclear, as well as
how such development affects cultural values related to well-being.

Correlates and Causes of SWB

Not only might cultures differ in the experience of emotions and their frequency,
they might also differ in the causes of SWB. Often the evidence is in terms of
cross-sectional correlations, however, and so we mostly review what covaries with
pleasant and unpleasant affect, and LS in different cultures. Further, Kitayama and
Markus (2000) suggested that SWB is not just personal happiness, but includes one’s
relations with others. Thus, happiness might take different forms across cultures,
with different factors causing it.

The Self and SWB

To the extent that self-concepts vary across cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991),
one might expect the relation between self and SWB to vary as well. For instance,
although self-esteem is often a strong correlate of LS, Heine et al. (1999) questioned
the need for positive self-views in collectivist cultures. In Japan, where interdepen-
dence is emphasized, a self-critical tendency may be valued as a way of improving
one’s ability to meet social obligations (but see Brown & Kobayashi, 2002, 2003,
for evidence of self-enhancement in Japan, and Heine’s, 2003 response). Miller,
Wang, Sandel, and Cho (2002) found that rural Taiwanese mothers also placed little
emphasis on developing their children’s self-esteem and some worried that high
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self-esteem would impair their child’s capacity to take criticism. Thus, in collectivist
cultures, self-esteem may be viewed as unimportant, or even undesirable for achiev-
ing cultural goals. In contrast, a primary concern for European American moth-
ers was to help their children develop and maintain a strong sense of self-esteem
(Miller et al., 2002).

If high self-esteem is de-emphasized in collectivist cultures, then one might
expect self-esteem to relate less strongly to LS than it would in more individualist
cultures. This is exactly what a number of researchers have found (E. Diener &
M. Diener, 1995; Oishi, Diener, Lucas & Suh, 1999; Park & Huebner, 2005).
Although self-esteem correlated with LS across most countries, the strength of
association could be predicted by the individualism of a country. For example,
self-esteem and LS correlated 0.60 in the U.S., but only 0.08 among women in
more collectivist India (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995). Similarly, Park and Huebner
(2005) found that satisfaction with self was a much stronger predictor of LS for U.S.
adolescents than it was for Korean adolescents. As with emotions (Suh et al., 1998),
people in collectivist cultures may be guided by norms downplaying the importance
of self-esteem when they make life satisfaction judgments. Alternatively, people
with high self-esteem may be frowned upon in collectivist cultures for holding or
expressing attitudes that violate norms. Of course, norms should also influence the
factors that do correlate with LS. For example, Park and Huebner suggested that
the heavy emphasis on academic achievement in Korea might explain why school
satisfaction predicted LS for Korean adolescents but not for American adolescents.

Another characteristic that may be less socially valued in collectivist cultures and
less important for SWB is identity consistency. In traditional Western psychology,
self-consistency across situations implies a coherent self-identity and good mental
health. However, in East Asian cultures, where individuals are expected to adjust
themselves to the social situation, identity consistency might be taken as a sign of
immaturity. Suh (2002) found that Americans evinced greater consistency across so-
cial roles than Koreans. For example, if Americans were talkative with their friends,
they were also more likely to be talkative with parents, siblings, and strangers than
were Koreans. Furthermore, identity consistency was a much stronger predictor of
SWB for Americans than Koreans. Not only were self-consistent individuals happier
in the American sample, but they were also rated by informants as more likable
and socially skilled than less consistent individuals. In contrast, Korean informants
showed no such preference for consistent targets (Suh, 2002).

Culture may also affect the relation between personality and LS. On the one
hand, research suggests that the influence of personality on emotional experience
may be pancultural (Lucas, Diener, Grob, Suh, & Shao, 2000; Tsai et al., 2006).
In five countries, Schimmack et al. (2002) found that extraversion correlated pos-
itively with affect balance, whereas neuroticism was negatively correlated. More-
over, the relation between personality and LS was mediated by affect balance. Thus,
extraverts enjoy greater LS in part because they experience frequent pleasant affect.
However, because the relation between emotions and LS was stronger in individ-
ualist cultures (see Patterning and Structure), the relation between personality and
LS was also moderated by culture. Thus, extraversion and neuroticism were more
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predictive of LS in individualist cultures (Germany and the U.S.) than in collec-
tivist cultures (Ghana, Japan, Mexico). Extraverts everywhere may experience more
pleasant affect than neurotics, but how much this contributes to LS may depend
on the cultural value of emotional experience. Alternatively, Benet-Martı́nez and
Karakitapoglu-Aygun (2003) proposed that cultures favor the development of some
personality traits over others. They found that individualism predicted both extraver-
sion and neuroticism, and that the relationship between personality and LS was
mediated by self-esteem and friendship satisfaction.

An important issue concerns the role of autonomy in SWB. Self-determination
theorists (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) contend that autonomy
is a basic human need that, if not fulfilled, will lead to lower levels of well-being.
One source of the debate may be the very definition of autonomy. For example,
Oishi (2000) operationalized autonomy as horizontal individualism (i.e., an empha-
sis on independence and individual self-worth). He found that the positive asso-
ciation between autonomy and LS was stronger in more individualist nations like
Australia and Denmark, than it was in more collectivist nations like China, Korea,
and Bahrain. However, Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, and Kaplan (2003) argued that the
construct of autonomy must be distinguished from independence and individualism
(see also Ryan & Deci, 2000). In the framework of SDT, autonomy is the sense that
one has willingly engaged in and fully endorses an act. Individuals may be depen-
dent on others and still experience autonomy if they find value in that dependence
and engage in it of their own volition. What is of importance is the internalization
of the values that one is exercising. Thus, although Koreans viewed their culture as
more collectivist and less individualist than Americans viewed their own culture, the
internalization of both types of values predicted SWB in both countries, as well as
in Russia and Turkey (Chirkov et al., 2003). Using a similar definition of autonomy,
Sheldon et al. (2004) found that self-concordant individuals (i.e., those who pursued
goals they perceived as freely chosen) tended to report higher levels of SWB in
the U.S., South Korea, Taiwan, and China. Thus, autonomy as independence is not
universal, whereas autonomy as feeling that one’s behavior is freely chosen and not
coerced may be universal.

These views are not contrary to the goal-as-moderator model advanced by Oishi
(2000). This model posits that the relation between culture and SWB is mod-
erated by personal goals. Culture may influence one’s goals, but individuals do
not always pursue culturally endorsed goals. For example, a Chinese student who
values personal success may be happier studying alone than offering help to his
fellow classmates, although the latter better reflects the cultural goal of interde-
pendence. However, although attaining personal goals may bring emotional well-
being, it may not always yield a sense of meaning in life. Ideally, personal goals
that are aligned with cultural values lead to both happiness and meaning (Oishi,
2000). Thus, the role of personal goals is similar to the importance of internaliza-
tion proposed by self-determination theory. Thus, although independence of others
might not predict happiness equally across cultures, acting from one’s volition
is predicted by both self-determination and Oishi’s theory to lead to happiness
universally.
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Both perspectives suggest that the distinction between personal and collective
goals may often be blurred. For example, the SWB of Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans is better predicted by satisfaction with goals involving family and friends than
with goals concerned mainly with the self (Oishi & Diener, 2001; Radhakrishnan
& Chan, 1997). However, among collectivist cultures, the goals of one’s group may
also be experienced as one’s own (Markus & Kitayama, 1994), making them both
collective and personal. In contrast, only personal goals were predictive of European
American’s SWB (Oishi & Diener, 2001; Radhakrishnan & Chan, 1997). Taken
together, the findings suggest that there may be motives that correlate universally
with well-being, and other motives or goals that are culture-specific correlates of
well-being.

Relationships with Others and SWB

The above research implies that social relationships may influence SWB differently
across cultures. For instance, although emotional experience is often considered
private and internal, Kitayama and Markus (2000) suggested that the Japanese may
experience good feelings intersubjectively, as features of an interpersonal situation
that dissipate once the individual is out of that context. Consistent with this idea,
Oishi, Diener, Scollon, and Biswas-Diener (2003) found that Japanese reported less
pleasant affect when alone than did Americans. Further, although both groups ex-
perienced more pleasant affect when with friends than when alone, the effect was
greater for the Japanese (as well as for Hispanic Americans; Oishi et al., 2003).

In general, East Asians may be more other-focused in their emotional experience
than North Americans (Cohen & Gunz, 2002; Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa,
2000). Kitayama et al. (2000) compared how engaged (relationship focused) and
disengaged (self focused) emotions relate to general good feelings (e.g., happi-
ness) among Japanese and American participants. For Japanese, positive engaged
emotions (e.g., friendly feelings) correlated more strongly with general good feel-
ings than did positive disengaged emotions (e.g., pride). The reverse was true
for American participants. However, a recent priming study by No and Hong
(2004) suggests that the influence of culture on emotional experience is dynamic.
Compared to baseline, Korean American biculturals who were primed with Korean
cultural icons became more relational and less egocentric in their projection of emo-
tions onto others. Similar effects may be observed in the experience of SWB. That is,
what makes an individual happy may shift as the salience of cultural frames shifts,
as when living in another culture for an extended period of time.

The relative importance of relationships across cultures also influences LS.
Among Hong Kong Chinese, for example, relationship harmony was just as impor-
tant as self-esteem in predicting LS (Kwan, Bond, & Singelis, 1997). In contrast,
self-esteem was a stronger predictor of LS for Americans. Interestingly, relation-
ship quality may have both, direct and indirect effects on LS. Kang et al. (2003)
not only replicated Kwan et al.’s (1997) findings in the U.S., Korea, and main-
land China, but they also showed that relationship quality was positively associated
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with self-esteem in the latter two groups. Relationship quality was also predic-
tive of Asian Americans’ self-esteem, but not of European Americans’ self-esteem
(Kang et al., 2003).

A relationship of particular relevance to SWB is marriage. Across 42 societies,
married people reported more pleasant and less unpleasant affect than the divorced
(Diener, Gohm, Suh, & Oishi, 2000). However, small cultural effects were observed.
Divorce seems to reduce pleasant affect to a lesser extent in collectivist than in in-
dividualist cultures. Gohm, Oishi, Darlington, and Diener (1998) also found that in
collectivist cultures, the offspring of divorced parents reported greater LS than those
whose parents remained in high-conflict marriages. These groups did not differ in
individualist cultures. Both findings could be related to greater social support in
collectivist cultures, which would help sustain well-being after divorce. Alterna-
tively, the pressure to stay together may be greater in these societies so that couples
divorce only after severe marital conflict. In this case, the decision to divorce might
offer greater relief to spouses and their offspring. More research is needed to test
these hypotheses.

Income and SWB

According to Veenhoven (1991), income contributes to SWB only insofar as it
allows one to fulfill basic needs. Beyond the level needed to satisfy physical needs,
income has less of an impact on SWB. Veenhoven’s theory resembles Maslow’s
(1954), which posits that lower order needs (e.g., physical and security needs)
must be gratified before higher order needs (i.e., belongingness, esteem, and self-
actualization) become salient. However, some scholars have questioned whether the
fulfillment of needs follows a linear hierarchy (Yang, 2003). Moreover, diminish-
ing returns on the effects of material goods do not always imply that higher order
needs have been prioritized. An implication drawn from both theories, however, is
that income has a greater impact on SWB in poor societies because physical needs
like having adequate food, water and housing are highly salient, and the effects
of income on meeting these needs are direct. Indeed, researchers have found that
financial satisfaction predicts LS more strongly in poorer than in wealthier countries
(E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995; Oishi et al., 1999).

Although the relation between income and happiness is reduced among the
wealthier nations, it is worth noting that income still contributes to SWB be-
yond the basic subsistence level (E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995; E. Diener,
Sandvik, Seidlitz, & M. Diener, 1993). Perhaps greater amounts of income fa-
cilitate the pursuit of other goals (e.g., relationships or philanthropy) that add
to one’s level of SWB, though little is known about how money is spent across
cultures.

Although Maslow’s needs hierarchy provides some understanding of the link
between income and SWB, it is important to consider recent revisions of and cri-
tiques on the cross-cultural applicability of this model. Yang (2003) argued that
Maslow’s higher order needs (belongingness, esteem, and self-actualization) were
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framed within an individualist context. He suggested that in collectivist societies,
these needs are framed in ways that reaffirm social relationships and group identity.
Moreover, he proposed (after Yu, 1992; cited in Yang, 2003) that bearing and rearing
children be considered needs that were present in all societies because they ensured
the transmission of genes to the next generation. Unlike the strictly hierarchical
nature of Maslow’s model, Yang suggested that needs can be experienced and ful-
filled simultaneously. For example, raising children may fulfill both belongingness
and esteem needs. Furthermore, individuals may emphasize or de-emphasize trans-
mission needs throughout the life course. The relative importance of child rearing
versus esteem needs might also differ across cultures, and the role that income plays
in satisfying these needs could likewise vary.

Conclusion

A number of correlates of SWB are strikingly different across cultures, and yet
some correlates appear to be universal. Variations in the cognitive and affective
experience of happiness correspond with cultural differences in self-definition and
the importance of social relationships. Income also contributes to SWB, though the
relation is stronger among poorer than wealthier societies. Thus cultural psycho-
logical differences are not only rooted in values, but in the material world as well.
However, because culture is dynamic, what makes people happy may change across
generations, as well as within the individual as different aspects of a culture become
salient. Nevertheless, there may be some universal correlates of SWB even in the
face of cultural variations, such as autonomous internalization of cultural values.

Outcomes of SWB

Research on SWB has traditionally been a search for the who, what, and how of
happiness. That is, who is happy, what makes people happy, and how the various
components of happiness relate to each other. Because happiness has historically
been thought of as an end in itself, these were the first questions to be asked, and the
field of SWB advanced greatly as these issues began to be studied more rigorously.
However, the question of why happiness is important has only recently come under
more serious attention.

Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) proposed that although success may
produce happiness, it may also be the case that happiness leads to success. They
reviewed several experimental and longitudinal studies suggesting that many out-
comes of pleasant affect are desirable (e.g., prosocial behavior, self-esteem, like-
ability, creativity, and longevity). These characteristics, in turn, lead to success in
many life domains such as marriage, work, and health. The framework developed
by Lyubomirsky et al. is an intriguing area that requires much more research. Not
only does the direction of causality await further clarification in some domains, but
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the benefits and costs of pleasant affect must be investigated in a wider range of
cultures.

The studies reviewed by Lyubomirsky et al. were conducted primarily in North
America, Europe, and Australia. Whether or not pleasant affect is similarly benefi-
cial in, for example, East Asia is certainly open for analyses. Would pleasant emo-
tions produce similar outcomes in Japan where self-criticism and self-improvement
are seen as important for success (Heine et al., 1999)? Heine et al. (2001) observed
that North Americans were more likely to persist on a task after receiving success
feedback, whereas Japanese were motivated to persist if they received failure feed-
back. The facilitative effect of pleasant affect among Westerners may be related to
the general desirability of these emotions in their cultures (Eid & Diener, 2001).
However, East Asian cultures do not devalue all pleasant emotions (e.g., Tsai et al.,
2006). An important topic for future investigations is whether specific pleasant emo-
tions are beneficial whereas others (e.g., pride; Eid & Diener, 2001; Scollon et al.,
2004) are detrimental for success in certain cultures.

At a societal level, Inglehart and Klingemann (2000) suggested that rising levels
of SWB might help legitimize and stabilize newly formed governments. They point
out that major political changes in Belgium and the former U.S.S.R. in the early
1990s were preceded by decreasing levels of SWB. Furthermore, although many
democratic societies had high levels of well-being, democracy did not predict SWB
after controlling for GNP (Inglehart & Klingemann, 2000). Thus democratic insti-
tutions may increase SWB through rising wealth, but greater SWB might also help
to sustain these institutions. These propositions are preliminary and more research
is required to understand the causal process. Measuring national levels of SWB
consistently and over a broad period of time could shed light on how fluctuations in
well-being relate to sociopolitical developments.

Methodological Issues

A critical question is whether measures of SWB are valid and reliable across cul-
tures. Even within cultures, Schwarz and Strack (1999) pointed out several poten-
tial threats to the validity of self-reported SWB. They warned that self-reports are
vulnerable to contextual factors (e.g., question wording and order effects) that can
change the standards by which people evaluate their lives. However, Schimmack,
Oishi and their colleagues (Schimmack, Diener, & Oishi, 2002; Oishi, Schimmack,
& Colcombe, 2003) showed that the information that people use to make life satis-
faction judgments is largely systematic and personally relevant. Thus, although self-
reports of SWB may be open to momentary influences, more often than not, they
convey meaningful information about an individual’s evaluation of his or her life.

Nevertheless, there are additional challenges when SWB research is conducted
across cultures. A basic issue is the adequate translation of written materials. Poor
translations could alter the intended meaning of SWB measures, leading to spu-
rious cultural differences. A number of studies, however, suggest that translation
effects are unlikely to explain the substantial cultural differences that have been
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observed. For example, bilingual Chinese reported lower life satisfaction than bilin-
gual European Americans, whether they completed the SWLS in Chinese or in
English (Shao, 1993). Similarly, M.L. Diener et al. (2004) gathered reports of emo-
tional experience from multiple locations in China, Singapore, and India. Within
the same country, some subsamples completed the survey in the local language,
whereas others completed an English version. Results indicated that subsamples
within a nation were more similar in emotional experience, regardless of the lan-
guage that was used. Cultural differences obtained with translated measures of SWB
have also been substantiated by non-self-report measures (Balatsky & Diener, 1993;
Biswas-Diener et al., 2005). For instance, not only did Russians report lower SWB
than Americans, they also recalled proportionately less positive events than did the
latter (Balatsky & Diener, 1993).

Another issue is whether the use of numbers, or unfamiliarity with Likert scales
could affect findings. In the slums of Calcutta, Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001)
supplemented their seven-point Likert scales with a gradient of frowning and smil-
ing faces. Some respondents were still confused by the task, forcing the researchers
to reduce their measures to a three-point scale. Despite these initial difficulties,
they obtained an alpha of 0.80 for the SWLS. Still, when conducting research in
certain cultures, the novelty of psychological testing can result in lower reliabilities
(e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2005). Moreover, the reliability of the SWLS was found
to correlate positively with the GNP of a nation (Vittersø et al., 2002). Higher re-
liabilities do not completely account for the greater LS found in wealthier nations,
but they do appear to influence results and may be due to greater familiarity with
psychological testing in those countries. Nevertheless, measures of life satisfaction
and happiness are predictive of social integration and elderly suicide rates across
nations (Wu & Bond, 2006), providing some evidence that these measures are cap-
turing important aspects of people’s life experiences.

Different response styles have occasionally been proposed as an explanation for
cultural differences in well-being, especially with regard to the lower SWB found
among Asian samples. One hypothesis is that due to humility norms, Asian respon-
dents tend toward neutrality by over-selecting responses at the midpoint of the scale.
Diener, Suh, Smith, and Shao (1995) examined this possibility among Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, and American samples, but did not find such a tendency. East
Asians showed as much variation as Americans in their satisfaction with various
domains. The former even reported a greater range of emotional intensity than the
latter. Similarly, Veenhoven (2001) showed that negative response tendencies were
unlikely to explain the lower levels of SWB among Russians. Interestingly, the lower
scores on SWB run counter to the finding that acquiescence bias (the tendency to re-
spond in agreement with items) tends to be higher in collectivistic nations (Johnson,
Kulesa, Cho, & Shavitt, 2005; Smith, 2004). If acquiescence influenced responses
on SWB measures, one would expect to see higher means in East Asia, but this is
clearly not the case.

On the other hand, social desirability may underlie some differences in reported
SWB. In cultures where LS and pleasant affect are considered desirable, there may
be a tendency to project higher SWB. People in some cultures appear to have a
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“positivity bias” in which satisfaction with global domains (e.g., education) are high
even though satisfaction with more specific domains (e.g., textbooks, professors,
and lectures) are lower on average (Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000).
Diener et al. (2000) found that this positivity bias predicted LS beyond objective
measures like income, and that it correlated positively with norms for LS. This
finding may explain the discrepant relation between wealth and happiness in Japan
and Latin America. Latin Americans exhibited high desirability for LS, as well as
a strong positivity bias. In contrast, Japan and other East Asians reported lower
desirability for LS and a corresponding negativity bias, such that global satisfaction
was lower than would be expected from specific domain satisfactions (Diener et al.,
2000). These biases could be considered artifacts, but they may also represent inter-
esting cultural phenomena in and of themselves. Furthermore, it is worth reiterating
that cultural differences in satisfaction judgments and emotional experience have
been observed using other methodologies. For instance, a one-week daily diary
study showed that European Americans’ global past-week satisfaction was more
positive than their average satisfaction for each day of that week (Oishi, 2002). In
contrast, Asian American participants did not exhibit a significant bias in global
versus daily satisfaction ratings. Similarly, Kim-Prieto (2005) found that European-
Americans and Asians were similar in happiness reported “now,” but that Asians
reporting feeling less during the past year and “in general.” Finally, the recall of
pleasant but not unpleasant emotions during a vacation predicted the desire of Euro-
pean Americans to repeat the trip, whereas for Asian Americans the reverse was true
(Wirtz, 2004). Interestingly, experience-sampling data revealed that the two groups
did not differ in their online experience of pleasant and unpleasant emotions. Thus,
the global judgment and not the specific reports influenced participants’ decisions.
Instead of dismissing global judgments altogether, Diener et al. (2000) suggested
that global and domain-specific judgments are both distinctly informative aspects
of SWB. Nevertheless, cross-cultural researchers should continue to use multiple
methods (e.g., memory measures, informant reports, etc.), whenever possible.

Perhaps a fundamental concern is whether it is appropriate to use nations as a
proxy for studying culture. Researchers often define groups by their countries of
origin and attribute any differences among these groups to culture. However, cul-
ture is not necessarily confined to geopolitical boundaries (Hermans & Kempen,
1998; Hong & Chiu, 2001). By equating entire nations with single cultures, we
risk overlooking important differences within nations, as well as similarities that
extend beyond national borders. In the case of emotion norms, many different norm
patterns for pleasant and unpleasant affect may co-exist within a nation (Eid &
Diener, 2001). At the same time, however, nations within a certain region (e.g., East
Asia or Latin America) appear to have similar patterns of emotional experience
(M.L. Diener et al., 2004).

It is not entirely meaningless to group samples by nation. People living within
a country are likely to have shared experiences and common histories, which are
crucial in the formation of a common culture. Still, cultural entities may be defined
at different levels, in any number of ways. It is important to realize the tradeoffs in-
herent at a given level of analysis. Speaking of “regional cultures” allows us to make
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generalizations, but at the sacrifice of specificity. A focus on subcultural grouping
may provide rich, nuanced data, but at the cost of generalizability. A further point
is that culture is dynamic. The penetration of Western media and popular culture
into other parts of the world can stimulate cultural change, leading to generational
differences within nations. Thus, different age groups within a nation might differ
in their attitudes and experience of SWB. More longitudinal research is needed to
disentangle cohort effects from developmental effects.

Finally, group differences in SWB might be related to socioeconomic status
(SES), not just cultural beliefs and values per se. Income and education levels can
determine the quality of life for people in a society, which in turn could lower or
raise SWB. However, SES may sometimes be confounded with cultural groupings,
especially when a history of discrimination has prevented certain groups from at-
taining higher status (Betancourt & López, 1993). Apart from discrimination, people
from high versus low SES groups may face different realities and prioritize different
values and beliefs (e.g., Snibbe & Markus, 2005). In either case, controlling for SES
would result in a removal of cultural effects as well. Thus, separating SES from cul-
ture may not always be a straightforward task. On the other hand, cultural effects that
persist even after controlling for socioeconomic variables pose interesting questions
for future research and theory (see Rice & Steele, 2004) concerning the nature of
culture and how it should be operationalized.

Future Directions

Although cultural variations in SWB have been replicated across self-report and
memory measures, an important agenda for future research is to determine the ex-
tent to which these differences are reflected in the actual experience of well-being.
More frequent applications of the experience sampling method across cultures will
provide further clarification of such differences. In one of the few such studies,
Scollon et al. (2004) found that cultural differences in reports of past emotional ex-
perience do have some basis in on-line experience, but they also reflect aspects of the
self-concept that independently influence the recall of emotions. These findings are
provocative, but must be replicated across more cultures. Other methods of assessing
SWB, such as Kim’s (2004) implicit association measure of life satisfaction, have
only recently been developed and could provide further insights. Also critical will
be the further development and integration of biological markers of well-being. For
example, a predisposition toward positive affectivity has been linked to individual
differences in chronic left brain activation (Ito & Cacioppo, 1999). The immune
system and neurotransmitter systems (e.g., serotonin and dopamine) may also play
a role in well-being. These and other types of measures will help us know whether
differences in SWB lie in actual experience or in self-reports.

There is also a continuing need for theory on the functioning of SWB in culture—
how it is defined in each culture, how it supports culture, and the types of outcomes
associated with SWB in various societies. SWB is an important criterion for eval-
uating the success of a society, but by itself is insufficient. To just be happy in the



Subjective Well-Being 35

face of starvation or inequality would seem preposterous to most people. Happiness
and cultural conceptions of the good life are often tied to the sociomoral fabric of
a society. As Markus and Kitayama (1994) suggested, being a competent member
of one’s culture typically “feels good” or “right.” Thus, in some ways, LS may
involve an implicit moral judgment on one’s life, or on oneself as a person. Future
studies of indigenous concepts of well-being, as well as the relation of SWB to
the moral structures of a society will help researchers to further contextualize their
interpretations of SWB.

Finally, viewing culture dynamically will enhance our understanding of cultural
variation in SWB. Dynamic constructionists (e.g., Hong & Chiu, 2001) suggest that
the influence of culture is not rigid and sweeping, but that it can fluctuate with the
social context. Particularly among immigrants and other individuals who have been
exposed to multiple cultures, which culture is influential may depend on cues in the
environment (e.g., at home versus at school) that activate different sets of cultural
knowledge. An intriguing issue is how such cultural frame-switching might medi-
ate or moderate the relation between LS and correlates such as self-esteem. How
bicultural individuals feel about and integrate their cultural identities (Haritatos &
Benet-Martı́nez, 2002; Kim, B.R. Sarason, & I.G. Sarason, 2006) might also influ-
ence their well-being as they navigate between different cultural contexts. A related
topic is how the causes of SWB change across the life span, or across different
cohorts within the same culture. Thus, dynamic cultural perspectives contribute to a
more fluid notion of SWB, raising new questions about the structure of well-being
and its outcomes.

Conclusions

We have learned that comparisons of well-being are possible for some variables,
and that there are probably some universal causes of well-being and ill-being. At
the same time, we have learned that there are fascinating differences between cul-
tures in the patterning and content of SWB variables, as well as in the causes and
correlates of SWB. These differences should guide us in our attempts to make
valid comparisons. For instance, some emotions may be understood similarly across
cultures, whereas others have different connotative meanings. Direct comparisons,
then, should be made with the former and not the latter. Even where SWB com-
ponents are different, cultures could be compared according to their own criteria
by measuring the attainment of culturally valued goals and experiences. Such an
approach to well-being still allows success to be assessed in different cultural con-
texts.

The effect size of culture can vary depending on the specific component of SWB
under study. Cultures perhaps vary more in frequency and perceived norms for
pleasant emotions than for unpleasant emotions (Eid & Diener, 2001; Scollon et al.,
2004). In the case of unpleasant emotions, there is a stronger trend toward much
larger differences within than between cultures. The uneven effects of culture on
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SWB not only resonate with dynamic views of culture, but they also call for cir-
cumspection in the type of inferences we draw from societal levels of SWB.

Much has been learned in the past decade of research in culture and SWB.
Researchers began by making simple comparisons of nations on life satisfaction and
happiness. Next they began to ask questions about the validity of measures across
cultures, and about the causes and correlates of SWB in different societies. The
field continues to advance with more sharply focused research questions concerning
when cultural influences come into play, which aspects of well-being are affected,
and what the outcomes of SWB are across cultures. We are also entering an era
in which research will treat culture as more dynamic, and individuals as bearers of
more than one cultural tradition. These issues will continue to require multimeasure
strategies, and hopefully stimulate the development of new methodologies. In this
regard, progress in the various areas of cultural psychology and SWB, as well as
more interdisciplinary work with the other social and biological sciences will benefit
both perspectives greatly.
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Betancourt, H., & López, S. R. (1993). The study of culture, ethnicity, and race in American psy-
chology. American Psychologist, 48, 629–637.

Biswas-Diener, R., & Diener, E. (2001). Making the best of a bad situation: Satisfaction in the
slums of Calcutta. Social Indicators Research, 55, 329–352.

Biswas-Diener, R., Vittersø, J., & Diener, E. (2005). Most people are pretty happy, but there is
cultural variation: The Inughuit, the Amish, and the Maasai. Journal of Happiness Studies: An
Interdisciplinary Periodical on Subjective Well-Being, 6, 205–226.

Brown, J. D., & Kobayashi, C. (2002). Self-enhancement in Japan and America. Asian Journal of
Social Psychology, 5, 145–168.

Brown, J. D., & Kobayashi, C. (2003). Motivation and manifestation: Cross-cultural expression of
the self-enhancement motive. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 6, 85–88.

Cantril, H. (1965). The pattern of human concerns. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press.



Subjective Well-Being 37

Caspi, A., Sugden, K., Moffitt, T. E., Taylor, A., Craig, I. W., Harrington, H., et al. (2003). Influence
of life stress on depression: Moderation by a polymorphism in the 5-HTT gene. Science, 301,
386–389.

Cavalli-Sforza, L. L. (1991). Genes, peoples, and languages. Scientific American, 256(5), 104–110.
Chirkov, V., Ryan, R. M., Kim, Y., & Kaplan, U. (2003). Differentiating autonomy from in-

dividualism and independence: A self-determination theory perspective on internalization
of cultural orientations and well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84,
97–110.

Cohen, D., & Gunz, A. (2002). As seen by the other: Perspective on the self in the memories and
emotional perceptions of Easterners and Westerners. Psychological Science, 13, 55–59.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior.
New York: Plenum.

The Dhammapada: The sayings of the Buddha. (1976). (T. Byron, Trans.). New York:
Random House.

Diener, E. (1984). Subjective well-being. Psychological Bulletin, 95, 542–575.
Diener, E., & Biswas-Diener, R. (2000). New directions in subjective well-being research: The

cutting edge. Indian Journal of Clinical Psychology, 27, 21–33.
Diener, E., & Diener, M. (1995). Cross-cultural correlates of life satisfaction and self-esteem. Jour-

nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68, 653–663.
Diener, E., & Diener, C. (1996). Most people are happy. Psychological Science, 7, 181–185.
Diener, E., Diener, M., & Diener, C. (1995). Factors predicting the subjective well-being of nations.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69, 851–864.
Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The Satisfaction With Life Scale.

Journal of Personality Assessment, 49, 71–75.
Diener, M. L., Fujita, F., Kim-Prieto, C., & Diener, E. (2004). Culture and emotional experience.

Manuscript submitted for publication.
Diener, E., Gohm, C. L., Suh, E., & Oishi, S. (2000). Similarity of the relations between marital

status and subjective well-being across cultures. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 31,
419–436.

Diener, E., Horwitz, J., & Emmons, R. (1985). Happiness of the very wealthy. Social Indicators
Research, 16, 263–274.

Diener, M. L., & Lucas, R. E. (2004). Adult’s desires for children’s emotions across 48 coun-
tries: Associations with individual and national characteristics. Journal of Cross-Cultural
Psychology, 35, 525–547.

Diener, E., Lucas, R., & Scollon, C. N. (2005). Beyond the hedonic treadmill: Revisions to the
adaptation theory of well-being. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Diener, E. & Oishi, S. (2000). Money and happiness. In E. Diener and E. M. Suh (Eds.), Culture
and subjective well-being (pp. 185–218). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Diener, E., Sandvik, E., Seidlitz, L., & Diener, M. (1993). The relationship between income and
subjective well-being: Relative or absolute? Social Indicators Research, 28, 195–223.

Diener, E., Scollon, C. K. N., Oishi, S., Dzokoto, V., & Suh, E. M. (2000). Positivity and the
construction of life satisfaction judgments: Global happiness is not the sum of its parts. Journal
of Happiness Studies, 1, 159–176.

Diener, E., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2004). Beyond money: Toward an economy of well-being. Psy-
chological Science in the Public Interest, 5, 1–31.

Diener, E., & Suh, E. M. (1999). National differences in subjective well-being. In D. Kahneman,
E. Diener, & N. Schwarz (Eds.), Well-being: The foundations of hedonic psychology
(pp. 434– 450). New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Diener, E., Suh, E. M., Smith, H., & Shao, L. (1995). National differences in reported subjective
well-being: Why do they occur? Social Indicators Research, 34, 7–32.

Edgerton, R. B. (1992). Sick societies: Challenging the myth of primitive harmony. New York:
Free Press.

Eid, M., & Diener, E. (2001). Norms for experiencing emotions in different cultures: Inter- and
intranational differences. Journal of Social and Personality Psychology, 81, 869–885.



38 W. Tov and E. Diener

Ekman, P., & Friesen, W. V. (1971). Constants across cultures in the face and emotion. Journal of
Social and Personality Psychology, 17, 124–129.

Ekman, P., Friesen, W. V., O’Sullivan, M., Chan, A., Diacoyanni-Tarlatzis, I., Heider, K., et al.
(1987). Universals and cultural differences in the judgments of facial expressions of emotion.
Journal of Social and Personality Psychology, 53, 712–717.

Fredrickson, B. L. (1998). What good are positive emotions? Review of General Psychology, 2,
300–319.

Freedman, D. G., & Freedman, N. C. (1969). Behavioural differences between Chinese-American
and European-American newborns. Nature, 224, 1227.

Fujita, F., & Diener, E. (2005). Life satisfaction set point: Stability and change. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 88, 158–164.

Gaskins, R. W. (1999). “Adding legs to a snake”: A reanalysis of motivation and the pursuit of
happiness from a Zen Buddhist perspective. Journal of Educational Psychology, 91, 204–215.

Gohm, C. L., Oishi, S., Darlington, J., & Diener, E. (1998). Culture, parental conflict, parental
marital status, and the subjective well-being of young adults. Journal of Marriage and the
Family, 60, 319–334.

Haritatos, J., & Benet-Martı́nez, V. (2002). Bicultural identities: The interface of cultural, person-
ality, and socio-cognitive processes. Journal of Research in Personality, 36, 598–606.

Heine, S. J. (2003). Self-enhancement in Japan? A reply to Brown & Kobayashi. Asian Journal of
Social Psychology, 6, 75–84.

Heine, S. J., Kitayama, S., Lehman, D. R., Takata, T., Ide, E., Leung, C., et al. (2001). Divergent
consequences of success and failure in Japan and North America: An investigation of self-
improving motivations and malleable selves. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81,
599–615.

Heine, S. J., Lehman, D. R., Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1999). Is there a universal need for
positive self-regard? Psychological Review, 106, 766–794.

Hermans, H. J. M., & Kempen, H. J. G. (1998). Moving cultures: The perilous problems of cultural
dichotomies in a globalizing society. American Psychologist, 53, 1111–1120.

Hong, Y., & Chiu, C. (2001). Toward a paradigm shift: From cross-cultural differences in social
cognition to social-cognitive mediation of cultural differences. Social Cognition, 19, 181–196.

Howell, C. J., Howell, R. T., & Schwabe, K. A. (2006). Does wealth enhance life satisfaction
for people who are materially deprived? Exploring the association among the Orang Asli of
Peninsular Malaysia. Social Indicators Research, 76, 499–524.

Inglehart, R. (1990). Culture shift in advanced industrial society. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Inglehart, R., & Klingemann, H.-D. (2000). Genes, culture, democracy, and happiness. In
E. Diener & E. M. Suh (Eds.), Culture and subjective well-being (pp. 185–218). Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

Ito, T. A., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1999). The psychophysiology of utility appraisals. In D. Kahne-
man, E. Diener, & N. Schwartz (Eds.), Well-being: The foundations of hedonic psychology
(pp. 470–488). New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Izard, C. E., & Malatesta, C. Z. (1987). Perspectives on emotional development I: Differential
emotions theory of early emotional development. In J. D. Osofsky (Ed.), Handbook of infant
development (2nd ed., pp. 494–554). New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Johnson, T., Kulesa, P., Cho, Y. I., & Shavitt, S. (2005). The relation between culture and response
styles: Evidence from 19 countries. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 36, 264–277.

Kagan, J., Arcus, D., Snidman, N., Feng, W. Y., Hendler, J., & Greene, S. (1994). Reactivity in
infants: A cross-national comparison. Developmental Psychology, 30, 342–345.

Kang, S.-M., Shaver, P. R., Sue, S., Min, K.-H., & Jing, H. (2003). Culture-specific patterns in the
prediction of life satisfaction: Roles of emotion, relationship quality, and self-esteem. Person-
ality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 29, 1596–1608.

Kim, D.-Y. (2004). The implicit life satisfaction measure. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 7,
236–262.



Subjective Well-Being 39

Kim, D.-Y., Sarason, B. R., & Sarason, I. G. (2006). Implicit social cognition and culture: Parent-
child relations and traditional cultural values, explicit and implicit psychological acculturation,
and distress of Korean-American young adults. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 25,
1–32.

Kim-Prieto, C. Y. (2005). Culture’s influence on experienced and remembered emotions. Unpub-
lished doctoral dissertation, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.

Kim-Prieto, C. & Diener, E. (2004). Religion’s role in cultural differences in emotional experi-
ences. Unpublished manuscript, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.

Kitayama, S., & Markus, H. R. (2000). The pursuit of happiness and the realization of sympathy:
Cultural patterns of self, social relations, and well-being. In E. Diener & E. M. Suh (Eds.),
Culture and subjective well-being (pp. 113–161). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Kitayama, S., Markus, H. R., & Kurokawa, M. (2000). Culture, emotion, and well-being: Good
feelings in Japan and the United States. Cognition and Emotion, 14, 93–124.

Kitayama, S., Markus, H. R., Matsumoto, H., & Norasakkunkit, V. (1997). Individual and col-
lective processes in the construction of the self: Self-enhancement in the United States and
self-criticism in Japan. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 1245–1267.

Kuppens, P., Ceulemans, E., Timmerman, M. E., Diener, E., & Kim-Prieto, C. (2006). Universal
intracultural and intercultural dimensions of the recalled frequency of emotional experience.
Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 37, 491–515.

Kwan, V. S. Y., Bond, M. H.., & Singelis, T. M. (1997). Pancultural explanations for life satisfac-
tion: Adding relationship harmony to self-esteem. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 73, 1038–1051.

Lesch, K.-P., Bengel, D., Heils, A., Sabol, S. Z., Greenberg, B. D., Petri, S., et al. (1996). Associa-
tion of anxiety-related traits with a polymorphism in the serotonin transporter gene regulatory
region. Science, 274, 1527–1531.

Levy, R. I. (1982). On the nature and functions of the emotions: An anthropological perspective.
Social Science Information, 21, 511–528.

Lucas, R. E., Diener, E., Grob, A., Suh, E. M., & Shao, L. (2000). Cross-cultural evidence for
the fundamental features of extraversion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79,
452–468.

Lutz, C. A. (1988). Unnatural emotions: Everyday sentiments on a Micronesian atoll and their
challenge to Western theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lykken, D., & Tellegen, A. (1996). Happiness is a stochastic phenomenon. Psychological Science,
7, 186–188.

Lyubomirsky, S., King, L., & Diener, E. (2005). Is happiness a strength? An examination of the
benefits and costs of frequent positive affect. Psychological Bulletin, 131, 803–855.

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion,
and motivation. Psychological Review, 98, 224–253.

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1994). The cultural construction of self and emotion: Implica-
tions for social behavior. In S. Kitayama & H. R. Markus (Eds.), Emotion and culture: Em-
pirical studies of mutual influence (pp. 89–130). Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.

Maslow, A. H. (1954). Motivation and personality. New York: Harper & Row.
Menon, U., & Shweder, R. A. (1994). Kali’s tongue: Cultural psychology and the power of shame

in Orissa, India. In S. Kitayama & H. R. Markus (Eds.), Emotion and culture: Empirical studies
of mutual influence (pp. 241–284). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Mesquita, B., & Frijda, N. H. (1992). Cultural variations in emotions: A review. Psychological
Bulletin, 112, 179–204.

Mesquita, B., Fridja, N. H., & Scherer, K. R. (1997). Culture and emotion. In J. W. Berry,
P. Dasen, & Saraswath (Eds.), Handbook of cross-cultural psychology (2nd ed., Vol.
2,pp. 255– 297). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Miller, P. J., Wang, S., Sandel, T., & Cho, G. E. (2002). Self-esteem as folk theory: A comparison
of European American and Taiwanese mother’s beliefs. Parenting, Science and Practice, 2,
209–239.



40 W. Tov and E. Diener

No, S., & Hong, Y.-y. (2004). Negotiating bicultural identity: Contrast and assimilation effects
in cultural frame switching. Poster presented at the 2004 annual meeting of the Society for
Personality and Social Psychology, Austin, TX, January, 2004.

Oishi, S. (2000). Goals as cornerstones of subjective well-being. In E. Diener & E. M. Suh (Eds.),
Culture and subjective well-being (pp. 87–112). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Oishi, S. (2002). The experience and remembering of well-being: A cross-cultural analysis. Per-
sonality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28, 1398–1406.

Oishi, S., & Diener, E. (2001). Goals, culture, and subjective well-being. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 27, 1674–1682.

Oishi, S., Diener, E. F., Lucas, R. E., & Suh, E. M. (1999). Cross-cultural variations in predictors
of life satisfaction: Perspectives from needs and values. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 25, 980–990.

Oishi, S., Diener, E., Scollon, C. N., & Biswas-Diener, R. (2003). Cross-situational consistency
of affective experiences across cultures. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 86,
460–472.

Oishi, S., Schimmack, U., & Colcombe, S. J. (2003). The contextual and systematic nature of life
satisfaction judgments. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 39, 232–247.

Ortony, A., & Turner, T. J. (1990). What’s basic about basic emotions? Psychological Review, 97,
315–331.

Park, N., & Huebner, E. S. (2005). A cross-cultural study of the levels and correlates of life satis-
faction among adolescents. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 36, 444–456.

Peng, K., & Nisbett, R. E. (1999). Culture, dialectics, and reasoning about contradiction. American
Psychologist, 54, 741–754.

Plutchik, R. (1980). Emotion: A psychoevolutionary synthesis. New York: Harper & Row.
Radhakrishnan, P., Chan, D.K.-S. (1997). Cultural differences in the relation between self-

discrepancy and life satisfaction. International Journal of Psychology, 32, 387–398.
Rice, T. W., & Steele, B. J. (2004). Subjective well-being and culture across time and space. Journal

of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 35, 633–647.
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic moti-

vation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68–78.
Ryff, C. D., & Singer, B. (1998). The contours of positive human health. Psychological Inquiry,

9, 1–28.
Schimmack, U., Diener, E., & Oishi, S. (2002). Life-satisfaction is a momentary judgment and a

stable personality characteristic: The use of chronically accessible and stable sources. Journal
of Personality, 70, p. 345–384.

Schimmack, U., Oishi, S., & Diener, E. (2002). Cultural influences on the relation between pleasant
emotions and unpleasant emotions: Asian dialectic philosophies or individualism-collectivism?
Cognition and Emotion, 16, 705–719.

Schimmack, U., Radhakrishnan, P., Oishi, S., Dzokoto, V., & Ahadi, S. (2002). Culture, personal-
ity, and subjective well-being: Integrating process models of life satisfaction. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 82, 582–593.

Schwarz, N., & Strack, F. (1999). Reports of subjective well-being: Judgmental processes
and their methodological implications. In D. Kahneman, E. Diener, & N. Schwarz (Eds.),
Well-being: The foundations of hedonic psychology (pp. 61–84). New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.

Scollon, C. N., Diener, E., Oishi, S., Biswas-Diener, R. (2004). Emotions across cultures and meth-
ods. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 35, 304–326.

Shao, L. (1993). Multilanguage comparability of life satisfaction and happiness measures in
mainland Chinese and American students. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign.

Shaver, P. R., Wu, S., & Schwartz, J. C. (1992). Cross-cultural similarities and differences in
emotion and its representation: A prototype approach. In M. S. Clark (Ed.), Emotion. Review
of personality and social psychology (Vol. 13, pp. 175–212). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.



Subjective Well-Being 41

Sheldon, K. M., Elliot, A. J., Ryan, R. M., Chirkov, V., Kim, Y., Wu, C., et al. (2004). Self-
concordance and subjective well-being in four cultures. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
35, 209–223.

Shweder, R. A. (2000). Moral maps, “First World” conceits, and the new evangelists.
In L. E. Harrison & S. P. Huntington (Eds.), Culture matters: How values shape human
progress (pp. 158–172). New York: Basic Books.

Smith, P. B. (2004). Acquiescent response bias as an aspect of cultural communication style. Jour-
nal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 35, 50–61.

Snibbe, A. C., & Markus, H. R. (2005). You can’t always get what you want: Educational attain-
ment, agency, and choice. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 703–720.

Suh, E. M. (2002). Culture, identity consistency, and subjective well-being. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 83, 1378–1391.

Suh, E., Diener, E., Oishi, S., & Triandis, H. C. (1998). The shifting basis of life satisfaction judg-
ments across cultures: Emotions versus norms. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
74, 482–493.

Thompson, J. (1941). Development of facial expression of emotion in blind and seeing children.
Archives of Psychology, 264.

Tomkins, S. S. (1962). Affect, imagery, and consciousness: Vol.1. The positive affects. New York:
Springer.

Tomkins, S. S. (1963). Affect, imagery, and consciousness: Vol.2. The negative affects. New York:
Springer.

Tsai, J., Knutson, B., & Fung, H. H. (2006). Cultural variation in affect valuation. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 228–307.

Veenhoven, R. (n.d.). Distributional findings in nations. World database of happiness. Retrieved
September 5, 2004, from www.eur.nl/fsw/research/happiness

Veenhoven, R. (1991). Is happiness relative? Social Indicators Research, 24, 1–34.
Veenhoven, R. (1993). Happiness in nations. Rotterdam, The Netherlands: Risbo.
Veenhoven, R. (2001). Are the Russians as unhappy as they say they are? Comparability of self-

reports across nations. Journal of Happiness Studies, 2, 111–136.
Vittersø, J., Røysamb, E., & Diener, E. (2002). The concept of life satisfaction across cultures:

Exploring its diverse meaning and relation to economic wealth. In E. Gullone & R. A. Cum-
mins (Eds.), The universality of subjective wellbeing indicators (pp. 81–103). Dordrecht, The
Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Wallbott, H. G., & Scherer, K. (1988). How universal and specific is emotional experience? Evi-
dence from 27 countries on five continents. In K. R. Scherer (Ed.), Facets of emotion: Recent
research (pp. 31–56). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Watson, D., Clark, L. A., & Tellegen, A. (1984). Cross-cultural convergence in the structure of
mood:: A Japanese replication and a comparison with U.S. findings. Journal of Social and
Personality Psychology, 47, 127–144.

Wierzbicka, A. (1986). Human emotions: Universal or culture-specific? American Anthropologist,
88, 584–594.

Wirtz, D. (2004). Focusing on the good versus focusing on the bad: An analysis of East-West
differences in subjective well-being. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign.

Wu, W. C. H., & Bond, M. H. (2006). National differences in predictors of suicide among young
and elderly citizens: Linking societal predictors to psychological factors. Archives of Suicide
Research, 10, 45–60.

Yang, K. S. (2003). Beyond Maslow’s culture-bound linear theory: A preliminary statement of
the double-Y model of basic human needs. In V. Murphy-Berman & J. J. Berman (Eds.),
Nebraska symposium on motivation, 2002 (Vol. 49, pp. 176–255). Lincoln, NE: University
of Nebraska Press.



Factors Predicting the Subjective Well-Being
of Nations

Ed Diener, Marissa Diener and Carol Diener

Abstract Subjective well-being (SWB) in 55 nations, reported in probability sur-
veys and a large college student sample, was correlated with social, economic, and
cultural characteristics of the nations. The SWB surveys, representing nations that
include three fourths of the earth’s population, showed strong convergence. Sep-
arate measures of the predictor variables also converged and formed scales with
high reliability, with the exception of the comparison variables. High income, indi-
vidualism, human rights, and societal equality correlated strongly with each other,
and with SWB across surveys. Income correlated with SWB even after basic need
fulfillment was controlled. Only individualism persistently correlated with SWB
when other predictors were controlled. Cultural homogeneity, income growth, and
income comparison showed either low or inconsistent relations with SWB.

Subjective well-being (SWB), people’s cognitive and affective evaluations of their
lives, is an emerging research area in the social sciences. Reviews of this field are
available from Diener (1984; Diener & Larsen, 1993), Myers and Diener (1995),
and Veenhoven (1984), and a discussion of the definition and measurement of SWB
can be obtained from Diener (1994). In the present study, we examined the de-
gree to which a number of national characteristics correlate with reports of well-
being in order to shed light on the macrosocial variables that influence mean levels
of SWB.

The guiding framework of this study was that variables influence SWB if they
affect people’s ability to achieve their goals (Emmons, 1986). Societal resources
that allow people to make progress in achieving their goals should lead to life sat-
isfaction and affective well-being. Thus, we hypothesized that income and human
rights should correlate strongly with SWB because they are likely to influence one’s
ability to reach diverse goals. A second set of variables was used to examine the
relativistic approach to SWB: the idea that happiness depends on one’s position
relative to variable standards. The relativistic model suggests that SWB depends
not on one’s absolute level of resources, but on how one’s resources compared to
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relevant comparison standards such as one’s past level or the level of others. In
this study we examined the effect of income growth on SWB in order to test the
relative-standards idea that SWB depends on comparison to one’s past income rather
than on one’s absolute level of income. Similarly, we examined the effects of social
comparison of income on SWB in order to test the hypothesis that the effects of
income on SWB depend on a comparison of one’s wealth to that of others. Finally,
we explored the effects of three other important sociocultural variables—cultural
heterogeneity, equality, and individualism—on SWB.

Material Well-Being

At a theoretical level, wealth should predict higher SWB because greater resources
allow people a greater ability to achieve some of their goals and also because high
income confers higher status. In terms of the goals provided by Maslow’s (1954)
hierarchy of needs, income confers advantages in terms of basic physical needs,
security, and the actualization of one’s abilities (due to the greater freedom of action
afforded by increased income). It appears that possessing a high income is the goal
of a large number of people throughout the world. Because goal success is a predic-
tor of SWB (Emmons, 1986), it seems likely that those with greater incomes will
possess greater SWB.

It might be argued based on the relativistic model of SWB, however, that people
adapt to their incomes so that wealth makes little long-term difference to SWB.
Thus, we examined whether income levels relate to SWB even when income growth
is controlled. Furthermore, Easterlin (1974) argued that people compare their in-
comes to those around them, and therefore differences between nations in income do
not produce differences in SWB. He reasoned that income only makes a difference
relative to what nearby others have. Because people tend to compare their incomes
to the wealth of their neighbors, Easterlin argued that national differences in wealth
should not produce differences in SWB. Thus, although there are psychological
arguments as to why income should increase SWB, relativistic models predict that
income should not be related to SWB.

Although income is not usually a strong predictor of individual well-being
(e.g., E. Diener, Sandvik, Seidlitz, & M. Diener, 1993), in past research it has
been a highly replicable predictor of SWB within countries (e.g., Easterlin, 1974;
Veenhoven, 1991). Similarly, at the national level, poorer countries appear to pos-
sess lower SWB than richer ones (e.g., E. Diener et al., 1993; Veenhoven, 1991).
Nevertheless, cross-national work in the past was based on a very small number
of nations (e.g., Easterlin, 1974; Veenhoven, 1991) and heavily weighted toward
European states (e.g., Inglehart and Rabier, 1986). In the present study, we exam-
ined the relation between wealth and SWB in 55 diverse countries, using both a
college student survey and also broad, representative samples from most countries.
Unlike several past studies, we included relatively fewer industrialized, westernized
nations. There were several communist countries (at the time of the surveys) which
included: Cuba, the United Soviet Socialist Republic, East Germany, Yugoslavia,
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and Poland. Levels of income varied from a low of $120 per person per year in
Tanzania to $32,790 per person per year in Switzerland. Based on past research
findings, and the idea that adequate resources cause positive moods because they
allow one to achieve one’s goals (Diener & Fujita, 1995), we hypothesized that
national wealth would covary with SWB. Furthermore, we hypothesized that in-
come would have an effect on SWB even when past income (as indexed by income
growth) was controlled. We reasoned that higher income would help one achieve
goals, regardless of one’s past income.

In addition to the simple question of whether income correlates with SWB, we
also examined whether this relation is curvilinear (with decreasing marginal util-
ity for higher incomes). Veenhoven (1991) suggested that increasing wealth may
have a diminishing effect, so that one sees its influence primarily in poorer coun-
tries. He hypothesized that differences in wealth have little influence at higher
levels of income because wealth contributes to SWB primarily in meeting basic
physical needs.

Because nations tend to vary in the meeting of basic physical needs mainly
across the lower distribution of wealth, whereas wealthier nations tend to uniformly
meet the physical needs of virtually all of their citizens, Veenhoven maintained that
wealth should correlate weakly with income in the richer nations. If so, this ought
to manifest itself in a curvilinear rather than linear relation between wealth and
SWB. The relation between basic needs, income, and SWB is theoretically sig-
nificant because it is related to whether well-being depends on meeting universal
biological needs, or whether it hinges on having resources to reach a broader set of
cultural goals.

Veenhoven’s (1991) line of reasoning raises several important issues: (a) What
is the relation between income and basic need fulfillment across nations?, (b) Is the
level of fulfillment of basic needs correlated with SWB across countries?, and (c)
Does income have any influence beyond the effects of basic needs? We measured
the fulfillment of basic physical needs in nations with five variables (life expectancy,
average calories available per person, percent of the population with safe drinking
water, the percent of people with access to sanitary facilities, and the rate of infant
mortality). Longevity, health, food, and water are among the most basic ingredients
of physical well-being and, thus, should correlate with the well-being of nations
if Veenhoven is correct. The nations we examined differed greatly in their ability
to meet basic needs, and therefore there was an adequate range on this variable to
explore its covariation with SWB.

Political and Civil Rights

Nations differ markedly in the liberties they afford their citizens (Gupta, Jongman, &
Schmid, 1994). In some there are few civil or political rights, and individuals are at
the mercy of the desires of those in power. In others, individuals are largely protected
by laws and possess extensive civil rights and freedoms. Based on a number of
psychological theories, we hypothesized that nations with greater rights would have
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greater SWB. First, self-efficacy should be greater in nations in which individuals
feel that they have more control over their individual and collective destiny. Second,
people are more likely to experience the second of Maslow’s needs—security—in
nations where individuals have more rights. In such countries, people are less likely
to disappear, to be tortured, or to be arrested without charges. Finally, individuals
in nations with more rights ought to be better able to meet their needs because they
are better able to use diverse behaviors to pursue various courses of action. For
example, in order to increase their incomes, people in nations with many rights may
move to a new job, go on strike, or organize a boycott. Possessing civil and political
rights is thus likely to help individuals to achieve diverse goals, and therefore we
hypothesized that it would correlate with SWB.

Income Growth

E. Diener et al. (1993) found that high economic growth was correlated with low
SWB. They hypothesized that a rapid rise in income led to lower SWB because
rapid growth is likely to be accompanied by high aspirations and also by disloca-
tions such as employment moves and family separation. The Diener et al. sample,
however, was limited to college students. Furthermore, the high growth countries
in their study were virtually all located on the Pacific Rim of Asia. In the present
research, we examined the correlation between the growth of per capita gross do-
mestic product (GDP) of nations and SWB, using broad national samples and a
larger and more diverse selection of nations. The relation between income growth
and SWB will help shed light on relativistic models that maintain that SWB is due
to change in resources rather than to the absolute level of resources. Headey and
Wearing (1992) found that recent changes in events led to changes in SWB, and
Suh, Diener, and Fujita (1996) replicated this finding. Thus, it may be that changes
in people’s income are more important to happiness than is the absolute level
of income.

Social Comparison

The second relative-standards variable we assessed was the influence of income
social comparison on SWB. The idea is that individuals will be happier if their
income is higher than a reference standard set by the income of others, but will be
less happy if they are below that standard. We previously found that social com-
parison influences satisfaction in laboratory situations (Smith, Diener, & Wedell,
1989), but did not find these effects in natural situations (E. Diener et al., 1993;
Fujita, Diener, & Gallagher, 1994). Although it seems plausible that the effects
of one’s income on one’s SWB will depend on the income of salient others, our
past findings indicate that it is difficult to predict when this will occur in natural
situations. We tested three different possible manifestations of social comparison
effects.
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First, we examined the effects of having wealthy versus poor neighboring coun-
tries on the SWB of a society. People may set their economic aspirations based on
those around them. If the citizens of neighboring countries possess a high standard
of living, this may raise people’s aspirations. If social comparison across neigh-
boring borders influences SWB, we should find that nations with poorer neighbors
have higher well-being, whereas nations with richer neighboring countries should
have lower SWB. Michalos (1991) hypothesized that individual social comparisons
influence the SWB of people. It may be that the wealth of neighboring countries
has an analogous influence on the average SWB within a country. The nations we
studied varied from those whose neighbors were on average richer (e.g., Belgium)
to those whose neighbors were on average poorer (e.g., Singapore).

The second social comparison measure was based on the skewing of income
within nations. Parducci (1984) has argued that negatively skewed distributions
will produce more happiness, and positively skewed distributions will produce less
happiness. Smith et al. (1989) extended Parducci’s argument to the case of social
comparison and showed in a laboratory study that positively skewed distributions
led to less satisfaction. In a highly positively skewed situation, a few individuals
score very high and the rest score lower than this elite group. Therefore, satisfaction
is lessened because most individuals have poor outcomes relative to the privileged
group. In order to test this approach across nations, income skewing for nations was
correlated with average SWB. We hypothesized that nations with more positively
skewed income distributions (a few individuals making much more money than
everyone else) would report lower mean SWB.

In the third approach to social comparison effects, we correlated the income
standard deviations within countries with the standard deviations of SWB within
nations. The idea was that, to the extent that comparison of one’s income with the
income of others in the same nation influences SWB, there should be more spread
in SWB in nations in which there is more variability in income. If poor individu-
als are further from the mean income within their nation, their SWB should also
be further from the mean. Based on the same reasoning, if wealthier individuals
are only slightly richer than the mean in their country, their happiness ought to be
only slightly above average. Thus, we predicted, based on social comparison effects
for income, that nations with more spread in income ought to have more spread
in SWB.

Equality

Equality among individuals is a major way that societies differ from one another.
We examined equality of length of life, equality of income, and equal access of the
sexes to education in terms of their ability to predict SWB. We hypothesized that
equality would predict SWB for several reasons. First, it seems likely that a greater
percentage of individuals will be able to achieve their goals in nations where there is
relatively more equality. Second, where inequalities are great, issues of equity and
social justice are likely to arise.
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Independence-Interdependence

A broad cultural variable that may potentially influence SWB is individualism–
collectivism (I–C; Triandis, 1989), which is also labeled independence–interdepen-
dence (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In individualistic societies,
people are oriented toward their personal goals and desires, and they perceive the
individual as the basic unit. In contrast, collectivists view the group as of primary
importance and focus their attention on achieving group goals. Although the I–C
dimension is one of the most pervasive ways that cultures differ, its effects on SWB
cannot be predicted with certainty. In collectivist cultures, there might be greater
feelings of social support, which ought to enhance SWB. In individualistic cul-
tures, however, there is more personal freedom, and individuals have more ability to
pursue their individual goals. Furthermore, individualists are likely to place more
value on personal well-being and thus seek SWB to a greater extent. However,
because of high internality, individuals in individualistic cultures might feel more
responsible for both their failures and successes. Thus, we examined the correlation
between the I–C dimension and SWB but did not make firm predictions about the
direction of this relation. The countries we examined varied from quite collectivist
(e.g., Bangladesh and Cameroon) to very individualistic (e.g., the United States
and Australia), with all levels in between. Therefore, there was sufficient range to
uncover a relation between SWB and individualism.

Cultural Homogeneity

A variable that has not yet been studied in reference to SWB is the cultural
homogeneity of countries. In recent years divisions between diverse cultural groups
led to intense conflict in a number of nations. Indeed, internal differences led to the
breakup of several of the nations we studied. It may be that countries which are more
homogeneous in terms of ethnicity, religion, language, and culture will suffer from
less internal strife and have greater political unity. Interpersonal relationships may
be more harmonious in culturally homogeneous countries where social expectations
are more uniform. Individuals in homogeneous countries possess similar norms
for behavior and thus are less likely to experience conflicts based on differences
in values and beliefs. Therefore, we predicted a positive correlation between the
homogeneity of people within a country and their aggregate level of SWB. Again,
we were in the position to give this hypothesis a strong test because our sample
of countries included many nations in both the homogeneous (e.g., Denmark) and
heterogeneous (e.g., Tanzania) categories.

Conclusion

We examined four SWB surveys in a total of 55 countries, with a combined
population of 4.1 billion people. These surveys included a total sample of over
100,000 respondents. The results of these surveys were correlated with objective
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nation-descriptive variables. Because our sample of countries was much larger and
much more diverse than those included in previous studies, and because we included
a number of predictor variables that were each assessed through multiple measures,
we expected to reach firm conclusions on several correlates of the subjective well-
being of nations. Furthermore, because we analyzed a number of surveys for each
country, we could examine the convergence between SWB surveys and examine the
replicability of findings.

Method

National Surveys

Veenhoven (1993) compiled the results of national SWB surveys. We used data from
these surveys in this study. For example, one survey asked respondents how happy
they were and gave three response options varying from very happy to not too happy.
In another survey people were asked how satisfied they were with their lives, and the
11 response options varied from very satisfied to not satisfied. For each country, we
used the last survey that was reported by Veenhoven. In the case in which there was
only one survey in a country, that survey was used. In order to calibrate different
surveys, Veenhoven carried out a procedure of assigning a value from 0 to 10 for
each response option in each survey. These values were derived from 10 expert
ratings of how positive each response option appeared to be. Thus, the response
options from every survey were given a calibrated value varying continuously from
0 to 10. The expert raters were persons working on the World Database of Happi-
ness (Veenhoven, 1993) and were therefore individuals who were well acquainted
with the different SWB scales. Thereafter, the scale values were multiplied by the
number of respondents with each response in each survey. An average SWB value
was then computed for each survey for each nation, and this value could vary from
0 to 10. Thus, even though different surveys with different response formats were
involved, the results were all weighted so as to achieve a Thurstone SWB scale for
each survey. In summary, the Last National Survey variable represents Veenhoven’s
0 to 10 Thurstone value for each country for the last (or only) survey conducted in
that nation.

For countries in which more than one survey was conducted, we separately cal-
culated the value for “happiness” surveys and surveys of “life satisfaction.” In this
case, rather than use Veenhoven’s weights, we standardized each survey (with a
mean of 0 and SD of 1.0) across all nations using that instrument. Where there
were multiple types of surveys using the same basic question (but different response
formats), we computed separate means for surveys involving the root term hap-
piness and for surveys querying satisfaction. This allowed an alternative method
of comparing surveys when they involved different response formats. When iden-
tical survey instruments were administered a number of times within a country,
data from the last administration (not counting the “Last Survey”) were used. The
standardization and averaging procedure allowed us to achieve an average across
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surveys using a method very different from that used by Veenhoven. In this case,
we did not prejudge the value of the responses, but used standardization against
all nations using that survey instrument. Thus, we calibrated surveys with dif-
ferent response formats by giving them all a standardized score. Although there
are pros and cons to the procedures used by Veenhoven and by us, the strength
is that we can compare the results of two very different procedures of averaging
survey instruments to examine the convergence of the results. Unfortunately, the
data were not reported by Veenhoven by sex, so gender analyses could not be
performed.

Sampling within nations. National probability samples of each country where
SWB was measured were summarized by Veenhoven (1993; e.g., Eurobarometer,
1991; Gallup, 1976). Data on convenience samples (e.g., high school students)
or limited populations (e.g., young adults) were summarized separately and were
not included in this study. Examples of the probability surveys used in our analy-
ses were: the UNESCO’s Tension Study, the German Welfare Survey, the Korean
survey by the Institute for Social Sciences, Seoul National University, the Euro-
barometer annual survey conducted by the Commission of the European Commu-
nity, and Gallup’s Public Opinion Survey. Most national surveys included adults
over the age of 17 and were based on a multistage sampling procedure. The
first stages included selecting representative samples of large geographical areas
(e.g., standard metropolitan statistical areas) and then smaller geographical ar-
eas (e.g., census tracts, neighborhoods, or blocks). These geographical
areas were typically selected on a stratified random basis to represent key demo-
graphic features of the nation. In the final stages, dwelling units were randomly
selected, and then the respondent was systematically selected from each housing
unit, usually based on procedures described by Kish (1965). Although dwelling
units were selected based on probability, the response rates of the selected indi-
viduals often varied slightly by groups (e.g., men vs. women) and the number
of adults living in dwellings also varied. Thus, many studies included weighting
procedures to recognize these factors in the final statistics. Furthermore, some
studies under-sampled in certain geographical areas and used weighting proce-
dures to compensate for this. Occasionally, exemplary groups were selected to
sample hard to reach populations (e.g., Black South Africans living in remote
tribal homelands). Because the dwelling unit was used as the preliminary sam-
pling unit, certain groups were underrepresented in most surveys: people living
on military reservations, prison inmates, transients, and hospitalized individuals.
The percent of respondents not answering the SWB question (given by Veenhoven,
1993) was typically quite small, in the 1 or 2% range. The sampling procedures
were always of sufficient quality to yield a broad and heterogeneous participant
sample which represented the vast majority of individuals of each nation. Most
of the samples contained a margin of error of approximately 2–5%. The mean
size of the national samples was 1,406, and the smallest sample included 300
respondents.
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College Student Survey

During 1984–1986, colleagues of Alex Michalos from around the world collected
data from college students in their respective countries. The measures asked the
students to report how happy they were and how satisfied they were with their lives
on 7-point delighted-terrible scales. When more than one university was involved in
a country, the data were aggregated so as to achieve an overall happiness and life
satisfaction score for that nation. The data, which included 18,032 student respon-
dents, were compiled by Michalos and made available to the collaborators on the
project (in this case, to Ed Diener). The Michalos data on Taiwan were excluded
from the present analyses because of the lack of information on this nation in many
sources (because it is not a member of the United Nations). Although we reported
partially on SWB and income and income growth in E. Diener et al. (1993), it was
deemed important to include these data in the present article because more predictor
variables were included here, and an analysis of the convergence of the student
results with the findings from national samples could be examined. Furthermore,
Diener et al., working from the raw data rather than means provided by Michalos,
did not include exactly the same countries or participants as are covered here. The
Michalos data were averaged across the happiness and life satisfaction questions.
We have used a question which is virtually identical to the Michalos satisfaction
question with college students in both the USSR and the People’s Republic of China
(Balatsky & Diener, 1993; Shao, 1993). Therefore, we included these surveys with
the Michalos survey. The mean sample size from 40 nations was approximately 390
per nation, and the smallest sample included 91 respondents.

The Sample of Nations

The 55 nations we studied are those included in the review by Veenhoven (1993)
and in the study organized by Michalos. Of the 55 nations, data on 43 came from
national surveys. The Michalos data and our data included 12 additional nations as
well as data that overlapped with the national surveys for 28 countries. Although
not sovereign nations, Northern Ireland and Puerto Rico provided data, and so they
were included as 2 of the 55 societies studied. Although several of the nations have
changed form since the data were collected (e.g., Yugoslavia and the USSR), we
used earlier data, and the nations are therefore referred to by their names at the
time the data were collected. The sample of nations was not only much larger than
that included in past research but was also more diverse in that many past studies
focused almost exclusively on highly industrialized countries such as the United
States and Western Europe. In addition to the traditional European and North Amer-
ican nations, the present study included six nations from Africa, eight nations from
Asia, seven nations from Latin America, three nations from the Middle East, four
Pacific countries, as well as several additional scattered countries such as Iceland
and the Dominican Republic.
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Although the sample sizes are not given for all of the national surveys, it is esti-
mated that about 120,000 individuals in all took part in the surveys we report. The
total population represented by the nations included in this study is about 4.1 billion,
or almost 75% of the world’s 1990 population. Thus, the sample is much more
representative of the world than past studies, although extremely poor countries and
small nations are still underrepresented, and European societies are overrepresented.

Summary of Surveys

To summarize, we used four measures of SWB. One of these measures was from
the same large-scale survey of college students organized by Michalos (1991) and
involved the average of a life satisfaction and a happiness question. Three additional
measures were generated from separate national probability surveys. One was the
last survey reported for each country by Veenhoven, with the results being the Thur-
stone scale he calculated. The other two measures were separately derived for life
satisfaction and happiness when additional surveys that covered these terms were
conducted in a country. If more than one of these surveys was conducted, the latest
survey using each response format was used. If more than one response format was
used per term in different surveys, we averaged across the response formats by first
standardizing each survey type across countries. Thus, the measures of SWB we
examined included two types of samples—national and college student—and dif-
ferent years, response formats, and methods of calibrating across surveys. By this
use of multiple methods, we explored the replicability of our findings.

Predictor Variables

For each predictor concept, three measures were obtained that represented differing
manifestations of the construct in question.

Wealth. Measure 1: Figures for per capita wealth of most nations were obtained
from Wright (1992) and Hoffman (1991), and from references on specific countries.
The figures represent the gross domestic product (GDP) of the country divided by
the population, or GDP per person. When GDP figures were not available, gross na-
tional product (GNP) was used. Our sample of nations included some of the poorest
in the world (Tanzania, Bangladesh, and India) and most of the wealthiest nations
in the world (e.g., Switzerland, Luxembourg, Finland, and Japan).

Measure 2: A second measure of income was the per capita income of nations in
terms of the purchasing power of individuals (World Development Report, 1994).
Purchasing income across nations was computed by taking a standard basket of
market goods and computing how much of this could be purchased with the mean
per capita income in each nation. Thus, this index considers income in light of
consumer price information in each nation. The U.S. value is set at 100 because
it has the highest per capita purchasing power, and other nations are expressed as a
percent of this. Thus, purchasing power is defined as how much the per capita GNP
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of a nation would buy (the amount of a fixed basket of products in the domestic
market) as one dollar would buy in the United States. For example, India scored 5
on this index, Poland scored 33, and Switzerland scored 96. Scores varied from 3
for Tanzania to 100 for the United States (see Table 1).

Measure 3: The fulfillment of basic physiological needs was indexed in each
nation by five variables: the percent of the population having safe drinking water
in 1986–1987, the rate of infant mortality rate per 1,000 in 1990, the mean life
expectancy in the nation in 1990, the percent of people having sanitary toilet facil-
ities in 1986–1987, and the average daily calorie supply per person in 1989. These
figures were obtained from Wright (1992). The mean correlations of these variables
with each other (with infant mortality reversed to the positive direction by comput-
ing the inverse value) was 0.74. The five variables were standardized and averaged
to create a composite basic need fulfillment score for each nation. The Cronbach’s
alpha for the combined Basic Needs score, when all five components were available,
was 0.93.

Rights. Gupta et al. (1994) assigned each nation a score on the degree to which
they possessed 40 different human rights. A discriminant function across coun-
tries revealed that these rights fell onto three related dimensions: Measure 1. Gross
human rights violations (e.g., disappearances, extra judicial killings, detention with-
out charge, and torture); Measure 2. Civil rights (e.g., no searches without warrant,
independent courts, innocent until proven guilty, no secret trials, freedom to teach
ideas, and no arbitrary seizure of property). This figure is given in Table 1; and Mea-
sure 3. Political rights (e.g., freedom of the press, freedom to peacefully assemble,
multiparty elections by secret ballot, and independent trade unions allowed). Based
on a weighting of these 40 indicators, Gupta et al. computed the three rights scores
for each nation. A low score represents more rights on all three scales.

Growth of wealth. The growth of wealth statistics were obtained primarily from
data contained in the Universal Almanac (Wright, 1992) or from the International
Monetary Fund (1992). These figures, shown in Table 1, are 1-year growth figures
of GNP per person. The growth of real wealth (adjusted for inflation) covered a large
range varying from −3.0 to 9.5.

Income social comparison. Measure 1: First, the average income per capita of
neighboring nations was computed for each country. The GDP per capita of each
nation bordering the target country was determined, and a mean value for all bor-
dering nations was computed for every society. In the case of island nations such
as Iceland, Japan, and Australia, the closest and most similar nations were used
as the bordering countries. For the majority of nations, however, the nations that
bordered the target country were used. For example, for Canada, the United States
was used; for Sweden, Norway and Finland were used; and for Panama, Colombia
and Costa Rica were used. The idea is that if a country is surrounded by nations
that are much poorer or much richer, this should serve as a comparison basis for the
citizens of the target nation and therefore influence their SWB. Although we cannot
be sure that adjacent nations are always the primary referent countries, because of
their propinquity and relatively greater similarity, it seems plausible that comparison



Ta
bl

e
1

V
al

ue
s

of
m

ea
n

SW
B

an
d

sp
ec

ifi
c

pr
ed

ic
to

r
va

ri
ab

le
s

N
at

io
n

SW
B

L
as

tn
at

.
su

rv
ey

Pu
rc

ha
s.

po
w

er
C

iv
il

ri
gh

ts
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
So

c.
co

m
p

ne
ig

hb
or

In
co

m
e

G
in

i
T

ri
an

di
s

in
di

v.
E

th
ni

c
di

ve
rs

.
Sa

m
pl

e
N

Ic
el

an
d

1.
11

1.
22

1.
2

18
,6

10
7

1
69

0
Sw

ed
en

1.
03

1.
22

80
.5

4.
41

1.
8

24
,5

95
0.

32
8

1
1,

03
8

A
us

tr
al

ia
1.

02
1.

30
76

.4
4.

42
1.

7
4,

70
0

0.
40

9
1

2,
20

8
D

en
m

ar
k

1.
00

1.
38

79
.4

4.
46

2.
1

22
,7

30
0.

33
8

1
1,

00
0

C
an

ad
a

0.
97

0.
97

91
.0

4.
97

2.
4

21
,7

00
0.

34
9

3
1,

25
4

Sw
itz

er
la

nd
0.

94
1.

30
95

.9
4.

96
1.

7
19

,0
89

0.
30

9
4

99
8

U
SA

0.
91

0.
73

10
0.

0
4.

58
2 .

2
11

,4
70

0.
34

10
2

1,
52

6
C

ol
om

bi
a

0.
82

23
.8

10
.2

5
1,

83
8

3
3

(9
1)

L
ux

em
bo

ur
g

0.
82

0.
89

3.
9

19
,2

17
8

1
30

0
N

ew
Z

ea
la

nd
0.

82
67

.3
4.

42
2.

0
17

,0
80

0.
38

9
1

(3
14

)
N

.I
re

la
nd

0.
78

0.
97

9,
55

0
5

30
4

N
or

w
ay

0.
77

0.
32

80
.1

4.
88

2.
7

20
,9

17
0.

31
7

1
1,

23
3

Fi
nl

an
d

0.
74

1.
06

73
.1

4.
43

3.
1

16
,6

00
0.

31
8

2
1,

00
3

B
ri

ta
in

0.
69

0.
32

73
.1

4.
84

2.
5

14
,5

15
0.

32
9

2
1,

30
0

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

0.
68

1.
06

70
.2

4.
42

1.
4

19
,0

85
0.

27
9

1
1,

00
0

Ir
el

an
d

0.
57

0.
32

42
.4

5.
71

1.
1

16
,0

70
0.

31
5

1
1,

00
0

B
ra

zi
l

0.
57

0.
49

26
.3

7.
18

0.
6

1,
49

9
0.

60
4

3
1,

00
0

Ta
nz

an
ia

0.
51

2.
5

10
.7

6
−3

.0
35

3
3

5
(2

22
)

B
el

gi
um

0.
51

0.
49

71
.7

4.
46

1.
2

22
,0

75
0.

27
7

3
1,

00
0

Si
ng

ap
or

e
0.

43
0.

57
55

.7
9.

57
5.

7
2,

34
0

5
4

1,
00

6
B

ah
ra

in
0.

36
−3

.0
10

,6
13

3
(2

75
)

W
.G

er
m

an
y

0.
18

0.
49

80
.7

4.
58

4.
0

18
,0

14
0.

33
8

1
1,

00
0

A
us

tr
ia

0.
15

0.
57

72
.8

5.
65

2.
0

14
,0

70
8

1
1,

58
4



Ta
bl

e
1

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

N
at

io
n

SW
B

L
as

tn
at

.
su

rv
ey

Pu
rc

ha
s.

po
w

er
C

iv
il

ri
gh

ts
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
So

c.
co

m
p

ne
ig

hb
or

In
co

m
e

G
in

i
T

ri
an

di
s

in
di

v.
E

th
ni

c
di

ve
rs

.
Sa

m
pl

e
N

C
hi

le
0.

13
27

.7
11

.6
2

−2
.0

1,
38

3
6

3
(2

56
)

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
0.

10
0.

00
10

.9
4.

87
−1

.5
1,

26
0

0.
45

4
4

9,
96

1
M

al
ay

si
a

0.
08

0.
08

26
.6

10
.9

4
2.

5
99

0
0.

49
4

4
50

2
C

ub
a

0.
00

0.
00

10
.9

6
6,

51
8

4
3

99
2

Is
ra

el
−0

.1
8

−0
.3

3
60

.5
7.

01
1.

5
88

8
0.

33
6

2
35

4
M

ex
ic

o
−0

.2
8

−1
.7

2
31

.6
9.

55
−0

.9
8,

19
0

0.
52

5
3

2,
20

4
B

an
gl

ad
es

h
−0

.2
9

5.
1

10
.2

6
2.

0
28

0
1

(2
62

)
Fr

an
ce

−0
.3

8
−0

.3
3

77
.8

4.
54

1.
7

21
,2

50
0.

35
7

1
1,

00
0

Sp
ai

n
−0

.4
1

−0
.1

7
50

.5
5.

10
2.

7
12

,1
85

0.
32

6
3

1,
00

0
Po

rt
ug

al
−0

.4
1

−0
.4

9
36

.0
5.

01
2.

4
10

,9
20

0.
41

5
1

1,
00

0
It

al
y

−0
.4

4
−0

.3
3

71
.6

6.
03

2.
2

18
,5

13
0.

36
6

1
1,

00
0

H
un

ga
ry

−0
.4

8
−0

.4
1

30
.4

9.
45

1 .
5

6,
01

6
6

2
1,

46
4

Pu
er

to
R

ic
o

−0
.5

1
−0

.1
7

82
0

7
1,

41
7

T
ha

ila
nd

−0
.6

2
0.

08
17

.2
9.

01
5.

6
76

3
0.

42
4

2
50

0
S.

A
fr

ic
a

−0
.6

3
−0

.4
9

11
.0

8
−0

.9
76

5
5

4
5,

58
7

Jo
rd

an
−0

.7
7

26
.4

1.
0

4,
81

9
3

1
(2

79
)

E
gy

pt
−0

.7
8

−0
.7

4
16

.4
10

.8
6

2.
1

5,
63

0
0.

40
5

2
49

9
Y

ug
os

la
vi

a
−0

.8
1

−1
.1

4
9.

57
−0

.9
7,

14
6

6
4

1,
52

3
Ja

pa
n

−0
.8

6
−0

.4
1

74
.9

5.
03

3.
5

2,
40

9
0.

28
4

1
G

re
ec

e
−0

.8
9

−0
.9

0
33

.9
4.

85
0.

8
2,

05
0

7
2

1,
00

0
Po

la
nd

−0
.9

0
−0

.9
0

25
.8

10
.7

0
1.

2
5,

91
3

5
1

1,
46

4
K

en
ya

−0
.9

2
6.

1
9.

88
−1

.0
20

6
0.

55
3

4
(2

68
)



Ta
bl

e
1

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

N
at

io
n

SW
B

L
as

tn
at

.
su

rv
ey

Pu
rc

ha
s.

po
w

er
C

iv
il

ri
gh

ts
G

D
P

gr
ow

th
So

c.
co

m
p

ne
ig

hb
or

In
co

m
e

G
in

i
T

ri
an

di
s

in
di

v.
E

th
ni

c
di

ve
rs

.
Sa

m
pl

e
N

T
ur

ke
y

−1
.0

2
21

.1
10

.9
7

3.
0

2,
76

7
0.

49
4

2
(2

87
)

In
di

a
−1

.1
3

−0
.1

7
4.

6
8.

81
3.

2
25

3
0.

40
4

4
1,

00
0

S.
K

or
ea

−1
.1

5
−0

.1
7

28
.8

9.
17

8.
9

86
7

0.
37

3
1

1,
50

0
N

ig
er

ia
−1

.3
1

−1
.3

1
5.

5
10

.2
0

−3
.0

48
0

3
3

1,
20

0
Pa

na
m

a
−1

.3
1

−1
.3

1
25

.8
6.

31
−2

.0
1,

57
5

0.
56

4
4

64
2

E
.G

er
m

an
y

−1
.5

2
−0

. 4
1

10
.1

3
9,

19
0

6
1

2,
00

0
U

.S
.S

.R
.

−1
.7

0
38

.7
11

.3
7

4,
06

6
6

4
(1

16
)

C
hi

na
−1

.9
2

6.
5

12
.5

8
9.

5
55

2
2

2
(1

49
)

C
am

er
oo

n
−2

.0
4

15
.9

10
.6

9
6.

0
90

2
2

4
(1

59
)

D
om

.R
ep

ub
.

−3
.9

2
−3

.9
2

15
.6

6.
08

−0
.4

37
0

4
3

81
4

M
ea

n
−0

.2
6.

4
44

.7
7.

6
1.

8
8,

48
4.

9
5.

6
2.

3
1,

14
3.

4
SD

1.
0

1.
2

29
.4

2.
8

2.
6

7,
64

5.
2

2.
2

1.
2

1,
47

8.
4

N
ot

e:
SW

B
re

fe
rs

to
th

e
m

ea
n

st
an

da
rd

iz
ed

va
lu

e
of

fo
ur

su
rv

ey
s

(t
hr

ee
na

tio
na

ls
ur

ve
ys

pl
us

st
ud

en
ts

ur
ve

y)
.L

as
tN

at
.S

ur
ve

y
is

th
e

SW
B

fr
om

la
st

na
tio

na
l

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
su

rv
ey

.P
ur

ch
as

.P
ow

er
re

fe
rs

to
th

e
pe

r
ca

pi
ta

in
co

m
e

of
ea

ch
na

tio
n

ex
pr

es
se

d
as

pe
rc

en
t

of
th

e
U

.S
.fi

gu
re

in
te

rm
s

of
pu

rc
ha

si
ng

po
w

er
.C

iv
il

R
ig

ht
s,

a
lo

w
nu

m
be

r
de

no
te

s
gr

ea
te

r
ri

gh
ts

.G
D

P
gr

ow
th

re
fe

rs
to

th
e

pe
rc

en
ta

ge
gr

ow
th

ra
te

of
th

e
na

tio
na

l
gr

os
s

do
m

es
tic

pr
od

uc
t.

So
c.

C
om

p.
N

ei
gh

bo
r

re
fe

rs
to

th
e

in
co

m
e

in
ad

ja
ce

nt
na

tio
ns

or
th

e
ne

ar
es

t
ne

ig
hb

or
s.

In
co

m
e

G
in

i
(i

nc
om

e
eq

ua
lit

y)
ca

n
va

ry
fr

om
0

(c
om

pl
et

e
eq

ua
lit

y)
to

1.
0

(c
om

pl
et

e
in

eq
ua

lit
y)

.T
ri

an
di

s
in

di
v.

re
fe

rs
to

th
e

na
tio

na
lr

at
in

gs
of

in
di

vi
du

al
is

m
pr

ov
id

ed
by

H
ar

ry
T

ri
an

di
s.

E
th

ni
c

di
ve

rs
,r

ef
er

s
to

th
e

1
to

5
et

hn
ic

di
ve

rs
ity

of
th

e
na

tio
ns

,w
he

re
1

is
th

e
m

os
th

om
og

en
eo

us
.S

am
pl

e
N

’s
re

fe
r

to
la

st
na

tio
na

lp
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

sa
m

pl
e,

ex
ce

pt
th

ey
re

fe
r

to
co

lle
ge

st
ud

en
ts

am
pl

e
w

he
re

no
na

tio
na

l
sa

m
pl

es
w

er
e

av
ai

la
bl

e
(s

ho
w

n
in

pa
re

nt
he

se
s)

.



National Subjective Well-Being 57

with neighboring nations is on average more likely than comparison to distant
countries.

Measure 2: The second method of analyzing social comparison effects was based
on the skew of income distributions within nations. The positive skews of the income
distributions within nations were computed based on data contained in the World
Development Report (1994). The skew was based on the most widely available dis-
tribution information, namely the incomes of the lowest, second, and highest income
quintiles. A highly skewed distribution resulted when the lowest and second income
quintiles were relatively close to each other but far below the richest quintile. To
the extent that the second quintile was relatively equidistant between the lowest and
highest quintiles, the distribution was less positively skewed. Nations varied from
virtually unskewed (Egypt and Portugal) to highly positively skewed (e.g., Chile
and Brazil). The prediction was that nations with highly positively skewed income
distributions would have lower mean SWB because most individuals would be far
below the top incomes.

Measure 3: The third approach to analyzing social comparison was not a single
measure, but rather was the correlation between income spread and SWB spread
across countries. Income distribution data were obtained from the World Develop-
ment Report (1994) and from World Bank (1994). We calculated income spread by
computing a ratio of the highest income quintile to the lowest income quintile in
terms of earnings. So, for example, in Bangladesh and Spain, the highest quintile
income group earns approximately four times as much as the low income group,
whereas in Brazil and Panama, the highest income quintile earns approximately
30 times as much as the poorest fifth of people. The standard deviations of SWB
within nations were computed based on the last national survey reported by Veen-
hoven (1993). The income spread ratio was correlated with the standard deviation
of SWB in the last national survey. If this correlation is high, it would indicate that
nations with a greater range of income also tend to have a greater range of SWB.

Equality. We measured equality of income, of longevity, and of educational ac-
cess. Measure 1: Equality of income was measured by the Gini coefficients for na-
tions (Veenhoven, 1993). Measure 2: Similarly, the dispersion of length of life was
also indexed by Gini coefficients for longevity (Veenhoven, 1993). Gini coefficients
range from O (perfect equality) to 1.0 (one individual has all of the resource and
others have none). Measure 3: Equality of the sexes was measured by computing
the percent of age-eligible girls attending secondary school compared to the percent
of age-eligible boys attending (World Development Report, 1994).

Individualism–collectivism. Measure 1: Hofstede (1991) reports I–C scores for
43 of the nations we studied. These I–C ratings are based on questionnaires given to
IBM employees throughout the world. Individualism was based on the reporting of
work goals related to personal time, freedom, and challenge, whereas collectivism
was related to work goals related to training, use of skills, and physical conditions.

Measure 2: A leading expert in the area of individualism and collectivism, Harry
Triandis, rated each of the 55 countries on a 1–10 scale on which 1 was the most col-
lectivistic and 10 was the most individualistic (see Table 1). Triandis was unaware
of the data being used and unaware of the hypotheses being examined.
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Measure 3: The third measure of I–C was the divorce rate in each nation (1992
Demographic Yearbook, United Nations, 1994). This variable was thought to reflect
individualism for several reasons. Nations where divorce is high are more likely to
emphasize the rights of individuals over the importance of collective relationships.
Divorce represents a decline in obligation, duty, obedience, and other collective val-
ues. Instead, divorce is a manifestation of people seeking their own individual goals
and happiness. Furthermore, divorce is not just a manifestation of individualism, but
in turn is a cause of heightened individualism. The children of divorce, as well as
other observers, see that relationships are not necessarily lasting and that individuals
may ultimately have to rely heavily on themselves.

Cultural heterogeneity. Measure 1: Estes (1986) reported on several variables
for a large number of countries. Among these variables was one labeled cultural
homogeneity, which was composed of three factors: the largest percent of the popu-
lation in a nation speaking the same language, the largest percent of the nation who
shared the same or similar ethnic and racial background, and the largest percent of
a nation who shared the same religion. Based on this composite, Estes rank ordered
the countries from most homogeneous (1) to most heterogeneous (124), and we used
this rank order as one homogeneity score.

Measure 2: Sterling (1974) grouped nations based on their degree of ethnic (cul-
turally distinct groups) homogeneity. We used these groups to assign the following
values to nations: 1 = nations with nearly homogeneous ethnic composition; 2 =
nations with a single dominant ethnic group; 3 = nations with two major ethnic
groups; 4 = nations with several major ethnic groups; and 5 = fragmented nations
with many small ethnic groups. These ethnic homogeneity ratings are shown in
Table 1.

Measure 3: Our third measure of heterogeneity was a rating by Taylor and Jodice
(1983) of separatism within nations. They defined separatism as group activity
seeking greater autonomy for a group or region, or the structural preconditions for
such activity. An example of the latter is where a region populated by an ethnic
group was forcibly incorporated into a nation during the twentieth century. Taylor
and Jodice rated the intensity of separatist activity as well as the percent of the
population in the society that is involved. Our separatist score is the product of
the intensity times the percent figures for the latest year for which figures were
available.

Results

Descriptive Data

Values for selected major variables for each country are presented in Table 1. The
nations are ordered from the highest in mean subjective well-being to the lowest.
The SWB that is shown in the left column of numbers is the mean figure derived
across the four surveys (three national surveys and one college student survey, see
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below). Several nations scored unexpectedly high in SWB (Colombia and Tanzania),
perhaps because only the student survey was available from those societies. The
mean SWB figures can be compared to the level of subjective well-being found in
the last national survey (shown in the next right column). Although the last National
Survey is based on Veenhoven’s (1993) zero to ten value, we report the scores here
as in terms of standard scores across the last survey so that the scale values can be
more easily compared to the mean of all four surveys.

The value of one predictor variable from each concept is shown in Table 1.
In addition, the sample size of the last national survey is listed (or the N of
the college survey if no national surveys were available). As can be seen, there
was substantial variation on all variables, thus permitting correlations to emerge.
Because of missing data for some nations, the following analyses contain somewhat
different Ns.

Convergence of SWB Surveys

The convergence between the four SWB surveys is shown in Table 2. As can be seen,
there was a high degree of convergence between SWB scores. The national surveys,
conducted in different years with different measures, correlated an average of 0.71
with each other, and the measures from the college student survey correlated at a
moderately high level with the national surveys (mean r = 0.55). When the four
surveys of SWB were analyzed using principal-components analyses, one strong
component emerged (eigenvalue = 3.01) which accounted for 75% of the variance
in SWB scores. No other eigenvalue exceeded one and the plot of eigenvalues also
indicated a one-factor solution. With only one component, no rotation of factors
was possible. The component loadings were: Last National Survey = 0.76; Average
Happiness = 0.94; Average Satisfaction = 0.92; College Student Happiness and
Satisfaction = 0.84. This indicates that the various surveys were assessing the same
construct. This component scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88, and correlated
highly with the individual scales. In order to create a more stable score with more
surveys, and also covering more nations, the mean of the four surveys was computed
and is shown in the table as mean SWB.

Table 2 Intercorrelations of SWB measures across nations

Sample and sample size
Mean
SWB

Last national
survey

Prior
happiness

Prior life
satisfaction

Number of nations 55 43 32 28
Last national survey 0.91∗∗∗

Prior happiness 0.89∗∗∗ 0.65∗∗∗

Prior life satisfaction 0.92∗∗∗ 0.67∗∗∗ 0.80∗∗∗

College survey (N = 39) 0.88∗∗∗ 0.49∗∗∗ 0.46∗ 0.71∗∗∗

∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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Convergence of Predictor Variables Within Concept

Table 3 shows the intercorrelations of the predictor variables within concept. The
numbered variables across the top of the table refer to the corresponding measures
within each concept. So, for instance, the intercorrelation of the three individualism
measures is shown under Individualism. For example, the Hofstede (measure 1) and
the Triandis (number 2) measures correlated with each other 0.83. It should be noted
that under equality, girls in high school was scored in the opposite direction from the
other two variables, and therefore convergence is indicated by inverse correlations.
As can be seen, almost without exception, measures converged well with other mea-
sures of the same concept. One clear exception is for social comparison, where the
two measures varied inversely.

The correlations between the various survey measures of SWB and the predic-
tor variables are presented in Table 4. In addition to individual measures, the table
also shows correlations with a principal-component score for each of the concepts.
No component score was created for social comparison because the third index of

Table 3 Convergence of measures within concepts

Concept

Measure 1 2
Component
loading

Income
1. GDP per capita 0.95
2. Purchasing power 0.95∗∗∗ 0.98
3. Basic needs 0.76∗∗∗ 0.86∗∗∗ 0.92

Rights
1. Gross violations 0.94
2. Civil 0.89∗∗∗ 0.98
3. Political 0.83∗∗∗ 0.94∗∗∗ 0.96

Social comparison
1. Income positive skew
2. Neighbors’ income −0.38∗

Equality
1. Income Gini 0.76
2. Longevity Gini 0.66∗∗∗ 0.95
3. Girls sec. school −0.34 −0.57∗∗ 0.70

Individualism
1. Hofstede measure 0.94
2. Triandis rating 0.83∗∗∗ 0.93
3. Divorce rate 0.78∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.91

Heterogeneity
1. Ethnic diversity 0.96
2. Cultural heterogeneity 0.86∗∗∗ 0.87
3. Separatism 0.39∗∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗ 0.68

Note. Numbers across the top of the table refer to each of the measures within
a concept. Thus, the correlations of variables are shown only within each of the
italicized concept groupings.
∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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Table 4 Correlations of predictor variables with subjective well-being measures

Concept

Measure
Mean of 4
surveys

Last national
survey

Prior happiness
survey

Prior satisfaction
survey

College
survey

Money
Component score 0.59∗∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 0.51∗∗ 0.61∗∗ 0.48∗∗

GDP per capita 0.58∗∗∗ 0.66∗∗∗ 0.43∗ 0.57∗∗ 0.47∗∗

Purchasing power 0.61∗∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 0.57∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗

Basic needs 0.52∗∗∗ 0.55∗∗∗ 0.37∗ 0.60∗∗∗ 0.38∗

Rights
Component score −0.48∗∗∗ −0.40∗ −0.53∗∗ −0.65∗∗∗ −0.62∗∗∗

Gross violations −0.46∗∗∗ −0.36∗ −0.50∗∗ −0.66∗∗∗ −0.57∗∗∗

Civil −0.46∗∗∗ −0.40∗ −0.48∗∗ −0.61∗∗∗ −0.61∗∗∗

Political −0.46∗∗∗ −0.38∗ −0.52∗∗ −0.61∗∗∗ −0.60∗∗∗

Income growth
GDP/capita growth −0.08 0.40∗ −0.22 −0.21 −0.44∗∗

Social comparison
Income positive skew −0.10 −0.13 −0.03 −0.25 0.04
Neighbors’ income 0.58∗∗∗ 0.55∗∗∗ 0.49∗ 0.61∗∗∗ 0.58∗∗∗

Equality
Component score −0.48∗ −0.43 −0.52∗ −0.62∗∗ −0.10
Income Gini −0.43∗ −0.49∗∗ −0.10 −0.15 −0.24
Longevity Gini −0.40∗ −0.35 −0.39∗ −0.56∗∗ −0.04
Relative % girls in
secondary school 0.43∗∗ 0.16 0.34 0.59∗∗ 0.41∗

Individualism
Component score 0.77∗∗∗ 0.73∗∗∗ 0.60∗∗ 0.74∗∗∗ 0.72∗∗∗

Hofstede measure 0.61∗∗∗ 0.65∗∗∗ 0.51∗∗ 0.58∗∗ 0.58∗∗∗

Triandis rating 0.55∗∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.40∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.61∗∗∗

Divorce 0.31 0.50∗∗ 0.04 0.57∗∗ 0.37∗

Heterogeneity
Component score −0.22 −0.21 0.09 −0.26 −0.21
Ethnic diversity −0.21 −0.27 0.05 −0.29 −0.09
Cultural heterogeneity −0.13 −0.12 0.09 −0.21 −0.11
Separatism −0.25 −0.22 −0.01 −0.27 −0.35∗

Note. For rights and equality, a low score indicates more of that quality. GDP = gross domestic
product.
∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

social comparison was an overall correlation instead of individual nation scores
and because the other two variables correlated inversely. The principal-components
loadings are shown in the right column in Table 3. As can be seen in Table 3, the
component loadings were high. The eigenvalues and percent of variance accounted
for by each component were: Income 2.72 (91%); Rights 2.77 (92%); Equality 1.97
(66%); Individualism 2.58 (86%); and Heterogeneity 2.18 (73%). High alphas for
the components also provided evidence that the three variables for each concept
formed homogeneous scales: Income = 0.95; Individualism = 0.92; Rights = 0.96;
Equality = 0.73; and Homogeneity = 0.80.
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Predictors of SWB

As can be seen in Table 4, income, individualism, and human rights were con-
sistent and significant predictors of SWB. Virtually without exception these three
predictors replicated across the SWB measures as highly significant correlates
of SWB. Linear regression analysis indicated the income, rights, individualism,
and equality component scores produced a multiple R with mean SWB of 0.85,
F(4, 12) = 8.03, p< 0.01. Not only did the component scores consistently cor-
relate with SWB, but each of the individual measures usually did as well. It is
interesting to note that the satisfaction survey produced stronger correlations with
the predictor variables than did the happiness survey. This finding suggests that the
predictors may more strongly influence cognitive judgments of well-being than they
influence positive affective reactions.

For equality all correlations were in the expected direction, but not all were sig-
nificant. Heterogeneity tended to be inversely correlated with SWB, but virtually
none of the correlations were significant. Growth produced two significant corre-
lations that were in the opposite direction of each other, and three non-significant
correlations.

For social comparison, neighbor’s income produced an effect opposite to that
predicted—nations with wealthy neighbors were happier (to be analyzed further
below). The positive skewing of income did not correlate with the SWB of nations.
Furthermore, the correlation between the spread of income of nations and the spread
of SWB was small and nonsignificant, r (23) = 0.19. Thus, for the three social
comparison measures, only one was significant—and it was in the opposite direction
to that predicted by a simple social comparison approach.

Further analyses were conducted on the neighbor income comparison. The cor-
relation between a nation’s per capita income and that of its neighbors was r (53) =
0.80, p < 0.001. This indicates that income is highly regionalized in the world,
with some areas being predominantly poor and other regions being predominantly
wealthy. The regionalization of wealth means that the income of one’s neighbors
correlated positively with SWB because a nation with wealthy neighbors was itself
likely to be wealthy. Therefore, we also computed a partial correlation in which
the effect of neighbors’ income was correlated with mean SWB when the income
component of nations was controlled. The partial correlation with 43 degrees of
freedom was 0.22, ns, indicating that social comparison across neighboring nations
did not strongly influence SWB. Indeed, this partial correlation remained in the
opposite direction to that predicted by social comparison.

Similar neighboring country analyses were computed for rights (political), indi-
vidualism (Triandis rating), and equality (income Gini). When a neighboring nation
possessed more rights, the target nation had higher SWB: r (53)=−0.50, p < 0.001,
and this correlation remained even after partialing out the target nation’s level
of rights: r (46) = −0.31, p < 0.05. The individualism of neighboring nations
also correlated significantly with the mean SWB of the target country: r (53) =
0.51, p < 0.001, but this association became nonsignificant when the target na-
tion’s individualism was partialed out: r (52) = 0.17. The neighboring nations’
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equality did not correlate significantly with mean SWB. Thus, across four de-
pendent variables, an analysis of neighboring nations produced no support for
a social comparison and SWB link, and in several cases was in the opposite
direction.

Basic Needs and Income

An important question is whether income correlates with SWB beyond the influ-
ence of basic need fulfillment. In order to control the effects of basic needs, par-
tial correlations between GDP/person and SWB, and Purchasing Power and SWB
were calculated with the Basic Need Fulfillment score held constant: GDP/person
and Mean SWB r (50)=0.33, p < 0.05; and Purchasing Power and Mean SWB
r (43)=0.37, p< 0.05. In other words, although the correlations decreased when
basic need fulfillment was controlled, the correlations remained significant.

Another way to approach the question of basic needs versus purchasing power in
terms of their influence on SWB is to examine the plots of these variables. Figure 1
shows the relation of basic needs to purchasing power. There is a clear curvilinear
shape to this relation in that there is a steep rise in basic need fulfillment across the
lower income nations, but once nations reach 40% of the purchasing power of the
United States there is little further increase in meeting basic needs. This conclusion
based on visual inspection of Fig. 1 is supported by a regression analysis that in-
cludes the quadratic component of Purchasing Power. Whereas the linear component
of Purchasing Power produces an R2 of 0.73 with basic needs, the R2 increases to
0.85 when the quadratic component is included (quadratic beta=−1.52, p< 0.001).
In contrast, Fig. 2 shows the relation between Purchasing Power and Mean SWB.

Fig. 1 The relation between
basic need fulfillment and
purchasing power
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Fig. 2 The relation between
subjective well-being and
purchasing power
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No curvilinear effect can be seen, and there is not a levelling off of mean SWB at
a Purchasing Power of 40. The regression analysis supports this conclusion in that
the linear R2 is virtually identical to the R2 that includes the quadratic component,
0.372 versus 0.375 (quadratic beta = 0.23, NS). For SWB and GDP/capita there
also was no curvilinear component.

Interrelation of Predictors

Table 5 presents the intercorrelations of the Predictor Component Scores with each
other, as well as with the income growth variable. It is evident that several of
the predictors correlated significantly and substantially with each other. Thus, we
explored the independent influence on SWB of several of the predictors with the

Table 5 Intercorrelation of predictors

Predictors
Income
component

Individualism
component

Rights
component

Heterogeneity
component

Equality
component

Individualism
component

0.80∗∗∗

Rights component −0.80∗∗∗ −0.75∗∗∗

Heterogeneity
component

−0.50∗∗∗ −0.21∗∗ 0.44∗∗∗

Equality −0.84∗∗∗ −0.32 0.80∗∗∗ 0.59∗

Income growth 0.17 0.14 0.03 −0.44∗∗ −0.37

Note. Low scores on equality and rights indicate more of that quality.
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Table 6 Partial correlations of predictor variables and Mean SWB

Controlling for:
Correlation of predictor
variable & SWB Zero order r Income Individualism Rights Equality

Income 0.59∗∗∗ −0.08 0.40∗∗ 0.40
Individualism 0.77∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ 0.72∗∗∗ 0.75∗∗∗

Rights −0.48∗∗∗ −0.01 0.24 −0.17
Equality −0.48∗ 0.04 −0.39 −0.19

Note. SWB = subjective well-being.
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

effects of other predictors controlled. Income, individualism, equality, and human
rights were selected because they were the ones that correlated significantly and
consistently with SWB, as well as with each other. Table 6 reveals the correlations
of each component score with SWB when each of the other component scores
was controlled. As can be seen, individualism remained a very strong predictor
when each of the other components was controlled. The strong relation between
individualism and SWB is shown in Fig. 3. In contrast, the partial correlations
for rights and equality all dropped to nonsignificance when the other variables
were controlled. Income dropped to nonsignificance when individualism or equality
were controlled. Thus, only individualism showed consistently unique variance in
predicting SWB.

We also partialed out the effects of income growth on the correlation between
SWB and income. The partial correlation of the income component and the mean
SWB score with growth controlled was (41) 0.62, p< 0.001. In contrast, when the
income component was partialed from the income growth and mean SWB relation,
the correlation was inverse and nonsignificant, (41) −0.23.

Fig. 3 Individualism and
subjective well-being

–2
–1.5

–1.0

–.5

0.0

.5

1.0

1.5

N
at

io
na

l S
ub

je
ct

iv
e 

W
el

l-B
ei

ng

–1 0 1 2 3

Aggregated Individualism/Collectivism Index



66 E. Diener et al.

Rank-Order Correlations

It could be argued that the surveys provide a rank-order estimate of the SWB of
nations rather than an interval estimate. Therefore, Spearman rank-order correla-
tions were also computed. The results were slightly stronger than for the Pearson
correlations reported in Table 4. For example, the average Spearman correlation
between the three national surveys was 0.81. Because the Spearman correlations
produced no dramatic differences, only Pearson correlations were reported.

Discussion

The strong covariation among surveys, despite different years, sample populations,
wording, and response formats, is encouraging. This indicates that, at least at the
level of self-report, various scales for measuring SWB tend to yield similar results
across countries. The construct validity of the SWB measures is strengthened by
the finding that objective variables can predict them across cultures. The findings
also suggest that data based on college students give a moderately accurate estimate
of the relative SWB of the populations of nations, but do not converge as highly
as national samples do. The high convergence of SWB surveys is desirable, but
future research should also explore non-self-report methods of measuring SWB. For
example, do measures of smiling, of memories for good events, and of peer reports
of SWB also converge well across nations? An interesting lead for future research
is whether life satisfaction is more influenced by money and other resources than is
affective “happiness” (see also Diener & Fujita, 1995).

Three concepts showed replicable and strong relations with SWB—income, in-
dividualism, and human rights. These three concepts produced consistent results
across four different surveys and across three different measures of each concept.
Although some might object to a particular measure to reflect the concept in ques-
tion (e.g., basic needs fulfillment as a measure of income), it should be noted that
the pattern of correlations replicated across virtually all measures. Also, concepts
were intercorrelated and with the exception of individualism, tended not to correlate
with SWB when the other concepts were controlled. Thus, there appears to be a
general trend of national development including higher income, equality, and hu-
man rights, and this general trend correlates with SWB. The covariation of SWB
and individualism was so strong, however, that it persisted even when the general
economic developmental trend was controlled. Not only is a larger sample needed
to completely disentangle the effects of these four variables, but longitudinal and
causal modeling procedures are also desirable. What can be stated with some cer-
tainty is that people in industrially developed nations (with high levels of income,
individualism, equality, and human rights) report greater SWB than do people in
less developed societies. Together these four predictors accounted for 73% of the
variance between nations in mean SWB.
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We explored the relation between income, basic need fulfillment, and SWB in
more depth because base need fulfillment is not isomorphic with national income.
There is clear evidence that income correlated with SWB even when basic needs
were controlled. This indicates that economic development has an impact on well-
being that transcends meeting basic biological needs such as food, water, health,
and sanitation. Even above income levels of $15,000 per person, it is possible that
there are increases in interesting leisure pursuits, in potential health benefits, and in
self-development through education. It may be, however, that income continues to
correlate with SWB even among wealthier nations because there is a common goal
of a high level of affluence that few have attained, but after which many strive.

Individualism was a strong predictor of SWB across all surveys. One potential
reason that this might be so is that individualistic societies afford an individual more
freedom to choose his or her own life course. Another related reason is that success-
ful people in individualistic societies may be more likely to attribute success to
themselves. Although individualists may have a weaker social network in times of
distress, in favorable times they have more freedom to pursue their individual goals.
The individualist-collectivist correlation with SWB is intriguing, and deserves fur-
ther research effort.

Income growth did not correlate consistently with SWB, and its effect was not
positive when absolute levels of income were controlled. In contrast, income cor-
related moderately strongly with SWB, and did not decrease when income growth
was controlled. These findings indicate that income has a direct influence on SWB
that is not mediated by people’s past level of income. Thus, there was no evidence
for the relative standards approach to SWB that states that it is one’s present position
relative to one’s past position that influences SWB.

The three social comparison approaches did not show any evidence that com-
paring one’s income with that of others influences one’s SWB. Indeed, positive
correlations existed between the income (and rights) of neighboring nations and
a country’s SWB, suggesting that having neighbors with positive qualities is bene-
ficial and does not make the citizens of a nation dissatisfied. Even when the rights
of the target nations were controlled, there was a significant correlation with the
rights in neighboring nations and a nation’s SWB. The degree of positive skew of
income within nations did not correlate with SWB, and the range of incomes within
countries did not correlate with the range of SWB in those societies. These findings
cast doubt on social comparison theory explanations of long-term SWB. As such,
they are congruent with the findings of Fujita (1993) and E. Diener et al. (1993).
Fujita found that the level of one’s roommates and friends on important characteris-
tics did not influence one’s own satisfaction ratings in those areas, and Diener et al.
found that people with a specific income who were living in either a poorer or richer
neighborhood did not differ in SWB. Fox and Kahneman (1992) report evidence that
suggests that social comparison judgments may follow from well-being rather than
cause it, and Wood (1989) reviews evidence that indicates that social comparison
can be used in a very flexible way to enhance one’s well-being. Thus, other evidence
also points to the fact that exposure in natural settings to others who are better off
will not automatically influence one’s moods in a negative way.
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Social comparison might nevertheless influence SWB in ways not explored here.
For example, perhaps people in countries look to other nations which are not nec-
essarily on their borders. For example, southern Europeans might look to North-
ern Europe rather than to their closest neighbors. Or all nations may look to the
USA because a wealthy version of its lifestyle is widely portrayed in television and
movies in many societies. These alternative manifestations of social comparison
await testing in future research. What would be required is an a priori specification
of which individuals or nations people compare themselves to in each society. It
should be noted, however, that direct tests of social comparison have often failed,
whereas support for social comparison as a theory of satisfaction has often come
from post-hoc explanations of findings. For example, it has been noted that Greece,
France, Italy, and Spain report lower levels of SWB than one might expect based
on their GDP per person. Is this because these countries are proximal to very pros-
perous nations such as Switzerland? The problem with this explanation is that other
less prosperous European nations such as Ireland, Britain, and the Netherlands who
have wealthy neighbors also have relatively high levels of SWB. Furthermore, an al-
ternative explanation for low SWB in Southern Europe is in terms of cultural norms
in these societies. Thus, the explanation for the comparatively low levels of SWB
in Southern Europe may not be because of social comparisons across countries. It
may be that social comparison is such a flexible cognitive process for achieving
heightened SWB that comparisons imposed by one’s local environment are not a
major cause of differences in long-term SWB.

Cultural homogeneity, a nation of people sharing the same language, level of
wealth, culture, and religion, also did not relate to higher SWB. The fact that ho-
mogeneity correlates with other factors that correlate with well-being (e.g., income
and rights) makes it even more surprising that there is so little relation between
this variable and SWB. It may be that cultural homogeneity has costs as well as
benefits. For example, culturally homogeneous societies may be less varied and
interesting. Alternately, most people’s everyday lives may be largely confined to in-
teractions with their own cultural group, and therefore homogeneity may not have an
impact. Nations differ greatly in their homogeneity, a factor often overlooked by re-
searchers. It is unknown why this variable does not influence SWB in this set of sur-
veys, but given the apparent importance of this variable, further exploration of it is
warranted.

Responses people give in reporting their happiness and life satisfaction relate in
systematic ways to some predictor variables and not to others. The current results
indicate with some certainty that the SWB of a nation correlates with income, rights,
and the degree to which basic needs are fulfilled for the majority of its citizens.
This pattern suggests that efficacy in terms of meeting one’s needs, and an ability
to pursue one’s goals may be important cross-cultural factors in achieving SWB.
Income allows one to achieve material goals, whereas rights and equality mean that
a greater percentage of citizens have freedom and opportunity to pursue a wide
variety of goals. Furthermore, individualism continued to be a strong correlate of
SWB even when other predictors were controlled. Thus, a feeling of autonomy may
be important in achieving SWB. In contrast to the successful predictors of SWB,
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relative standards approaches—social comparison and change from the past—failed
to predict levels of SWB. This suggests either that long-term well-being is based
on universal needs and desires, or that it is based on people’s ability to select and
pursue their goals. The relative standards we assessed did not have a large impact
on SWB, and therefore it seems that these particular comparison standards were
not critical in determining people’s goals. These data indicate that having rights,
material prosperity, individual freedom, and equality are more important to long-
term SWB in the modern world than is how many resources others have or how
many resources one had in the past.
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Cross-Cultural Correlates of Life Satisfaction
and Self-Esteem

Ed Diener and Marissa Diener

Abstract College students in 31 nations (N = 13, 118) completed measures of
self-esteem, life satisfaction, and satisfaction with specific domains (friends, family,
and finances). The authors assessed whether cross-cultural variations in the strength
of associations were related to societal dimensions including income and individu-
alism. At the national level, individualism correlated −0.24 (ns) with heterogeneity
and 0.71 (p < 0.001) with wealth. At the individual level, self-esteem and life
satisfaction were correlated 0.47 for the entire sample. This relation, however, was
moderated by the individualism of the society. The associations of financial, friend,
and family satisfactions with life satisfaction and with self-esteem also varied across
nations. Financial satisfaction was a stronger correlate of life satisfaction in poorer
countries. It was found that life satisfaction and self-esteem were clearly discrim-
inable constructs. Satisfaction ratings, except for financial satisfaction, varied be-
tween slightly positive and fairly positive.

Subjective well-being (SWB) is now the focus of intense research attention (see
Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976; Diener, 1984; Diener & Larsen, 1993).
Subjective well-being is a person’s evaluative reactions to his or her life—either
in terms of life satisfaction (cognitive evaluations) or affect (ongoing emotional
reactions). A number of correlates of SWB have been examined in the search for
an understanding of the causes of SWB, for example: (a) personality variables,
such as self-esteem (Campbell, 1981), (b) income (Veenhoven, 1991), and (c) social
support variables, such as family satisfaction (Campbell, 1981). Little attention has
been given, however, to whether the predictors of SWB differ in various cultures.
It seems likely that the variables that influence people’s evaluations of their lives
do vary across cultures. In the present study, we systematically related predictors
of life satisfaction to characteristics of the societies: individualism (Hofstede, 1980)
versus collectivism, income per person, and cultural homogeneity. We hypothesized
that the correlates of SWB would differ across nations with differing characteristics.
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Self-Esteem and Subjective Well-Being

Past research in the West has shown that self-esteem is a strong predictor of life
satisfaction. For example, Campbell (1981) found that self-esteem was the strongest
predictor of life satisfaction in a national sample of adults in the United States:
The correlation between the two was 0.55. However, Kitayama and Markus (in
press) questioned the universal importance of self-esteem. They pointed out that
in Western culture it is “taken for granted that individuals are motivated to feel
good about themselves.” They noted, however, that in collectivist cultures “the pri-
mary task of interdependent selves is to fit in, to engage, to belong or to become
part of the relevant social relationships.” In Western cultures people are taught to
like themselves, and doing so is a sign of mental adjustment. In cultures in which
the collective is stressed, however, feeling good about oneself may be a sign of
maladjustment.

We predicted that the importance of the self to life satisfaction would vary sys-
tematically across cultures, with greater predictive value of self-esteem in individu-
alistic cultures (Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1989). In contrast, we also predicted that
family and friendship satisfaction would be stronger correlates of life satisfaction in
collectivist cultures. In collectivist cultures a person’s life satisfaction may be de-
rived much more from his or her ingroup (family, friends, and coworkers) than from
self-esteem. Given that the family is usually the most important ingroup (Triandis,
1989), we predicted that family satisfaction would correlate most highly with life
satisfaction in collectivist cultures.

Financial Satisfaction and Life Satisfaction

We predicted that the importance of financial satisfaction also would vary across
cultures. In this case, we hypothesized that financial satisfaction would vary as a pre-
dictor of life satisfaction depending on the economic level of the society. Veenhoven
(1991) hypothesized that income has a stronger relation to global well-being in
poorer nations. Maslow (1954) posited that physiological needs are prepotent over
other needs, such as belonging and self-actualization, which appear only after the
lower-order needs are fulfilled. Thus, in an impoverished society in which income
is low for many people, the most basic needs may not be met for everyone. In
contrast, in a wealthier society most people will have fulfilled their physiologi-
cal needs, and therefore needs such as belonging, which are less tied to income
will be prepotent for many individuals. Thus, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can be
used to predict that life satisfaction is most strongly correlated with financial satis-
faction in the poorest nations. In support of this hypothesis, E. Diener, Sandvik,
Seidlitz, and M. Diener (1993) found only a very weak relation in the United
States between income and SWB. Veenhoven found that, across nations, the cor-
relation between SWB and income was strongest in the poorest nations. Our analy-
sis is a conceptual replication of Veenhoven’s finding but an extension to financial
satisfaction.
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Cultural Homogeneity and Life Satisfaction

We used an additional national variable, cultural homogeneity, in analyzing the
differences in trends across cultures. Cultural homogeneity refers to the degree
to which people in a society share the same culture. When a nation is homoge-
neous, people share the same characteristics, such as language, values, and re-
ligion. In a homogeneous society, the family, friends, and self may not stand
out as different and therefore may not be as salient of concepts. Therefore, we
included a measure of cultural homogeneity to determine whether it moderated
the correlation of life satisfaction with friend satisfaction, family satisfaction, and
self-satisfaction.

Note that cultural heterogeneity might have been mistaken for the individualism–
collectivism dimension in past work. That is, although cultures certainly differ in the
degree to which they emphasize the individual versus the group, they also differ in
the degree to which people in the culture are similar. It may have been that cultural
similarity is separable from individualism but that the two have been conflated in
past theoretical work. Thus, an ancillary purpose of the present study was to examine
the correlation between individuality and heterogeneity and to determine their joint
impact on life satisfaction.

Life Satisfaction Compared with Self-Esteem

Life satisfaction and self-esteem are variables that both represent global evaluations:
in the former case an evaluation of a person’s entire life and in the latter case a judg-
ment of oneself. Life satisfaction is a construct that is central to the subdiscipline
of SWB (e.g., Andrews & Withey, 1976; Diener, 1984), and self-esteem is a cardi-
nal concept in personality research (e.g., Singer, 1984). Although one could argue
that these two concepts are distinct because the target of evaluation is different, we
asked whether they are empirically distinct: Do participants discriminate these eval-
uations? We explored the issue in several ways. For example, the constructs ought
to show the same pattern of relations with other variables if they are isomorphic. In
addition, other variables ought to add little to the prediction of life satisfaction once
self-esteem is controlled if the two constructs are virtually identical.

Absolute Levels of Satisfaction

Another purpose of this study was to describe the levels of life satisfaction, self-
esteem, and domain satisfactions of college students in various countries. Are most
college students satisfied with their lives, with their life domains, and with them-
selves? The 7-point scale we used to measure satisfaction in this study had a neutral
point of 4; above this point were various levels of positive satisfaction, and below
this point were varying levels of dissatisfaction. E. Diener and C. Diener (1993)
maintained that most people in the United States have a positive level of SWB but
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also suggested that although most Americans are happy, they rarely report extremely
high SWB at the top of the scale. E. Diener and C. Diener hypothesized that there is
a set point near the level of “somewhat satisfied” around which SWB fluctuates.
Cross-cultural data are needed in part because one potential underpinning for a
positive level of well-being in the United States is socialization for positive emo-
tions E. Diener & C. Diener, 1993). If, however, the pattern of somewhat positive
well-being persists across nations, this indicates that socialization may not be the
reason for widespread reports of moderate SWB.

Sex Differences and Similarities

The last area we examined was the similarity between women and men in their
levels of satisfaction. It might be predicted that women have lower levels of life
satisfaction and self-esteem because they have traditionally possessed less power
and fewer resources than men, whereas in most cultures men possess more freedom
and status. Nevertheless, many studies have found only small differences between
men and women in SWB (e.g., Herzog, Rodgers, & Woodworth, 1982). Although
women often report more negative affect than men, recent studies have shown that,
in the United States, their levels of global happiness are close to those of men (Fujita,
Diener, & Sandvik, 1991). In the present study we sought to expand past findings
in this area in several directions. First, we examined women’s and men’s life satis-
faction in many nations, including non-western societies. Second, we assessed not
only global life satisfaction but also satisfaction with the self, family, friends, and
finances. Finally, we examined the similarity between the correlates of well-being
for women and men. It may be, for instance, that because of socialization practices,
satisfaction with self and finances is more predictive of life satisfaction for men,
whereas for women the best predictors of life satisfaction are friendship and family
satisfaction.

Summary

In the present study we sought to determine whether the correlates of life satisfac-
tion differ across cultures and whether characteristics of the societies could predict
these variations. We also hoped to determine whether the predictors of self-esteem
varied across cultures. Third, we endeavored to discover whether life satisfaction
and self-esteem are discriminable constructs. Another purpose of the study was to
explore the generality of the pattern of well-being noted in the United States by
E. Diener and C. Diener (1993)—that most people are somewhat satisfied but do
not score in the extremely satisfied range. Finally, we examined across cultures the
similarity of SWB, self-esteem, and domain satisfaction ratings between women
and men.
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Method

Participants

The participants were 13,118 college students, 6,519 of whom indicated that they
were women and 6,590 of whom indicated that they were men (and 9 who did
not indicate their gender). All analyses have somewhat fewer participants than
this total, because for a few participants we were missing data for each vari-
able. The participants were from 49 universities in 31 countries on five con-
tinents. Colleagues of Alex Michalos of Guelph University collected data in a
global study of college students. These colleagues were located at prestigious uni-
versities, smaller private colleges, and one junior college. Thus, the respondents
represented a broad spectrum of students, although they came primarily from pri-
vate and elite institutions. The data used here are the same as those described in
Michalos (1991), except that several nations and some participants were dropped
from this analysis. The data from several countries were unreadable or unavailable
in a standard computer format and so were not included. Furthermore, the data
of some individual participants were irregular and were deleted before the data
analyses. Michalos reported that students came primarily from various introduc-
tory classes and therefore more than half of the participants were in their first or
second year of college. The major area of study of respondents did not influence
the results. Eighty percent of the sample were in the 17- to 25-year-old age range,
90% were single, and 63% were not employed. The vast majority of respondents
were native-born citizens in the nation where the data were collected. Michalos
(1991) argued that, although the sample cannot be considered representative of the
world’s college students, it is the most diverse and broad college student sample
collected to date.

The analyses in each nation were computed across all respondents in that country.
The nations that were sampled were diverse and came from the following areas:
Africa (5), Asia (5), Europe (8), Latin America (3), Middle East (4), North America
(3, including Mexico), and the Pacific (3). In some countries only one university
participated (e.g., Chile), in several nations two or three colleges were represented
(e.g., Philippines), and in other nations there were four or more universities partic-
ipating (e.g., Canada). To later examine the impact of status of university on the
findings, we rated the colleges from 1 (the most prestigious university in the nation)
to 4 (a junior college). When several colleges in a nation participated, we computed
a mean status value across the universities.

Measures

Respondents completed a demographic sheet that contained questions about age,
gender, and other general information. On the following page they rated their
satisfaction with 12 life domains (e.g., family, friends, and finances) on a scale
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from 1 (terrible) to 7 (delightful), with the option of also responding with no
opinion. Of the 12 domain satisfaction reports, we used satisfaction with family,
friends, self, and finances in this study. Satisfaction with life as a whole was mea-
sured on the same 7-point delighted–terrible scale at the end of the 12 domains.
Family, friendships, and finances were rated toward the beginning, satisfaction with
self was rated 10th (followed by transportation and education), and life satisfac-
tion was rated last. The order of ratings was the same in all locations. We counted
the no-opinion responses as missing data. The following are the percentages of re-
spondents who expressed no opinion in each domain: Life satisfaction, 3%; Self-
esteem, 2%; Family satisfaction, 1%; Financial satisfaction, 2%; and Friendship
satisfaction, 1%.

The questionnaire also contained many comparative judgments (e.g., how the
participants compare with others) that were not analyzed in this study and came
after the ratings we analyzed. The questionnaires were translated from English
into the native language in 19 of the nations and were typically administered in
large group settings. Investigators collected the data from both classroom volun-
teers and from participant-pool respondents, depending on the location. On request,
Michalos (1991) provided the findings to researchers who had assisted in collecting
the data.

External Nation Data

We obtained gross national product (GNP) data from Michalos (1991), except for
Puerto Rico, which we obtained from Hoffman (1991). The income figures re-
flect per capita GNP for 1983 (and for 1985 for Puerto Rico). These years were
used because the self-reports were collected in 1984–1986. The mean income per
person was $4,676, with a standard deviation of $4,297. Ratings of the 31 coun-
tries on a 10-point scale of individualism versus collectivism were obtained from
H. C. Triandis (personal communication, August 1, 1992). A 1 denoted the most
collectivistic country and 10 denoted the most individualistic. The mean collec-
tivism score on a scale of 1–10 was 5.4, with a standard deviation of 2.3. The
rater was unaware of the data set being used and the questions being asked in
this study. The individualism ratings correlated substantially with the individual-
ism index of nations reported by Hofstede (1980), r (19) = 0.72, p < 0.001. A
heterogeneity rating of nations was obtained from Estes (except for Bahrain and
Puerto Rico). Estes (1986) ranked nations on their cultural homogeneity versus
heterogeneity by summating three variables: the percent speaking the most com-
mon language, the percent sharing the dominant religion, and the percent of the
nation who were in the same ethnic group. He ordered the nations from most
homogeneous (a score of 1) to most heterogeneous (a score of 124). The ob-
jective ratings of nations can be seen in Table 1. The heterogeneity ratings are
identical for some nations because countries received the same score when there
were ties.
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Table 1 Characteristics of nations

Nation GDP/person Ind.–collectivisma Heterogeneityb

Austria 9,218 8 11
Bahrain 10,401 3 –
Bangladesh 129 1 17
Brazil 2,032 4 1
Cameroon 845 2 122
Canada 12,284 9 85
Chile 1,920 6 53
Egypt 672 5 28
Finland 10,725 8 11
Germany 11,403 8 17
Greece 3,932 7 1
India 262 4 85
Israel 5,420 6 74
Japan 10,154 4 1
Jordan 1,690 3 11
Kenya 347 3 114
Korea 1,978 3 17
Mexico 2,154 5 62
Netherlands 9,869 9 53
New Zealand 7,709 9 44
Norway 4,007 7 1
Philippines 724 5 108
Puerto Rico 5,477 7 –
Singapore 6,653 5 78
South Africa 2,424 3 96
Spain 4,780 6 61
Tanzania 240 3 124
Thailand 810 4 44
Turkey 1,210 4 28
United States 14,172 10 34
Yugoslavia 2,500 6 89

Note. GDP = gross domestic product; Ind. = individualism. Dashes indicate data not available.
a Numbers are ratings on a scale that ranged from 1 (most collectivistic) through 10 (most individ-
ualistic).
b Numbers are ratings on a scale that ranged from 1 (most homogeneous) to 124 (most heteroge-
neous).

Results

Correlates of Life Satisfaction

Four variables (satisfaction with self, family, friends, and finances) were correlated
with life satisfaction across all respondents in all nations. All correlations were mod-
erately strong, and with approximately 12,600 participants, were all highly signifi-
cant: self-esteem, r = 0.47; family satisfaction, r = 0.36; satisfaction with finances,
r = 0.37; and satisfaction with friends, r = 0.39. The four types of satisfaction were
used to predict life satisfaction in a linear regression equation. Self-esteem was the
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strongest predictor, although all variables had highly significant standardized βs.
The multiple R with 4 and 12,267 d f was 0.61 (p < 0.0001) and the standardized
βs were: self-esteem, 0.32; financial satisfaction, 0.24; friendship satisfaction, 0.21;
family satisfaction, 0.15.

The correlations between the predictors and life satisfaction within individual
nations can be seen for women in Table 2 and for men in Table 3. The Ns for respon-
dents who reported both life satisfaction and gender data are also shown for each
country. The average correlations shown at the bottom of the tables were computed
by transforming the rs to zs, averaging the zs, and then transforming the average
zs back to rs. As can be seen, the averages of the correlations within nations were
very similar to the correlations across all participants. Note that the four variables

Table 2 Correlations between life satisfaction and satisfaction with self, finances, and family for
women

Nation Na Self-esteem Finances Family Friends

Austria 194 0.52 0.23 0.28 0.45
Bahrain 221 0.21 0.53 0.41 0.22
Bangladesh 88 0.27 0.52 0.33 −0.05∗

Brazil 163 0.40 0.43 0.43 0.43
Cameroon 29 0.07∗ 0.36∗ 0.00∗ 0.12∗

Canada 985 0.60 0.26 0.33 0.41
Chile 115 0.57 0.37 0.31 0.33
Egypt 118 0.45 0.41 0.39 0.22
Finland 161 0.65 0.41 0.56 0.45
Germany 257 0.51 0.34 0.33 0.48
Greece 80 0.51 0.34 0.20 0.33
India 83 0.08∗ 0.39 0.33 0.31
Israel 154 0.22 0.11∗ 0.29 0.42
Japan 218 0.44 0.45 0.31 0.09∗

Jordan 54 0.30 0.51 0.52 0.12∗

Kenya 115 0.59 0.52 0.50 0.56
Korea 50 0.61 0.33 0.20 0.36
Mexico 65 0.42 0.48 0.35 0.25
Netherlands 194 0.47 0.24 0.40 0.56
New Zealand 202 0.58 0.42 0.27 0.41
Norway 136 0.47 0.19 0.15∗ 0.22
Philippines 645 0.42 0.45 0.44 0.37
Puerto Rico 132 0.52 0.36 0.47 0.21
Singapore 213 0.49 0.30 0.38 0.40
South Africa 154 0.39 0.35 0.29 0.24
Spain 138 0.38 0.34 0.17∗ 0.22
Tanzania 70 0.62 0.67 0.46 0.33
Thailand 307 0.37 0.40 0.31 0.28
Turkey 90 0.35 0.52 0.10∗ 0.44
United States 819 0.60 0.36 0.41 0.41
Yugoslavia 155 0.47 0.29 0.46 0.32

M 6, 405 0.45 0.39 0.34 0.33
a N for life satisfaction.
∗ ns at p < 0.05.
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Table 3 Correlations between life satisfaction and satisfaction with self, finances, family, and
friends for men

Nation Na Self-esteem Finances Family Friends

Austria 125 0.55 0.38 0.44 0.47
Bahrain 54 0.44 0.52 0.23∗ 0.28
Bangladesh 174 0.04∗ 0.22 0.19 0.17
Brazil 105 0.31 0.44 0.37 0.46
Cameroon 130 0.42 0.40 0.39 0.46
Canada 615 0.59 0.25 0.39 0.49
Chile 141 0.37 0.26 0.43 0.35
Egypt 156 0.24 0.34 0.24 0.27
Finland 109 0.56 0.40 0.35 0.41
Germany 283 0.49 0.24 0.37 0.45
Greece 84 0.35 0.46 0.31 0.36
India 151 0.40 0.35 0.24 0.34
Israel 163 0.42 0.31 0.40 0.53
Japan 982 0.34 0.29 0.29 0.37
Jordan 225 0.37 0.50 0.36 0.24
Kenya 153 0.42 0.48 0.38 0.43
Korea 191 0.57 0.53 0.35 0.36
Mexico 155 0.43 0.36 0.31 0.44
Netherlands 158 0.35 0.21 0.26 0.51
New Zealand 112 0.61 0.09∗ 0.28 0.44
Norway 86 0.59 0.36 0.29 0.39
Philippines 308 0.41 0.44 0.37 0.28
Puerto Rico 165 0.50 0.34 0.40 0.56
Singapore 43 0.62 0.16∗ 0.57 0.41
South Africa 121 0.25 0.36 0.29 0.25
Spain 137 0.39 0.41 0.35 0.41
Tanzania 152 0.54 0.69 0.43 0.25
Thailand 264 0.41 0.34 0.35 0.35
Turkey 197 0.38 0.33 0.44 0.39
United States 415 0.56 0.40 0.41 0.48
Yugoslavia 177 0.50 0.45 0.43 0.63

M 6, 331 0.44 0.37 0.36 0.40
a N for life satisfaction.
∗ ns at p < 0.05.

were significant correlates of life satisfaction in most nations for both genders. Only
a few of the correlations within nations were not significantly different from 0. For
example, of the correlations between self-esteem and life satisfaction, only 3 of 62
correlations were not significant at p < 0.05.

The conclusion from the above analyses is that satisfaction in the four life do-
mains are highly significant predictors of life satisfaction across all respondents
and also within virtually all nations. Despite the general pattern, we should also
inquire whether the correlations were homogeneous across nations. We conducted
a meta-analysis of the correlations within each of the four domains within each
sex across the 31 countries (Hedges & Olkin, 1985). We asked whether the 31
correlations for each predictor (within the same sex) were drawn from the same
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population. These meta-analyses revealed a significant amount of heterogeneity in
virtually every case. For example, the chi-square value of 157.60 (30, N = 31)
for women for the correlations between self-esteem and life satisfaction indicates
that the 31 correlations form a heterogeneous set that is not drawn from the same
underlying distribution. Except for the correlations for men between family and life
satisfaction, all the distributions of correlations showed significant heterogeneity at
p < 0.01 or less.

The next question is whether the size of the correlations can be predicted from
characteristics of the societies. For the self, family, and friend satisfaction correla-
tions, the individualism–collectivism of the nations was used to predict the size of
the correlations. We transformed the correlations within each sex within each nation
to zs and correlated these with the individualism scores across societies. The individ-
ualism of the nations correlated significantly for women, r (29) = 0.53, p < 0.01,
with the size of the life satisfaction and self-esteem relation. This was also true
for men, r (29) = 0.53, p < 0.01, indicating that the size of the relation be-
tween life satisfaction and satisfaction with the self was higher in individualistic
nations and lower in collectivistic countries. We examined whether this relation
might be affected by the variability within nations. Collectivism correlated with
variability for men for both life satisfaction and self-esteem (rs = −0.40 and
−0.41, ps < 0.05) but not for women. When variability (as reflected in the within-
nation standard deviations) of life satisfaction and self-esteem was controlled in
the life satisfaction and self-esteem correlation as it related to individualism, it
made virtually no change in the correlations for either men or women. Because
the status of colleges ranged from the most elite to a junior college, we also con-
trolled the ranking of colleges in the major finding above. College status rank-
ing across nations did not correlate with the individualism of the countries, nor
did controlling it change the impact of individualism on the life satisfaction and
self-esteem relation.

We also correlated the level of individualism with the transformed correlations
for family and friendship satisfaction. Contrary to expectation, the family correla-
tions did not differ with the individualism of nations; the relations were quite small
and nonsignificant. Recall that for men there was not significant heterogeneity in
correlations for family satisfaction across countries. For friend satisfaction, there
was a strong positive relation between individualism and the size of the correlations
between friend satisfaction and life satisfaction for women, r (29) = 0.53, p <

0.01; and for men, r (29) = 0.59, p < 0.001. These correlations indicate that the
size of the relation between friendship satisfaction and life satisfaction was strongly
dependent on the degree of individualism of the country, with the correlation be-
tween friendship satisfaction and life satisfaction being stronger in individualistic
nations. In contrast, the homogeneity of the society did not significantly moderate
the relation between life satisfaction and any of the predictor variables. Furthermore,
we found that homogeneity did not, when used as a control variable, change the
impact of individualism on the life satisfaction and self-esteem correlation. It is
noteworthy that the individualism of a society correlated only −0.24, ns, with its
heterogeneity.
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In the domain of financial satisfaction, we correlated the transformed correlations
with life satisfaction across countries with the income per person of the society.
The size of the relation between financial satisfaction and life satisfaction (r to z
transformed) across countries varied inversely with income for women, r (29) =
−0.36, p < 0.05, and was of borderline significance for men, r (29) = −0.32, p <

0.10. Thus, financial satisfaction tended to be a stronger predictor of life satisfaction
in poor than in wealthy nations.

Correlates of Self-Esteem

Self-esteem covaried significantly with each of the three other satisfaction domains
across the entire sample: friend satisfaction, r (12, 848) = 0.31, p < 0.001; family
satisfaction, r (12, 816) = 0.28, p < 0.001; and financial satisfaction, r (12, 782) =
0.19, p < 0.001. A regression equation predicting self-esteem revealed that friend-
ship satisfaction was the strongest predictor (standardized β = 0.24, p < 0.0001),
followed by family satisfaction (standardized β = 0.19, p < 0.0001). Although
financial satisfaction was a weaker predictor (standardized β = 0.11), it was also
highly significant given the large sample size. The covariation between self-esteem
and the predictors is presented for both sexes in Table 4. As can be seen, the average
correlation with self-esteem was strongest for satisfaction with friends and weakest
for satisfaction with finances. Self-esteem covaried significantly with friend and
family satisfaction in most societies for both sexes. In contrast, financial satisfaction
was not a significant correlate of self-esteem in about one half of the nations.

We computed meta-analyses for each predictor variable separately for each sex.
All distributions of correlations were significantly heterogeneous, with the female
friend correlations reaching p < 0.05 and the other distributions being significant
at p < 0.01. For example, the chi-square (30, N = 31) for the female family
correlations was 77.63 (p < 0.01), indicating that the correlations within nations
were drawn from different distributions.

However, unlike the case for life satisfaction, the self-esteem correlations were
not related to the individualism of the nations, or to their income levels. We found
that the correlation between self-esteem and family satisfaction in countries de-
pended significantly on the heterogeneity of the nation: female r (27) = 0.45, p <

0.05; male r (27) = 0.42, p < 0.05. In more homogeneous nations there was a
smaller relation between self-esteem and satisfaction with one’s family.

Life Satisfaction Compared with Self-Esteem

We conducted a number of analyses to explore the discriminant validity of self-
esteem and life satisfaction. First we made a comparison of the extent to which
the two covary with the predictor variables. Across all respondents, life satisfaction
correlated more strongly with the predictors than did self-esteem: family satisfaction
(r = 0.36 vs. 0.28, p < 0.001), friend satisfaction (r = 0.39 vs. 0.31, p < 0.001),
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Table 4 Predictors of self-esteem

Women Men

Nation Friends Family Finances Friends Family Finances

Austria 0.32 0.24 0.11∗ 0.40 0.26 0.22
Bahrain 0.17 0.31 0.20 0.35 0.36 0.24∗

Bangladesh 0.19∗ 0.17∗ 0.18∗ 0.32 0.10∗ 0.06∗

Brazil 0.31 0.21 0.10∗ 0.09∗ 0.24 0.14∗

Cameroon 0.31∗ 0.46 −0.04∗ 0.29 0.22 0.04∗

Canada 0.29 0.25 0.21 0.39 0.24 0.17
Chile 0.40 0.11∗ 0.10∗ 0.19 0.20 0.17
Egypt 0.27 0.21 0.16∗ 0.18 0.29 0.03∗

Finland 0.33 0.44 0.22 0.38 0.14∗ 0.26
Germany 0.35 0.22 0.08∗ 0.30 0.13 0.06∗

Greece 0.28 0.17∗ 0.25 −0.01∗ −0.15∗ 0.19∗

India 0.32 0.25 0.30 0.21 0.13∗ 0.23
Israel 0.26 0.22 0.12∗ 0.36 0.39 0.12∗

Japan 0.32 0.34 0.30 0.30 0.26 0.15
Jordan −0.12∗ 0.24∗ 0.49 0.28 0.32 0.27
Kenya 0.57 0.56 0.53 0.39 0.37 0.03∗

Korea 0.41 −0.04∗ 0.02∗ 0.30 0.17 0.17
Mexico 0.42 0.43 0.20∗ 0.36 0.28 −0.01∗

Netherlands 0.30 0.25 0.13∗ 0.30 0.21 0.13∗

New Zealand 0.27 0.20 0.30 0.34 0.20 −0.06∗

Norway 0.23 0.26 0.00∗ 0.44 0.23 0.22
Philippines 0.27 0.38 0.22 0.35 0.37 0.31
Puerto Rico 0.34 0.33 0.19 0.46 0.24 0.19
Singapore 0.34 0.16 0.15 0.29∗ 0.21∗ 0.28∗

South Africa 0.19 0.30 0.11∗ 0.20 0.29 0.08∗

Spain 0.24 −0.06∗ 0.16∗ 0.12∗ 0.08∗ 0.10∗

Tanzania 0.43 0.48 0.42 0.46 0.32 0.44
Thailand 0.34 0.20 0.16 0.30 0.24 0.02∗

Turkey 0.16∗ 0.15∗ 0.17∗ 0.28 0.25 0.16
United States 0.33 0.30 0.28 0.38 0.38 0.27
Yugoslavia 0.26 0.23 0.21 0.50 0.40 0.07∗

M 0.30 0.26 0.20 0.31 0.24 0.15
∗ ns at p < 0.05.

and financial satisfaction (r = 0.37 vs. 0.19, p < 0.001). This same pattern can
be seen in the average correlations across nations, with the life satisfaction relations
being stronger.

Perhaps the strongest case for discriminant validity can be seen in correlations
of variables across the two sexes. When mean levels of life satisfaction and self-
esteem for nations were correlated across gender, there was strong convergence of
the same variables: female and male average life satisfaction correlated r (29) =
0.92, p < 0.001, and female and male average self-esteem covaried at r (29) =
0.84, p < 0.001. In contrast, female life satisfaction varied with male self-esteem
r (29) = 0.52, p < 0.01, and male life satisfaction covaried with female self-
esteem only r (29) = 0.25, ns. The convergent correlations are both significantly
larger (McNemar, 1969) than the two multitrait correlations (all ps < 0.01). Thus,
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although self-esteem and life satisfaction appear to be related, men and women from
the same nations strongly converge only when the same variable is in question.

Finally, the divergence of life satisfaction and self-esteem can be explored
through an analysis of variance (ANOVA) across nations in which life satisfaction
and self-esteem were treated as repeated measures (within-subjects) variables. There
was not only a significant difference between the two variables, F(1, 12, 550) =
741.51, p < 0.001, but there also was a significant interaction between variables
and nation, F(30, 12, 550) = 41.45, p < 0.001, indicating that life satisfaction
and self-esteem differed in their relative positions when considered across nations.

Satisfaction Levels

Tables 5 and 6 display the mean satisfaction scores for each variable for all nations
for women and men, respectively. It can be seen that most means for all five types of
satisfaction were positive. Other than financial satisfaction, 247 of 248 means (vari-
ables × gender × nations) were above the neutral point of 4.0. This was significantly
different than the number of means above neutral that one would expect by chance
(p < 0.0001). Only Korean women’s satisfaction with self fell slightly below the
neutral point. The average score across all participants for life satisfaction was 4.82,
and for self-esteem it was 5.06. For financial satisfaction, only 38 of 62 means were
above neutral, a number not significantly different than what one would expect by
chance. The mean across all participants for financial satisfaction was 4.14.

Table 7 shows the percent of women and men in each nation who responded
above the neutral point for the two key variables of life satisfaction and self-esteem.
These figures support the conclusion that the majority of respondents in most nations
were above neutral for life satisfaction and self-esteem. As can be seen, a majority
of individuals were satisfied with the self (except respondents in Korea and Japan,
and women in Spain). Life satisfaction was low not only in the two nations with low
self-esteem but also in several very poor countries (e.g., Bangladesh and Cameroon).
Across all nations, 70% of women reported a positive level of life satisfaction, and
73% of women reported a positive level of self-esteem. For men, 63% reported
positive life satisfaction, and 70% reported a positive level of self-esteem. In con-
trast, only 8% of women and 14% of men reported life satisfaction below neutral,
and 8% of women and 12% of men reported self-esteem below the neutral point
of the scale. For financial satisfaction, only 48% of women and 41% of men were
above neutral. Thus, with the exception of financial satisfaction, it appears that the
majority of respondents reported positive levels of satisfaction in all domains. The
highest levels of satisfaction were expressed with friends and family (the percent of
positive responses varied from 76 to 81).

Most participants, however, did not report life satisfaction at the top of the scale.
Only 4% of the total sample reported a 7 for life satisfaction, a response indicating
that their life is “delightful.” In the most satisfied nation, only 12% scored at the
top of the life satisfaction scale. This small percentage is consistent with E. Diener
and C. Diener’s (1993) conclusion that, although most respondents are positive,
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Table 5 Means and standard deviations for satisfaction with self, finances, family, friends, and life
for women

Self Finances Family Friends Life

Nation M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Austria 4.8 1.2 4.3 1.2 5.1 1.3 5.2 1.1 5.0 0.9
Bahrain 5.6 1.3 5.1 1.3 5.8 1.4 5.7 1.2 4.9 1.2
Bangladesh 5.1 1.2 4.4 1.0 5.7 1.2 5.5 1.2 4.5 1.3
Brazil 5.8 1.0 3.9 1.3 5.6 1.3 5.3 1.2 5.0 1.0
Cameroon 5.6 1.0 3.6 1.2 5.1 1.0 5.0 1.0 4.4 0.6
Canada 5.1 1.1 4.0 1.4 5.4 1.2 5.5 1.1 5.1 0.9
Chile 5.0 1.1 4.3 1.1 5.3 1.1 5.3 1.0 4.9 0.8
Egypt 5.1 1.5 4.9 1.0 5.3 1.5 5.5 1.3 4.5 1.1
Finland 5.2 1.1 4.8 1.3 5.9 1.1 5.5 1.2 5.5 1.1
Germany 4.7 1.1 4.1 1.2 5.1 1.3 5.1 1.2 4.7 0.9
Greece 5.0 1.0 4.6 0.8 5.4 1.0 5.2 1.1 4.8 1.0
India 5.1 1.0 4.6 1.1 5.5 1.2 5.2 1.2 4.8 1.0
Israel 5.5 0.9 3.6 1.3 5.7 1.1 5.3 1.1 4.9 0.9
Japan 4.3 1.3 4.0 1.1 5.2 1.3 5.2 1.1 4.3 1.1
Jordan 5.7 1.4 4.7 1.2 5.8 1.3 5.3 1.5 4.5 1.0
Kenya 4.9 1.4 3.7 1.2 5.0 1.4 4.8 1.3 4.4 1.0
Korea 3.9 1.5 4.0 1.4 4.6 1.4 4.6 1.3 4.0 1.4
Mexico 5.4 0.9 4.6 0.9 5.4 1.2 5.2 1.0 5.1 0.8
Netherlands 4.8 1.2 4.7 1.2 5.3 1.4 5.5 1.2 5.2 1.0
New Zealand 4.9 1.0 4.0 1.2 5.2 1.3 5.6 0.9 5.1 1.0
Norway 4.9 1.2 3.9 1.3 5.2 1.1 5.4 1.1 5.1 0.9
Philippines 5.3 0.9 4.6 1.0 5.3 1.2 5.7 1.0 5.0 0.9
Puerto Rico 5.2 1.1 4.7 1.1 5.4 1.1 5.4 1.0 5.0 1.0
Singapore 4.8 0.9 4.3 1.2 4.9 1.0 5.3 1.0 4.8 0.9
South Africa 5.4 1.1 3.3 1.4 5.5 1.0 5.3 1.1 4.6 1.2
Spain 4.3 1.1 4.0 1.1 5.0 1.0 5.2 0.9 4.6 0.9
Tanzania 5.4 1.2 3.8 1.4 5.3 0.8 5.2 0.8 5.0 1.1
Thailand 5.3 1.1 4.2 1.1 5.6 1.3 5.1 1.1 4.6 0.9
Turkey 5.1 1.1 4.2 1.0 5.1 1.3 4.7 1.2 4.2 1.0
United States 5.1 1.2 4.2 1.4 5.5 1.3 5.6 1.1 5.3 1.0
Yugoslavia 4.9 1.3 4.2 1.1 5.3 1.3 5.1 1.2 4.7 1.1

they are not so positive that they report that their life is perfect. In contrast to the
life satisfaction findings, 11% of respondents scored at the top of the scale for
self-esteem. This percentage is significantly higher than that for life satisfaction,
�2 (1, N = 12, 934) = 389.51, p < 0.0001. In the most positive nation, 33%
scored at the top of the self-esteem scale.

Sex Comparisons

Although there were scattered differences between the responses of women and
men, the similarities between the two are striking. As mentioned previously, the
means across nations for women and men strongly covaried for life satisfaction
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Table 6 Means and standard deviations for satisfaction with self, finances, family, friends, and life
for men

Self Finances Family Friends Life

Nation M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Austria 5.1 1.2 4.3 1.2 4.9 1.4 5.0 1.2 4.9 1.1
Bahrain 6.0 1.1 4.8 1.3 6.0 1.3 5.7 1.4 5.1 1.1
Bangladesh 5.0 1.2 3.9 1.2 5.5 1.4 5.2 1.3 4.2 1.0
Brazil 5.8 1.0 3.6 1.4 5.5 1.4 5.4 1.3 4.9 1.0
Cameroon 5.0 1.3 3.0 1.2 4.6 1.1 4.7 1.1 4.1 1.0
Canada 5.2 1.1 4.1 1.4 5.4 1.2 5.4 1.2 5.1 1.0
Chile 5.3 1.0 4.1 1.1 5.3 1.2 5.1 1.2 5.0 0.9
Egypt 5.3 1.3 4.3 1.3 5.4 1.3 5.5 1.2 4.6 1.1
Finland 5.2 1.2 4.8 1.3 5.4 1.0 5.0 1.1 5.4 0.9
Germany 5.0 1.1 4.2 1.3 4.9 1.1 5.0 1.2 4.7 0.9
Greece 5.1 1.0 4.6 1.2 5.6 1.0 5.3 1.2 5.0 0.9
India 5.2 1.3 4.5 1.3 5.4 1.3 5.1 1.5 4.7 1.1
Israel 5.5 0.9 3.5 1.5 5.6 1.2 5.0 1.0 5.0 0.9
Japan 4.0 1.3 3.8 1.2 5.0 1.3 5.0 1.2 4.1 1.0
Jordan 5.5 1.3 4.3 1.4 5.7 1.3 5.5 1.2 4.5 1.2
Kenya 5.2 1.2 3.5 1.3 5.3 1.1 5.1 1.3 4.5 1.0
Korea 4.2 1.5 4.0 1.5 5.3 1.4 5.2 1.2 4.3 1.5
Mexico 5.3 0.9 4.3 1.0 5.3 1.0 5.1 0.9 5.1 0.8
Netherlands 5.3 1.0 4.5 1.4 5.4 1.1 5.6 1.1 5.1 1.0
New Zealand 5.0 1.0 4.3 1.3 5.2 1.3 5.2 1.1 5.1 0.9
Norway 5.0 1.0 4.4 1.3 5.3 1.0 5.1 1.1 5.2 0.9
Philippines 5.3 1.0 4.8 1.0 5.5 1.2 5.7 1.1 5.2 1.0
Puerto Rico 5.6 1.1 4.6 1.0 5.6 1.0 5.5 1.0 5.3 0.9
Singapore 5.2 0.9 4.6 1.0 4.4 1.5 5.1 1.0 4.7 0.9
South Africa 5.3 1.1 2.8 1.4 5.4 1.2 5.3 1.1 4.4 1.1
Spain 4.7 1.1 3.8 1.3 4.7 1.1 5.2 0.9 4.5 0.9
Tanzania 5.6 1.2 3.7 1.4 5.4 1.0 5.2 1.0 5.0 1.3
Thailand 5.5 1.2 3.8 1.2 5.3 1.3 5.1 1.1 4.6 1.0
Turkey 5.2 1.1 4.0 0.9 5.2 1.3 4.9 1.2 4.2 1.0
United States 5.3 1.1 4.2 1.4 5.3 1.3 5.5 1.2 5.3 1.0
Yugoslavia 5.0 1.3 4.2 1.3 5.3 1.3 5.1 1.3 4.7 1.2

and self-esteem. They also covaried for family satisfaction, r (29) = 0.65, p <

0.001; friend satisfaction, r (29) = 0.65, p < 0.001; and financial satisfaction,
r (29) = 0.79, p < 0.001. There was also strong convergence for the percentages
of people above neutral. For example, the percentage of women and percentage of
men in countries who scored above neutral on life satisfaction correlated 0.95 across
nations.

At the individual level, the correlational patterns between life satisfaction and
the predictors were similar for men and women, and this also was true in the case of
self-esteem. The covariation across individual participants between self-esteem and
life satisfaction was 0.47 for women and 0.48 for men (ns difference). None of the
correlations between self-esteem and the predictors were significantly different for
women and men: family satisfaction (rs = 0.29 and 0.28), friendship satisfaction
(rs = 0.30 and 0.33), and financial satisfaction (rs = 0.20 and 0.17). For life
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Table 7 Percentage of respondents above neutral on well-being

Men Women

Nation Life satisfaction Self-esteem Life satisfaction Self-esteem

Austria 71 72 70 64
Bahrain 72 87 72 83
Bangladesh 27 67 33 77
Brazil 70 90 70 90
Cameroon 35 69 45 89
Canada 78 77 79 75
Chile 76 79 73 73
Egypt 63 78 52 76
Finland 87 74 84 79
Germany 66 68 65 59
Greece 68 85 66 69
India 62 75 67 78
Israel 75 88 76 88
Japan 36 34 37 46
Jordan 60 85 54 87
Kenya 53 75 56 71
Korea 49 45 44 38
Mexico 83 86 80 83
Netherlands 80 82 78 60
New Zealand 79 75 73 68
Norway 83 75 83 73
Philippines 81 84 76 82
Puerto Rico 87 81 76 75
Singapore 58 83 69 68
South Africa 59 80 59 86
Spain 54 60 61 42
Tanzania 69 81 71 77
Thailand 56 81 52 78
Turkey 39 78 47 78
United States 83 78 82 72
Yugoslavia 66 73 61 63

Across nations 63 70 70 73

satisfaction, family satisfaction was not a differential predictor for the two sexes
(rs = 0.36 and 0.35). Because of the large sample, small differences in correlations
were significant in the case of life satisfaction and friendship satisfaction, rs = 0.37
and 0.40, t(12, 658) = 2.36, p < 0.05 and financial satisfaction, rs = 0.34 and
0.38, t(12, 590) = 2.70, p < 0.01. Striking similarities in the average correlations
across sexes can be seen in Tables 2, 3, and 4.

In the case of means, ANOVAs revealed significant sex differences for most
variables, however, the discrepancies were quite small in absolute terms. Across
all respondents, women and men did not differ significantly on life satisfaction
(Ms = 4.78 and 4.79). On the other four variables, there were small but signifi-
cant differences (female means listed first): self-esteem, Ms = 5.07 versus 5.18,
F(1, 12, 924) = 18.28, p < 0.001; family satisfaction, Ms = 5.34 versus 5.28,
F(1, 12, 980) = 5.29, p < 0.05; friend satisfaction, Ms = 5.27 versus 5.21,
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F(1, 13, 014) = 6.24, p < 0.05; and financial satisfaction, Ms = 4.23 versus
4.09, F(1, 12, 948) = 24.25, p < 0.001. The picture is one of striking similarities
rather than dramatic differences.

Discussion

Life satisfaction was significantly correlated with satisfaction with the self, both
across the entire sample and also in most nations. The correlations were found,
however, to significantly differ in size across societies. When the individualism of
the countries was related to the correlations, we found that the covariation between
self-esteem and life satisfaction was lower in collectivistic nations. Similarly, satis-
faction with friends and with family covaried with life satisfaction, and these corre-
lations also varied significantly and systematically across nations. The individualism
of a society correlated positively with the friendship satisfaction and life satisfaction
relation, indicating that satisfaction with friends was a weaker correlate of life sat-
isfaction in collectivistic societies. Contrary to expectations, the relation between
family satisfaction and life satisfaction was not stronger in collectivistic societies.
Finally, the strength of the financial satisfaction and life satisfaction relation was
dependent on the income of a country; there was a stronger covariation of financial
satisfaction with life satisfaction in poorer societies.

Our results on financial satisfaction support Veenhoven’s (1991) hypothesis that
the economic condition of a nation moderates the relation between financial sat-
isfaction and life satisfaction. There was a greater correlation between financial
satisfaction and life satisfaction in less wealthy countries, supporting the idea of
a need hierarchy in which finances become less important to people once they have
met their basic physical needs. Similarly, E. Diener et al. (1993) found a curvilinear
relation in the United States between income and SWB, showing that income had
little influence at the upper levels of wealth. These findings point to a decreasing
marginal utility for money as one climbs the income ladder. Once most people ob-
tain an adequate level of a resource such as money to meet the goals prescribed
by societal norms, that resource may correlate less with SWB. In poor societies,
however, many people probably still lack the goods and services that are seen as
important to happiness in that culture, and therefore the amount of money the person
has is a stronger causal factor in her or his happiness. The importance of the present
finding is in showing that finances can vary in importance to SWB, depending on
objective characteristics of the society. People certainly vary in financial satisfaction
in wealthier nations, but this has little impact on their life satisfaction, because other
goals have come to the fore.

Our findings do not support the contention that wealthier nations are more ma-
terialistic, valuing material good to the exclusion of all else. For example, family
satisfaction was high and correlated with life satisfaction in wealthier nations. This
set of findings supports the idea of a postindustrial society in which attention turns
from the acquisition of material goods to self-development and other pursuits.
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The correlates of self-esteem also differed across nations. Financial satisfaction,
family satisfaction, and friendship satisfaction, all showed significantly varying cor-
relations with self-esteem across countries. In this case, however, heterogeneity of
the society in some cases moderated the relations. The covariation between self-
esteem and family satisfaction was lower in homogeneous nations for both men and
women. Several explanations of this relation are possible. It might be, for example,
that a person’s feelings about him- or herself are more dependent on the family in
a heterogeneous culture because it is primarily within the family that values are
shared. Or it may be that in a heterogeneous culture one’s self and family stand out
together as separate from the society. The relation between self-esteem and family
satisfaction deserves further research attention.

The results of the present study have clear implications for the importance of
cross-cultural replication of psychological findings. Self-esteem and life satisfac-
tion have been found to be closely related in studies within the United States. If
we stopped with this finding alone, however, we would be unaware that the relation
between self-esteem and life satisfaction differs across cultures. Indeed, even if we
replicated the finding in a nonwestern culture, we might find that self-esteem and
life satisfaction were correlated significantly greater than 0, and thus not recognize
the influence of culture. Thus, our findings point to the necessity of replicating stud-
ies across diverse cultures before they can be accepted as universal. Furthermore,
our results point to the need for examining whether effect sizes systematically vary
across cultures.

The fact that the influence of self-esteem on life satisfaction differs by cultures
follows theoretically from the idea that individualists are socialized to attend to their
own internal attributes. Thus, a person’s unique attitudes, emotions, and cognitions
are highly salient characteristics when making judgments about life in individu-
alistic cultures. Therefore, it is not surprising that how a person feels about him-
or herself is more strongly correlated with life satisfaction when the individual is
the focus of attention. In contrast, collectivists are socialized to view their place in
the social order as of utmost importance. Collectivists are socialized to fit into the
community and to do their duty. Thus, how a collectivist feels about him- or herself
is less relevant to his life satisfaction than is his or her view of whether he or she
behaves properly in the organized social order. Thus, life satisfaction for the collec-
tivist may be more externally based. In fact, life satisfaction itself is less likely to be
a salient concept for the collectivist and therefore may correlate at lower levels with
predictor variables because it is a less well-formed judgment and therefore more
likely to be influenced by momentary or normative factors (Diener, Suh, Smith, &
Shao, 1995).

An additional explanation for the differential importance of self-esteem in col-
lectivist and individualistic nations is in terms of the socialization of affect. Diener
et al. (1995) found that students in the United States believe positive affect to be
more normative, whereas students in Korea and China were more accepting of the
experience of negative affect. On the basis of this finding, one can hypothesize that
life satisfaction may be based more on positive feelings in individualistic nations,
for example feelings, about the self. Conversely, in collectivist nations life satisfac-
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tion might be influenced by a more prevalent negative focus and therefore be more
dependent on how many problems and social conflicts the person faces.

There has been a search in the SWB literature for the causes of well-being. This
study clearly reveals that those causes may differ across cultures. Veenhoven (1991)
showed that the influence of income on SWB differs across nations. Diener and
Fujita (1995) found that the predictors of individual SWB differed in an analogous
manner. Based on a person’s goals, different resources predicted her or his happi-
ness. Taken together, these results clearly indicate that there are different predictors
of happiness for different people and in different societies.

One issue we addressed in the present article is whether self-esteem and life
satisfaction are truly discriminable constructs, and our data indicate that they are.
The level of life satisfaction of men correlated very strongly across nations with the
level of life satisfaction of women in that country, but at a much lower level with
self-esteem. Similarly, the levels of self-esteem of men and women correlated quite
strongly across nations, but at a weaker level with life satisfaction. More important,
variables such as financial and family satisfaction are related to life satisfaction be-
yond the influence of self-esteem. Finally, life satisfaction and self-esteem change
their relative positions in comparison with each other across nations. Thus, although
self-esteem is likely to influence life satisfaction (or vice versa), the two variables
are clearly discriminable.

The present study demonstrates that college students from around the world are
predominantly satisfied with their lives, with themselves, and with the social do-
mains of family and friends. This conclusion, however, must be circumscribed in
several ways. First, it is based on college students rather than on nationally repre-
sentative samples. The second point that must be made in delimiting the present find-
ings is that the majority of university students were satisfied with their finances in
only slightly more than half of the countries. Across societies, only 44% of college
students showed slight to strong satisfaction with their finances. If positive levels
of satisfaction are the rule, why might college students be dissatisfied with their
finances? They may have very high aspirations but be unable to meet them, or they
may feel that their current finances are marginal but that their situation will improve
dramatically when they graduate. College students may not adapt their aspirations to
their financial level in order to be more satisfied because they expect their financial
status to improve dramatically.

The results also support the arguments of E. Diener and C. Diener (1993) in
that most respondents, although positive, were not extremely positive: Most did not
respond at the top of the scale. The picture drawn by Diener and Diener is that most
people in the United States are somewhat happy and satisfied but have room for
improvement. The international college student data present the same picture.

It is notable that cultural homogeneity and collectivism were not significantly
correlated. In fact, the correlation was in the direction that more heterogeneous so-
cieties were more collectivistic. This finding suggests that there may be two impor-
tant dimensions that influence how people view their social worlds. One dimension
influences whether others are viewed as similar or dissimilar, and the second dimen-
sion affects whether one makes sharp distinctions between ingroup and outgroup
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members. Conceptualizing societies with these two dimensions suggests a fourfold
typology in which strangers may be seen as similar but either as outgroup members
or as simply other individuals who are not differentiated according to the outgroup
categorization. Similarly, one’s close associates may be either relatively similar to
oneself or relatively different from oneself in homogeneous versus heterogeneous
cultures, respectively. The differential impact of these national characteristics on the
factors that influence life satisfaction suggests that they are theoretically separable.
Viewing people as similar or dissimilar from oneself appears to be distinct from
viewing people in terms of their group identity or as individuals.

The last set of findings that is noteworthy is the striking similarity between
the data for men and women. The strong convergence between the satisfaction re-
sponses of the sexes was consonant with most past research, although this research
has primarily been conducted in western nations. Most past studies, however, have
focused on the similarity of mean levels between men and women, whereas the
present research extends the similarity findings to predictors of life satisfaction and
self-esteem. Men and women were similar in satisfaction across domains, suggest-
ing that aspiration levels shift to some degree to match one’s life. The marked re-
semblance between the SWB of women and men in this study may, however, be due
to the use of college students as respondents. It may be that college women and men
are more similar than others who are following more traditional roles.

The present study possesses several notable strengths: the inclusion of diverse
and less westernized nations, a very large sample size and the inclusion of many
nations, and a number of important predictor variables. The participants were, how-
ever, all college students. This fact may have reduced the differences between the
sexes and created higher levels of satisfaction. It should be noted, however, that the
homogeneity of the sample is a strength in some respects. For example, the differ-
ences between the correlates of life satisfaction and self-esteem across nations are
all the more impressive because the participants were all students. Because students
are likely to share many attributes and life circumstances across even very different
nations, the differences in correlations between various nations is more likely to be
due to differences in culture.

There were several unexpected findings in the present research that present in-
teresting directions for additional study. The relation between family satisfaction
and life satisfaction was not moderated by collectivism. Further conceptual and
empirical examination of the issue seems warranted. The stronger relation between
friendship satisfaction and life satisfaction in individualistic cultures was the oppo-
site of our prediction. Post hoc explanations for this finding are certainly possible.
For example, it is possible that friends are more important in individualistic cultures
because they are chosen rather than imposed. Another possible explanation is that
people define “friends” more narrowly in individualistic cultures, so these individu-
als are quite important to one’s life satisfaction.
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Goals, Culture, and Subjective Well-Being

Shigehiro Oishi and Ed Diener

Abstract The present studies examined the role of independent and interdepen-
dent goal pursuits in the subjective well-being (SWB) of Asian and European
American college students. In Study 1, the authors found that independent goal pur-
suit (i.e., goal pursuit for fun and enjoyment) increased the benefit of goal attainment
on SWB among European Americans but not among Asian Americans. In Study 2,
the authors found that interdependent goal pursuit (i.e., goal pursuit to please par-
ents and friends) increased the benefit of goal attainment on the SWB of Asian
Americans, whereas it did not increase the benefit of goal attainment on the SWB
of European Americans. In Study 3, the authors found that whereas interdepen-
dent goal pursuit increased the benefit of goal attainment, independent goal pursuit
did not increase the benefit of goal attainment among Japanese college students.
Altogether, the present findings suggest that independent and interdependent goal
pursuits result in divergent affective consequences across cultures.

From daily experiences, all of us must recognize the pervasive role of goals in our
lives, because achieving a goal or failing to do so makes our everyday lives enjoyable
or miserable. For example, breaking one’s personal record in a 5K race, receiving a
rejection letter from a journal editor, hosting a successful cocktail party, and giving
a horrible lecture are all likely to, at least temporally, influence a person’s sense
of well-being. Indeed, there is ample evidence that goal attainment is associated
with positive emotional experience (Brunstein, 1993) and life satisfaction (Emmons,
1986; see Cantor & Blanton, 1996; Emmons, 1996, for review). But is goal attain-
ment equally good for anyone? Recently, researchers found that the effect of goal
attainment on well-being varies depending on individuals’ motives (e.g., Brunstein,
Schultheiss, & Graessman, 1998; Emmons, 1991; Oishi, Diener, Suh, & Lucas,
1999; Sagiv & Schwarz, 2000; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). For instance, Sheldon and
Kasser (1998) found that goal attainment had a very positive effect for those who
pursued their goals for intrinsic reasons (i.e., for the fun and enjoyment they provide)
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but did not have any positive effect for those who pursued their goals for extrinsic
reasons. The question regarding the effect of goal attainment on well-being takes on
additional importance in light of cultural variation in goal motivation (e.g., Heine,
Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Heine, Takata, & Lehman, 2000; Iyengar &
Lepper, 1999; Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991, 1994; Triandis, 1995). That is, is the type of person who benefits
most from goal attainment the same or different across cultures? The present article
tackles this question from the cultural psychological perspective (e.g., Heine et al.,
1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1994; Miller, 1999) and examines the role of culture in
the link between goal attainment and well-being.

Goals and Culture

Goals have been central constructs in cross-cultural and cultural psychology
(e.g., Schwartz, 1992; Triandis, 1995). Most notably, Triandis (1995) distinguished
individualist cultures from collectivist cultures by the type of goals that people pur-
sue. He argued that people in individualist cultures tend to pursue personal goals
that reflect personal desires, wishes, and needs, whereas people in collectivist cul-
tures tend to pursue communal goals that reflect the desires, wishes, and needs of
ingroup members (see also Schwartz, Sagiv, & Boehnke, 2000, for the link between
values and daily concerns). In their seminal Psychological Review article, Markus
and Kitayama (1991) also emphasized the interconnected nature of goals in the
interdependent culture and noted that “the goals of others may become so focal
in consciousness that the goals of others may be experienced as personal goals”
(p. 229). Consistent with this thesis, Iyengar and Lepper (1999) have recently dis-
covered that Asian American schoolchildren enjoyed and performed anagram and
math problems better in an imposed condition (i.e., when they were told that the
task was chosen by their mother or classmates) than in a free-choice condition.
In contrast, European American schoolchildren enjoyed and performed the same
problems better in a free-choice condition than in a chosen condition.

Based on the cultural variation in the type of salient goals, Markus and Kitayama
(1994) proposed the culture-specific genesis of emotional well-being. These
researchers posited that the attainment of culturally prescribed goals, or engagement
in culturally appropriate behavior, should feel “good.” To the extent that culturally
prescribed goals in an independent culture are to stand out, feelings of separation
and pride should lead to good feelings in an independent culture. On the other
hand, to the extent that culturally prescribed goals in an interdependent culture
are to fit in and have harmonious relationships, feelings of connection should lead
to good feelings in an interdependent culture. Consistent with these hypotheses,
Kitayama, Markus, and Kurokawa (2000) found that the frequency of good feel-
ings was most closely associated with the frequency of friendly feelings in Japan,
whereas it was most highly correlated with the frequency of pride in the United
States. Also, consistent with the basic idea of Markus and Kitayama (1994), self-
esteem (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995) and freedom (Oishi, Diener, Lucas, & Suh,
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1999) were significantly stronger predictors of life satisfaction in individualist cul-
tures than in collectivist cultures. Similarly, relationship harmony had a predictive
power of life satisfaction above and beyond self-esteem among Hong Kong students
but not among American students (Kwan, Bond, & Singelis, 1997). In addition, the
perception of a person’s life by important others played a prominent role in pre-
dicting Asians’ life satisfaction but played only a minor role in predicting European
Americans’ life satisfaction (Radhakrishnan & Chan, 1997; Suh, 1999). These find-
ings suggest that the well-being of Asians may depend not only on how they view
themselves but also on how they are viewed by important others (Heine et al., 1999;
Triandis, 1995). Furthermore, the salience of the external perspective among Asians
(Suh, 1999) suggests that the type of goal progress conducive to Asians’ well-being
might be different in an important way from European Americans’.

The Present Studies

Although the previous cross-cultural studies (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995; Heine &
Lehman, 1999; Kwan et al., 1997; Oishi et al., 1999; Suh, 1999; Suh, Diener,
Oishi, & Triandis, 1997) found important cultural variations in correlates of well-
being, they were limited in two ways. First, because the previous studies relied en-
tirely on global self-reports at one point in time, knowledge of specific processes and
causal chains involving subjective well-being (SWB) was notably missing. What
predicts changes in well-being? And how do these predictors differ across cultures?
Second, despite the fact that goals have been an integral part of the cultural theory
of the self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and individualism–collectivism (Triandis,
1995), they have not been directly measured and tested in the context of SWB in
the previous research. Therefore, the role of goal attainment in SWB has never been
examined in the cross-cultural context.

We conducted three studies to address these limitations from the previous research.
In these studies, we tested the role of goal attainment and motivation in temporal
changes in the well-being of Asians and European Americans. In all studies, partic-
ipants first evaluated their recent life satisfaction at Time 1. Next, the participants
listed the five most important goals for the next month (Study 1) or week (Studies
2 and 3) and rated the degree to which they pursued these goals for independent
(Studies 1 and 3) or interdependent (Studies 2 and 3) reasons. Following Sheldon
and Kasser (1998), we defined independent goal pursuit as pursuing a goal for the
enjoyment and fun that it provides to them. We defined interdependent goal pursuit
as pursuing a goal to make parents and friends happy. At Time 2 (i.e., 1 month later
in Study 1 and 1 week later in Studies 2 and 3), the participants rated their well-being
and their degree of goal attainment. Based on cultural variation in the function
of motivation (Heine et al., 1999; Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Markus & Kitayama,
1991), we hypothesized that progress toward goals pursued for interdependent rea-
sons would lead to positive changes in well-being among Asians, whereas progress
toward goals pursued for independent reasons would lead to positive changes in
well-being among European Americans. The present studies extend the previous
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research by (a) providing more direct information on process and causal chains of
SWB and (b) examining culture-specific functions of goals and motivation in SWB.

Study 1

Method

Participants

Participants were 87 European Americans (28 men, 57 women, 2 unknown) and 19
Asian Americans (7 men, 12 women) in a semester-long course on personality and
well-being at the University of Illinois. The median age for European Americans
was 20 years (range from 18 to 25 and older), whereas the median age for Asian
Americans was 21 years (range from 18 to 23 years old). Eight of the 19 Asian
American participants were born in the United States, and all but 3 participants
have lived in the United States for at least 6 years.

Measures and Procedure

Monthly life satisfaction was measured by a 5-item scale based on the Satisfaction
With Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). Sample items
include, “In most ways my life during the past month was close to ideal,” “The
conditions of my life during the past month were excellent,” and “During the past
month, I was satisfied with my life.” Participants indicated their agreement on a
7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = neither
agree nor disagree, 5 = slightly agree, 6 = agree, 7 = strongly agree). The mean
Time 1 monthly satisfaction was 24.24 (SD = 5.81) for European Americans and
21.42 (SD = 6.69) for Asian Americans, t = 1.86, p = 0.06. Cronbach’s alpha
for the Time 1 monthly satisfaction scale was 0.89 for European Americans and
0.90 for Asian Americans. At Time 1, after completing the monthly life satisfaction
scale, the participants listed their five most important goals in the coming month
on a separate sheet of the paper. We assessed independent goal pursuit by using
the scale developed by Sheldon and Kasser (1998); that is, for each goal, partic-
ipants indicated their agreement on the statement, “I pursue this goal because of
the fun and enjoyment that it provides me” using the 7-point scale (1 = not at all
true, 7 = absolutely true). The index of independent goal pursuit was computed
by taking the average of the ratings for this statement across the five goals. The
mean independent goal pursuit was 3.93 (SD = 1.22) for European Americans
and 3.67 (SD = 1.56) for Asian Americans, t = 0.82, ns. At Time 2 (exactly 1
month after the first assessment), the participants first rated their monthly satisfac-
tion using the scale described above. The mean Time 2 monthly life satisfaction
was 24.88 (SD = 5.23) for European Americans and 22.79 (SD = 6.17) for Asian
Americans, t = 1.52, p = 0.13. Cronbach’s alpha for the Time 2 monthly sat-
isfaction scale was 0.86 for European Americans and 0.91 for Asian Americans.
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Then, the goal list was given back individually and the participants rated the degree
of goal progress on each goal (i.e., How much did you achieve this goal?) on the
7-point scale (1 = 0%, 4 = about 50%, 7 = 100%). The index of goal progress
was computed by averaging the ratings for the five goals. The mean goal progress
was 4.80 (SD = 1.02) for European Americans and 4.51 (SD = 1.32) for Asian
Americans, t = 0.98, ns. We did not find any gender difference regarding weekly
satisfaction. Also, the key interaction between goal progress and goal motives did
not differ across gender in all three studies. Thus, we did not include gender in our
analyses below.

Results and Discussion

Time 2 monthly life satisfaction was predicted from Time 1 monthly life sat-
isfaction, independent goal pursuit, goal progress, and the interaction between
independent goal pursuit and goal progress for each cultural group using a regres-
sion analysis with the centering procedure outlined by Aiken and West (1991). This
analysis allowed us to examine the degree to which changes in monthly life satisfac-
tion were predicted from independent goal pursuit, goal progress, and the interaction
between independent goal pursuit and goal progress (see Cohen & Cohen, 1983,
for details). Replicating the findings of Sheldon and Kasser (1998), we found a
significant two-way interaction between goal progress and independent goal pursuit
among European Americans (B = 1.27, � = 0.22, p < 0.05). As shown by
the dotted lines in Fig. 1, the degree of goal progress was, on average, positively
associated with an increase in monthly life satisfaction. Furthermore, for Euro-
pean Americans, this tendency was significantly stronger for those who pursued
the goals for independent reasons; that is, goal attainment was particularly ben-
eficial to those who pursued their goals for independent reasons among European
Americans. On the other hand, the interaction between independent goal pursuit and
goal progress was not only nonsignificant but also negative among Asian Americans
(B = −0.24, � = −0.07, ns). In other words, the benefit of goal progress was not
greater for those Asian Americans who pursued their goals for independent reasons.
In fact, the benefit of goal progress for those who pursued their goals for independent
reasons was slightly smaller than those who pursued their goals for interdependent
reasons (see solid lines in Fig. 1). Thus, Study 1 indicates that whereas independent
goal pursuit increases the positive effect of goal attainment on the well-being of
European Americans, the positive function of independent goal pursuit does not
seem to operate among Asian Americans.

Study 2

We conducted Study 2 to extend Study 1 in several ways. First, because of the small
sample size of Asians, the estimates in Study 1 might not be as reliable as desired.
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Fig. 1 Adjusted Time 2 monthly satisfaction as a function of goal attainment for Asian Americans
with high independent goal pursuit (AA High), Asian Americans with low independent goal pursuit
(AA Low), European Americans with high independent goal pursuit (EA High), and European
Americans with low independent goal pursuit (EA Low).
Note. The estimated regression equations for European Americans and Asian Americans are as
follows: EA : LS2 = 20.04 + 0.18 LS1 + 2.20 GA + 0.30IGP + 1.27GA∗IGP; AA : LS2 =
13.73+0.43 LS1+1.63 GA−0.41IGP−0.24GA∗IGP, where LS2 = Time 2 monthly satisfaction,
LS1 = Time 1 monthly satisfaction, GA = standardized goal attainment, and IGP = standardized
independent goal pursuit. Following Aiken and West (1991), goal attainment and independent goal
pursuit were standardized around the mean before forming the interaction term. The regression
lines described above were computed using the mean Time 1 monthly satisfaction and 1 SD above
(high) or below (low) the mean independent goal pursuit

Thus, we obtained more Asian participants in Study 2. Second, Study 1 did not
provide any information as to factors that could contribute to positive changes in the
well-being of Asians. Finally, retrospective judgment of life satisfaction and goal
attainment over 1 month might have led participants to use their general levels of
life satisfaction and goal attainment. To reduce such a memory bias in assessment of
goal progress and life satisfaction, we shortened the interval from 1 month to 1 week.
This time frame should allow for more reality-based judgment of life satisfaction
and goal progress in Study 2 than Study 1. Based on Iyengar and Lepper’s (1999)
findings on Asian Americans, we predicted that interdependent goal pursuit, or goal
pursuit to make parents and friends happy, would enhance the positive effect of goal
attainment on the well-being of Asian Americans.

Method

Participants

Participants were 67 European Americans (34 men, 27 women, 6 unknown) and
64 Asian Americans (29 men, 30 women, 5 unknown) enrolled in an introductory
psychology course at the University of Illinois.
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Measures and Procedure

Weekly satisfaction was assessed by a three-item scale based on the SWLS. The
items include, “I am satisfied with the past 1 week of my life” and “The conditions
of my life during the last week were excellent.” Participants indicated their agree-
ment on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree,
7 = strongly agree). The index of weekly satisfaction was computed by taking the
average of the ratings for three statements. The mean weekly satisfaction was 4.14
(SD = 1.22) for European Americans and 4.12 (SD = 1.38) for Asian Ameri-
cans, t = 0.09, ns. Cronbach’s alpha of the Week 1 satisfaction scale was 0.88
for European Americans and 0.87 for Asian Americans. At Time 1, participants
listed the five most important goals for the next 7 days. Then, for each goal, they
indicated their agreement with the statement, “I pursue this goal because I want
to make my parents and friends happy” on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all true,
4 = somewhat true, 7 = absolutely true). The mean interdependent goal pursuit
was 3.70 (SD = 1.57) for European Americans and 3.71 (SD = 1.34) for Asian
Americans, t = 0.01, ns. At Time 2 (1 week later), the participants returned to
the same experimental laboratory and completed the weekly satisfaction scale. The
mean Week 2 satisfaction was 4.38 (SD = 1.35) for European Americans and 4.57
(SD = 1.36) for Asian Americans, t = −0.70, ns. Cronbach’s alpha for the Week 2
satisfaction scale was 0.92 for European Americans and 0.91 for Asian Americans.
Next, participants were provided with their own goal lists from Time 1 and rated
their progress on each goal (“How much did you achieve this goal?”) on the 7-point
scale (1 = 0%, 4 = about 50%, 7 = 100%). The index of goal progress was
computed by taking the average of the ratings for these five items. The mean goal
progress was 4.83 (SD = 1.16) for European Americans and 4.75 (SD = 0.95) for
Asian Americans, t = −0.40, ns.

Results and Discussion

As in Study 1, Week 2 satisfaction was predicted from Week 1 satisfaction, inter-
dependent goal pursuit, goal progress, and the interaction between interdependent
goal pursuit and goal progress for each group. Consistent with Sheldon and Kasser’s
(1998) findings, there was a significantly negative interaction between interdepen-
dent goal pursuit and goal progress among European Americans (B = −0.32, � =
−0.26, t = 2.29, p < 0.05). Among European Americans, the degree to which
goal attainment was associated with positive changes in weekly satisfaction was
significantly less for those who pursued their goals to make parents and friends
happy than for those who did not pursue the goals for interdependent reasons (see
dotted lines in Fig. 2). On the other hand, the interaction between interdependent
goal pursuit and goal progress was positive and nearly significant among Asian
Americans (B = 0.35, � = 0.20, t = 1.46, p = 0.15) (see solid lines in
Fig. 2). The 95% confidence interval for the unstandardized regression coefficient
for the interaction term obtained in the Asian sample ranged from −0.13 to 0.82,
which excludes the unstandardized regression coefficient for the interaction term
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Fig. 2 Adjusted Week 2 satisfaction as a function of goal attainment for Asian Americans with high
interdependent goal pursuit (AA High), Asian Americans with low interdependent goal pursuit
(AA Low), European Americans with high interdependent goal pursuit (EA High), and European
Americans with low interdependent goal pursuit (EA Low).
Note. The estimated regression equations for European Americans and Asian Americans are as
follows: EA : LS2 = 2.36+0.48 LS1+0.29GA+0.29DGP−0.32GA∗DGP; AA : LS2 = 3.63+
0.22LS1+0.40GA+0.00DGP+0.35GA∗DGP, where LS2 = Week 2 satisfaction, LS1 = Week 1
satisfaction, GA = goal attainment, and DGP = interdependent goal pursuit. The regression lines
described above were obtained using the same procedure as in Study 1

obtained in the European American sample (B = −0.32). Furthermore, a regres-
sion analysis including both Asian and European Americans (i.e., predicting Week
2 satisfaction from Week 1 satisfaction, culture, goal progress, interdependent goal
pursuit, and all the interaction terms) revealed a significant three-way interaction
among culture (European vs. Asian Americans), interdependent goal pursuit, and
goal progress (B = −0.33, � = −0.23, t = 2.50, p = 0.01). The three-way
interaction indicates the contrasting role of interdependent goal pursuit on the effect
of goal attainment on the well-being of Asian and European Americans. As seen in
Fig. 2, among Asians, goal progress was more conducive to weekly satisfaction for
those who pursued their goals for interdependent reasons, whereas among European
Americans, goal progress was less conducive to weekly satisfaction for those who
pursued their goals for interdependent reasons. In short, although it replicated the
previous research (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) among European Americans, Study 2
revealed that interdependent goal pursuit, which was considered to be detrimental
to well-being, could have a beneficial role in the well-being of Asian Americans.

Study 3

We conducted Study 3 to address three remaining issues from the first two studies.
First, although the first two studies provided support for our hypothesis, we did not
examine independent and interdependent goal pursuits in the same study. Second,
although we followed the previous studies (e.g., Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) in mea-
suring intrinsic goal pursuit (“because of fun and enjoyment that it provides me”),
the item we used in Study 1 might not convey the concept of independent goal
pursuit well. Also, the item we used for measuring interdependent goal pursuit in
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Study 2 (“because I want to make my friends and family happy”) might not entirely
represent the traditional definition of extrinsic motivation. Third, although we found
the expected three-way interaction in Study 2, the two-way interaction between goal
attainment and interdependent goal pursuit was not statistically significant among
Asian Americans. This could be due to the fact that Asians in Study 2 lived in the
United States. Indeed, previous research shows that Asians living in North America
tend to show patterns of self-esteem and self-descriptions more individualistic than
Asians living in Asia (e.g., Heine et al., 1999; Rhee, Uleman, Lee, & Roman, 1995).
To address these issues, in Study 3, we examined both independent and interdepen-
dent goal pursuits, included two more items capturing the independent and interde-
pendent nature of goal pursuit, and collected data from Japanese college students
living in Japan.

Method

Participants

Participants were 70 Japanese students (20 men, 50 women) at Meisei University in
Tokyo, Japan, who were enrolled in a research method course in psychology.

Measures and Procedure

All the materials were prepared in Japanese by the first author and administered in
Japanese. Weekly satisfaction was measured by the same three-item scale used in
Study 2. The mean weekly satisfaction was 4.44 (SD = 1.64) at Time 1. Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale was .89 at Time 1. As in Study 2, participants listed the five most
important goals for the next 7 days at Time 1. Then, for each goal, they indicated
their agreement with the following two statements used in Studies 1 and 2 (i.e., “I
pursue this goal because of the fun and enjoyment that it provides me,” “I pursue this
goal because I want to make my parents and friends happy”) on a 7-point scale (1 =
not at all true, 4 = somewhat true, 7 = absolutely true). In addition, for each goal,
they indicated their agreement with two additional statements: “I pursue this goal
for myself, not for others” and “I pursue this goal to meet expectations of others,”
again on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all true, 4 = somewhat true, 7 = absolutely
true). The descriptive statistics and correlations among four types of goal pursuit
(i.e., the mean goal pursuit score across five goals) are shown in Table 1.

At Time 2 (1 week later), the participants returned to the same experimental lab-
oratory and completed the weekly satisfaction scale. The mean Week 2 satisfaction
was 4.28 (SD = 1.57) at Time 2. Cronbach’s alpha for the Week 2 satisfaction scale
was 0.93. Next, participants were provided with their own goal lists from Time 1 and
rated their attainment on each goal (“How much did you achieve this goal?”) on the
100-point scale, ranging from 0 to 100%. To make the rating easier, we changed the
goal attainment scale from the artificially devised 7-point scale used in Study 2 to the
more natural, 100% scale in this study. The index of goal attainment was computed
by taking the average of the ratings for the five goals. The mean goal attainment
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among four goal motives among Japanese partici-
pants in Study 3

Goal motives 1 2 3 4

1. For fun and enjoyment — −0.16 0.29∗ 0.24∗

2. For self — −0.36∗∗ −0.11
3. For family and friends — 0.67∗∗

4. For expectations of others —
M (SD) 3.38 (1.41) 6.49 (0.65) 2.86 (1.27) 2.85 (1.39)

Note. N = 70. Goal motives are reasons why they pursued their goals.
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

was 54.93% (SD = 20.96). As recommended by Judd and McClelland (1989,
p. 526), we transformed the percentage ratings provided by the participants using
a logit transformation to normalize the distribution and the psychological meaning
of intervals in percentages. The logit-transformed goal attainment score was used in
the following analyses.

Results and Discussion

Goal motives. As seen in Table 1, Japanese participants pursued their goals for
themselves to a greater extent than to make friends and family happy, t(69) =
18.76, p < 0.01, to meet the expectations of others, t(69) = 19.05, p < 0.01,
or for fun and enjoyment, t(69) = 15.86, p < 0.01. As expected, goal pursuit for
self was negatively correlated with goal pursuit to make friends and family happy.
Also, as expected, goal pursuit to make friends and family happy was highly cor-
related with goal pursuit to meet the expectations of others. Interestingly, intrinsic
goal pursuit (i.e., for fun and enjoyment) was positively correlated with goal pursuit
to make friends and family happy and to meet the expectations of others. Thus,
the descriptive statistics and patterns of correlations among goal motives reveal an
interesting picture of the Japanese participants. On one hand, these Japanese showed
that they pursued their goals for independent reasons. On the other hand, the goals
they pursued to make friends and family happy and to meet the expectations of
others were the goals that were fun and enjoyable. Here, one can see that so-called
extrinsic goal motives (e.g., Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) are highly internalized among
the Japanese participants.

Hypothesis testing. As in Studies 1 and 2, Week 2 satisfaction was predicted
from Week 1 satisfaction, goal pursuit, goal progress, and the interaction between
goal pursuit and goal progress. We repeated this multiple regression analysis for
each goal pursuit separately. Consistent with Study 1, the interaction between goal
progress and intrinsic goal pursuit (i.e., goal pursuit for fun and enjoyment) was non-
significant among Japanese college students (B = 0.02, � = 0.01, t = 0.11, ns);
that is, goal progress was no more beneficial for the Japanese who pursued their
goals for fun and enjoyment than for those who did not. Similarly, the interaction
between goal progress and independent goal pursuit (i.e., goal pursuit for self, not
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for others) was also nonsignificant (B = 0.06, � = 0.06, t = 0.41). Therefore,
goal progress was no more beneficial for the Japanese who pursued their goals for
themselves than for those who did not. In other words, the previous findings on the
positive benefit of intrinsic goal pursuit (e.g., Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) were not
replicated with the Japanese.

On the other hand, consistent with Study 2, the interaction between goal progress
and goal pursuit to make friends and family happy was marginally positive (B =
0.37, � = 0.19, t = 1.73, p = 0.09). A simple slope analysis (Aiken and West,
1991) revealed that for the Japanese who pursued their goals to make friends and
family happy (1 SD above the mean), goal attainment was associated with a positive
change in well-being (e.g., 1 SD increase in goal progress corresponded to 0.52
increase in Week 2 satisfaction). On the other hand, for the Japanese who did not
pursue their goals to make their friends and family happy, 1 SD increase in goal at-
tainment corresponded to 0.21 decrease in Week 2 satisfaction. Indeed, the obtained
regression equation indicates that when goal attainment was average, those low in
this goal pursuit reported slightly higher Week 2 satisfaction than those high in this
goal pursuit (4.44 vs. 4.10). Nevertheless, when goal attainment was high, those
high in family/friends’ goal pursuit reported substantially higher Week 2 satisfac-
tion than those low in parental goal pursuit (4.62 vs. 4.23). Consistent with Study
2, therefore, goal progress translated into a positive change in weekly satisfaction
for the Japanese who pursued their goals to make their friends and family happy,
whereas it did not bring more satisfaction for the Japanese who did not pursue their
goals to this end.

Finally, consistent with our hypothesis, the interaction between goal progress and
goal pursuit to meet others’ expectations was significantly positive (B = 0.46, � =
0.27, t = 2.31, p = 0.02). A simple slope analysis revealed that, as can be seen
in Fig. 3, 1 SD increase in goal attainment corresponded to 0.70 increase in Week
2 satisfaction for the Japanese high in this goal pursuit. On the other hand, 1 SD
increase in goal attainment corresponded to 0.22 decrease in Week 2 satisfaction
for the Japanese low in the goal pursuit for others’ expectations. More specifically,
when goal attainment was high (1 SD above the mean), the Japanese high in this
goal pursuit reported much higher satisfaction than those low in this goal pursuit
(4.75 vs. 4.25), although when goal attainment was average, the Japanese high in
the extrinsic goal pursuit were not as satisfied as those low in the extrinsic goal
pursuit (4.08 vs. 4.47). Therefore, goal progress had a more positive benefit for the
Japanese who pursue their goals to meet the expectations of others than for those
who do not.

General Discussion

In three studies, we examined the role of independent and interdependent goal
pursuit on the well-being of Asians and European Americans. Based on recent
cross-cultural findings on motivation (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999) and self-construals
(Heine et al., 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), we predicted that the function of
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Fig. 3 Adjusted Week 2 satisfaction as a function of goal attainment for Japanese high in goal
pursuit to meet expectations of others and low in goal pursuit to meet expectations of others in
Study 3.
Note. The estimated regression equation was as follows: LS2 = 2.34 + 0.436LS1 + 0.244GA −
0.20GPE + 0.46GA∗GPE, where LS2 = Week 2 satisfaction, LS1 = Week 1 satisfaction, GA =
standardized goal attainment, and GPE = standardized goal pursuit to meet others’ expectations.
With the mean Week 1 satisfaction = 4.44 in the equation, simple slopes for high and low in
goal pursuit to meet the expectations of others (1 SD above or below mean) are as follows: High:
LS2 = 4.08 + 0.70 GA; Low: LS2 = 4.48 − 0.216GA

independent and interdependent goal pursuit on well-being would differ between
Asians and European Americans. Consistent with our predictions, Study 1 showed
that independent goal pursuit did not enhance the positive effect of goal attainment
on the well-being of Asians while amplifying the benefit of goal attainment on the
well-being of European Americans. Furthermore, Study 2 demonstrated that inter-
dependent goal pursuit tended to increase the benefit of goal progress among Asians
while diminishing the effect of goal progress among European Americans. Finally,
Study 3 showed that goal progress was particularly beneficial for the well-being
of the Japanese who pursued their goals to make their friends and family happy
and to meet the expectations of others. Altogether, the present findings provide ev-
idence that processes through which Asians and European Americans attain their
well-being are different. European Americans appear to gain and maintain their
well-being by achieving goals that they pursue for their own enjoyment and fun.
On the other hand, Asian Americans seem to attain and maintain their well-being
by achieving goals that they pursue to make important others happy and meet the
expectations of others.

In American psychology, personal choice independent of others has been the
sine qua non of spontaneous behavior (Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973) and men-
tal health (Maslow, 1947; Rogers, 1961). To the extent that individuals pursue
and achieve self-chosen goals, and to the extent that individuals feel that they are
the driving forces of their lives, they feel good (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). This
theory perfectly captures American icons such as Michael Jordan and Bill Gates.
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As evidenced by the idealization of the self-made billionaire, the founder of the
Softbank Masayoshi Son in Japan, self-determination has recently become a popular
ideology in Asia as well. Indeed, Study 3 showed that on average, Japanese college
students pursued their goals for themselves (6.49) much more frequently than to
make family and friends happy (2.86) or to meet the expectations of others (2.85).
Also, on average, the degree to which Asian participants in Studies 1 and 2 pursued
their goals for intrinsic reasons or to make friends and family happy was very similar
to European American counterparts. In other words, Japanese participants in Study 3
as well as Asian participants in Studies 1 and 2 are not as “collectivist” or “inter-
dependent” as cultural theorists (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 1994; Triandis,
1995) might assume in terms of goal motives. What is interesting, however, is that
despite the similar levels of independent and interdependent goal motives across
cultures, the very function of goal motives differed considerably across cultures.
That is, although both Japanese and European Americans pursue their goals for
themselves, such independent goal pursuit does not generate as positive an outcome
for Japanese as for European Americans.

Why does independent goal pursuit not work for Asians? One possibility is
that because of the traditional value of conformity and deference to authority fig-
ures among Asians (e.g., Bond, 1988; Schwartz, 1994), Asians who subscribe to
independent goal pursuit are more prone to psychological conflict than European
Americans. This conflict, in turn, results in the lack of positive consequence of in-
dependent goal pursuit among Asian Americans. Although this explains the cultural
difference in the function of independent goal pursuit, this does not fully explain the
positive function of interdependent goal pursuit among Asians. Given the ubiquity
of the idealization of independence in American culture (Wolfe, 2000), Asians who
hold traditional Confucian values may be prone to psychological conflict between
conformity and self-determination as much as Asians who prefer the mainstream
American values. Thus, the value conflict hypothesis does not seem to fully ac-
count for the positive function of interdependent motivation among Asians. Alter-
natively, a more viable explanation for the current findings can be offered from the
cultural theory of the self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 1994). According to this
theory, Asians’ self-concepts are so intertwined with expectations and perceptions
by important others that expectations from important others could become their own
goals among Asians’ interdependent selves. To the extent that their goals overlap
with expectations from important others, making their parents and friends happy
becomes a key to their own sense of satisfaction. The flip side of this reasoning is
that even if Asians achieved the goal they set for themselves, they would not feel
satisfied if their parents or friends were not happy about their goals.

Different processes governing the well-being of Asians and European Americans
also have an implication for cultural differences in mean levels of SWB. For years,
researchers found that people in East Asia were less satisfied with their lives than
European and North Americans (e.g., E. Diener, M. Diener, & C. Diener, 1995;
Veenhoven, 1993). Whereas the necessary and sufficient condition for happiness for
European Americans appears to be to make themselves happy by achieving their
self-chosen goals, there seem to be more conditions for Asians. That is, for Asians
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to be happy they must not only satisfy themselves but also satisfy their parents
and friends. To the extent that meeting one condition is easier than multiple ones,
European Americans on the average can feel good about their lives more readily than
Asians. Although this possibility must be examined more fully in the future, it seems
evident that the processes through which people with different self-construals attain
their well-being have an immense implication for the mean level of well-being.

Future Directions

In the past, intrinsic motivation was viewed as fundamental and as innate as biolog-
ical needs such as thirst and hunger (Maslow, 1947; Rogers, 1961). While evidence
for the paramount importance of intrinsic motivation among European Americans
continues to accumulate, the current findings suggest that intrinsic motivation may
not be as biological or fundamental as once thought. Instead, the present findings
suggest that the function of motivation is tailored in an important way by culture.
Independent goal pursuit appears to be instilled early in life and positively reinforced
by the mainstream American culture, whereas consideration for important others
seems to be desirable and sometimes demanded in Asian American communities.
As a result, expectations from important others seem to be deeply internalized and
become integral parts of the self among Asians, which in turn provide standards for
evaluating their own life experiences.

It should be noted, however, that the present explanation from the cultural theory
of the self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) remains incomplete in two respects. First, we
did not measure self-concepts of Asians and European Americans. Thus, the above
explanation is based on the assumption that the interdependent aspect of the self was
salient for Asian Americans, whereas the independent aspect of the self was salient
for European Americans in the present studies. Second, it is difficult to pinpoint a
crucial factor responsible for cultural differences obtained in the present studies. Is
it the salience of “I” versus “We”? Is it the value of conformity versus hedonism?
Or is it the familiarity of personal choice and independent decision making? These
questions still remain. It is critical, therefore, that future research identify the par-
simonious conditions for these cultural differences by examining specific factors,
such as accessibility of key concepts (e.g., Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Oishi,
Wyer, & Colcombe, 2000) and thinking styles (Peng & Nisbett, 1999) in the context
of goal progress, motivation, and SWB.
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Cross-Cultural Variations in Predictors of Life
Satisfaction: Perspectives from Needs
and Values

Shigehiro Oishi, Ed Diener, Richard E. Lucas and Eunkook M. Suh

Abstract The authors tested for cross-cultural difference in predictors of life satis-
faction. In Study 1 (39 nations, N = 54, 446), they found that financial satisfaction
was more strongly associated with life satisfaction in poorer nations, whereas home
life satisfaction was more strongly related to life satisfaction in wealthy nations. In
Study 2 (39 nations, N = 6, 782), the authors found that satisfaction with esteem
needs (e.g., the self and freedom) predicted global life satisfaction more strongly
among people in individualist nations than people in collectivist nations. The present
investigation provides support for the needs and values-as-moderators model of
subjective well-being at the cultural level. The need for theories that account for
culture-specific as well as universal predictors of life satisfaction will be discussed.

What predicts people’s life satisfaction? To answer this question, subjective well-
being (SWB) researchers have investigated various demographic and personality
variables, ranging from income, education, and marital status to self-esteem, op-
timism, extraversion, and neuroticism (see Myers & Diener, 1995, for a review).
Prior research has shown that personality variables such as self-esteem, optimism,
and frequent positive emotional experiences predict one’s level of life satisfaction
(e.g., Diener, 1996; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Lucas, Diener, & Suh,
1996). The initial evidence for the importance of personal domains, however, mostly
came from studies in the United States and other Western nations. It is possible that
the centrality of internal attributes found in previous studies is unique to individu-
alist cultures. Recent cross-cultural research has provided preliminary evidence for
such culture-specific correlates of SWB. For example, Kwan, Bond, and Singelis
(1997) found that relationship harmony was a more important predictor of life sat-
isfaction in Hong Kong than in the United States. Similarly, Suh, Diener, Oishi, and
Triandis (1998) found that norms for life satisfaction (e.g., How satisfied should the
ideal person be with his or her life?) were more strongly associated with the level of
life satisfaction in collectivist nations than in individualist nations. It appears, there-
fore, that standards for life satisfaction judgments vary across cultures and that such
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cross-cultural variations are systematically related to salient cultural values. The
purpose of the present study is to identify sources of systematic cross-cultural differ-
ences in correlates of SWB from the perspectives of the need-gratification (Maslow,
1970; Veenhoven, 1991) and the value-as-a-moderator models (Oishi, Diener, Suh,
& Lucas, 1999).

The Need-Gratification Models of SWB

Maslow (1970) proposed a need-gratification theory of well-being, stating that the
“degree of basic need gratification is positively correlated with degree of psycho-
logical health” (p. 67). In his hierarchical organization of basic needs, physiological
needs (e.g., food, thirst) are most basic, followed by safety needs (e.g., security, pro-
tection), love needs (e.g., affection, belongingness), esteem needs (e.g., self-respect,
freedom), and idiosyncratic self-actualization needs at the top of the hierarchy.
Maslow postulates that higher needs become salient as lower needs are gratified.
Higher need gratification is also assumed to produce more profound happiness than
is lower need gratification (Maslow, 1970, p. 99).

Although this theory is usually tested at the individual level, Maslow (1970) sug-
gests that higher needs depend on outside conditions such as “familial, economic,
political, education, etc.” (p. 99) to make them possible. Because people in poorer
nations often suffer from a lack of financial security and adequate housing, physi-
ological and safety needs are more salient in these nations than in wealthy nations.
Similarly, because people’s physiological and safety needs are more often met in
wealthy nations, love and esteem needs are more likely to be salient concerns for
people in wealthy nations than in poor nations. Taken together, Maslow’s need-
gratification theory predicts that (a) people in wealthier nations tend to be more
satisfied with their lives and (b) people in wealthier nations tend to base their life
satisfaction judgments on the level of gratification of higher needs. People in poorer
nations should tend to base their life satisfaction judgments on the level of gratifica-
tion of more basic needs.

Veenhoven (1991) tested these hypotheses based on Maslow’s (1970) theory with
data gathered in 22 nations between 1975 and 1985 (e.g., the World Value Survey I
and the biannual Eurobarometer surveys; see Veenhoven, 1992, for details). Consis-
tent with the first hypothesis, Veenhoven (1991) found that the mean life satisfaction
of the nation was significantly positively correlated with the gross national product
(GNP) per capita of the nation (r = 0.84). In addition, Veenhoven tested the second
hypothesis, examining the correlation between individuals’ income and life satis-
faction within nations. He found that the correlation between individual’s income
and life satisfaction was higher in poorer nations than in rich nations (r = −0.35).
Presumably, income is related to safety needs. Thus, Veenhoven’s finding is con-
sistent with the second hypothesis based on Maslow’s theory: When making life
satisfaction judgments, people in poorer nations weigh their income more heavily
than do people in wealthier nations.

E. Diener and M. Diener (1995) also examined the second hypothesis based on
Maslow’s (1970) theory among college students from 31 nations. Consistent with
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Veenhoven (1991), E. Diener and M. Diener (1995) found that the size of within-
nation correlation between financial satisfaction and life satisfaction was negatively
correlated with the income per person of the nation (rs = −0.36 for women, −0.32
for men). That is, people in poorer nations based their life satisfaction judgments
more heavily on financial satisfaction than did people in wealthier nations.

In sum, Maslow’s (1970) need-gratification theory accounts for variation in pre-
dictors of life satisfaction across nations that differ in affluence. This theory does
not, however, provide any variation in predictors of life satisfaction among equally
wealthy nations. According to Maslow’s theory, esteem needs are equally salient
in nations A and B so long as these nations provide living conditions that satisfy
physiological and safety needs to the same extent.

The Value-as-a-Moderator Model of SWB

In the present investigation, we seek to extend Maslow’s (1970) need-gratification
theory by applying the value-as-a-moderator model of SWB (Oishi et al., 1999) to
the cultural level. The fundamental postulate of this model is that when making
life satisfaction judgments, individuals weigh value-congruent domain satisfactions
more heavily than value-incongruent domain satisfactions. Oishi et al. (1999) tested
this model through intra-individual (i.e., a daily diary study) and inter-individual
level analyses of life satisfaction judgments. For example, satisfaction with grades
was a strong predictor of life satisfaction among individuals who valued achieve-
ment, whereas satisfaction with friends was a major predictor among individuals
who valued benevolence. This study suggests that even among individuals whose
physiological and safety needs are approximately equally gratified, there are con-
siderable individual differences in the salience of esteem and love needs.

In addition, recent research suggests notable cross-cultural differences in the im-
portance of esteem needs, even among nations that are equally wealthy (Schwartz,
1994; Triandis, 1995). The value-as-a-moderator model of SWB postulates that pre-
dictors of life satisfaction vary across cultures, depending on salient cultural values.
There is some evidence in support of this model at the cultural level. For instance,
E. Diener and M. Diener (1995) found that the strength of association between sat-
isfaction with the self and life satisfaction was significantly stronger in individualist
nations than in collectivist nations (r = 0.53). In brief, the value-as-a-moderator
model adds a culture-specific dimension to Maslow’s universalistic need model of
well-being.

Overview

We conducted two studies to investigate cross-cultural differences in correlates of
SWB. In Study 1, we assessed job satisfaction, financial satisfaction, and home sat-
isfaction in 39 nations. Job satisfaction and financial satisfaction represent safety
needs, whereas home life satisfaction represents love needs. Based on Maslow’s
(1970) theory, we predict that financial and job satisfaction will be stronger
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predictors of life satisfaction in poorer nations than in wealthier nations. Conversely,
we predict that home life satisfaction will be a stronger predictor of life satisfac-
tion in wealthier nations than in poorer nations. In Study 2, we extend the list of
satisfaction domains to the self and freedom. This will allow us to examine the
value-as-a-moderator model as well as Maslow’s need-gratification model of SWB.
Based on the value-as-a-moderator model, we predict that the gratification of esteem
needs, such as self-respect and freedom, will be more strongly associated with the
level of life satisfaction in individualist cultures, in which self-esteem and autonomy
are valued, than in collectivist cultures, in which self-criticism and interdependency
are valued (see Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997; Markus
& Kitayama, 1991; Schwartz, 1994; Triandis, 1989, 1996, for cross-cultural differ-
ences in values, goals, and self-concept).

Our studies extend earlier research (e.g., E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995; Kwan
et al., 1997; Suh et al., 1998; Veenhoven, 1991) in several important ways. First,
prior studies used a simple correlational analysis of within-nation correlation coef-
ficients. Researchers computed correlation coefficients within each nation and then
computed correlations between the size of the correlation and national characteris-
tics (e.g., the GNP or the level of individualism). This procedure neglects differential
reliability of within-nation correlation coefficients. For instance, in E. Diener and
M. Diener (1995), the number of participants in each nation ranged from 29 to 985.
The correlation coefficient computed in Cameroon (29 subjects) will be necessarily
less reliable than the correlation coefficient computed in Canada (985 participants).
Yet, these coefficients were treated as if they were equally reliable. Thus, the ob-
tained correlation at the culture level was likely to be biased in prior research.

To address the issue of differential reliability, we use hierarchical linear model-
ing (HLM) (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) to test multilevel interactions. The HLM
analysis yields a better estimate of multilevel interactions, such as the interaction
between the GNP of the nation and financial satisfaction in predicting life satisfac-
tion (see Results for details). Thus, differential reliability across nations should not
be a problem in the present studies.

Second, our studies also improve on previous research by including two large
samples (one adult and one college student sample) from many nations. Finally,
previous cross-cultural findings (e.g., E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995; Suh et al.,
1998; Veenhoven, 1991) were explained either in terms of affluence or the level
of individualism–collectivism. Yet, no study tested the unique contribution of each
of these highly correlated factors. In the present article, we test the effect of
individualism–collectivism on cross-national variations in predictors of life satis-
faction, controlling for the effect of wealth (and vice versa).

Study 1

Study 1 is based on data collected by the World Values Study Group (1994). The
data consist of responses from 54,446 participants from 39 nations, varying consid-
erably in standard of living. The diversity in wealth and the level of individualism of
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the nations provide us with a rare opportunity to test the role of wealth and individ-
ualism in the strength of the relation between satisfaction with safety (i.e., finances
and job) and love needs (i.e., home life) and global life satisfaction.

Method

Participants. The World Value Survey (WVS) II data were collected between 1990
and 1993 in 43 societies representing almost 70% of the world’s population. This
study covered a large range of economic, political, geographical, and cultural vari-
ation. The sampling universe consisted of all adult citizens age 18 or older. In most
nations, selection was made by quota sampling; quotas were assigned based on sex,
age, occupation, and region, using the census data as a guide to the distribution
of each group in the population. This sampling method ensured that the obtained
samples included all socioeconomic groups and properly represented the compos-
ites of the population in respective nations with minimum error margins. In Eastern
Europe, surveys were carried out by the respective national academies of sciences
or university-based institutes. Surveys in other countries were carried out by pro-
fessional survey organizations, most of whom were members of the Gallup chain
(see World Values Study Group, 1994, for details). The analyses in Study 1 were
based on the responses from 54,446 participants from 39 nations (see Table 1). The
data from Lithuania (N = 1, 000) and South Korea (N = 1, 250) were excluded
because the participants were not presented the financial satisfaction item. The data
from Austria (N = 1, 460) were excluded prior to the analysis because of irregu-
larity in coding of certain responses. The data from Moscow (N = 1, 012), which
were included in addition to the data from Russia in the original data set, were not
used in the following analyses because Moscow is a city, not a nation. The median
sample size was 1,027 per nation. The mean age of the respondents was 41.9, with
a standard deviation of 16.5.

Measures and Ratings

Global life satisfaction was measured by a single item: “All things considered, how
satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” The respondents answered
the question using a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (dissatisfied) to 10 (satisfied).
Financial satisfaction was measured by asking “How satisfied are you with the
financial situation of your household?” The respondents answered it by using the
same 10-point scale used in the global life satisfaction item. Using the same for-
mat, satisfaction with job and satisfaction with home life also were asked. GNP per
capita for each nation was taken from the World Atlas (World Bank, 1992). To be
consistent with the period of data collection, we used the GNP per capita in 1991.
We obtained the individualism–collectivism ratings for each nation, when possible,
by averaging the ratings of two leading experts in the field: Geert Hofstede (1980)
and Harry Triandis (personal communication, February 1996). Triandis rated the
degree of individualism–collectivism of the 39 nations on a scale ranging from 1
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Table 1 World values survey II: gross national product, mean financial satisfaction, job satisfac-
tion, home life satisfaction, and life satisfaction

Nation N GNP IC FS JS HS LS

Nigeria 1, 001 290 3.00 5.51 (2.75) 7.48 (2.33) 7.50 (2.38) 6.59 (2.62)
India 2, 500 330 4.40 6.36 (2.42) 7.03 (2.34) 7.24 (2.17) 6.70 (2.28)
China 1, 000 370 2.00 6.12 (2.54) 7.01 (2.42) 7.80 (2.04) 7.29 (2.10)
Romania 1, 103 1,340 5.00 5.05 (2.40) 6.56 (2.29) 6.83 (2.23) 5.88 (2.33)
Turkey 1, 030 1,820 3.85 5.09 (2.10) 5.72 (2.48) 6.70 (2.30) 6.41 (2.45)
Poland 938 1,830 5.00 5.07 (2.49) 8.25 (2.21) 8.56 (2.01) 6.64 (2.35)
Bulgaria 1, 034 1,840 5.00 4.28 (2.25) 6.20 (2.33) 6.22 (2.29) 5.03 (2.29)
Chile 1, 500 2,160 4.15 5.91 (2.49) 7.63 (2.29) 8.32 (2.09) 7.55 (2.21)
Czech-Slovak 1, 396 2,450 7.00 5.02 (2.54) 6.78 (2.27) 7.31 (2.30) 6.30 (2.15)
S. Africa 2, 736 2,530 5.75 5.46 (3.02) 7.45 (2.48) 7.42 (2.71) 6.72 (2.71)
Hungary 999 2,710 4.00 5.19 (2.56) 7.22 (2.36) 7.74 (2.42) 6.03 (2.45)
Argentina 1, 002 2,780 4.80 5.31 (2.48) 7.63 (2.17) 7.91 (2.12) 7.25 (2.03)
Mexico 1, 531 2,870 4.00 6.15 (2.47) 7.66 (2.11) 7.58 (2.14) 7.41 (2.16)
Brazil 1, 780 2,920 3.90 5.51 (2.76) 7.52 (2.40) 8.25 (2.14) 7.37 (2.40)
Belarus 1, 015 3,110 4.00 5.02 (2.42) 6.10 (2.37) 6.48 (2.66) 5.52 (2.24)
Russia 1, 961 3,220 6.00 4.98 (2.56) 6.28 (2.49) 6.71 (2.64) 5.37 (2.40)
Latvia 903 3,410 4.00 4.21 (2.60) 6.45 (2.49) 5.89 (2.48) 5.70 (2.44)
Estonia 1, 008 3,830 4.00 5.01 (2.57) 6.66 (2.36) 6.13 (2.22) 6.00 (2.13)
Portugal 1, 185 5,620 3.85 5.94 (2.49) 7.42 (2.26) 8.07 (2.04) 7.07 (2.10)
Ireland 1, 000 10,780 6.00 6.75 (2.37) 7.81 (2.00) 8.54 (1.72) 7.88 (1.92)
Spain 4, 147 12,460 5.55 6.23 (2.01) 6.99 (2.10) 7.63 (1.83) 7.15 (1.90)
Britain 1, 484 16,750 8.95 6.45 (2.59) 7.42 (2.06) 8.22 (1.86) 7.49 (1.93)
Netherlands 1, 017 18,560 8.50 7.50 (2.00) 7.48 (1.67) 8.17 (1.47) 7.77 (1.58)
Italy 2, 010 18,580 6.80 7.00 (2.17) 7.29 (2.08) 7.83 (1.97) 7.30 (2.06)
Belgium 2, 792 19,300 7.25 7.21 (2.12) 7.79 (1.82) 8.07 (1.81) 7.60 (1.89)
France 1, 002 20,600 7.05 5.94 (2.16) 6.78 (1.97) 7.44 (2.01) 6.78 (1.98)
Canada 1, 730 21,260 8.50 7.13 (2.28) 7.88 (1.77) 8.41 (1.70) 7.89 (1.73)
United States 1, 839 22,560 9.55 6.86 (2.41) 7.85 (1.88) 8.41 (1.81) 7.73 (1.83)
Iceland 702 22,580 7.00 6.29 (2.43) 7.86 (1.74) 8.26 (1.63) 8.02 (1.60)
West Germany 2, 101 23,650 7.35 6.74 (2.20) 7.14 (1.78) 7.45 (1.93) 7.22 (1.92)
Denmark 1, 030 23,660 7.70 7.22 (2.48) 8.24 (1.66) 8.69 (1.64) 8.16 (1.89)
Norway 1, 239 24,160 6.95 6.67 (2.35) 7.88 (1.76) 7.97 (1.71) 7.68 (1.77)
Finland 588 24,400 7.15 6.60 (2.29) 7.56 (2.03) 8.00 (1.98) 7.68 (1.88)
Sweden 1, 047 25,490 7.55 6.98 (2.39) 8.08 (1.79) 8.46 (1.68) 7.96 (1.74)
Japan 1, 001 26,920 4.30 6.03 (2.09) 7.66 (2.31) 6.94 (1.80) 6.53 (1.75)
Switzerland 1, 400 33,510 7.90 8.21 (2.05) 8.40 (1.88) 8.60 (1.78) 8.36 (1.75)
East Germany 1, 336 — 6.00 5.94 (2.28) 6.75 (2.11) 7.43 (1.96) 6.72 (1.97)
North Ireland 340 — 5.00 6.67 (2.38) 7.85 (1.89) 8.71 (1.50) 7.88 (1.81)
Slovenia 1, 035 — 5.00 4.67 (2.42) 7.21 (2.15) 7.37 (2.15) 6.29 (2.21)
Note. The numbers in parentheses represent standard deviation. Gross national product (GNP) per
capita was based on data in 1991 in U.S. dollars, IC = individualism–collectivism, FS = mean
financial satisfaction (10-point scale), JS = mean job satisfaction (10-point-scale), HS = mean
home life satisfaction (10-point-scale), and LS = 10-point global life satisfaction item.
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(most collectivist) to 10 (most individualist). Hofstede’s individualism–collectivism
scores were converted to a 10-point scale compatible with Triandis’s ratings. The
correlation between the GNP per capita and the individualism–collectivism rating
was 0.75 in this sample.

Results and Discussion

We tested our hypotheses using the HLM/2L program (Bryk, Raudenbush, &
Congdon, 1994). The two-level analysis of the HLM is conceptually equivalent
to multiple regression analyses at two levels. In the present study, at Level 1, life
satisfaction was predicted from domain satisfaction for each nation. At Level 2,
the within-nation regression slopes that indicate the degree of association between
domain satisfaction and life satisfaction were predicted from cultural level variables
such as the GNP and the level of individualism. The aggregated correlation approach
used in prior studies (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995; Suh et al., 1998; Veenhoven,
1991) neglects the Level 1 error in estimating Level 2 coefficients, which leads
to aggregation bias and measurement error. HLM analysis takes into account er-
rors at both levels and thereby provides more precise estimates of the multilevel
interactions.

First, reliability estimates of the Level 1 regression coefficients were computed
for each nation and then averaged over all nations. The reliability of the Level 1
regression coefficient is in principle the proportion of sample variance to the total
variance (i.e., sample variance + error variance). The precision of estimation of
regression coefficients depends both on the sample size and on the variability of
the predictor variables (see Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992, for details). The reliability
estimates in the present study were 0.98 for the intercept (here, life satisfaction),
0.88 for the Level 1 regression coefficient of financial satisfaction, 0.84 for job
satisfaction, and 0.84 for home life satisfaction.

Hypothesis testing. Table 2 shows the intercepts and slopes for the Level 2 anal-
yses. Intercepts that are significantly greater than zero indicate that the relation
between domain satisfaction and life satisfaction was, on average, positive. Fixed
effects of the GNP and individualism–collectivism indicate the degree to which
cross-cultural differences in the size of Level 1 slopes were accounted for by the
GNP and the level of individualism. The intercept for financial satisfaction shows
that, on average, financial satisfaction was positively associated with life satisfac-
tion. Consistent with our hypothesis, the slope of financial satisfaction was signifi-
cantly larger in poorer nations, as indicated by significantly negative Level 2 regres-
sion coefficients. The slope of financial satisfaction was not, however, related to the
level of individualism. The second panel of Table 2 shows that job satisfaction was,
on average, positively associated with life satisfaction across nations. The slope of
job satisfaction was not, however, related to the GNP or the level of individualism.
That is, inconsistent with our hypothesis, job satisfaction was not significantly more
strongly associated with life satisfaction in poorer nations. Finally, the bottom panel
of Table 2 indicates that home life satisfaction was, on average, positively associated
with life satisfaction across nations. Consistent with Maslow’s hypothesis, the slope
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Table 2 Hierarchical linear modeling analysis in Study 1

Fixed effects Coefficients SE T ratio

Slope for financial satisfaction
Intercept 0.35 0.01 25.47∗∗∗

Gross national product (GNP) −0.00 0.00 −2.51∗

Individualism 0.00 0.00 0.28
Slope for job satisfaction

Intercept 0.35 0.01 27.61∗∗∗

GNP −0.00 0.00 −1.08
Individualism −0.00 0.00 −0.88

Slope for home life satisfaction
Intercept 0.50 0.01 37.29∗∗∗

GNP 0.00 0.00 2.32∗

Individualism −0.00 0.00 −1.43
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

of home life satisfaction in predicting life satisfaction was significantly stronger in
wealthier nations. The level of individualism was not related to the size of slope of
home life satisfaction.

In sum, the present analyses supported two of the three hypotheses based on
Maslow’s (1970) need-gratification model of well-being. In poor nations, financial
satisfaction plays an important role in determining overall life satisfaction, presum-
ably because safety needs such as security and stability are not as well satisfied
as in wealthy nations. On the other hand, in wealthy nations, home life satisfac-
tion appears to play a more central role in overall life satisfaction. This could
be because in these societies physiological and safety needs are mostly met and
love and belongingness needs are more salient concerns. Finally, job satisfaction
could serve different meanings across cultures. In poor nations, aspects of job re-
lated to safety needs such as pay and benefit may be more important criteria for
job satisfaction. In wealthy nations, on the other hand, aspects of job related to
self-actualization (e.g., how much one can express one’s ability and talent through
the job) could be more important criteria for job satisfaction. It appears that job
serves different needs across cultures. That is, job satisfaction was an equally strong
predictor of life satisfaction across cultures, perhaps due to the multiple functions
of jobs.

Limitations of Study 1. Study 1 extended previous studies (e.g., E. Diener &
M. Diener, 1995; Kwan et al., 1997; Veenhoven, 1991) in terms of data analytic
strategy. Samples in this study also were nationally representative and included
various age, occupational, and socioeconomic groups. Furthermore, we included
a much larger and more diverse set of countries than in previous research. These
factors make the present findings more generalizable than previous studies. Because
of the primary focus of the WVS II on values and attitudes, however, the number of
domains compatible with our research purpose was limited to financial satisfaction,
job satisfaction, and home life satisfaction. Accordingly, we could not examine the
relation between satisfaction with esteem needs and global life satisfaction across
nations in Study 1.
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Study 2

We conducted Study 2 to address the limitations of Study 1. Instead of using the
single item scales used in Study 1, we used the 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale
(SWLS). In addition, we extended Study 1 by including satisfaction items relevant to
esteem needs such as the “self” and “freedom” as well as satisfaction items relevant
to physiological and safety needs such as “finances,” “food,” and “housing.” Maslow
(1970) defined esteem needs as needs or desires for self-esteem, independence, and
freedom (see p. 45 for full descriptions of the esteem needs). Recent cross-cultural
studies (e.g., Kitayama et al., 1997) indicate that the independent aspect of the self
is salient in individualist cultures, whereas the inter-dependent aspect of the self
is salient in collectivist cultures. Therefore, questions about the self might prime
different aspects of the self across cultures. When asked how satisfied they are with
the self, however, the question is similar to one of the Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem
Scale items that assesses the independent aspect of the self: “On the whole, I am
satisfied with myself.” That is, in this context, the question seems to focus on the
independent aspect of the self. Given the salience of the independent self in indi-
vidualist nations, the value-as-a-moderator model of SWB predicts that satisfaction
with esteem needs will be more strongly associated with global life satisfaction in
individualist nations than in collectivist nations.

Method

Participants. The participants were 6,782 college students from 39 countries (2,625
males, 4,118 females, and 39 unspecified). Although college students are not rep-
resentative of each nation’s population, by using college students, we were able to
obtain many samples from diverse cultures. One advantage of using college students
is that age and socioeconomic status (SES) are somewhat controlled because most
participants are approximately the same age and are from similar socioeconomic
backgrounds. The 39 nations and their respective sample sizes are shown in Table 3.
These nations represent a diverse selection: 2 nations from North America, 4 from
South America, 14 from Asia, 13 from Europe, and 5 from Africa. Of the partici-
pants, 84% were between the ages of 18 and 25, and 10% of the participants were
between 26 and 35 years old. Due to missing items, the number of participants
differed slightly across analyses.

Measures and Ratings

Global life satisfaction. Global life satisfaction, or cognitive assessment of life as
a whole, was measured by the SWLS (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985).
The SWLS consists of five statements, to which respondents are asked to indicate
their degree of agreement using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree). The total SWLS score ranges from 7 to 35. The SWLS has
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Table 3 Predicting the SWLS from Satisfaction With Finances, Foods, housing, the self, and free-
dom in Study 2: unstandardized simple regression coefficients within-nation

Simple regression coefficients
within-nation

Nation N Income IC FS Housing Foods Self Freedom

Low income
Lithuania 101 2.99 4.00 1.62 1.72 0.90 1.38 1.62
China 558 3.65 2.00 1.01 0.73 0.85 0.81 0.60
Estonia 119 3.85 4.00 0.97 1.59 0.74∗ 1.58 0.77∗

Ghana 118 4.20 3.00 1.68 1.61 1.21 0.99∗∗ 1.68
Indonesia 90 4.22 2.20 1.81 1.46 0.98∗ 1.99 0.82∗∗

Nepal 99 4.30 3.00 0.83 0.67∗ 0.47∗∗ 1.05 0.76
Nigeria 244 4.33 3.00 1.81 1.26 1.67 2.17 0.94
Turkey 100 4.60 3.85 1.03 0.80 0.90 1.33 0.20∗∗

India 93 4.76 4.00 1.44 1.29 1.63 1.42 1.55
Egypt 120 4.78 4.40 2.95 2.89 3.45 3.19 2.94
Tanzania 96 4.95 3.00 1.44 0.94∗ –0.03∗∗ –0.87∗∗ –0.54∗∗

Zimbabwe 109 5.12 3.00 2.19 1.44 0.95∗ 0.95∗∗ 0.79∗

Hungary 74 5.30 6.00 1.66 1.14 0.78∗∗ 2.38 1.14

Medium income
Singapore 131 5.42 3.50 2.15 1.45 1.50 2.44 0.81∗

Brazil 112 5.66 3.90 1.40 1.00 0.01∗∗ 1.51 1.06
Bahrain 124 5.85 3.00 1.37 1.15 0.62∗∗ 0.87 1.06
Pakistan 155 5.86 2.20 0.87 1.25 1.15 1.70 1.07
Denmark 91 6.12 7.70 0.79 1.10∗ 0.81∗∗ 1.99 1.78
Peru 129 6.15 2.80 1.65 1.32 0.95 2.29 0.65∗

Hong Kong 142 6.30 4.75 1.82 0.75∗ 1.82 2.39 1.60
Guam 186 6.33 5.00 1.87 1.70 0.93 1.63 1.20
South Africa 373 6.41 5.75 1.91 1.23 1.68 2.34 1.49
Slovenia 50 6.90 5.00 2.26 1.45 1.89 2.90 2.63
Colombia 100 6.95 2.15 1.17 1.60 1.48 2.81 1.06
Germany 108 7.22 7.35 1.38 0.62∗∗ 0.46∗∗ 2.64 1.38
Austria 164 7.26 6.75 1.50 1.20 1.14 1.89 0.96∗

High income
Spain 327 7.33 5.55 1.24 1.03 1.25 2.20 1.04
Portugal 139 7.37 3.85 1.45 1.65 1.66 1.98 1.90
Greece 129 7.44 5.25 0.58∗∗ 1.35 0.41∗∗ 2.04 0.76∗∗

Korea 277 7.66 2.40 2.13 1.63 0.72 2.39 1.35
Taiwan 533 7.66 3.85 1.27 2.13 2.28 2.47 1.03
Argentina 90 7.76 4.80 0.05∗∗ 0.76∗ 0.35∗∗ 1.28 –0.27∗∗

Puerto Rico 87 7.92 7.00 2.53 2.21 1.21 3.08 2.52
Italy 289 8.04 6.80 1.23 1.31 0.61∗ 2.58 1.23
Finland 91 8.33 7.15 1.74 1.68 1.55 2.72 3.30
Australia 292 8.52 9.00 1.86 2.08 1.71 2.81 2.14
Japan 200 8.62 4.30 1.86 1.40 0.43∗∗ 2.63 1.80
United States 443 9.15 9.55 1.47 1.32 0.69 3.02 1.31
Norway 99 9.18 6.95 2.01 0.99∗ 2.45 3.09 3.15

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale, IC = individualism–collectivism, FS = mean fi-
nancial satisfaction (10-point scale), and IC rating denotes the individualism–collectivism ratings
given by Triandis (personal communication, February 1996) and Hofstede (1980).
∗Denotes nonsignificance at � = 0.01; ∗∗denotes nonsignificance at � = 0.05.
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adequate psychometric properties (see Pavot & Diener, 1993) and has demonstrated
validity among Korean (Suh, 1994), mainland Chinese (Shao, 1993), and Russian
samples (Balatsky & Diener, 1993).

Domain satisfactions. We chose three domains representing safety needs (food,
housing, and finances) and two domains representing esteem needs (the self and
your freedom). The participants answered how satisfied they were with each of the
five domains of their lives using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (extremely dissatis-
fied) to 4 (neutral) to 7 (extremely satisfied).

Income. The participants were asked to indicate their family’s annual income
in U.S. dollars using a 10-point scale: 1 (0–400), 2 (401–1,000), 3 (1,001–2,000),
4 (2,001–4,000), 5 (4,001–6,000), 6 (6,001–8,000), 7 (8,000–10,000), 8 (10,001–
25,000), 9 (25,001–50,000), and 10 (50,001 and greater).

Individualism–collectivism ratings. We assessed the level of individualism in the
same manner as Study 1.

Procedure. The original questionnaire was constructed by Ed Diener in English.
This questionnaire was then translated into Spanish, Japanese, Korean, and Chinese
by bilingual individuals. Bilingual individuals other than those who engaged in the
initial translation next translated the non-English versions of the questionnaire back
to English. Ratings made of the back translations indicated that they showed an
excellent fit to the original English version (Shao, 1997). In other nations, local
collaborators translated the English version to the local language. The data were
collected in university classrooms by local collaborators.

Results and Discussion

Satisfaction with the physiological and safety needs. Table 3 indicates the number
of participants, the mean family income, individualism–collectivism ratings, and un-
standardized simple regression coefficients predicting the SWLS from each domain
satisfaction.

We first examined Maslow’s hypothesis. We tested whether the strength of the re-
lation between satisfaction with safety needs and life satisfaction would be stronger
in poorer nations. As in Study 1, we performed a two-level analysis of HLM
using the HLM/2L program (Bryk et al., 1994). At Level 1 (i.e., within-nation
level), this procedure is equivalent to predicting the SWLS from satisfaction with
finances, foods, and housing. At Level 2 (i.e., national level), HLM tests whether
there were significant differences in regression slopes across nations. If differences
exist, HLM detects whether levels of the mean family income or individualism–
collectivism can account for the cross-national differences. The correlation between
the individualism–collectivism ratings and the mean family income in the 39 nations
was 0.64 (p < 0.01).

First, the reliability estimates in Study 2 were 0.94 for the intercept (here, the
SWLS), 0.69 for the regression coefficient of satisfaction with foods, 0.58 for the
regression coefficient of satisfaction with finances, and 0.53 for the regression coef-
ficient of satisfaction with housing.
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We summarize the results of the HLM analysis in Table 4. Unlike in Study 1,
the slope of financial satisfaction did not vary across nations, either in terms of the
mean family income or the levels of individualism. Similarly, the slope of satisfac-
tion with food did not vary across nations. Likewise, the slope of satisfaction with
housing did not differ across nations, either in terms of the mean family income
or the level of individualism. In brief, Maslow’s hypothesis was not supported in
Study 2. In other words, satisfaction with safety needs was a significant predictor
of life satisfaction even in very wealthy nations (also see regression coefficients in
Table 3). Samples in Study 2, however, consist solely of college students. Even in

Table 4 Hierarchical linear model analysis: predicting variations in the slopes from individualism–
collectivism ratings and the mean family income

Fixed effects Coefficients SE T ratio

Model for finance: SWLS slopes
Separate entry

Individualism 0.03 0.04 0.81
Mean family income 0.05 0.05 0.13

Simultaneous entry
Individualism 0.04 0.06 0.74
Mean family income −0.01 0.07 −0.21

Model for housing: SWLS slopes
Separate entry

Individualism 0.03 0.04 0.79
Mean family income 0.05 0.04 1.21

Simultaneous entry
Individualism −0.01 0.05 −0.17
Mean family income 0.07 0.06 1.19

Model for food: SWLS slopes
Separate entry

Individualism 0.03 0.06 0.49
Mean family income −0.03 0.06 −0.50

Simultaneous entry
Individualism 0.02 0.08 0.27
Mean family income 0.01 0.09 0.16

Model for self: SWLS slopes
Separate entry

Individualism 0.16 0.05 2.92∗∗

Mean family income 0.29 0.06 4.84∗∗

Simultaneous entry
Individualism 0.11 0.07 1.65∗

Mean family income 0.20 0.08 2.67∗∗

Model for freedom: SWLS slopes
Separate entry

Individualism 0.09 0.05 1.76∗

Mean family income 0.13 0.06 2.24∗∗

Simultaneous entry
Individualism 0.11 0.07 1.54
Mean family income 0.06 0.08 0.74

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale.
∗ p < 0.05;∗∗ p < 0.01. A one-tailed test was used because the direction was
predicted.
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poor nations, college students are likely to have enough food and adequate housing.
Therefore, it is plausible that cross-cultural differences in the gratification of safety
needs in college samples were not as vast as in Study 1, which in turn suppressed
cross-cultural differences in the importance of satisfaction with safety needs.

Satisfaction with esteem needs. Next, we tested cross-national variability in the
link between satisfaction with esteem needs and life satisfaction, again using the
HLM/2L program (Bryk et al., 1994). The reliability estimates were 0.74 for satis-
faction with the self and 0.64 for satisfaction with freedom. Replicating E. Diener
and M. Diener (1995), the strength of association between satisfaction with the self
and life satisfaction was significantly stronger in individualist nations. However, the
size of this association also was significantly related to the mean family income.
That is, the association between satisfaction with the self and life satisfaction was
significantly stronger in wealthier nations. It should be further noted that levels of
individualism significantly predicted the strength of the association, controlling for
the mean family income of the nation (see the simultaneous entry in Table 4). Sim-
ilarly, the mean family income significantly predicted the scale of the association
between satisfaction with the self and life satisfaction, controlling for the levels of
individualism. Thus, extending E. Diener and M. Diener (1995), the size of the asso-
ciation between satisfaction with the self and life satisfaction varies across nations,
depending on both individualism–collectivism and affluence. The more individualist
the nation is, the stronger the association. Also, the wealthier the nation, the stronger
the association between satisfaction with the self and life satisfaction.

With regard to satisfaction with freedom, the strength of association between sat-
isfaction with freedom and life satisfaction was significantly stronger in individualist
nations than in collectivist nations (see the separate entry in Table 4). Likewise, the
association was stronger in wealthier nations than in less wealthy nations. Control-
ling for the levels of individualism, however, the mean family income did not predict
the cross-national variation in the strength of the association between satisfaction
with freedom and life satisfaction (see the simultaneous entry in Table 4). On the
other hand, controlling for the mean family income, individualism marginally sig-
nificantly predicted variations in the slope of satisfaction with freedom.

In sum, consistent with Maslow’s (1970) hypothesis, satisfaction with esteem
needs was a stronger predictor of life satisfaction in wealthy nations than in poor
nations. Furthermore, controlling for the level of the mean family income, the size
of the association between satisfaction with individualistic domains and life satis-
faction was consistently larger in individualist nations than in collectivist nations.
Although esteem needs are more salient concerns in wealthier nations, self-esteem
and satisfaction with one’s freedom play a more central role in determining the level
of life satisfaction in individualist societies than in collectivist societies.

General Discussion

In the present research, we examined sources of systematic cross-cultural differ-
ences in correlates of SWB. Based on Maslow’s (1970) need-gratification theory
and the value-as-a-moderator model of SWB (Oishi et al., 1999), we tested the roles
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of culture and economy in predictors of life satisfaction. Consistent with Maslow’s
theory, satisfaction with safety needs tended to be more strongly associated with
global life satisfaction in poorer nations, whereas satisfaction with higher needs,
such as love and esteem needs, tended to be stronger predictors of life satisfaction
in wealthy nations. Furthermore, consistent with the value-as-a-moderator model,
when making life satisfaction judgments, people in individualist nations tended to
weigh satisfaction with esteem needs more heavily than did people in collectivist
nations. Together, the present findings indicate that predictors of life satisfaction
differ across cultures, depending on salient needs and values.

Toward a Comprehensive Theory of SWB

Maslow’s (1970) need-gratification theory of well-being suggests that predictors of
life satisfaction shift from lower needs to higher needs as lower needs are gratified.
Maslow’s theory was formulated to explain ontological shifts in an individual’s life.
We applied his theory to phenomena at the cultural level. The present findings sug-
gest that there is a universal process such that when individuals’ lower needs are not
met, satisfaction with these domains is a primary predictor of life satisfaction. When
individuals’ lower needs are met, on the other hand, their life satisfaction is better
predicted from satisfaction with higher needs such as love and esteem needs. It is
important to note, however, that we found that the importance of esteem needs was
stronger in individualist cultures than in collectivist cultures. Thus, although there
seem to be universal shifts in predictors of life satisfaction as needs are gratified,
once lower needs are met, there is more cross-cultural variation in the degree to
which the higher needs relate to overall life satisfaction. Maslow’s need-gratification
theory does not account for cross-cultural differences in correlates of SWB among
equally wealthy nations.

This has an important implication for existing theories of SWB in general.
For example, Deci and Ryan’s (1985; Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, & Deci, 1996)
self-determination theory of SWB is based on Maslow’s (1970) universal need-
gratification theory. These researchers assume that progress toward so-called intrin-
sic goals such as self-acceptance, competence, and community involvement is the
only path to happiness. Recent studies in the United States provide support for the
self-determination theory of SWB (e.g., Sheldon & Kasser, 1998; Sheldon, Ryan, &
Reis, 1996). Cross-cultural variation in the importance of satisfaction with the self
and freedom found in this study, however, raises a question as to the universality of
such a claim. Does attainment of these intrinsic goals also lead to a sense of hap-
piness in collectivist cultures as much as in individualist cultures? Cross-cultural
researchers have long recognized that the types of goals that people pursue differ
across cultures (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Schwartz, 1994; Triandis, 1995,
1996). In interdependent cultures, the goals that individuals pursue are often shared
by in-group members. In these cultures, achieving one’s goals also means meeting
parental and familial expectations (e.g., Radhakrishnan & Chan, 1997). According
to the self-determination theory, however, this form of motivation is considered
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extrinsic. Thus, the progress toward this type of goals should not lead to a sense
of well-being.

Whereas the self-determination theory of SWB (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan et al.,
1996) posits universally desirable goals, other goal researchers recognize the impor-
tance of individual differences in the types of goals that individuals pursue. In a se-
ries of longitudinal studies, Brunstein (1993; Brunstein, Schultheiss, & Grassmann,
1998) found that the degree of progress in domains that are consistent with indi-
viduals’ goals and needs predicted changes in emotional well-being over time. For
individuals with high need for power, for instance, the degree of progress toward
power-related goals was indicative of changes in emotional well-being, whereas for
individuals with high need for affiliation, the degree of progress toward affiliation-
related goals was associated with changes in well-being. Likewise, Diener and Fujita
(1995) found that the degree of association between resources and life satisfaction
was moderated by individuals’ goals. That is, resources (e.g., intelligence, athletic
ability) were related to the level of life satisfaction only when they were relevant
to goals. Similarly, Oishi et al. (1999) found that satisfaction with value-congruent
domains was more strongly associated with global life satisfaction than was satis-
faction with value-incongruent domains. In sum, these studies highlight individual
differences in desired needs and values and suggest that the way in which individ-
uals gain a sense of satisfaction differs across individuals as a function of salient
needs and values. Although the value-as-a-moderator model of SWB (Oishi et al.,
1999) was not tested at the cultural level before, the present findings indicate that
the process involving SWB is captured better with the theories that take into account
both individual and cross-cultural differences in desired goals, needs, and values.

Previous cross-cultural studies found important cross-cultural differences in self-
concept (e.g., Campbell et al., 1996), self-enhancement (e.g., Heine & Lehman,
1995, 1997; Kitayama et al., 1997), and SWB (E. Diener & M. Diener, 1995;
Suh et al., 1998). However, sources of systematic differences were not rigorously
examined in prior research. The present findings suggest that Maslow’s (1970)
need-gratification theory provides systematic predictions and explanations for cross-
national differences in correlates of SWB in terms of living conditions and material
wealth. Furthermore, the value-as-a-moderator model extends Maslow’s theory and
provides predictions and explanations for cross-cultural differences in terms of goals
and values.

Limitations, Alternative Explanations, and Future Directions

Before closing, some limitations of the present studies should be mentioned. First,
we used only self-report questionnaires. The differential levels of association be-
tween financial satisfaction and global life satisfaction could be due to cross-cultural
differences in social desirability. That is, it is possible that in poorer nations, plac-
ing more importance on financial satisfaction is more accepted than in wealthy
nations and that the difference in social desirability may have generated the cross-
cultural differences in the degree of association between financial satisfaction and
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life satisfaction. To address this issue, it is necessary to employ a multimethod ap-
proach that includes peer reports.

Second, one might argue that the cross-cultural difference obtained in the present
studies could be due to different variability in domain satisfaction across cultures.
For instance, if financial satisfaction is more homogeneous in wealthier nations
(i.e., restricted range), the association between financial satisfaction and life sat-
isfaction should be smaller in wealthier nations than in poorer nations. As shown
in Table 1, however, standard deviations were similar across cultures. Furthermore,
given that we employed the HLM analysis, which takes into account differential
reliability estimates of Level 1 regression coefficients, this explanation is unlikely
to account for the obtained cross-cultural differences. Similarly, one may argue that
cross-cultural variations in correlates of life satisfaction may be due to ceiling or
floor effects. As shown in Table 1, however, the mean domain satisfactions ranged
mostly from 5 to 8 in 10-point scales. Coupled with the small standard deviations
(which mostly ranged from 1.50 to 2.00), at least 68% of the observations (−1 SD to
+1 SD) in each sample fell well within this range of the scale. Thus, the restriction-
of-range effects due to the floor or ceiling effects are unlikely to have caused serious
artifacts in our analyses.

Finally, the present studies as well as most previous cross-cultural studies of
SWB are cross-sectional rather than longitudinal. To detect the influence of the
economy and levels of individualism–collectivism in predictors of life satisfaction, it
also will be important to document within-nation changes over time. Many countries
have recently experienced rapid economic growth and Westernization. Researchers
should investigate the possible effects of societal changes in the predictors of life
satisfaction in the future.

Conclusion

The present studies indicate that people are satisfied with their lives to the extent
that their needs and values are satisfied. As predicted by Maslow (1970), there is
a shift in predictors of life satisfaction from satisfaction with safety needs to satis-
faction with love and esteem needs as the lower needs are gratified. More impor-
tant, however, we found that the degree to which satisfaction with esteem needs
predicts global life satisfaction varies across cultures, depending on salient cultural
values. The present findings suggest that universalist theories of SWB (Maslow,
1970; Ryan et al., 1996) need to be supplemented with the theories that account
for cross-cultural differences in values. In conclusion, the fundamental question in
SWB research (i.e., “What predicts people’s life satisfaction?”) can be answered
by combining the perspectives of need-gratification theory (Maslow, 1970) and the
value-as-a-moderator model of SWB (Oishi et al., 1999).
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From Culture to Priming Conditions:
Self-Construal Influences on Life Satisfaction
Judgments

Eunkook M. Suh, Ed Diener and John A. Updegraff

Abstract Existing cross-cultural research often assumes that the independent ver-
sus interdependent self-construal process leads to different cultural behaviors,
although few studies directly test this link. Extending from prior cross-cultural find-
ings, two studies were conducted to explicitly test whether self-construal is linked
with the differential use of emotions versus social information in judgments of life
satisfaction. Study 1 confirmed the prediction that even among Americans, those
who view themselves in interdependent terms (allocentrics) evaluate their life sat-
isfaction in a more collectivistic manner (strong reliance on social appraisal) than
those who view themselves in independent terms (idiocentrics). Study 2 replicated
these findings in two cultural settings (United States and Korea) by using experimen-
tal primes of independent versus relational self-construal. Results strongly suggest
that differences in self-construal processes underlie cross-cultural differences in life
satisfaction judgments.

Psychological research during the past two decades has revealed cultural differ-
ences across a wide range of domains. Due to this research effort, most psycholo-
gists are now keenly aware that the way people in different cultures think, feel, and
act are, in varying degrees, different. Nevertheless, there are still very few research
fields, if any, that can point out with precision the exact cause of the cultural dif-
ference observed in their research. This difficulty has to do with the fact that many
of the existing studies have not clearly identified the precise cultural mechanism
producing the outcomes, or when theoretically conceived, failed to directly mea-
sure the cultural variable in question (Matsumoto, 1999; Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006;
Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002).

In this article, we examine in more depth an interesting cross-cultural phe-
nomenon that falls under such a category—cross-cultural differences in the bases
of life satisfaction (Schimmack, Radhakrishnan, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Ahadi, 2002;
Suh, Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998)—and provide tests of an empirically sup-
ported explanation for the differences. When people construct judgments about their
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overall life satisfaction, different cultural members place relative emphasis on dif-
ferent types of information. Whereas inner emotional experience (relative frequency
of positive versus negative affect) is strongly predictive of overall life satisfaction in
highly individualistic cultures (e.g., United States, Sweden), life satisfaction is better
predicted by social norms (i.e., whether being personally satisfied is perceived as
socially acceptable) in collectivistic societies, such as China or India. Such cultural
difference emerged from two large sets of international data involving, in total, more
than 60,000 respondents from 61 nations (Suh et al., 1998). Schimmack et al. (2002)
drew an essentially identical conclusion from another set of international data.

Taking the findings from these three large independent data sets together, the con-
clusion that life satisfaction judgments are based more heavily on inner emotional
experience in individualistic rather than in collectivistic culture is quite robust. How-
ever, the precise explanation for this cultural difference has not been documented.
Although it was theorized that several defining characteristics of individualism and
collectivism (e.g., emphasis on private experience versus relational concerns) played
key roles in eliciting the cultural difference, the specific cultural variables were not
explicitly measured in these studies.

In terms of Matsumoto and Yoo’s (2006) recent distinction of types of cross-
cultural research, the Suh et al. (1998) and Schimmack et al. (2002) studies exem-
plify the Phase III–level research wherein a potential mediator of cultural difference
is conceptually identified but not directly measured. The next advancement, sug-
gested by Matsumoto and Yoo, is to conduct a linkage study that attempts to empir-
ically link the observed cultural phenomenon with a specific cultural element that is
believed to produce the cultural difference. More specifically, two possible empiri-
cal approaches have been suggested. One route is to “unpackage” the influence of
culture by replacing culture as an unspecified variable by a more specific individual-
level context variable (cf. Matsumoto & Kupperbusch, 2001) and examine whether
this measure (e.g., social axioms; Leung et al., 2002) relates with the cultural phe-
nomenon in the predicted direction. Another powerful strategy for demonstrating
the linkage between variable X and cultural phenomenon Y is to conduct a priming
study, wherein the mind-sets of cultural members are experimentally manipulated in
accord with the researcher’s theory (e.g., Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Trafimow,
Triandis, & Goto, 1991). In line with these suggestions, in this study, we reexamine
the life satisfaction judgment pattern observed between cultures at two different
levels—at the individual difference level (Study 1) and also through an experimental
manipulation (Study 2).

Among the various elements of culture (e.g., beliefs, values, cultural practices),
we believe that the way the person defines himself or herself (self-construal) plays
a crucial role in influencing the relative use of inner emotional versus more socially
nuanced information in judgments of life satisfaction. The most heavily discussed
self-construal dimension in reference to culture is the independent versus interde-
pendent self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Although important insights have accrued
from this framework, the present research is built on the assumption that multiple
modes of self-construal exist among all individuals in all cultures (e.g., Brewer &
Chen, 2007). Regardless of one’s cultural background, all individuals are aware of
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the unique, personal, and highly independent aspects of self-identity as well as the
self-aspects that acquire meaning in relation to others. Although cultures may “sam-
ple” (Triandis, 1989) the different aspects of the self to a different degree, all individ-
uals think of themselves in individual, relational, and collective terms. Furthermore,
salient contextual cues can temporarily modify self-construal styles, illustrating that
the self-system is inherently multiple, flexible, and dynamic rather than singular,
fixed, or static (e.g., Gardner et al., 1999; Hong, Benet-Martinez, Chiu, & Morris,
2003; Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000).

In the present research, we seek direct empirical evidence for the claim that vari-
ation in self-construal is the proximal reason for why life satisfaction judgments
are framed differently between cultures (Suh et al., 1998). Although all individuals
construe themselves in multiple ways, we are particularly interested in the case when
either the individual or the relational self-aspect is relatively more salient than the
other. We expect that when the fundamental separateness of the self from others is
more accessible than the relational dimension, the person’s attention will be directed
to the private experiences that affirm his or her uniqueness and individuality (such
as emotions). Hence, the “individualistic” life satisfaction judgment pattern—strong
reliance on emotions—is expected to emerge in such a self-construal condition.
On the other hand, when the relational aspects of the self are at the forefront of
attention, we expected that people would go beyond their inner emotions and give
considerable weight to social cues in evaluating their overall lives.

In sum, it is believed that the relative salience of the relational versus independent
self is a major driving force behind the divergent life satisfaction judgment styles
found cross-culturally by Suh et al. (1998) and Schimmack et al. (2002). If this is a
valid idea, a parallel style of judgment pattern is expected to occur within a culture,
at a chronic individual difference level (Study 1) and also at an experimental level,
when either the independent or the relational self-aspects are primed (Study 2). The
current predictions, if obtained, will lend strong empirical support for the claim that
the self-construal process is strongly linked with the relative weight assigned to
affect versus social information in life satisfaction judgments.

Study 1: Idiocentric Versus Allocentric Individuals

Within a culture, individuals vary in the degree to which they define themselves as
being separate from or connected with others (Kashima & Hardie, 2000; Matsumoto,
Weissman, Preston, Brown, & Kupperbusch, 1997; Sato & McCann, 1998; Sin-
gelis, 1994). Triandis, Leung, Villareal, and Clack (1985) proposed the terms id-
iocentrism and allocentrism to refer to this individual difference dimension that
roughly corresponds with the individualism/collectivism dimension at the cultural
level. Triandis, Chan, Bhawuk, Iwao, and Sinha (1995) found that attributes such as
dependence on others and sociability characterize allocentrics, whereas separation
from groups, independence, and personal competence reflect the core tendencies of
idiocentrics. Hence, research suggests that the relational aspects of self-view are
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salient to allocentric individuals, whereas the unique, independent dimensions of
the self are salient to idiocentric individuals.

In this study, we measured how frequently the participants experienced various
emotions (affect) as well as their beliefs about how much significant others might
approve of their current life (social appraisal). We predicted that idiocentrics would
base their life satisfaction prominently on their emotional feelings. Allocentrics, on
the other hand, were expected to take a more divergent perspective, consider not
only their emotions but also whether significant others approve of their lives.

Participants

To ensure a more clear interpretation of the results (to focus on the variation in self-
view), we controlled the ethnic background of the participants (cf. Matsumoto &
Kupperbusch, 2001). All 101 participants (81 women) in this study were European
American college students. They were enrolled in an advanced course on personal-
ity and well-being and received course credit for participation. The majority of the
students (96%) were 18–25 years old.

Measures

Allocentrism and idiocentrism. To measure dispositional differences in allocentric
and idiocentric tendencies, participants were asked to complete Singelis’s (1994)
Independent and Interdependent Self-Construal Scale. The independent subscale
consists of 12 items that measure thoughts, feelings, and actions reflective of the
separateness and uniqueness of the self (e.g., “I enjoy being unique and differ-
ent from others in many respects”). The interdependent subscale consists of 12
items that tap into the connectedness of the self with others (e.g., “I often have
the feeling that my relationships with others are more important than my own
accomplishments”).

Although the idiocentric/allocentric tendencies were analyzed as a continuous
individual difference variable, we also split the sample into two subgroups. A person
was classified as an idiocentric (n = 59) if his or her Independent score was higher
than the Interdependent score. Conversely, participants who had higher Interdepen-
dent than Independent self-construal scores were classified as allocentrics (n = 42).
Five respondents who had identical scores on both subscales were dropped from
the analyses. The reason for splitting the sample into two subgroups was simply to
ease the comparison between the current outcomes with the previous cross-cultural
findings (Schimmack et al., 2002; Suh et al., 1998).

Life satisfaction. Global life satisfaction was measured by the Satisfaction With
Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), which is a five-item measure
that asks respondents to rate their satisfaction with life. The response scale ranges
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7), yielding a possible total score rang-
ing from 5 to 35. The alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.91 in the present sample.
Further details about this measure are available in Pavot and Diener (1993).
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Emotional experience. The emotional experience of the participants was assessed
by asking how frequently they felt 8 pleasant emotions that represent two positive
higher order affect categories (i.e., joy, love), as well as 16 unpleasant emotions
belonging to four negative affect categories (i.e., fear, anger, sadness, and shame–
guilt). Diener, Smith, and Fujita (1995) provide a detailed discussion of the theoret-
ical background and the factor structure of these emotion categories.

Participants indicated how frequently they experienced each of the discrete emo-
tions during the previous month on a 7-point scale ranging from never (1) to always
(7). The scores of the eight emotions of the joy and love categories were averaged
and used as a measure of pleasant affect. Similarly, scores of the fear, anger, sadness,
and shame–guilt categories were averaged to yield an unpleasant affect score. The
mean alpha of the two pleasant emotion categories was 0.83, and the mean alpha
of the four unpleasant emotion categories was 0.88. A more concise measure of
emotional experience was created by subtracting the unpleasant affect score from
the pleasant affect score (i.e., affect balance). This affect balance score was used as
the emotion score in the regression analyses.

Social appraisal. In an exploratory study, we asked college students to list the
most significant persons in their lives. Virtually everyone mentioned his or her
parents. Based on this finding, participants were asked to rate on a 7-point scale
(terrible to delighted) how their father and mother would evaluate their lives. The
two ratings (father, mother) were averaged to obtain a single social appraisal score.

Results and Discussion

Within each subgroup, regression analysis was conducted to examine the relative
weight of affect versus social appraisal in predicting life satisfaction. The standard-
ized beta values of affect (� = 0.51) and social appraisal (� = 0.34) were both
significant (p < 0.01) in predicting the life satisfaction of allocentric participants
(R2 = 0.47, p < 0.001). In contrast, the life satisfaction of idiocentrics was pre-
dicted (R2 = 0.43, p < 0.001) significantly by affect (� = 0.64, p < 0.001)
but not by social appraisal (� = 0.07, ns). Figure 1 offers a visual summary of

Fig. 1 Relative weight of
emotions and social appraisal
in predicting life satisfaction:
individual difference
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the standardized beta weights of the two predictors within each group. The current
individual difference findings are strikingly similar to the patterns reported by Suh
et al. (1998) at the cross-cultural level, between collectivistic and individualistic
groups.

We further examined the data at a continuous individual difference level, con-
ducting a regression analysis on the entire sample. For each individual, we obtained
a single self-construal score by subtracting the person’s Independent from his or her
Interdependent self-construal score. We obtained a combined self-construal score
for two reasons. First, conceptually, our focal interest was on the relative salience
between the independent and the interdependent self-views within each individual,
rather than on the absolute strength of each self-construal. Also important, the com-
bined score preserved statistical power in the analyses of the individual difference
result. In short, a higher score on this measure indicated greater salience of the
Interdependent rather than the Independent self.

When the main effects were controlled for, the Self-Construal × Social Appraisal
interaction was significant (� = 0.20, p = 0.01), but the Self-Construal × Affect
interaction was not (� = −0.09, ns). In other words, those who viewed themselves
in highly relational terms were more likely to use social appraisal information in
evaluating their lives. The use of affective cues, on the other hand, did not sys-
tematically vary across individuals. The result indicates that individual difference
in self-construal predicted the degree to which social (rather than affective) infor-
mation is used in the life satisfaction judgments. This is an interesting finding that
could not have been detected at a cultural level of analysis.

Overall, the current results are congruent with the prediction that the life satis-
faction patterns at the individual difference level would resemble the findings at the
cultural level (Suh et al., 1998). Also, in an unpublished study, we have replicated
this phenomenon at an ethnic-group level between Asian Americans and European
Americans (Suh & Diener, 2003). Collectively, these findings lend further credence
to the idea that self-construal plays a pivotal role in weighing the affective ver-
sus social information in evaluating one’s life. When the person’s independence
from others is central, how others view one’s life seems to be of marginal con-
cern. Attention in this case is directed primarily inward to the affective experiences.
When the relational aspects of the self are salient, however, life satisfaction judg-
ments are formed on a more balanced ground—on emotions as well as on social
appraisal information. Whether the perceived social appraisal rating actually corre-
sponds with the thoughts of others is an interesting question in itself (cf. Felson,
1993). The focal interest of this study, however, is more in the degree of attention
people devote to the social appraisal than in accuracy of this information. What is
found in this study is a positive association between the salience of the relational
self and the degree of attention people pay to social appraisal in evaluating their
lives.

The strongly converging pattern of results found across different conceptual lev-
els (between cultures, between ethnic groups, individual difference) is very en-
couraging. Yet we conducted another study to overcome two limitations. First,
thus far, all of the findings on this phenomenon are based on correlational data.
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The inherent limits of correlational data (e.g., third-variable problem, ambiguous
causal direction) apply to these findings. In Study 2, we tested the causal link from
self-construal to the use of emotion/social cues in a controlled laboratory setting.
Another issue concerns the content of the self-construal scale used in this study.
We believe that the degree to which the self is conceived as an independent, sep-
arate being or as a common, relational being leads to the present difference in
life satisfaction judgment patterns. Recently, however, several articles (e.g., Brewer
& Chen, 2007; Hardin, Leong, & Bhagwat, 2004; Levine et al., 2003) have in-
dicated that besides the independent/relational self-representation dimension, the
Singelis (1994) scale also includes factors (e.g., esteem for group, behavioral con-
sistency, orientation toward groups) that may confound our current interpretation.
Given this multidimensional nature of the Singelis scale, we explicitly manipu-
lated independent versus interdependent self-construal using a priming paradigm in
Study 2.

Study 2: Priming Effects

Despite relatively stable individual differences in the self-concept, the relational
and the independent aspects of identity coexist in all individuals (e.g., Reid &
Deaux, 1996; Sedikides & Brewer, 2001). Furthermore, recent studies have demon-
strated that situational cues can lead to “frame switching” between the different self-
construal modes (Hong et al., 2000; Trafimow et al., 1991). Given the situational
malleability of self-construal, would the findings of Study 1 replicate if the rela-
tional or the independent aspects were primed rather than simply measured? Would
the consequences of the use of emotion/social information mirror those shaped by
relatively stable factors, such as culture or personality?

In Study 2, we experimentally primed either the relational or the unique aspects
of the self and examined its consequences on life satisfaction judgments. If self-
construal indeed holds the key in causing the divergent life satisfaction judgment
patterns, logically, the previous satisfaction judgmental patterns should emerge once
again. In addition to providing a conceptual replication of the earlier findings, the
current study will provide data that can speak more directly about the causal di-
rection between self-construal and information use. To verify the robustness of the
priming effect, we conducted the experiment in two cultural settings—in the United
States and also in Korea.

Participants

The U.S. sample consisted of 77 students (37 women) enrolled in an introductory
psychology course. The mean age of this American sample was 18.9, and the sample
was predominantly White. In Korea, 137 college students (59 women) participated
in this study for course credit. The mean age of this culturally homogeneous Korean
sample was 20.5.
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Measures

Priming procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to either the independent-
self or the relational-self prime conditions developed by Trafimow et al. (1991) and
validated in later studies (Trafimow & Finlay, 1996; Ybarra & Trafimow, 1998).
Two forms of questionnaires were randomly distributed to the participants in both
cultures. Those who received the independent-self form were asked, on the cover
sheet, to “think of what makes you different from your family and friends” for 3 min.
Those who received the relational-self form, on the other hand, were instructed
to “think of what you have in common with your family and friends.” Except for
this difference, the questionnaire was identical across the two conditions. In the
United States, 37 participants received the independent-self prime questionnaire,
and 40 students completed the relational-self prime form. In Korea, 69 and 68
participants were assigned, respectively, to the independent- and the relational-self
conditions.

Scales. Measures of life satisfaction and affect balance were identical to those
described in Study 1. In the United States, the alpha coefficient was 0.86 for the
life satisfaction measure and 0.75 for positive affect as well as for negative affect. In
Korea, the alphas were 0.76 for life satisfaction, 0.91 for positive affect, and 0.82 for
negative affect. As in Study 1, an affect balance score was calculated by subtracting
the negative affect mean from the positive affect mean. More information about the
cross-cultural validity of the current well-being measures is available in Diener, Suh,
Smith, and Shao (1995), Shao (1993), and Suh (1994).

To obtain a social appraisal measure, participants were first asked to list the three
most important persons in their lives (see also Suh, 2002). Next, using a 7-point
scale ranging from terrible (1) to delighted (7), the participants indicated how they
think their overall life is evaluated by each of the three significant others they listed.
The mean of these three ratings was used as the social appraisal score. Overall, the
Americans (M = 5.84, SD = 0.70) believed that their lives were viewed more
positively (p < 0.001, �2 = 0.051) by significant others than did the Korean
sample (M = 5.38, SD = 1.11).

Results and Discussion

A regression analysis was conducted separately for each cultural group. Among the
U.S. participants, a striking difference was found between the priming conditions in
the relative weight placed on emotions and social appraisal in the judgment of life
satisfaction (see Fig. 2). When the unique individuality of the self was primed (left
graphs), life satisfaction was predicted primarily by emotions. The beta weight of
emotions was significant (� = 0.51, p < 0.01), but social appraisal (� = 0.05, ns)
was not. On the other hand, in the relational-self prime condition, both emotions
(� = 0.38) and social appraisal (� = 0.33) accounted for a significant amount
(p < 0.05) of the predicted life satisfaction variance. These outcomes closely mirror
the differences found between idiocentric and allocentric individuals in Study 1.
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Fig. 2 Relative weight of
emotions and social appraisal
in predicting life satisfaction:
priming effects among
americans
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The priming effects among the Koreans also appeared in the direction consistent
with our prediction. As illustrated in Fig. 3, in the unique-self prime condition,
only affect (� = 0.36, p < 0.05) significantly contributed to the prediction of life
satisfaction (cf. social appraisal � = −0.03, ns). Conversely, when the relational
aspects of the self were primed, only social appraisal significantly predicted life
satisfaction (� = 0.45, p < 0.001). In contrast to the U.S. sample, the beta weight
of affect was only marginally significant (� = 0.19, p = 0.08).

These priming results offer the first powerful empirical evidence supporting the
argument that the salience of the relational versus the independent self creates differ-
ent cognitive approaches in life satisfaction judgments. It is important to note that
these experimental findings support the causal direction proposed throughout this
research. Among collectivistic (Korean) as well as individualistic (American) cul-
tural members, changes in self-perspective led to predicted patterns of information
use. Also, the effects of the priming manipulations suggest that self-representations
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about unique, independent versus relational aspects of identity (rather than other
dimensions tapped in existing self-measures) play a key role in producing this self-
judgmental pattern.

In retrospect, it would have been interesting if we had included a control condi-
tion (no priming) in this research. Without a control condition to compare against, it
is difficult to know precisely how atypical the relational-prime and the unique-prime
outcomes are from the culture’s typical state of affairs. For example, even though
the relational-prime induces greater reliance of social appraisal in both cultures, the
effect seems to be more extreme in Korea than in the United States. We hope these
interesting issues (e.g., teasing apart the chronic cultural tendency versus priming
effects) are addressed more systematically in future research.

Perhaps one of the more provocative implications of this study is that it seems to
take relatively little (e.g., priming) to override the chronic information-processing
habits shaped by stable factors, such as culture or personality. The American par-
ticipants, contrary to the culturally ingrained cognitive habits, evaluated themselves
significantly on social terms when the relational aspects of the self were primed.
Similarly, Korean participants relied exclusively on emotional cues when the unique
individuality of the self was highly accessible. Does this imply that cultural behav-
iors are more fragile and malleable than most have assumed? Our short answer is
“not necessarily.” This is an important theoretical issue that we address in the next
section.

General Discussion

On what types of information are evaluations of one’s life based? According to
the current research, the answer depends on how the person conceptualizes herself
or himself. At times, people draw a sharp boundary between the self and others,
whereas at other times, they try to absorb the thoughts and experiences of others into
the self-construal process. The present findings collectively demonstrate that this
self-construal process, regardless of the specific cause (personality, priming effect),
predicts the type of information used in global self-evaluations. When the distinct
separateness of the self is salient, overall life is appraised prominently on the basis
of internal emotions. When the self is viewed largely in relation to others, other
people’s appraisals, in addition to emotions, seem to become important in evaluating
one’s life.

Particularly notable is the fact that this pattern of results is found across var-
ious construct levels. This self-judgmental pattern, previously observed between
cultures (Schimmack et al., 2002; Suh et al., 1998) and between ethnic groups (Suh
& Diener, 2003) was replicated between personality types (Study 1) and in two
separate priming studies (Study 2). The only common denominator across these
studies was the difference in self-view; other factors, such as the study methods
and the reasons underlying the self-view difference, varied considerably. Hence, the
converging results lend strong support to the idea that the self plays a crucial role
in the selection of internal/social information. Especially, the experimental data in
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Study 2 offered critical support for this interpretation. In sum, we believe that a
solid empirical link exists between self-construal and the use of information in life
satisfaction judgments.

Our findings have significant implications for subjective well-being (Diener, Suh,
Lucas, & Smith, 1999) researchers. Researchers in the field have recognized that
global life satisfaction judgments are seldom outcomes of exhaustive cognitive cal-
culations but more often a swift evaluation derived from a heuristic cue (Schwarz
& Strack, 1999). What heuristic cue offers a reasonable summary of one’s overall
life? “Affect” has been a popular answer in the field (Schwarz & Clore, 1983).
Present findings partly support this idea. In all but one case (the relational-self
prime condition in Korea), participants consulted their emotions when evaluating
their lives. However, when it comes to the question of whether emotion information
alone is sufficient for making the satisfaction judgment, the answer seems to vary as
a function of the dominant self-construal mode.

Another important issue prompted by this research concerns the malleability
versus the stability of cultural behavior. Both in Korea and in the United States,
priming manipulations had clearly visible effects on the self-judgment process. It
illustrates that psychological dispositions shaped by cultures are still very flexible
and sensitive to external input. However, we should not overstate the malleability of
cultural behavior on the basis of the current priming findings. The priming effects
experimentally induced in Study 2 are qualitatively different from the impact culture
has on psychological behavior in several respects. Obviously, the priming effects
are transient and momentary, whereas the cultural influences are enduring. Another
important difference is the scope of the two effects. The self-construal that was ma-
nipulated in this study is only one specific slice of the infinite psychological tenden-
cies molded by cultural forces. When we say that a person has become completely
acculturated (if this is possible), for instance, we mean much more than whether the
person defines himself or herself primarily in independent or relational terms.

The final, but perhaps the most crucial, distinction between priming versus cul-
tural influence concerns the naturalness of the effect. Culture affects human behav-
ior in such a thorough and inconspicuous manner that people usually need to be
reminded of its influence. As we know, Durkheim used the metaphor of invisible air
to illustrate this subtle but omnipresent power of culture. This idea is important for
putting the current priming studies in proper perspective. In a sense, the relational-
self prime is the type of situation that seems to occur naturally and on a constant
basis in more collectivistic societies. The independent-self prime conditions, on
the other hand, are the ones that are more likely to be created on a regular basis
in individualistic cultures. Although priming is a powerful method for testing the
conceptual links of a theory of cultural influence, we should not lose sight of the
fact that the priming manipulations lack a critical feature of cultural influence—its
regularity and naturalness.

In closing, we propose several future research possibilities that stem from the
current findings. Besides life satisfaction, what other types of judgments or de-
cisions are influenced by the differential use of affective and social information?
For instance, as a function of the self-view, are other types of evaluations, such as
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judgments of morality, major life decisions, or impressions of other people, con-
structed more on either affective or on social cues? For instance, in one of our
ongoing studies, Americans reported that the “essence” of a person is mostly hidden
beneath the visible layer of the self, whereas East Asians emphasized the relatively
visible, overt features of the self, such as appearance, gestures, and mannerisms
(Suh, Park, & Park, 2006). Such different lay beliefs about the defining qualities of
the person may have developed from cultural differences in the chronic amount of
attention paid to the inner, private versus the overt, social dimensions of the self.
There might be many other intriguing cultural and individual differences in judg-
ments about the self, others, or the world that stem from the differential attention to
these covert/social aspects of the self.

One final question this research triggers is whether relying more on affective or
social cues makes a difference in the mean level of life satisfaction. Cultures that rely
more on affective information tend to report higher mean levels of life satisfaction
(Diener & Suh, 1999). Quite interesting, a similar phenomenon is also observed at
the individual difference level. Among individuals, those who are particularly happy
and enjoy high self-esteem are more likely than others to rely on internal, subjective
cues than on external, social standards in their self-evaluation (e.g., Lyubomirsky
& Ross, 1997; Wayment & Taylor, 1995). One possible explanation is that internal
cues are more ambiguous and thus easier to reinterpret in a self-serving manner than
are external, social cues (Updegraff & Suh, 2007). It seems worth examining, at the
cross-cultural level, whether the type of information used in life satisfaction is also
systematically related with mean cultural differences in subjective well-being (Suh,
2007).
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Abstract The authors examined cultural and individual differences in the relation
between daily events and daily satisfaction. In a preliminary study, they established
cross-cultural equivalence of 50 daily events. In the main study, participants in the
United States, Korea, and Japan completed daily surveys on the 50 events and daily
satisfaction for 21 days. The multilevel random coefficient model analyses showed
that (a) the within-person association between positive events and daily satisfaction
was significantly stronger among Asian American, Korean, and Japanese partici-
pants than among European American participants and (b) the within-person as-
sociation between positive events and daily satisfaction was significantly weaker
among individuals high in global life satisfaction than among those low in global
life satisfaction. The findings demonstrate a weaker effect of positive events on daily
well-being among individuals and cultures high in global well-being.

Throughout the course of a typical day, people experience various events, some
positive and others negative. A professor might give a brilliant lecture and receive a
standing ovation from his students in the morning but return to his office in the af-
ternoon to find out that his latest paper was rejected for publication. To what degree
might a positive event such as giving an excellent lecture mitigate the damaging
effect of a negative event such as rejection? Conversely, to what extent do nega-
tive events nullify the impact of positive events on daily satisfaction? The present
research examined cultural and individual differences in the relation between daily
events and daily satisfaction. Specifically, we sought to answer three fundamental
questions: (a) How many positive events must be experienced to mitigate a negative
event? (b) Are there individual and/or cultural differences in the number of posi-
tive events needed to nullify the effect of one negative event? and (c) What are the
factors underlying these individual and cultural differences, ifthey do in fact exist?
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Answers to these questions will illuminate the process of adaptation to daily life
events and shed light on the dynamic interplay between positive and negative daily
experiences, bolstering the critical building blocks of recent theorizing and research
on well-being (Diener & Oishi, 2005; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Kahneman,
Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004; Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade,
2005; Myers, 2000; Wilson & Gilbert, 2005).

Life Events and Well-Being

Previous research on life events has uncovered important processes underlying how
quickly people adapt to major life events, such as winning the lottery (Brickman,
Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978), the death of a spouse (Lehman, Wortman, &
Williams, 1987; Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003; W. Stroebe, M. Stroebe,
Abakoumkin, & Schut, 1996), and experiencing disability (Brickman et al., 1978),
as well as to daily events, such as getting an A on an exam or receiving an unex-
pected gift (Seidlitz & Diener, 1993). It has also been shown that certain types of
events are easier to adjust to than others (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Weinsten, 1982).
In addition, previous research on personality and coping styles has demonstrated
that individuals vary not only in their reactivity to life events (Bolger & Zuckerman,
1995; Carver et al., 1993; Caspi et al., 2003; Peterson, Seligman, & Vaillant, (1988);
Stone, Kennedy-Moore, & Neale, 1995) but also in the degree to which they ac-
tively create certain life events (Headey & Wearing, 1989; Seidlitz & Diener, 1993;
Suh, Diener, & Fujita, 1996; Suls & Martin, 2005). The research on life events,
adaptation, and well-being has thus far tended to examine either the effects of
positive events on overall well-being without considering the nullifying effect of
negative events, or the effect of negative events without considering the mitigating
effect of positive events. With recent research (e.g., Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000;
Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998) demonstrating the important mitigating power
of positive affect, the next step is to determine the equilibrium point—that is,
the number of positive life events one must experience to mitigate one negative
event.

The Equilibrium Point

Fredrickson and Losada (2005) have recently extended Gottman’s (1994) research
on marital interactions and the critical ratio of positive versus negative interactions
in order to document the emotional lives of flourishing versus languishing individu-
als. The researchers found that individuals who experienced at least 2.9 times more
positive than negative emotions rated their lives to be satisfying, whereas those who
had a positive-to-negative-emotion ratio of less than 2.9 to 1 rated their lives to be
unsatisfying. Just as successful couples had five times more positive interactions
than negative ones in Gottman’s research, individuals, too, appear to need more
positive than negative emotions to maintain a satisfying life.
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Although Fredrickson and Losada (2005) were the first to explicitly examine the
critical ratio of positive to negative emotions on overall well-being, several diary
studies provide other relevant information. Lawton, DeVoe, and Parmelee (1995),
for instance, examined daily events and affect among the elderly and found that
the impact of negative events was 1.8 times stronger than that of positive ones.1

Similarly, Nezlek & Gable (2001) reported that daily negative events were 2.25
times more strongly associated with participants’ daily self-esteem than daily posi-
tive events (see also David, Green, Martin, & Suls, 1997; Nezlek & Plesko, 2003).

Beyond the realm of well-being research, there is a plethora of findings sug-
gesting that the negative is more influential than the positive, observed in domains
ranging from judgment and decision making (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1979),
person perception (e.g., Skowronski & Carlston, 1989), and psychophysiology
(e.g., Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 1999; Ito, Larsen, Smith, & Cacioppo, 1998)
to food (Rozin & Royzman, 2001) and marriage (see Gottman, 1994; Baumeister,
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001; see also Taylor,
1991, for an excellent review).

Individual and Cultural Differences in the Equilibrium Point

Whereas the primacy of negative experiences over positive ones has been well docu-
mented across a variety of domains, individual differences in the degree of negative
experience potency have rarely been examined (for exceptions, see Gable, Reis,
& Elliot, 2000; Nezlek & Gable, 2001; Nezlek & Plesko, 2003). To our knowl-
edge, moreover, cultural differences have never been examined. This absence of
systematic investigation into individual and cultural differences in the relative im-
pact of positive versus negative events on well-being may be due to the fact that
no appropriate theoretical model exists. Thus, in order to put forward a systematic,
theory-based investigation into individual and cultural differences in this area, we
propose a frequency model of life events and well-being. Like Baumeister et al.
(2001), we first postulate that the impact of a positive event should be larger for indi-
viduals or societies that experience positive events infrequently than for individuals
or societies that experience positive events frequently. We propose that those who
experience positive events frequently become accustomed to them, come to expect
their frequent occurrence, and consequently pay less attention to them (cf. Kahne-
man & Thaler, 2006). Thus, a new positive event does not have the same import
that it might for someone who does not experience positive events as frequently.
In addition, people adapt more quickly to an event that can be easily explained
(e.g., an expected event) than to an event that cannot be easily explained (e.g., a
surprising event; Wilson, Centerbar, Kermer, & Gilbert, 2005). To the extent that

1 The ratios reported here were computed using the regression coefficients reported in Lawton et al.
(1995) and Nezlek and Gable (2001).
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positive events are less expected for people who experience them less frequently,
positive events should have a greater impact on the well-being of these individuals.

The frequency model points to an intriguing divergence between global and
daily satisfaction. The frequent experience of positive events has repeatedly been
shown to be associated with high global well-being (Diener, Sandvik, & Pavot,
1991; Schimmack, 2003). However, if our speculation is correct, this very factor
is, ironically, also associated with the diminished effect of a positive event on daily
satisfaction. In other words, individuals who experience positive events frequently
are higher in global life satisfaction but benefit less on a day-to-day basis from the
experience of a single positive event, as compared with those low in global life
satisfaction. In more formal terms, we expect that global well-being is related to a
declining benefit of positive events for daily satisfaction. That is, the within-person
association between daily positive events and daily satisfaction should be weaker
for individuals high in global life satisfaction and stronger for those low in global
life satisfaction.

Projecting to the group level, we predict that a cultural group with higher levels
of global well-being should benefit less on a day-to-day basis from the experience
of a positive event as compared with a group with lower levels of global well-being.
On average, the within-person association between daily positive events and daily
satisfaction should be smaller in groups with higher levels of global well-being than
in groups with lower levels of global well-being. Previous research in this regard has
consistently found that Koreans, Japanese, and Asian Americans report lower levels
of global life satisfaction than do European Americans (see Diener, Oishi, & Lucas,
2003, for a review). Moreover, it has been shown that North Americans expect more
positive events to happen to them in the future than do Japanese (e.g., Chang &
Asakawa, 2003; Heine & Lehman, 1995). Extrapolating from these findings, we
anticipate that the benefit of a positive event on daily satisfaction will be higher for
Koreans, Japanese, and Asian Americans than for European Americans.

In summary, we present the frequency model of life events and well-being and
investigate a new set of questions about the interplay between positive and nega-
tive events across cultures. Before testing our main research questions, however, we
first conducted a preliminary study to test the equivalence of 50 daily events in the
United States, Japan, and Korea. Once the cross-cultural equivalence of these daily
events was established, we conducted the main study, a 21-day diary study in the
United States, Japan, and Korea. We chose the daily method for the several reasons.
First, this method reduces memory biases, which are often present in research on
life events and well-being (Kahneman et al., 2004; Reis & Gable, 2000). Second,
many of the central theoretical questions regarding affective adaptation are, by na-
ture, within-person phenomena (e.g., “How many positive events must an individual
experience to mitigate a negative event?”), and the daily diary method provides an
ideal test for such questions (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003; Tennen, Affleck, &
Armeli, 2005). Finally, most cross-cultural research in the past has examined ei-
ther mean differences (e.g., “Which nation is more satisfied?”) or differences in
the magnitude of between-person correlations (e.g., “Is the size of the correlation
between self-esteem and life satisfaction different across cultures?”; for exceptions,
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see Mesquita & Karasawa, 2002; Oishi, Diener, Scollon, & Biswas-Diener, 2004;
Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1984). In this regard, previous cross-cultural research
has not sufficiently tested the effect of real-life contexts, including actual life events,
on well-being.

Contextual effects are best detected when the same individual is observed on
numerous occasions (Baltes, Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977; Lazarus, 2000). Several
prominent psychologists have argued that the pattern of variation within an indi-
vidual should serve as the basic building block of personality psychology (Allport,
1961; Fleeson, 2001; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Nesselroade, 1984; Zevon & Tel-
legen, 1982). We echo this sentiment by arguing that scientific theories regarding
culture and well-being should also be built from the bottom up, starting with the
within-individual processes (see Oishi, 2004, for a brief theoretical discussion on
this issue). The investigation of how the frequency of positive and negative events
relates to the daily fluctuations in an individual’s satisfaction, and how the pattern
of these within-person associations might differ across cultural groups, will provide
a valuable vantage point for understanding the processes of adaptation to life events
and well-being across cultures.

Preliminary Study

We conducted a preliminary study with two goals in mind. The first goal was to test
and establish cross-cultural equivalence of daily events used in the main daily diary
study. This was an important first step because if positive events were perceived
more positively and negative events were perceived less negatively in Culture A
than in Culture B, participants in Culture A would be more likely to overcome
a negative event with fewer positive events than would participants in Culture B.
In other words, cultural differences in positivity–negativity ratings of daily events
used in the main study could create artificial cultural differences in the number of
positive events required to mitigate one negative event. The second goal of the pre-
liminary study was to test and establish equivalence of the strength of positive and
negative events. If the negative events included were extremely negative and the
positive events were mildly positive, this would necessarily result in a negativity
bias (i.e., more than one positive event would be required to overcome one negative
event). To avoid this pitfall, we needed to establish that the positivity of positive
events was equivalent in strength to the negativity of negative events included in the
main study.

Method

Participants. Participants were 139 college students in the United States, Korea,
and Japan. Specifically, the sample included 29 European American students (18
women, 11 men) and 44 Asian American students (27 women, 17 men) at Califor-
nia State University, East Bay; 36 Korean students (23 women, 13 men) at Yonsei
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University and Seoul National University in Korea; and 30 Japanese students (18
women, 12 men) at Kansei Gakuin University in Japan.

Procedure. Participants were recruited in class or via e-mail. Potential partici-
pants contacted the researcher at each research site via e-mail and then were given
the Web address of the questionnaire. They completed the Web survey at their own
convenience. Participation was voluntary, and no compensation was given. Students
at California State University, East Bay, completed the questionnaire in English,
Korean students completed the questionnaire in Korean, and Japanese students com-
pleted the questionnaire in Japanese. All survey materials had been translated from
English into Japanese and Korean by an experienced translator. The final versions
of the materials were then tested for equivalence by psychologists in the respective
cultures. Minor adjustments in wording were made to make the questionnaire and
survey questions as clear as possible.

Participants were asked to indicate how good or bad each of the 50 events would
be if it happened on a typical day, using a 7-point scale (1 = extremely bad, 4 =
neither bad nor good, 7 = extremely good). We chose the 50 events from a review
of the literature on life events by Seidlitz and Diener (1993), who had compiled a list
of 80 events. Our research team, which includes one Japanese, one Korean, and two
Asian Americans, examined these events and selected 25 positive and 25 negative
events that appeared to occur commonly in Korea and Japan as well as in the United
States. Of these, 13 positive and 13 negative events were used in the analyses in
the main study; these are listed in the Appendix. In addition to the events in the
Appendix, the original 50 events included “went to a concert, play, movie, or other
artistic event,” “went to a talk, seminar, or public meeting on a topic of interest,”
“went for a walk,” “went to an athletic or sporting event,” “attended a religious
service (because I wanted to),” “engaged in spiritual reading or meditation,” “en-
gaged in creative art or craft work for leisure,” “read an interesting article or book,”
“I improved my character,” “did homework,” “received a personal letter, phone call,
or e-mail message,” “I felt good physically and emotionally,” “almost got run over,
or hit someone while driving,” “spilled food or drink on oneself or someone,” “had
an unexpected expense over $30 that I personally had to pay,” “self or immediate
family member was victim of a nonviolent crime,” “received an unfairly low grade
on a quiz, test, homework, or paper,” “food I ate was not of satisfactory quality,” and
“performed poorly in a sports event.”

Results and Discussion

Are positivity and negativity of daily events equivalent across cultures? We first
computed the mean positivity-negativity ratings for each cultural group separately
for the original 25 positive and 25 negative events and for the 13 positive and 13 neg-
ative events used in the main analyses (see Table 1). One-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) showed no cultural group differences in positivity ratings of the 25 posi-
tive events, F(3, 135) = 0.35, ns, or on the 13 positive events, F(3, 135) = 0.10,
ns. One-way ANOVA also showed no cultural group differences in negativity of
the 25 negative events, F(3, 135) = 1.75, p = 0.16, or the 13 negative events,
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Table 1 Mean positivity–negativity ratings (and standard deviations) of daily events

Original 50 events Final 26 events

Cultural group Positive Negative Positive Negative

European Americans 5.88 (0.50) 2.26 (0.50) 6.10 (0.51) 2.24 (0.51)
Asian Americans 5.81 (0.52) 2.26 (0.64) 6.15 (0.53) 2.25 (0.69)
Koreans 5.92 (0.49) 2.08 (0.40) 6.17 (0.52) 1.99 (0.40)
Japanese 5.84 (0.51) 2.04 (0.43) 6.13 (0.57) 1.99 (0.47)

Note. Mean ratings for the original 50 events (25 positive, 25 negative) and the 26 events
used in the final analyses (13 positive, 13 negative). Ratings were made on a 7-point scale
(1 = extremely bad, 4 = neither bad nor good, 7 = extremely good).

F(3, 135) = 2.63, p = 0.06. Because the cultural difference in the 13 negative
events approached significance, we conducted post hoc tests with Bonferroni correc-
tions. None of the six pairwise group comparisons, however, was close to significant
(ps > 0.22). Thus, positivity-negativity of the daily events used in the main study
did not differ across the four cultural groups.

Are positive events as positive as negative events are negative? Next, we tested
whether positive events were perceived as positively as negative events were per-
ceived negatively in our samples. We conducted a one-sample t test against the
midpoint of the 7-point scale (4, neither bad nor good). As predicted, the mean
positivity rating of the 25 positive events was significantly higher than the midpoint
of 4 (Mdif = 1.86), t(138) = 43.72, p < 0.001, whereas the mean negativ-
ity rating of the 25 negative events was significantly lower than the midpoint of
4 (Mdif = −1.84), t(138) = −42.08, p < 0.001. The magnitudes of deviation
from the midpoint were nearly identical, demonstrating the equivalence in strength
of positivity-negativity of these 25 positive and 25 negative events. Similarly, the
mean positivity rating of the 13 positive events was significantly higher than the
midpoint of 4 (Mdif = 2.14), t(138) = 47.82, p < 0.001, whereas the mean
negativity rating of the 13 negative events was significantly lower than the midpoint
of 4 (Mdif = −1.88), t(138) = −40.05, p < 0.001. Again, the magnitudes of
deviation from the midpoint were nearly symmetrical.

In sum, this study established the cross-cultural equivalence of daily events that
were used in the subsequent main study, at least in terms of positivity and negativity.
In addition, this study demonstrated that the positive events were as positive as the
negative events were negative. With these two important assumptions supported, we
moved on to the main daily dairy study.

Main Study

Method

Participants. Participants were 96 students (48 men, 47 women, 1 not specified)
from Seoul National University in Seoul, South Korea; 45 students (11 men, 29
women, 5 not specified) from the International Christian University in Tokyo, Japan;
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and 215 students from the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign (UIUC). Of
the UIUC students, 109 (45 men, 64 women) identified themselves as European
American, 101 (50 men, 51 women) identified themselves as Asian or Asian Amer-
ican, and 5 identified themselves as “other.” To distinguish the Asians and Asian
Americans at UIUC from the Koreans and Japanese in the present study, we use the
term Asian Americans to refer to the former group in this article. Out of the 101
Asian Americans at UIUC, 38 were born in the United States and 63 were born
outside of the United States; of the latter group, 45 had been in the United States for
less than 2 years at the time of data collection.

Materials and Procedures

Participants met with a trained experimenter who spoke in the local language in the
psychology office at each site. All materials had been translated from English into
Japanese or Korean by an experienced translator. The final versions of the materials
were then tested for equivalence by psychologists in the respective cultures. Minor
wording adjustments were made to make the questionnaire and survey items as clear
as possible.

Participants completed a short survey on global life satisfaction, assessed us-
ing the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin,
1985). The SWLS consists of five items, including “The conditions of my life are
excellent” and “I am satisfied with my life” (� = 0.82 for European Americans,
0.86 for Asian Americans, 0.83 for Koreans, and 0.85 for Japanese). Participants
indicated their agreement with the five statements on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). SWLS scores range from 5 to 35. Consistent with
previous research (E. Diener, M. Diener, & C. Diener, 1995; Diener, Suh, Smith,
& Shao, 1995; Oishi, 2002), significant cultural differences in global life satisfac-
tion were found, F(3, 322) = 10.40, p < 0.01. Post hoc tests using Bonferroni
adjustments indicated that European Americans were more satisfied with their lives
(M = 25.61, SD = 5.10) than were Asian Americans (M = 21.96, SD = 6.67),
Koreans (M = 21.93, SD = 5.67), and Japanese (M = 20.46, SD = 5.93). There
were no significant differences between Asian Americans, Koreans, and Japanese.

After completing the SWLS, participants were given the instructions for respond-
ing to a daily Web survey, which they completed during the following 21 days. The
first two questions of the daily diary survey were concerned with daily life satisfac-
tion: “How was today?,” measured on a 7-point scale (1 = terrible to 7 = excellent),
and “How satisfied were you with your life today?,” measured on a 7-point scale
(1 = very dissatisfied to 7 = very satisfied). We combined responses on these items
into a daily satisfaction score (� = 0.91 for European Americans, 0.93 for Asian
Americans, 0.94 for Koreans, and 0.88 for Japanese).

Next, participants were presented with a list of 50 events and asked to indicate
how many of the events had happened to them that day. Because about half of the
events did not correspond to another event of the opposite valence, we included
in the following analyses only the 26 events that could be placed into pairs with



Culture, Events, and Well-Being 151

events of opposite valence (see Appendix for the complete list). Selecting only
these corresponding events (e.g., “got complimented” vs. “got ignored”) made the
positive–negative event ratio more meaningful. It should be noted, however, that
the key findings of individual and cultural differences were very similar when we
used the entire list of 50 events.2 Because there were a few outliers who reported
having experienced a particular event 1,000 times on a given day, we capped the
daily frequency of each event at 20 (for over 99% of the participants, the frequency
reported was already less than 20). The daily positive and negative event scores
were computed by summing the daily frequencies of the 13 positive and 13 negative
events. We also computed the average daily positive (FreqPos) and negative events
(FreqNeg) over the 3-week period, which indicated individual differences in chronic
level of positive and negative events (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics).

To ensure that participants completed the surveys every day, an experimenter
checked the database each morning and sent an e-mail reminder to participants who
had not yet completed the survey. Participants were allowed to complete each day’s
survey before noon on the following day; Kahneman et al. (2004) found that retro-
spective reports about the previous day’s life events and affect are highly associated
with concurrent reports. At the end of the daily diary study, participants returned
to the psychology office, completed a brief survey, and received $25 in the United
States or the equivalent amount in won in Korea or yen in Japan.

Table 2 Number of average daily positive and negative events

Event type and group M SD

Positive events
European Americans 14.51a 8.77
Asian Americans 10.57b,c 8.23
Koreans 6.61d 3.71
Japanese 7.21c,d 4.24
Total 10.23 7.69

Negative events
European Americans 4.14a 3.67
Asian Americans 3.10a 2.79
Koreans 2.79b 2.06
Japanese 3.72a 2.73
Total 3.40 2.95

Note. Means that share an alphabet superscript did not differ from
one another. Means that do not share a superscript differed from
one another, according to post hoc tests with Bonferroni adjust-
ments, at the overall p value of 0.05.

2 When we used the 50-item list of events, the positive–negative event impact ratio was 2.40:1 for
European Americans, 1.43:1 for Asian Americans, 1.35:1 for Koreans, and 1.18:1 for Japanese.
When only interpersonal events from the original 50 events were included, the positive–negative
event impact ratio was 2.37:1 for European Americans, 1.72:1 for Asian Americans, 1.63:1 for
Koreans, and 1.58:1 for Japanese. The key individual-difference findings on the overall frequency
of positive and negative events and global life satisfaction were almost identical, regardless of
whether we used the original 50 events or the 26 paired events.
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Only participants with 10 or more daily surveys were included in the following
analyses, to ensure reliable estimates of the within-person analyses (20 participants,
or 5.7%, failed to provide a sufficient amount of data), resulting in 332 participants
(100 European Americans, 98 Asian Americans, 94 Koreans, and 39 Japanese). Data
provided by 3 Japanese participants were discarded because the participants had
typed their responses in hiragana mode, which was not properly recognized in the
database. Compliance was excellent. The average number of daily reports completed
ranged from 18.97 among European Americans to 20.38 among Japanese.

Results and Discussion

We first test the main hypotheses regarding cultural differences in within-person as-
sociation between daily events and daily satisfaction, followed by individual differ-
ences. Then, we examine cultural and individual differences simultaneously. Next,
we examine a time-lag relation between daily events and daily satisfaction. Finally,
we address other important issues, such as outliers, response styles, and accultura-
tion.

Are there cultural differences in the negativity bias? We tested our main research
questions on cultural differences in the within-person association between daily
events and daily satisfaction with multilevel random coefficient models using the
Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) program (Version 5.02; Raudenbush, Bryk,
Cheong, & Congdon, 2001). The Level 1 (within-person) model was as follows:

Yi j = �0 j + �1 j × (positive event) + �2 j × (negative event) + ri j ,

where Yi j is daily satisfaction for person j on day i, �0 j is a random coefficient
representing the intercept for person j (here, the average daily satisfaction over 21
days for person j because predictors were centered around each individual’s mean),
�1 j is a random coefficient for positive events, �2 j is a random coefficient for nega-
tive events, and ri j represents error. Because both positive and negative events were
centered around each individual’s mean, coefficients for daily events described the
relations between the daily deviations from each person’s mean number of positive
and negative events and deviations from that person’s mean daily satisfaction.

Cultural differences in the average within-person association between daily
events and satisfaction were tested at Level 2. The Level 2 (or between-person)
model was specified as follows:

�0 j = �00 + �01 × (Code 1) + �02 × (Code 2) + �03 × (Code 3) + u0 j

�1 j = �10 + �11 × (Code 1) + �12 × (Code 2) + �13 × (Code 3) + u1 j

�2 j = �20 + �21 × (Code 1) + �22 × (Code 2) + �23 × (Code 3) + u0 j ,

where each of the Level 1 variables was predicted by three dummy codes repre-
senting four different cultural groups: In Dummy Code 1, Asian Americans were



Culture, Events, and Well-Being 153

coded as 1 and the rest were coded as 0; in Dummy Code 2, Koreans were coded
as 1 and the rest were coded as 0, and in Dummy Code 3, Japanese were coded
as 1 and the rest were coded as 0. This set of dummy codes allowed us to use
European Americans as the reference group (i.e., Dummy Code 1 tested the differ-
ence between Asian Americans and European Americans; Dummy Code 2 tested
the difference between Koreans and European Americans; Dummy Code 3 tested
the difference between Japanese and European Americans). Before conducting this
analysis, we checked for gender differences in the within-person association be-
tween daily events and daily satisfaction. Because no gender differences were found,
we did not include gender in subsequent analyses.

Table 3 shows the results of the HLM analysis. �00 indicates that the average
daily satisfaction for European Americans was 4.718. The average daily satisfaction
of Asian Americans was significantly lower than that of European Americans, as
indicated by the significant �01. Although European Americans reported a higher
level of general life satisfaction, as measured by the SWLS, than did Japanese and
Koreans, there were no differences between European Americans and Koreans or
between European Americans and Japanese in the average daily satisfaction, as
indicated by the nonsignificant �02 and �03 (see Oishi, 2002, for similar findings).

The second section of Table 3 illustrates critical information with regard to cul-
tural differences in the size of the average within-person association between daily
positive events and daily satisfaction. Consistent with our prediction, a one-unit in-
crease in daily positive event (i.e., each positive event) was associated with a greater
increase in daily satisfaction for Asian Americans, Koreans, and Japanese than for
European Americans (as indicated by the significant �11, �12, and �13 in Table 3).
Specifically, one positive event was associated with a 0.068-point increase in daily
satisfaction for European Americans, as compared with a 0.094-point increase for
Asian Americans, a 0.132-point increase for Koreans, and a 0.129-point increase for
Japanese.

The last section of Table 3 illustrates the cultural similarities and differences
in the average within-person association between daily negative events and daily
satisfaction. �21 and �23 were nonsignificant, suggesting that the strength of the
within-person association between negative events and daily satisfaction did not
differ between Asian Americans and European Americans or between Japanese and
European Americans. �22, however, was significant, indicating that the strength of
association between daily negative events and daily satisfaction was stronger for
Koreans than for European Americans. On a day when Koreans experienced one
more negative event than usual, their daily satisfaction was 0.174 points lower than
usual, whereas on a day when European Americans experienced one more negative
event than average, their daily satisfaction was 0.130 points lower than average.

On the basis of the HLM analysis above, we computed the relative power of
positive versus negative events on daily satisfaction. For European Americans, the
unstandardized coefficient was 0.068 for positive events and −0.130 for negative
events, indicating that negative events were 1.91 times more strongly associated
with daily satisfaction than were positive events. The corresponding unstandard-
ized coefficients were 0.094 and −0.123 for Asian Americans, indicating that one
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Table 3 Hierarchical linear modeling analysis of daily life events and daily satisfaction

Unstandardized
Predictor coefficient SE t p

For INTERCEPT1, �0

INTERCEPT2, �00 4.718 0.087 54.43 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �01 –0.277 0.123 –2.24 0.025
Dummy Code 2, �02 –0.116 0.124 –0.93 0.352
Dummy Code 3, �03 –0.223 0.163 –1.37 0.175

For positive event slope, �1

INTERCEPT2, �10 0.068 0.006 10.89 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �11 0.026 0.009 2.84 0.005
Dummy Code 2, �12 0.064 0.010 6.27 0.000
Dummy Code 3, �13 0.061 0.014 4.44 0.000

For negative event slope, �2

INTERCEPT2, �20 –0.130 0.011 –11.44 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �21 0.070 0.017 0.42 0.675
Dummy Code 2, �22 –0.044 0.017 –2.55 0.011
Dummy Code 3, �23 0.008 0.022 0.35 0.726

Note. Dummy Code 1: Asian Americans were coded as 1, others as 0. Dummy Code 2:
Koreans were coded as 1, others as 0. Dummy Code 3: Japanese were coded as 1, others
as 0. Approximate degree of freedom is 328.

negative event was only 1.31 times more strongly associated with daily satisfaction
than one positive event. For Koreans, the unstandardized coefficients for positive
and negative events were 0.132 and −0.174, indicating that the power of a negative
event was 1.32 times stronger than that of a positive event. Finally, for Japanese, the
unstandardized coefficients for positive and negative events were 0.123 and −0.123,
meaning that a negative event had exactly the same degree of association with daily
satisfaction as did a positive event. In other words, it took roughly two positive
events (e.g., receiving two compliments) to offset one negative event (e.g., getting
ignored once) for European Americans, whereas just one positive event neutralized
a negative event for Japanese.

A closer look at the frequency effect: Individual differences. Next, we moved
on to test our individual-difference hypothesis. The first postulate of our frequency
model predicts that the size of the within-person association between daily posi-
tive (or negative) events and daily satisfaction should be larger among individuals
who experience fewer positive (or negative) events. We tested this idea using the
following two-level HLM model:

Level 1 (within person):

Yi j = �0 j + �1 j × (positive event) + �2 j × (negative event) + ri j ,

Level 2 (between person):

�0 j = �00 + �01 × (FreqPos) + �02 × (FreqNeg) + r0 j

�1 j = �10 + �11 × (FreqPos) + r1 j

�2 j = �20 + �21 × (FreqNeg) + r2 j ,
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where FreqPos and FreqNeg indicate the average frequency of daily positive and
negative events, respectively, for each participant over the 21-day period. As ex-
pected, our analysis showed that individuals who experienced more positive events
over the course of 21 days had a higher mean level of daily satisfaction, �01 =
0.065, SE = 0.0060, t = 10.92, p < 0.001, and individuals who experi-
enced more negative events overall had a lower mean level of daily satisfaction,
�02 = −0.134, SE = 0.0155, t = −8.64, p < 0.001. As was the case in the
previous analysis, daily positive events were positively associated with daily satis-
faction, �10 = 0.1035, SE = 0.0038, t = 26.89, p < 0.001, and daily negative
events were negatively associated with daily satisfaction, �20 = −0.1505, SE =
0.0067, t = −22.46, p < 0.01.

Most important, and consistent with our frequency model, the association be-
tween daily positive events and daily satisfaction was significantly smaller for in-
dividuals who experienced more positive events overall, �11 = −0.0033, SE =
0.00039, t = −8.59, p < 0.001. Again, in accordance with our hypothesis, the
negative association between daily negative events and daily satisfaction was weaker
for individuals who experienced a higher overall frequency of negative events,
�21 = 0.0103, SE = 0.0017, t = 6.16, p < 0.001. In short, the degree to which
positive events were associated with daily satisfaction was smaller for individuals
high in overall frequency of positive events, whereas the degree to which negative
events were associated with decreased daily satisfaction was smaller for individuals
high in overall frequency of negative events.

A closer look at global life satisfaction and daily satisfaction. Next, we tested the
more general idea that individuals higher in global life satisfaction would benefit
less from a given positive event in terms of their daily satisfaction. Global life sat-
isfaction was significantly associated with the overall frequency of positive events
(r = 0.30, p < 0.01) but unrelated to the overall frequency of negative events
(r = −0.04, ns). The Level 1 (within-person) HLM model was exactly the same
as the previously presented model. At Level 2 (between-person), Level 1 variables
were predicted by the grand-centered SWLS score.

Consistent with previous research (e.g., Oishi, Schimmack, & Diener, 2001), in-
dividuals high in global life satisfaction had higher levels of daily satisfaction than
those low in global life satisfaction, �01 = 0.063, SE = 0.007, t = 9.02, p <

0.001. With regard to our prediction, the within-person association between daily
positive events and daily satisfaction was, as expected, significantly smaller for in-
dividuals with higher levels of global life satisfaction than for those low in global
life satisfaction, �11 = −0.0024, SE = 0.00067, t = −3.58, p < 0.001. It is
also worth noting that the within-person association between daily negative events
and daily satisfaction was even more negative for individuals with higher levels of
global life satisfaction, �21 = −0.00276, SE = 0.00108, t = −2.54, p < 0.05.
In other words, the daily satisfaction of individuals higher in global life satisfaction
covaried with negative events more strongly than that of individuals lower in global
life satisfaction, whereas it covaried with positive events less strongly than that of
individuals lower in global life satisfaction.

A plausible alternative explanation for our individual-difference findings is that
the within-person association between daily positive events and daily satisfaction
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is smaller among individuals high in global life satisfaction or high in overall
frequency of positive events because their daily satisfaction fluctuates less. We
examined the possibility of limited variability in the daily satisfaction of this
group by computing a within-person standard deviation of daily satisfaction. The
within-person variability index was not correlated with global life satisfaction (r =
−0.02, ns) or with the overall frequency of daily positive events (r = −0.01, ns),
a finding that rules out this alternative explanation.

Simultaneous examination of cultural and individual differences. Next, we exam-
ined the aforementioned cultural and individual differences simultaneously. Specif-
ically, we tested the model in which overall frequency of positive and negative
events, global life satisfaction, and three culture dummy variables were included
at Level 2 to test whether the previously obtained individual and cultural differ-
ences were independent of each other. As in the initial analyses, overall daily
satisfaction was higher among individuals with high global life satisfaction, t =
6.43, p < 0.01; those who experienced many positive events during the 21-day
period, t = 9.48, p < 0.01; and those who experienced fewer negative events,
t = −8.08, p < 0.01. Once these individual-difference variables were entered,
the difference in average daily satisfaction between European Americans and Asian
Americans disappeared, t = −0.03, p = 0.98. When global life satisfaction and
overall frequency of daily events were controlled, Korean and Japanese partici-
pants had higher average daily satisfaction than European Americans, ts > 2.87,
ps < 0.01.

Most central to our hypotheses, the within-person association between daily pos-
itive events and daily satisfaction remained significantly stronger among Japanese
and Koreans than among European Americans, ts > 2.72, ps < 0.01, even when
global life satisfaction and overall frequency of daily events were included in the
analysis. In addition, the within-person association between daily positive events
and daily satisfaction remained significantly smaller among those who experienced
more positive events during the 21-day period than others, t = −5.99, p < 0.01.
In contrast, the difference in the within-person association between daily positive
events and daily satisfaction between European Americans and Asian Americans
originally observed became nonsignificant, t = 1.44, p = 0.15. In addition,
once the overall frequencies of positive and negative events were controlled, the
within-person association between daily positive events and daily satisfaction was
not different across individuals, depending on the level of global life satisfaction,
t = −1.09, p = 0.28. With regard to the within-person association between daily
negative events and daily satisfaction, all of the significant effects from the original
analyses remained significant. Namely, the association was smaller among those
who experienced more negative events overall than others, t = 5.44, p < 0.01,
and larger among those high in global life satisfaction than those low in global life
satisfaction, t = −2.33, p < 0.05. In short, the key differences between European
Americans and Koreans/Japanese remained substantial even after controlling for
individual differences in global life satisfaction and the overall frequency of positive
and negative events. In addition, the frequency effect at the between-individual level
also remained sizable after controlling for cultural differences. Thus, the individual
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differences and cultural differences we observed were largely independent of one
another.

Time-lag analyses. In addition, we conducted three time-lag analyses in order to
delineate (a) cultural differences in the temporal relations between daily events and
satisfaction, (b) individual differences in the frequency effects, and (c) individual
differences in global life satisfaction. The Level 1 (within-person) model was as
follows:

Yi j = �0 j + �1 j × (day t positive event) + �2 j

× (day t negative event) + �3 j × (day t − 1 positive event)

+ �4 j × (day t − 1 negative event) + �5 j

× (day t − 1 satisfaction) + ri j ,

where Yi j was day t satisfaction. In the first time-lag model, which tested cultural
differences, each of the Level 1 variables (�0 j to �5 j ) was predicted by the same
set of dummy codes used in previous analyses at Level 2. In essence, this model
tested the degree to which daily changes in the number of positive and negative
events predicted daily changes in satisfaction. Even after controlling for the previous
day’s satisfaction and events experienced, the results remained comparable to the
original analysis. As seen in Table 4, the average within-person association between
changes in daily positive events and changes in daily satisfaction was significantly
stronger for Asian Americans, Koreans, and Japanese than for European Americans.
In the latter group, daily changes in the frequency of negative events had 1.78 times
more impact on daily satisfaction than did such changes in the frequency of positive
events (i.e., it took 1.78 positive events to mitigate one negative event). In contrast,
daily changes in the frequency of negative events had 1.35 times more impact on
daily satisfaction for Asian Americans and 1.33 times more impact for Koreans.
For Japanese, daily changes in the frequency of negative events had less impact
(i.e., 0.94 times) on daily satisfaction than did changes in the frequency of positive
events. In sum, the time-lag analysis showed that Asian Americans, Koreans, and
Japanese benefited more from daily positive events than did European Americans.

In the second time-lag model, the Level 2 predictors were the overall frequen-
cies of positive and negative events, rather than cultural differences. The Level 1
model was identical to the one used in the previous analysis. This analysis revealed,
again, that the degree to which daily changes in the frequency of positive events
were associated with changes in daily satisfaction was weaker among individuals
high in overall frequency of positive events, −0.0032, SE = 0.000357, t =
−8.95, p < 0.001. The degree to which daily changes in the frequency of negative
events were associated with changes in daily satisfaction was also weaker among
individuals high in overall frequency of negative events, 0.010307, SE = 0.001623,

t = 6.37, p < 0.001.
In the final time-lag model, the Level 2 predictors were global life satisfac-

tion. Again, the Level 1 model was identical to the one used in the previous
time-lag model. This analysis revealed, as hypothesized, that the magnitude of the
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Table 4 Hierarchical linear modeling analysis of daily life events and daily satisfaction, controlling
for previous day’s events and well-being

Unstandardized
Predictor coefficient SE t p

For INTERCEPT1, �0

INTERCEPT2, �00 4.718 0.086 54.442 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �01 −0.27 0.123 −2.244 0.025
Dummy Code 2, �02 −0.11 0.124 −0.933 0.351
Dummy Code 3, �03 −0.22 0.163 −1.356 0.175

For day t positive event slope, �1

INTERCEPT2, �10 0.068 0.005 11.480 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �11 0.023 0.008 2.682 0.008
Dummy Code 2, �12 0.062 0.009 6.372 0.000
Dummy Code 3, �13 0.059 0.013 4.417 0.000

For day t negative event slope, �2

INTERCEPT2, �20 −0.121 0.011 −10.720 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �21 −0.002 0.016 −0.168 0.867
Dummy Code 2, �22 −0.052 0.017 −3.049 0.003
Dummy Code 3, �23 0.001 0.021 0.061 0.952

For day t−1 positive event slope, �3

INTERCEPT2, �30 −0.014 0.003 −3.829 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �31 0.005 0.006 0.954 0.341
Dummy Code 2, �32 −0.001 0.007 −0.241 0.810
Dummy Code 3, �33 −0.002 0.010 −0.276 0.783

For day t−1 negative event slope, �4

INTERCEPT2, �40 0.0098 0.008 1.110 0.267
Dummy Code 1, �41 −0.015 0.013 −1.181 0.238
Dummy Code 2, �42 0.0000 0.013 0.004 0.996
Dummy Code 3, �43 −0.005 0.016 −0.334 0.738

For day t−1 well-being slope, �5

INTERCEPT2, �50 0.219 0.027 8.089 0.000
Dummy Code 1, �51 −0.003 0.036 −0.085 0.933
Dummy Code 2, �52 −0.081 0.036 −2.231 0.026
Dummy Code 3, �53 −0.071 0.045 −1.574 0.115

Note. Dummy Code 1: Asian Americans were coded as 1, others as 0. Dummy Code 2: Koreans
were coded as 1, others as 0. Dummy Code 3: Japanese were coded as 1, others as 0. Approximate
degree of freedom is 328.

within-person association between changes in the frequency of positive events and
changes in daily satisfaction was significantly smaller among individuals high in
global life satisfaction, −0.002431, SE = 0.000643, t = −3.78, p < 0.001,
whereas the magnitude of the within-person association between changes in the fre-
quency of negative events and changes in daily satisfaction was significantly larger
among individuals high in global life satisfaction, −0.002774, SE = 0.001073,

t = 2.58, p = 0.01.
Issues of outliers, response styles, and acculturation. Finally, we examined the

issues of outliers, response styles, and acculturation. Analogous to putting the cap
on reaction time data (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000), we capped the number of occur-
rences of each daily event at 20 in the aforementioned analyses. However, one might
wonder whether this treatment still left many outliers in the data. We examined each
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participant’s daily data separately, computing a skewness index and kurtosis for
each individual’s daily data. According to Curran, West, and Finch (1996), skew-
ness greater than 2 and kurtosis greater than 7 should be considered outliers. Out
of 332 participants, 21 (4 European Americans, 9 Asian Americans, and 8 Koreans)
showed skewness greater than 2 and kurtosis greater than 7 on either positive or neg-
ative daily events. We reran the first HLM analysis with these individuals excluded.
The results were almost identical to the original results: The within-person associ-
ation between daily positive events and daily satisfaction was significantly larger
among Asian Americans than among European Americans, t = 3.28, p < 0.01;
among Koreans than among European Americans, t = 4.20, p < 0.01; and among
Japanese than among European Americans, t = 6.06, p < 0.01. In addition, when
outliers were excluded, the original frequency effect was again obtained. Namely,
the within-person association between daily positive events and daily satisfaction
was smaller among those who experienced more positive events overall than among
those who experienced fewer positive events, t = −8.78, p < 0.01. Similarly, the
within-person association between daily negative events and daily satisfaction was
also smaller among those who experienced more negative events overall than others,
t = 6.35, p < 0.01. Likewise, when outliers were excluded, the within-person
association between daily positive events and daily satisfaction was smaller among
individuals high in global life satisfaction than those low in global life satisfac-
tion, t = −3.71, p < 0.01, whereas the within-person association between daily
negative events and daily satisfaction was larger among those high in global life
satisfaction than among those low in global life satisfaction, t = −2.57, p = 0.01.

Next, the findings reported above could possibly be due to individual and cultural
differences in response styles. If response styles were responsible for our findings,
then we should obtain similar cultural and individual differences with different con-
tent used as the dependent variable, as long as the response format is the same. At the
end of the daily survey, we included an item regarding participants’ satisfaction with
today’s weather, rated on the same 7-point scale used for the daily satisfaction item.
Thus, we reran the first HLM analysis reported above after changing the dependent
variable from daily satisfaction to daily weather satisfaction. Unlike in the original
analysis on daily satisfaction, there were no differences between European Ameri-
cans and Koreans or Asian Americans in the degree to which daily positive events
were associated with daily weather satisfaction, |t |s < 0.97, ps > 0.34. Although
daily positive events were more strongly associated with daily weather satisfaction
among Japanese than among European Americans, t = 2.57, p = 0.01, daily neg-
ative events were also marginally more strongly associated with daily weather sat-
isfaction among Japanese than among European Americans, t = −1.85, p = 0.06.
We also reran the two individual-difference analyses reported after the first cultural
difference analyses. Unlike in the original analyses, the overall frequency of daily
positive events did not moderate the within-person relation between daily positive
events and daily weather satisfaction, t = −1.65, p = 0.10, nor did the overall
frequency of daily negative events moderate the within-person association between
daily negative events and daily weather satisfaction, t = 0.40, p = 0.69. Simi-
larly, the degree to which daily positive events were associated with daily weather
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satisfaction did not differ across individuals depending on the level of global life
satisfaction, t = −0.84, p = 0.40, nor did the degree to which daily negative events
were associated with weather satisfaction differ across individuals depending on the
level of global life satisfaction, t = −0.36, p = 0.72. These analyses suggest
that the alternative explanation for our findings based on individual and cultural
differences in response styles is not viable.

Finally, we examined whether there was an acculturation effect among the Asian
American sample. Specifically, we tested whether the 38 Asian Americans born in
the United States would show different patterns than the 63 Asian Americans born
outside of the United States. We reran the first HLM analysis reported above with
the following change: The Level 2 predictor was the dummy code, in which Asian
Americans born outside of the United States were coded as 0 and Asian Americans
born in the United States were coded as 1. There were no differences in either the
degree to which daily positive events were associated with daily satisfaction, t =
−1.07, p = 0.28, or the degree to which daily negative events were associated with
daily satisfaction, t = 1.49, p = 0.14. It took 1.39 positive events to counteract 1
negative event among Asian Americans born outside of the United States, whereas it
took 1.19 positive events among U.S.-born Asian Americans. Thus, U.S.-born Asian
Americans were no more similar to European Americans than were foreign-born
Asian Americans in our study.

General Discussion

The present research used the daily diary method to examine individual and cultural
differences in the equilibrium point of daily satisfaction. As predicted, the associ-
ation between positive life events and daily satisfaction was stronger among Asian
Americans, Koreans, and Japanese than among European Americans. Whereas it
took nearly two positive events (e.g., getting complimented and getting an A) to mit-
igate one negative event (e.g., getting ignored) for European Americans, it took only
about 1.3 positive events to have the same mitigating effect for Asian Americans and
Koreans and only one positive event to mitigate the negative event for Japanese (see
Fig. 1). Furthermore, in support of the frequency model of life events and well-
being, we found systematic individual differences in the relative impact of positive
versus negative life events on daily satisfaction in terms of both overall frequency
and global life satisfaction. Finally, time-lag analyses replicated the aforementioned
individual and cultural differences. This is the first study to demonstrate individual
and cultural differences in the number of positive events required to counteract one
negative event. It should be noted that we found support for our predictions after
having established cross-cultural equivalence of the daily events used in the main
diary study as well as equivalence in strength of positive and negative events in
the preliminary study. Thus, our findings cannot be explained by cultural differ-
ences in positivity or negativity of the daily events used in our study. Moreover, we
found similar individual and cultural differences when the original 50 events were
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Fig. 1 The ratio of positive to negative events needed to maintain daily satisfaction equilibrium
for each cultural group. The higher the ratio is, the more positive events are required, relative to
negative events, to maintain the same level of daily satisfaction. Euro Am = European American;
Asian Am = Asian American

included and when only interpersonal events were included (see Footnote 2). Thus,
our findings were not limited to one particular kind of daily events.

Why Are There So Many “Happy” People but So Few “Very
Happy” People?

Previous research has shown that although most people are above neutral in terms of
well-being (E. Diener & C. Diener, 1996), very few people report being very happy,
and those who do rarely stay that way for a long time (Diener & Seligman, 2002).
The explanation for these findings has remained a mystery; however, the present
findings offer a possible solution. As global life satisfaction increases, the potency
of each negative event increases with it, so that more positive events are needed to
mitigate each negative event. Unfortunately, many negative events, such as power
outages, flat tires, and flight delays, are unavoidable. Because satisfied individuals
already experience many positive events, moving to “very satisfied” by improving
the positive–negative event ratio is very difficult. Even if one manages to increase
the frequency of positive events he or she experiences, this increase is accompanied
by an even stronger negativity bias. The bias is so strong toward the highest end
of well-being that it is virtually impossible to reach that point, let alone stay there.
What is more, because people often spend much effort and energy on getting over
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a negative event, they may not have sufficient energy or resources to surpass their
prior level of well-being (Taylor, 1991).

Divergent Processes in Culture and Well-Being

The evidence presented in this article contradicts data gathered in previous research
on culture and well-being, which has generally converged on the notion that Eu-
ropean Americans pay more attention to positive emotions, as well as to other
positive aspects of life, than do East Asians (Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, &
Suh, 2000; Oishi, 2002; Oishi & Diener, 2003; Schimmack, Radhakrishnan, Oishi,
Dzokoto, & Ahadi, 2003; Wirtz, 2004). Suh, Diener, Oishi, and Triandis (1998), for
instance, showed that the frequency of positive emotion is less strongly associated
with life satisfaction for people in collectivist cultures such as Korea and Japan.
Additionally, Oishi (2002) demonstrated that although both the most and the least
satisfying days contributed to overall weekly satisfaction for Asians, only the most
satisfying day influenced overall satisfaction for European Americans. Likewise,
European Americans evaluated their overall experiences as more satisfying than did
Asians, even when there were no corresponding cultural differences in average daily
satisfaction or actual experience (Oishi, 2002; Oishi & Diener, 2003; Wirtz, 2004).
On the contrary, the current study suggests that it is Asians’ daily satisfaction that is
more susceptible to the power of a positive event.

To make sense of this paradox, one must consider both the type of well-being
judgment under study and the role of novelty. In the context of evaluating a single
day, novel or unexpected events should have a stronger impact than expected or
frequently experienced events. However, in the context of evaluating a longer period
of time, or life in general, memories of specific events are not always accessible, and
individuals fall back on more general beliefs and expectancies about life (Kashima,
2000; Kim-Prieto, Diener, Tamir, Scollon, & Diener, 2005; Robinson & Clore, 2002;
see Taylor, 1991, for the application of the mobilization–minimization hypothesis
to memory of emotional experiences).

By examining (a) the within-person process as opposed to interindividual dif-
ferences and (b) daily judgments (short-term) as opposed to global (long-term)
judgments of well-being (cf. Diener & Fujita, 2005; Oishi et al., 2001), the present
research provides a more complex, but also more complete, picture of culture and
well-being. On average, European Americans hold more positive attitudes toward
their lives and themselves (Chang & Asakawa, 2003; Heine & Lehman, 1995) and
enjoy a higher level of global life satisfaction and self-esteem than Asian Amer-
icans, Japanese, or Koreans (Diener, Suh, Smith, Shao, 1995; Oishi & Sullivan,
2005). In terms of daily satisfaction, however, Asian Americans, Japanese, and Ko-
reans benefit more from each positive event that happens to them. Asian Americans,
Japanese, and Koreans, whose attitudes and expectations are not as positive as Eu-
ropean Americans’, might be amplifying the impact of each positive event. Given
the present findings, although it may be good to have positive global expectations
of happiness and life satisfaction in general, such expectations may undermine the
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impact of specific positive experiences on daily satisfaction. In this sense, less is
sometimes more.

Before closing, we should note several limitations of the current research. First,
although we identified intriguing counterintuitive phenomena, the underlying mech-
anisms at play are not yet fully identified. One important goal for future research is
to explore the positive–negative ratio in terms of events that vary in novelty, control-
lability, and internal versus external causes. Second, the 13 positive events and 13
negative events that we chose to focus on in our analyses might not be exactly equiv-
alent in terms of their meanings across cultures. In addition, the specific number of
positive events required to nullify the detrimental effect of one negative event is
likely to change, depending on specific events used (see Footnote 2 for examples).
Furthermore, although the life events we included in the daily survey were quite
diverse, by providing participants with a fixed list, we have overlooked the expe-
rience of events that were not included in the survey. Although we made sure that
these events were meaningful to every cultural group we examined, the list of daily
events was based on research conducted in the United States. Thus, in the future
it will be important to test the current hypotheses using ideographic events gener-
ated by participants themselves. Finally, cultural differences in overall frequency of
positive and negative events might be due to cultural differences in reporting styles.
Asian Americans, Koreans, and Japanese might not have registered the same mildly
flattering comment from a friend as a compliment, whereas European Americans
might have. This might have contributed in part to our findings, although reporting
styles cannot fully explain cultural differences in the key variables, as the differ-
ences between European Americans and Koreans/Japanese in the key within-person
association between positive events and daily satisfaction remained significant when
the overall frequency of positive and negative events were statistically controlled.

Conclusion

In accordance with the frequency model of life events and well-being, we found
that the potency of positive events was stronger for Asian Americans, Japanese,
and Koreans than for European Americans. We also found systematic individual
differences in the power of positive events on daily satisfaction in terms of both
overall frequency and global life satisfaction. In sum, the underlying processes of
the frequency model were supported at both the individual and cultural levels of
analysis, showing that less is sometimes more. Furthermore, we discovered intrigu-
ing divergence between global and daily satisfaction: Experiencing many positive
events may be good for global happiness, but it could also reduce the impact of each
positive event on daily happiness. The present findings suggest that the quest for
greater happiness is not a straightforward one, in part because of the paradoxical
interplay of daily events, daily satisfaction, and global well-being.
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Appendix

Daily life events

Positive events

1a. Received an A on a quiz, test,
homework, or paper

2a. Got complimented
3a. Received a gift 3b. Lost something valuable/Dropped

something valuable and broke it (vase,
clock, etc.)

4a. Had fun 4b. Had hassles
5a. My friends were understanding and

supportive of me
5b. A friend did something that made me

disappointed or ashamed of him/her
6a. I was supportive of someone who

needed me
6b. Said something to someone I deeply

regretted afterwards
7a. I learned much in school 7b. Missed a class or an appointment/Was

late for a class or appointment
8a. I impressed my friends 8b. Had an embarrassing moment
9a. I got along well with people around

me
9b. Had an argument with someone

10a. Worked out 10b. Had a headache, stomach ache, or a
small cut

11a. My relationship with
boyfriend/girlfriend or spouse was
good

11b. Was turned down asking someone
out on a date

12a. I made a new friend 12b. Missed being with my family
13a. Had a meal with friends 13b. Was stood up

Negative events

1b. Received a D on a quiz, test,
homework, or paper

2b. Got ignored/Was called by a
derogatory name
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Norms for Experiencing Emotions in Different
Cultures: Inter- and Intranational Differences

Michael Eid and Ed Diener

Abstract Within- and between-nations differences in norms for experiencing
emotions were analyzed in a cross-cultural study with 1,846 respondents from 2
individualistic (United States, Australia) and 2 collectivistic (China, Taiwan) coun-
tries. A multigroup latent class analysis revealed that there were both universal and
culture-specific types of norms for experiencing emotions. Moreover, strong intrana-
tional variability in norms for affect could be detected, particularly for collectivistic
nations. Unexpectedly, individualistic nations were most uniform in norms, particu-
larly with regard to pleasant affect. Individualistic and collectivistic nations differed
most strongly in norms for self-reflective emotions (e.g., pride and guilt). Norms
for emotions were related to emotional experiences within nations. Furthermore,
there were strong national differences in reported emotional experiences, even when
norms were held constant.

The cross-cultural perspective has a long tradition in research on emotions. More
than 100 years ago, Charles Darwin (1872/1970) based the theoretical considera-
tions in his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals to a large
degree on reports he had received from people living in different cultures of the
world. Since that time, cross-cultural comparisons have become the most important
ethological research strategy for proving the assumption that there are universal, bio-
logically determined programs, particularly for the expression of emotions. Review-
ing the results of this ethological research paradigm, Grammer and Eibl-Eibesfeldt
(1993) came to the conclusion that there is a universal human system not only for
producing emotions but also for understanding the expression of emotions.

From the perspective of cross-cultural anthropology and psychology, however,
the biological perspective is not sufficient for a full understanding of the experi-
ence and expression of emotions and must be complemented by consideration of
the cultural context in which emotions are experienced, expressed, and perceived
(e.g., Kitayama & Markus, 1995; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Matsumoto, 1996;
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Mesquita & Ellsworth, 2001; Mesquita & Frijda, 1992; Scherer, 1994, 1997; Scherer
& Wallbott, 1994; Scherer, Wallbott, & Summerfield, 1986; Shaver, Wu, & Schwartz,
1992; Wallbott & Scherer, 1988). If we follow Triandis’s (1997) definition of a
cultural syndrome as a “shared set of beliefs, attitudes, norms, values, and behavior
organized around a central theme and found among speakers of one language, in
one time period, and in one geographic region” (p. 443), it is necessary to identify
cultural syndromes that are related to the experience, expression, regulation, and
socialization of emotions.

According to Frijda and Mesquita (1995), cultural influences on the emotion
process are mediated to a large extent by the significance an emotion has for an
individual. Frijda and Mesquita distinguished among three aspects of emotion that
are culturally influenced. First, they considered social consequences of emotions
that regulate the expression and suppression of emotions. Second, they stressed
the importance of norms for experiencing different emotions. Third, they discussed
social–cohesive functions of emotions. Several ethnographic studies have shown
that there are strong cultural differences in the social consequences of emotions, par-
ticularly in how the expression of emotions is valued. The expression of anger, for
example, is strongly disapproved of by the Utku Eskimos (Briggs, 1970), whereas
the Kaluli are expected and even encouraged to show their anger (Schieffelin, 1983;
for further examples, see Mesquita & Frijda, 1992).

There are strong cultural differences in display rules (Ekman & Friesen, 1969;
Izard, 1980) that are learned during the socialization process (Saarni, 1999). There
are also cultural differences in the norms for experiencing different emotions.
Hochschild (1983), for example, discussed the role of feeling rules, social norms
that prescribe how people should feel in specific situations (e.g., on a wedding day,
at a funeral). In addition to situational feeling rules, norms for the experience of
emotions can also be present in a society in the form of generalized expectations.
This means that emotions can differ in their desirability and perceived appropri-
ateness across situations. The emotional climate of nations can be characterized by
generalized norms for experiencing different emotions and the fact that these norms
are subject to historical change (Stearns, 1994; Stearns & Lewis, 1998).

Most of the research on cultural differences in emotions has focused on the first
aspect, the social consequences of emotion manifestations and how they regulate
the expression versus suppression of emotions. Mesquita and Frijda (1992), how-
ever, reviewed evidence that there are cultural similarities and differences in all
components of the emotion process (i.e., antecedent events, event coding, appraisal,
physiological reaction patterns, action readiness, emotional behavior, and regula-
tion). In explaining cultural differences in these components, not only are the norms
for the expression of emotions relevant but also the norms for the experience of
emotions. For example, people who value positive emotions might be more alert to
positive events, might seek situations that provoke positive emotions, might appraise
positive events in a more positive way, might stay in positive situations longer, and
might try to maintain their positive feelings or even enhance them. However, peo-
ple who think that positive feelings are inappropriate are likely to avoid situations
that cause positive feelings, might not be able to appraise positive situations in a
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positive way, might withdraw from positive situations much earlier, and might even
try to dampen positive feelings. On the other hand, people who think that negative
emotions (e.g., anger) are appropriate might seek anger-provoking situations when
they assume that these situations would be helpful (e.g., for clarifying conflicts, for
asserting their goals). These people might be more prone to appraise situations with
respect to the situation’s potential for hindering their goal, they might not with-
draw from anger situations, and they might try to maintain their anger as long as
they think this would be necessary for asserting their goals. However, people who
believe that the experience of anger is inappropriate might avoid anger-provoking
situations. They might not focus on components of a situation that hinder a personal
goal when appraising a situation, and they might try to withdraw from an anger
situation early and try to suppress or dampen their anger reaction. Hence, norms for
the experience of emotions might have a strong influence on the regulation of one’s
emotions.

Moreover, values and norms for experiencing emotions might be important not
only for an individual emotional episode but also for regulating emotions in other
people. People who think that the experience of positive emotions (e.g., pride) is in-
appropriate are likely to disapprove of those emotional experiences in other people.
This might be particularly important for the socialization process (Saarni, 1999).
Parents who think that specific emotions are inappropriate are likely to raise their
children in such a way that the children learn to avoid specific emotional situations
and emotional reactions, to develop a specific appraisal style, and to regulate their
emotions in such a way that they maintain a “correct” emotional life. Parents who
think that specific emotions are positive are likely to encourage their children to feel
and express these emotions and to reward emotional behavior that is in line with
their own emotional norms. Saarni (1999) pointed out that parents are expected to
socialize their children to behave and feel according to normative beliefs about de-
sirable and appropriate emotional behavior. There are several ethnographic studies
that are in accord with these assumptions (for an overview, see Ulich & Mayring,
1992). Finally, knowledge of norms for experiencing emotions might be very im-
portant for cross-cultural communication and the relationships of people in different
cultures.

We owe much of our knowledge of cultural influences on emotions to ethno-
graphic and anthropological studies. These studies have produced interesting in-
sights into cultural specificities, but they are limited in several ways. First, they are
single-case studies that focus on one culture that is described in detail. These studies
do not discuss whether there are cross-cultural differences in emotional norms and
how these cross-cultural differences are explained. Second, these studies often refer
to small groups, and the generalizability of the results might be questionable. Third,
they focus on aspects of emotion that are typical for a culture. How strong within-
culture differences are compared with cross-cultural differences is not analyzed.

If we take a cross-cultural perspective, at least two questions are important:
(a) Which cultures should differ in values and norms for experiencing emotions
(according to theoretical models), and why? and (b) Can cross-cultural differences
in values and norms be empirically confirmed (according to empirical studies)?
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Values and Norms for Experiencing Emotions

Cultural differences in values and norms for experiencing emotions can be pre-
dicted from cultural differences in self-construals. In cross-cultural psychology, two
prototypical self-construals, the independent and the interdependent self-construal,
have been distinguished by several authors (e.g., Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999;
Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). The independent self consists of a con-
figuration of inner attributes (e.g., dispositions, motives, and values) that make an
individual unique from others. In cultures where an independent self is predomi-
nant, people are expected to become independent from others and to pursue and
assert individual goals. People with an individual self focus on their own attributes,
abilities, and preferences and tend to express these attributes in public and in pri-
vate. The personality pattern that characterizes the independent self is also named
idiocentrism (Triandis, 1997). Cultures in which idiocentrism is the predominant
personality pattern are called individualistic cultures (Triandis, 1997). Hence, peo-
ple with an independent self are found in individualistic (e.g., Western) cultures
more often than in collectivistic ones (e.g., Eastern cultures).

The interdependent (relational) self, on the other hand, is characterized by the
belief that the self cannot be separated from others or from the social context. The
self is part of all-embracing social relationships, and people with an interdepen-
dent self focus on and are regulated by the emotions, thoughts, and actions of other
people. The personality pattern characterizing the interdependent self is also called
allocentrism (Triandis, 1997). In collectivistic cultures, in which this construal of
the self is predominant, the social norm is to maintain harmony with others, to meet
social obligations, and to support the goals of others who are in a social relationship
with oneself. Thus, in contrast to individualistic cultures, the norm is not to become
independent from others but to fulfill one’s social duties.

Lee, Aaker, and Gardner (2000) showed that differences in self-construals are
accompanied by differences in regulatory focus (approach vs. avoidance). Lee et al.
(2000) defined regulatory focus as “the extension of the basic hedonic principle of
approach and avoidance to allow for distinct self-regulatory strategies and needs”
(p. 1122). People with independent self-construals are promotion focused. They
focus more strongly on information that is relevant for approaching their own aspira-
tions and wishes. Moreover, they place more emphasis on positive than on negative
information regarding themselves. People with an interdependent self, on the other
hand, are more prevention focused. They place more attention on information that
prevents them from violating social norms. Furthermore, they emphasize negative
information regarding themselves.

Differences in self-construal and regulatory focus might be strongly related to
norms for experiencing emotions. In particular, it can be expected that there are
strong cultural differences in self-conscious or self-reflective emotions—emotions
that reflect on the individual’s own doing (Tangney & Fischer, 1995) and that are,
therefore, important for self-regulation. Self-conscious emotions that indicate that
personal goals have been successfully approached might be more important and
desirable for people with independent self-construals, who are more promotion
focused. Therefore, the self-conscious emotions that arise from succeeding by one’s
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own efforts (e.g., pride) are highly valued in individualistic societies. However,
self-conscious emotions that indicate that one’s controllable actions are wrong or
insufficient (negative information regarding oneself) might be more important and
desirable for people with interdependent self-construals, who are more prevention
focused. Consequently, the self-conscious emotions that are caused by violating so-
cial norms and by failing to fulfill social obligations (e.g., guilt) are likely to be
more highly valued in collectivistic societies. Cross-cultural differences in norms
for emotions might be less important for other emotions that are not self-conscious
in nature and that arise more from external causes than from internal, controllable
sources (e.g., anger, worry, joy).

There have been few empirical cross-cultural studies on norms for experiencing
emotions. Most cross-cultural studies on emotions refer to cross-cultural differences
in the frequency, intensity, or expression of emotions (see, e.g., Kitayama, Markus,
& Matsumoto, 1995; Stipek, 1998; Stipek, Weiner, & Li, 1989). These studies allow
only indirect and, therefore, limited conclusions about how emotions are generally
valued in these cultures. For example, people might think that positive emotions
are very desirable. If they are not able to seek positive situations or to react to pos-
itive events with positive emotions, however, they will not feel positive emotions
frequently or intensely. Thus, norms and feelings are distinct components of the
emotion process, and, consequently, variables characterizing the feeling of emotions
are only indirect indicators of norms and attitudes. In the following, the results of
some previous studies on norms for affect are summarized.

Stipek (1998) compared the value of pride between Chinese and Americans. She
found that for the Chinese, pride is more acceptable for achievements that benefit
others than for achievements that are due to personal accomplishments. Sommers
(1984) explored the values of different emotions by asking six questions, but only
with small samples. Sommers found that there were strong cross-cultural similarities
with respect to the emotions of love, happiness, and joy, which were considered
desirable in all cultures. Also, hate, terror, and rage were considered as dangerous
and destructive in all cultures. Furthermore, guilt, frustration, fear, shame, and em-
barrassment were consistently considered aversive. Cross-cultural differences were
shown with respect to specific emotions. The Americans valued enthusiasm very
strongly, the Greeks highly valued respect, and the West Indians valued pride. The
Chinese considered more negative emotions to be useful and constructive than did
the three other nations.

Although they give valuable insights into the norms for emotions, previous stud-
ies are limited in two ways. First, they have often focused either on a limited number
of emotions and nations or on small samples. Second, differences between cultures
have typically been analyzed by comparing mean values (or other statistics) between
the cultures without testing whether the assumption of measurement equivalence
across cultures was fulfilled. Comparing means, for example, presumes that indi-
viduals use the scales in the same way (assumption of measurement invariance).
This means that there are not individual response styles such as the preference for
one response category (e.g., the middle one) or the avoidance of response categories
(e.g., the extreme ones). If individual response styles are present, mean values can
only be compared if the response styles are equally distributed in the different
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cultures. The absence of interindividual differences in response styles can be sta-
tistically tested in the framework of item response theory by demonstrating that
the item parameters do not differ between individuals or subgroups of individuals
(e.g., Drasgow & Kanfer, 1985). The assumption that all individuals use the scales
in the same way, however, can be questioned with regard to two issues: (a) Several
analyses that have been undertaken during the past years have shown that this as-
sumption is often not fulfilled even within individual cultures (e.g., Eid & Rauber,
2000; Rost, Carstensen, & von Davier, 1997). (b) Moreover, as Leung and Bond
(1989) pointed out, it is possible that different response styles exist between the
varying cultures (see also Bond, 1996). Consequently, the measurement invariance
assumption must be tested within each culture as well as between different cul-
tures to ensure that these mean differences are not of an artificial nature. Previous
studies on norms for emotions, however, have not tested whether the assumption of
measurement invariance holds. One aim of the present study is to test whether the
same norm structure can be found in different cultures (the problem of structural
equivalence in cross-cultural psychology; van de Vijver & Leung, 1996, 1997).

In cross-cultural psychology, several methods have been applied to test the as-
sumptions of measurement and structural equivalence (for an overview, see van de
Vijver & Leung, 1996, 1997). Most typically, these assumptions have been tested
by dimensional models such as confirmatory factor analysis or latent trait models of
item response theory. Dimensional models, however, are not appropriate for testing
the measurement equivalence of norms for emotions in the present research context.
Dimensional models assume that all individuals and items can be ordered on a con-
tinuum. This assumption is very strong if we consider norms for emotions. It is very
reasonable that, within cultures, individuals differ in the types of emotions that they
consider desirable and undesirable. For example, there might be people who think
that anger is desirable but guilt is not, and there might be people for whom the op-
posite is true. These differences in norm patterns can be adequately assessed in a ty-
pological model. A typological model is also important from an emotion regulatory
standpoint. Following Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, and Gramzow’s (1992) research,
for instance, it can be hypothesized that people who rate anger as an unacceptable
emotion and guilt as an acceptable one tend to ascribe negative events to themselves,
whereas for people with the opposite rating pattern, it is expected that they tend to
blame other people for negative events. These individual profiles, however, are not
visible if we compare means across cultures. A mean structure that, for example,
implies that anger is not acceptable in a country yet guilt is acceptable does not
indicate how uniform this difference is within cultures. Cross-cultural researchers
have hitherto been frustrated by the fact that they want to examine cultural differ-
ences but recognize that very large variations also exist within cultures. To answer
this challenge and interweave cultural and individual differences, we suggest the use
of multigroup latent class analysis (e.g., Lazarsfeld & Henry, 1968; McCutcheon,
1987). This type of analysis is able to address issues of scale equivalence as well as
within-nation variability.

Latent class analysis is a procedure for categorical response variables and is
based on four assumptions (e.g., Clogg, 1995; Eid, 2001; Langeheine & Rost, 1988).
It is first assumed that a population is not homogeneous; rather, it is composed of
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subpopulations. These subpopulations are called latent classes because they are not
directly observable. Each individual in the population can and must belong to only
one subpopulation; that is, the classes are disjunctive and exhaustive. The mem-
bership of a population is not known a priori, and only the membership probabil-
ities (assignment probabilities) and the class sizes can be estimated. Second, all
of the people belonging to the same class are homogeneous with respect to the
class conditional response probabilities for the various categories of items. Third,
the class structure holds for all items analyzed. Fourth, local stochastic indepen-
dence is assumed. This means that the responses on items are independent, given
latent class membership (hence, local independence). This assumption implies that
the class structure explains all associations between the observable responses. In
the framework of latent class analysis, measurement invariance exists when the re-
sponse probabilities of the latent classes do not differ between the various cultures.

The typological combination of norms for different affects is theoretically more
interesting than the simple comparison of mean values across cultures. Consequently,
a typological approach that considers different rating patterns within a culture and
between cultures is an appropriate starting point for the analysis of inter- and intra-
cultural differences. If we compare typological structures across cultures, however,
we have to ensure that the typological structures (measurement model) are iden-
tical in different cultures (measurement invariance). Thus, we need a typological
model whose cross-cultural generalizability (measurement invariance) can be sta-
tistically tested. Multigroup latent class analysis is an appropriate model for test-
ing typological structures between cultures. Compared with other methodological
approaches that are traditionally applied in cross-cultural psychology, latent class
analysis has a further strong methodological advantage. In methods traditionally
applied in cross-cultural psychology, it is typically assumed that the parameters of
a model (e.g., factor loadings) are the same for all individuals of a culture. This
means that a culture has to be homogeneous and that heterogeneity is only allowed
for individuals belonging to different cultures. If the assumption of measurement
equivalence (e.g., assumption of equal factor loadings) across cultures must be re-
jected, this means that individuals from different cultures cannot be compared, for
instance, with respect to a mean score. One strong advantage of latent class analysis
is that the assumption of homogeneous cultures is not made. Moreover, there might
be subgroups within one culture that differ with respect to the parameters of a model.
These subgroups might exist in different cultures, but there might be subgroups that
are so culture specific that they do not occur in other cultures. Thus, latent class
analysis is able to detect universal types that exist in all cultures and culture-specific
types that exist only in specific cultures. For example, there might be (universal)
patterns of norms for emotions that can be found in all nations but also patterns of
norms for emotions that are so specific that they can be found only in single nations.
The assumption of measurement invariance would then hold only for the universal
types (subgroups) that can be found in all cultures. Culture-specific classes, how-
ever, reveal structural differences between cultures and indicate individuals who are
most typical for the uniqueness of a culture. For researchers interested in indige-
nous aspects of a culture, these people might be of major interest. The capability of
latent class analysis to detect universal and culture-specific classes goes far beyond
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other statistical models for cross-cultural comparisons. Although multigroup latent
class analysis appears to be perfectly suited for cross-cultural emotion psychology,
as far as we know this type of analysis has not been used in this field until now
(for other applications of multigroup latent class analysis in sociology and political
sciences, see McCutcheon, 1998; McCutcheon & Hagenaars, 1997; McCutcheon &
Nawojczyk, 1995). In the following, we show how latent class analysis can be used
to analyze and test cross-cultural differences in emotion norms in a much stronger
way than is possible by comparing mean values.

In addition to this methodological aim, we pursue four more substantive aims.
The first aim is to analyze whether explicitly measured norms differ between indi-
vidualistic and collectivistic cultures in the way predicted by the cultural differences
in self-construals and regulatory focus that we outlined earlier. Differences in the
cultures should primarily be found for the self-evaluative emotion pride. Collectivis-
tic countries should differ notably from individualistic countries in such a way that
types (latent classes) that are characterized by the undesirability of pride occur more
frequently. Concerning the negative emotions, types for which guilt is undesirable
should be found more frequently in the individualistic nations (i.e., the United States
and Australia) than in collectivistic ones. On the other hand, types with the opposite
tendencies should be found more often in collectivistic countries.

Our second aim is to analyze whether norms for emotions are related to the fre-
quency and intensity of emotions and whether these relations can be consistently
found in different cultures. As we outlined above, there might be only a weak rela-
tion between norms and the experience of feelings, but this question has not been
sufficiently explored with empirical data.

Our third aim is to scrutinize whether there are cross-cultural differences in the
intensity and frequency of reported emotional experiences if we compare people
who have the same norms but belong to different cultures. This is another as yet
unexplored question. These analyses go beyond traditional studies, which compare
the intensity and frequency of emotions between cultures without measuring norms.
The intensity and frequency of emotions between cultures might be partly or totally
due to differences in the norms for emotions. However, if we correct for differences
in the norms, we can compare individuals who are homogeneous with respect to
what emotions they consider desirable. If there are cross-cultural differences in the
intensity and frequency of emotions between people who have the same norm, this
might be more indicative of cross-cultural differences in regulation abilities, genetic
differences, or life circumstances that influence emotional feelings.

Method

Participants

We analyzed four subsamples of a large study on emotions in 41 countries (Suh,
Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998). In the following, we refer to the subsamples of
college students from the United States (N = 443), Australia (N = 292), Taiwan
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(N = 553), and the People’s Republic of China (N = 558). We selected these
four countries on the basis of the following criteria: First, the countries investigated
should differ in their individualistic versus collectivistic orientation. According to
Harry Triandis’s judgments (personal communication, May 1, 1993), the countries
can be classified in the following way on a 10-point individualism scale, where
10 = most individualistic and 1 = least individualistic: United States = 10 points,
Australia = 9 points, Taiwan = 5 points, and China = 2 points. Second, the sub-
samples must be sufficiently large to perform latent class analyses. The design of
the larger study is described in detail by Suh et al. (1998).

Materials

The participants were required to complete a questionnaire that contained items for
assessing their life satisfaction, experience of emotions, and personality. Chinese
and Taiwanese students completed a Mandarin Chinese version of the questionnaire.
The English questionnaire was translated into Chinese by a native Chinese-speaking
bilingual scientist. A retranslation was performed by a native Chinese-speaking
bilingual scientist with a Ph.D. in psychology. The retranslation was compared with
the original version by three native English-speaking people and was rated on a
7-point scale (1 = totally incorrect, 7 = completely correct). The retranslation was
rated a 6 by two people and a 7 by one person.

One of the questions dealt with the norms for emotions. It read, “In the fol-
lowing question we would like you to indicate how appropriate or desirable it is
to experience certain emotions. Please use the following scale to give your answer
to each emotion.”1 The following emotions were presented: joy, affection, pride,
contentment, anger, fear, sadness, and guilt. The theoretical background for select-
ing these emotions was described by Diener, Smith, and Fuijta (1995). The state-
ments could be answered on 7-point scales with the following response categories:
extremely desirable and appropriate, desirable and appropriate, slightly desirable
and appropriate, neutral (neither desirable nor undesirable), slightly undesirable
and inappropriate, undesirable and inappropriate, and extremely undesirable and
inappropriate.

The frequency of emotions was assessed by the following instruction: “Using the
scale below, indicate how often you feel each of the emotions listed below. Put a
number from 1 to 7 to accurately reflect how much of the time when you are awake
you feel that emotion. How much of the time during the past month have you felt

1 One reviewer argued that “appropriate” and “desirable” might not have the same meaning. In a
recently conducted German study (Mohiyeddini & Eid, 2001), we assessed norms for emotions by
separate scales, including an appropriate item and a desirable item. We found that the associations
between the appropriateness judgments and the desirability judgments were very high for the dif-
ferent emotions (median of the coefficients of contingency for the two items = 0.77), showing that
respondents do not differentiate much between the concepts.
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each emotion?” The same list of emotions was given. The participants rated each
emotion on a seven-category response scale ranging from never (1) to always (7).

The intensity of emotions was assessed by the instruction, “Now use the scale
below to indicate the intensity of these emotions WHEN YOU DO FEEL THEM.
That is, when you do experience this emotion, no matter how rarely, typically how
INTENSE is your emotional experience?” The intensity of each emotion from the
emotion list described above was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from none—I
never experienced it (1) to extremely intense (7).

Procedure

In the first step, the items measuring norms for affect were analyzed by latent class
analysis. The multiculture (multigroup) latent class models were analyzed with the
computer program PANMARK (van de Pol et al., 1996). To reduce the cells of the
multidimensional contingency table, we used two strategies: First, the three desir-
able and the three undesirable categories of the norm items were reduced to one cat-
egory each. Thus, response variables with three categories underlie the latent class
analyses. Second, the positive emotions of joy, affection, pride, and contentment
were analyzed separately from the negative emotions of anger, fear, sadness, and
guilt. The positive and negative emotions were analyzed separately because of past
evidence that the two are based on systems that show some degree of independence
(e.g., Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999).

To analyze the class structure, we first determined, separately for each nation, the
common minimal class number for all the participating nations that provided a satis-
factory model fit. Then we conducted a multigroup latent class analysis including all
nations. We compared several solutions using four different goodness-of-fit criteria:
the likelihood ratio test, the Pearson chi-square test, the Cressie-Read test, and the
Aknike information criterion (AIC; for a description of these statistics, see Read &
Cressie, 1988). Because of sparse tables, we applied the bootstrapping methodology
and used 300 bootstrapping analyses (see Langeheine, Pannekoek, & van de Pol,
1996). In the case of sparse tables, the p values of the test statistics might not be
valid because the assumption that the test statistics are distributed according to a
chi-square distribution might be violated. Bootstrapping analysis cures this problem
because the distributions of the test statistics can be estimated, and therefore the
estimation of the p values is more valid (Langeheine et al., 1996). We report the
original p values that were estimated on the basis of the assumption that the test
statistics are distributed according to a chi-square distribution. In addition, we also
report the bootstrapping p values. However, we interpret only the bootstrapping
p values because we have sparse tables. To test the assumption of measurement
invariance, we restricted all response probabilities to be equal across nations. We
evaluated the fit of the restricted models by four criteria. First, the models should not
have been rejected by any of the three tests (likelihood ratio test, Pearson chi-square
test, Cressie-Read test) using a bootstrapping alpha of 0.05. Second, we considered
the likelihood ratio difference test. This means that we calculated the differences
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between the values of the likelihood ratio test of the unrestricted models and the val-
ues of the likelihood ratio test of the models with measurement invariance. Because
we have sparse tables we applied Holt and Macready’s (1989) recommendation and
considered likelihood ratio difference tests as significant if the probability value was
smaller than 0.01. Because PANMARK does not provide bootstrapping results for
likelihood ratio difference tests, we used traditional p values for these tests. Third,
we made the decision even more rigorous by comparing the restricted solutions with
the unrestricted ones. If there was any hint that relaxing the strong assumption of
total measurement invariance would lead to a more appropriate model, we analyzed
a model with relaxed measurement invariance assumptions (partial measurement
invariance) and tested this model against the unrestricted one. Fourth, we compared
the AIC values of all models considered and chose the model with the lowest AIC
value. Hence, we used a very conservative test strategy to ensure that the models we
selected represented true cross-cultural consistencies and variations and that we did
not overlook substantive cultural differences.

To analyze whether and how the latent classes of respondents differ in their
frequency and intensity of experienced emotions, we applied the following strat-
egy. First, all participants were assigned to the latent norm classes for which their
assignment probabilities were maximum. Because PANMARK does not calculate
the individual assignment probabilities, we used the computer program LEM (Ver-
munt, 1993) for these analyses. Then, differences between classes and differences
between nations were analyzed by analysis of variance and the Kruskal–Wallis test,
because the assumption of equal variances between cells was violated in some cases
(see below).

Results

Latent Class Analyses of the Norm Items

The goodness-of-fit coefficients for the different latent class models are given in
Table 1. We first consider the unrestricted analyses. The latent class analyses re-
vealed that a five-class structure for positive emotions and a six-class structure for
negative emotions showed a good model fit for all nations. In these analyses, no re-
strictions about the nations were added, which means that the response probabilities
can differ between nations. For both positive and negative emotions, a model with
perfect measurement invariance (equal response probabilities between all nations)
shows appropriate fit coefficients for the positive emotions but is inappropriate for
the negative emotions. A detailed inspection of the results revealed that the perfect
measurement invariance assumption for all nations might be too strong. Rather, a
model in which the measurement invariance hypothesis in one class of the Chinese
population was removed was superior to a model with perfect measurement invari-
ance but not significantly worse than the unrestricted model according to the criteria
described in the Method section. Because this was also true for positive emotions,
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we accepted a solution with partial measurement invariance for both types of af-
fect. The model with partial measurement invariance assumes that there is perfect
measurement invariance between Australia, Taiwan, and the United States. Further-
more, all classes in the Chinese population, with the exception of one class, showed
measurement invariance with the three other nations. However, there was one class
for both types of affect that was specific to China.

Positive emotions. Before the results of the positive emotions are presented, we
would like to reiterate how our theoretical considerations about cultural differences
in self-evaluative emotions are related to our data set. We expected that differences
in the cultures should primarily be found for the self-evaluative emotion pride.
The collectivistic country, China, should differ notably from both the individual-
istic countries, the United States and Australia, in such a way that types (latent
classes) that are characterized by the undesirability of pride occur more frequently.
The prevalence rate of these types in Taiwan should lie between the rate for China
and both the other countries, because with regard to the individualism–collectivism
variable, Taiwan can be classified between China and the other two countries.

The latent class solution for the positive emotions is illustrated in Table 2. The
rows refer to the five different classes. The first four classes are based on the mea-
surement invariance hypothesis for all the countries, Class 5a is invariant for the
United States, Australia, and Taiwan, and Class 5b is specific to China. In the last
row, the concentration coefficient is given. We come to this coefficient later. The
first four columns contain the response probabilities of the three categories for the
four emotions: desirable and appropriate, neutral, and undesirable and inappropri-
ate. For example, the response probabilities for joy in Class 1 indicate that peo-
ple belonging to this class think (with a probability of 1.00) that joy is desirable
and appropriate. For Class 2, the probability is maximum (0.74) for the category
neutral and smaller for the categories desirable/appropriate (0.19) and undesir-
able/inappropriate (0.09). Hence, people belonging to this class can be character-
ized as people with a neutral attitude to joy. The response probabilities for the other
emotions and classes can be interpreted analogously. The last four columns indicate
the relative class sizes in the four nations. A class size of 0.00 means that the class
does not exist in a nation as a result of the empirical analysis. The empty cell in Row
5a indicates that the measurement invariance assumption has been relaxed for China
and that the probabilities in the Chinese sample were not restricted to be equal to
the other nations. The probability of Class 5 in China is presented in a separate row
to make sure that Class 5 in China refers to a different response pattern. Therefore,
the empty cell in Row 5a indicates that the size of Class 5 in China can be found in
another row. Conceptually, a value of 0.00 and an empty cell mean the same thing,
namely that the pattern does not exist in a nation.

How can the classes be characterized and how are they distributed across the
different nations? Class 1 consists of people who rated all positive emotions as
desirable and appropriate because the probability for the category desirable and
appropriate is close to 1. Eighty-three percent of the Australian sample and 83%
of the American sample belong to this class, but only 9% of the Chinese sample
and 32% of the Taiwanese sample do so. Class 2 consists of people who rated all
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Table 2 Norms for positive emotions: conditional response probabilities, class sizes, and concen-
tration coefficients

Class and
response
category

Conditional response probabilities Class sizes

Joy Affection Pride Contentment AU US CH TW

1
D/A 1.00 1.00 0.92 0.99
N 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.83 0.83 0.09 0.32
UD/IA 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.00

2
D/A 0.19 0.11 0.00 0.05
N 0.74 0.89 0.83 0.90 0.00 0.01 0.09 0.06
UD/IA 0.08 0.00 0.17 0.05

3
D/A 0.81 0.77 0.55 0.54
N 0.11 0.16 0.45 0.24 0.00 0.14 0.32 0.00
UD/IA 0.09 0.08 0.00 0.22

4
D/A 0.79 0.72 0.08 0.36
N 0.10 0.17 0.00 0.16 0.03 0.03 0.34 0.06
UD/IA 0.11 0.11 0.92 0.48

5a
D/A 0.96 0.92 0.41 0.90
N 0.04 0.06 0.34 0.11 0.14 0.00 0.57
UD/IA 0.01 0.02 0.25 0.00

5b
D/A 0.13 0.00 0.20 0.19
N 0.24 0.24 0.16 0.27 0.16
UD/IA 0.64 0.76 0.64 0.54

CON 0.29 0.29 0.74 0.56

Note. Concentration (CON; Wickens, 1989) = 1 – sum of the squared probabilities. The mini-
mum concentration in this analysis (five categories of the latent class variable) was zero, and the
maximum concentration was 0.80. AU = Australia; US = the United States; CH = China; TW =
Taiwan; D/A = desirable and appropriate; N = neutral; UD/IA = undesirable and inappropriate.

the emotions as neutral. This class is small in all nations, indicating that people
have a (positive or negative) attitude toward the pleasant emotions. The sizes of this
class are significantly different from zero in China and Taiwan but trivial in the two
other nations. Class 3 is characterized by the high desirability of joy and affection.
Pride and contentment are also to some extent desirable, yet people belonging to
this class are rather indifferent with respect to these emotions. Thirty-two percent
of the Chinese sample and 14% of the American sample belong to this class. For
the other countries, this class is not of importance. Class 4 differs from Class 3
essentially in that the emotion of pride is explicitly rated as undesirable and in-
appropriate, whereas contentment tends to be rated rather indifferently. This class
is most representative of the Chinese sample, because 34% of that sample can be
classified here. Class 5 differs in its response probabilities between China and the
three other nations. Class 5a, which is not found in China but is found in all other
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nations, is characterized by a high desirability of joy, affection, and contentment,
whereas pride is rated rather indifferently. This class is prototypical for Taiwan,
with more than half of the Taiwanese sample belonging to this class. Class 5a looks
very similar to Class 3 in profile, but the two classes differ in the numerical values of
the response probabilities, in particular for the category desirable and appropriate.
The Chinese-specific class, Class 5b, stands out because all of the assessed emotions
are rated as undesirable and inappropriate, with 16% of the Chinese sample thinking
that positive emotions are undesirable.

How can these results be interpreted with respect to our theoretical considera-
tions? Concerning the positive emotions, pride is the most relevant. Class 4 can be
interpreted as a typical collectivistic pattern in which pride is considered undesir-
able. After all, one third of the Chinese sample belongs to this group, thus supporting
the assumption that collectivistic cultures consider pride more undesirable than do
individualistic ones. Class 5a also points in this direction with its indifference with
respect to pride. This class is typical for Taiwan, which is currently on its way from
being a collectivistic country to being an individualistic country. In general, the
analyses confirm that the classes are differentiated principally with respect to pride.

In the last row in Table 2, the concentration coefficients are given for each na-
tion. The concentration coefficients were calculated on the basis of the class sizes
(probabilities of the latent classes). The concentration coefficient is a measure for
the variability of probabilities (see Wickens, 1989). It is zero if one latent class has
a probability of 1 and, consequently, all other classes have a probability of zero.
It is maximum if all latent classes have the same probabilities. Hence, the larger
the concentration is, the larger is the within-nation heterogeneity. The concentration
coefficients show that the heterogeneity is very large in China and relatively small in
Australia and the United States, with Taiwan in between. This result indicates that
the individualistic nations of Australia and the United States are very homogeneous
nations with respect to norms for positive emotions, whereas the more collectivistic
nations of China and Taiwan are rather heterogeneous.

Negative emotions. Concerning the negative emotions, we expected that in the
individualistic nations (the United States and Australia), types of people for whom
guilt is undesirable should be found more frequently than in China. On the other
hand, types with the opposite tendencies should be found more often in China. The
relative frequencies in Taiwan should once again lie between those of the individu-
alistic countries and that of China. No predictions were formulated with respect to
the other emotions.

The results of the latent class analyses with respect to anger, fear, sadness, and
guilt are shown in Table 3. Class 1 identifies a group that rates all of the negative
emotions as desirable and appropriate. This class is approximately the same size
(with a class size of about 22%) for all four nations. Class 2 is characterized by the
fact that all four emotions are considered undesirable and inappropriate. This class
is the largest in the United States, Australia, and Taiwan, with class sizes between 35
and 44%. This class, however, is comparatively small in China (14%). Thus, there
are rather few people in China who think that negative emotions are generally unde-
sirable and inappropriate. In Class 3, the modal response probability for all emotions
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Table 3 Norms for Negative Emotions: Conditional Response Probabilities, Class Sizes, and Con-
centration Coefficients

Class and
response
category

Conditional response probabilities Class sizes

Anger Fear Sadness Guilt AU US CH TW

1
D/A 0.82 0.89 0.94 0.74
N 0.10 0.09 0.06 0.18 0.24 0.22 0.22 0.21
UD/IA 0.08 0.01 0.00 0.08

2
D/A 0.06 0.00 0.00 0.05
N 0.08 0.16 0.11 0.09 0.35 0.44 0.14 0.41
UD/IA 0.86 0.84 0.89 0.86

3
D/A 0.11 0.12 0.00 0.03
N 0.60 0.71 0.90 0.76 0.03 0.06 0.12 0.17
UD/IA 0.29 0.16 0.10 0.21

4
D/A 0.32 0.04 0.64 0.68
N 0.19 0.34 0.35 0.32 0.08 0.05 0.14 0.11
UD/IA 0.49 0.62 0.01 0.00

5
D/A 0.49 0.88 0.05 0.38
N 0.15 0.00 0.21 0.21 0.03 0.09 0.15 0.04
UD/IA 0.36 0.12 0.74 0.42

6a
D/A 0.51 0.31 0.56 0.00
N 0.20 0.26 0.12 0.08 0.27 0.13 0.06
UD/IA 0.29 0.43 0.32 0.92

6b
D/A 0.45 0.01 0.31 0.25
N 0.27 0.40 0.00 0.20 0.23
UD/IA 0.28 0.59 0.69 0.55

CON 0.74 0.73 0.82 0.74

Note. Concentration (CON; Wickens, 1989) = 1 – sum of the squared probabilities. The minimum
concentration in this analysis (six categories of the latent class variable) was zero, and the max-
imum was 0.83. AU = Australia; US = the United States; CH = China; TW = Taiwan; D/A =
desirable and appropriate; N = neutral; UD/IA = undesirable and inappropriate.

is the neutral, middle category. This class is larger in both Asiatic countries than in
the United States or Australia. In sum, the first three classes represent differences in
the level of desirability (i.e., desirable, neutral, undesirable) that are similar for all
negative emotions. The remaining classes, however, portray typological differences
between specific emotions. In Class 4, guilt is rated as desirable and appropriate,
whereas the modal value for anger is undesirable and inappropriate. Furthermore,
sadness is considered desirable, whereas fear is undesirable. This class is compara-
bly small in all countries, albeit somewhat larger in China and Taiwan than in the
other two countries. Class 5 is characterized by the contrast between fear, which is
desirable, and sadness, which is undesirable. It is relatively small in all the countries
and is most common in China. Finally, Classes 6a and 6b point to a typical pattern
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for individualistic countries—that is, the undesirability of guilt. There are structural
differences between China and the other three countries: Mainly, guilt is less unde-
sirable in China than in the other countries, and sadness is somewhat undesirable
in China yet moderately desirable in the other three countries. This class is seldom
found in Taiwan, whereas it is relatively common in the other countries. In sum,
there are strong national differences in the desirability of guilt. In China, the classes
in which the probability of the undesirable category for guilt is close to 1 (Classes 2
and 6a) are comparatively sparsely occupied (14%) or do not exist, whereas 62% of
Australians, 57% of Americans, and 47% of Taiwanese belong to these classes.

The concentration coefficients indicate that the national differences in hetero-
geneity are smaller for negative affect than for positive affect. The concentration
coefficients are all rather large, showing that there is strong intranational hetero-
geneity with respect to norms for negative affect. Again, China is the nation with
the largest intranational heterogeneity, with a concentration coefficient that is close
to the maximum possible value.

In conclusion, regarding the results for positive and negative affect norms, it can
be said that the self-conscious emotions pride and guilt differentiate between the
nations most clearly. We return to this result in the Discussion.

Within-Nation Differences Between Classes

To analyze differences in the reported intensity and frequency of experienced emo-
tions, we assigned all participants to the latent classes for which their assignment
probabilities were maximum. The mean classification (assignment) probabilities for
the different latent classes are given in Table 4. The mean classification probabilities
can be interpreted as reliability coefficients (maximum value = 1.00). High values
indicate high reliability. The mean classification probabilities in our study are rather
large, showing that a reliable assignment was possible. Next, mean differences
in the frequency and intensity of emotions between these classes were analyzed
by analysis of variance. Because the assumption of equal variances between cells
(tested by the Levene test) was violated in several analyses and because a violation
of this assumption, in combination with unequal cell sizes, questions the validity
of the F test (Stevens, 1996), we also tested differences between classes with the
Kruskal–Wallis test, a nonparametric statistical test. With this test, differences in the
mean ranks between classes were analyzed. We only report the mean values because
most readers might be unfamiliar with mean ranks. The mean values, the correlation
between norm classes and the frequency and intensity judgments, the F tests, and
the Kruskal–Wallis tests for within-nation differences are given in Tables 5, 6, 7,

Table 4 Mean classification probabilities

Norm items Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 Class 6

Positive affect 0.81 0.86 0.92 0.93 0.85
Negative affect 0.89 0.88 0.81 0.73 0.79 0.79
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and 8. If the Levene test indicates that the equal variance assumption is violated, the
results of the Kruskal–Wallis test should be interpreted. Moreover, it is important
to note that some classes are very small in some nations (see Tables 2 and 3) and
that, therefore, the F test should generally be interpreted cautiously. However, as the
results show, the F test and the Kruskal–Wallis test led us to the same conclusion
with respect to the significance of the results in many cases, showing cross-analyses
consistency of the findings.

Positive emotional experience. Between-classes differences in the reported fre-
quency and the intensity of emotions are given for all nations in Tables 5 and 6. In
general, the correlations between the norm classes and the frequency and intensity
judgments are low to medium sized when they are evaluated with respect to Cohen’s
(1988) classification of effect sizes. They are comparably large in Taiwan. The mean
differences are significant in most cases, showing that differences in norms are re-
lated to differences in emotional experiences. Generally, the mean frequency and
intensity values are larger in classes in which these emotions are considered desir-
able than in classes in which these emotions are considered neutral or undesirable.
In particular, in the two collectivistic nations, the frequency and intensity values
of pride are rather small in Class 4, in which all positive emotions are considered
desirable with the exception of pride and contentment.

Negative emotional experiences. The results concerning the frequency and in-
tensity of negative emotions across latent norm classes are less consistent across
nations, and the correlations are also low to medium sized (see Tables 7 and 8).
When we consider the Kruskal–Wallis test only, 10 out of 32 associations between
norms and experience are significant. Moreover, with only one exception, significant
associations were only found for the two collectivistic nations. This result shows that
norms for positive emotions are more closely linked to emotional experiences than
are norms for negative emotions.

Between-Nations Differences Within Classes

In the next step, we analyzed between-nations differences in the reported experience
of affect within each of the latent classes. In these analyses, differences between
nations in the norms for emotions are controlled. Thus, mean differences in the
frequency and intensity of emotions between nations do not reflect differences in
the desirability of emotions. The most interesting question regarding these analyses
is whether individuals who do not differ in their attitudes toward emotions between
nations do differ in the intensity and frequency of their emotions. The results of
these analyses are given in Tables 9, 10, 11, and 12. The mean values on which these
analyses are based are the mean values reported in Tables 5, 6, 7, and 8. Again, we
only focus on the most interesting results.

Positive emotional experiences. Significant international differences were found
for all classes, with the exception of Class 5a and Class 5b. Class 5a exists only in
Australia and Taiwan, and within this class the two nations are not different. Class
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Table 9 Frequency of positive emotions: between-nations mean differences within different norm
types (classes)

Emotion r F(dfs) L χ2(df)

Class 1

Joy 0.30 31.08∗∗ (3, 977) 81.25∗∗ (3)
Affection 0.29 30.95∗∗ (3, 979) ∗∗ 75.05∗∗ (3)
Pride 0.32 38.28∗∗ (3, 978) ∗∗ 103.34∗∗ (3)
Contentment 0.35 44.92∗∗ (3, 980) ∗∗ 109.26∗∗ (3)

Class 2

Joy 0.19 1.08 (3, 85) 5.14 (3)
Affection 0.45 7.19∗∗ (3, 85) 16.78∗∗ (3)
Pride 0.22 1.45 (3, 84) 5.93 (3)
Contentment 0.33 3.59∗ (3, 85) 12.37∗∗ (3)

Class 3

Joy 0.20 4.16∗ (2, 195) 9.08∗ (2)
Affection 0.30 9.62∗∗ (2, 196) 24.96∗∗ (2)
Pride 0.32 11.02∗∗ (2, 196) 20.32∗∗ (2)
Contentment 0.31 10.25∗∗ (2, 195) 19.41∗∗ (2)

Class 4

Joy 0.23 2.60 (3, 199) 7.88∗ (3)
Affection 0.36 10.20∗∗ (3, 201) 22.04∗∗ (3)
Pride 0.25 4.57∗∗ (3, 201) 10.18∗ (3)
Contentment 0.32 7.40∗∗ (3, 199) 15.23∗∗ (3)

Class 5a

Joy 0.00 0.07 (1, 230) 0.09 (1)
Affection 0.11 2.83 (1, 231) 2.74 (1)
Pride 0.05 0.74 (1, 231) 0.56 (1)
Contentment 0.05 0.62 (1, 231) 1.12 (1)

Note. Reported are the mean values (possible range = 1–7). Empty columns indicate that the class
does not exist in a culture, r represents the correlation between the class variable and the dependent
variable (calculated by the square root of η2). The chi-square test we used was the Kruskal–Wallis
test. The sample size for the chi-squares can be computed using the degrees of freedom of the
F tests: N = d f1 + d f2 + 1. L = Levene test of equal error variances (asterisks indicate the
significance of violations of the homogeneity assumption).
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

5b could not be compared between nations because it exists only in China. The first
interesting result concerning the frequency and intensity of positive emotions is that
China has, in all classes with exception of Class 2 and for all positive emotions,
the lowest mean value (see Tables 5 and 6). This shows that China is the nation
with the lowest frequency and intensity of positive emotions even if we correct for
national differences in the desirability of emotions. The mean values of the other
nations depend on the latent classes. In general, Australia, Taiwan, and the United
States are quite similar, with the exception of the frequency and intensity of pride in
Class 4, the class in which pride is undesirable. In this class, the mean values of the
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Table 10 Intensity of positive emotions: between-nations mean differences within different norm
types (classes)

Emotion r F(dfs) L χ2(df)

Class 1

Joy 0.26 23.71∗∗(3, 980) 68.89∗∗(3)
Affection 0.29 30.61∗∗ (3, 978) ∗∗ 58.48∗∗(3)
Pride 0.26 23.13∗∗(3, 979) ∗∗ 63.75∗∗(3)
Contentment 0.29 30.03∗∗(3, 980) 77.25∗∗(3)

Class 2

Joy 0.25 1.96 (3, 85) 7.13 (3)
Affection 0.30 2.76∗(3, 85) ∗∗ 8.03∗(3)
Pride 0.16 0.79 (3, 85) 2.87 (3)
Contentment 0.31 3.12∗(3, 85) 10.57∗(3)

Class 3

Joy 0.22 4.97∗∗(2, 196) 9.49∗∗(2)
Affection 0.23 5.28∗∗(2, 195) 9.36∗∗(2)
Pride 0.21 4.67∗∗(2, 196) 9.54∗∗(2)
Contentment 0.09 0.84 (2, 195) 1.27 (2)

Class 4

Joy 0.09 0.51 (3, 199) 1.28 (3)
Affection 0.26 4.80∗∗(3, 201) 12.71∗∗(3)
Pride 0.16 1.83 (3, 200) ∗ 2.72 (3)
Contentment 0.18 2.27 (3, 201) 5.28 (3)

Class 5a

Joy 0.08 1.67 (1, 231) 2.09 (1)
Affection 0.07 1.20 (1, 231) 1.94 (1)
Pride 0.08 1.49 (1, 231) 1.47 (1)
Contentment 0.06 0.98 (1, 231) 1.78 (1)

Note. Reported are the mean values (possible range = 1–7). Empty columns indicate that the class
does not exist in a culture. r represents the correlation between the class variable and the dependent
variable (calculated by the square root of η2). The chi-square test we used was the Kruskal–Wallis
test. The sample size for the chi-squares can be computed using the degrees of freedom of the
F tests: N = d f1 + d f2 + 1. L = Levene test of equal error variances (asterisks indicate the
significance of violations of the homogeneity assumption).
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

frequency and intensity of pride are lower in Taiwan than in Australia and the United
States. This is in line with the role pride plays in more collectivistic countries.

Negative emotional experiences. The results for the negative emotions are given
in Tables 11 and 8.12. For the negative emotions, the national differences are rather
strong for anger, and the differences are stronger for the intensity than for the fre-
quency judgments. For the intensity judgements, the international differences are
rather strong in Class 2, in which all negative emotions are considered undesirable,
in Class 4, in which only sadness and guilt are desirable, and in Class 5, in which
anger and fear are desirable but sadness and guilt are not. In general, China has the
lowest mean values in the majority of classes. This result implies that, controlling for
norms for negative affect, the Chinese report less frequent and less intense unpleas-
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Table 11 Frequency of negative emotions: between-nations mean differences within different
norm types (classes)

Emotion r F(dfs) L χ2(df)

Class 1

Anger 0.26 9.78∗∗ (3, 408) ∗∗ 28.45∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.11 1.59 (3, 408) ∗∗ 8.47∗ (3)
Sadness 0.16 3.77 (3, 409) 13.95∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.12 1.88 (3, 409) ∗∗ 14.79∗∗ (3)

Class 2

Anger 0.24 12.35∗∗ (3, 591) 49.63∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.08 1.18 (3, 593) ∗∗ 12.19∗∗ (3)
Sadness 0.25 13.20 (3, 594) 41.18∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.17 5.83∗∗ (3, 595) 16.69∗∗ (3)

Class 3

Anger 0.21 2.93∗ (3, 191) 9.08∗ (3)
Fear 0.11 0.74 (3, 191) 5.15 (3)
Sadness 0.18 2.12 (3, 191) 7.74∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.09 0.57 (3, 191) 9.26∗ (3)

Class 4

Anger 0.27 5.07∗∗ (3, 187) 16.03∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.13 1.12 (3, 188) 6.21 (3)
Sadness 0.19 2.38 (3, 188) 7.40 (3)
Guilt 0.16 1.77 (3, 188) 8.98∗ (3)

Class 5

Anger 0.20 2.00 (3, 136) 9.36∗ (3)
Fear 0.11 0.55 (3, 135) ∗∗ 1.43 (3)
Sadness 0.21 2.10 (3, 136) 5.91 (3)
Guilt 0.17 1.40 (3, 135) 7.37 (3)

Class 6a

Anger 0.16 1.80 (2, 134) 3.97 (2)
Fear 0.10 0.77 (2, 134) 1.44 (2)
Sadness 0.13 1.08 (2, 134) 1.60 (2)
Guilt 0.18 2.32 (2, 134) 9.26∗ (2)

Note. Reported are the mean values (possible range = 1–7). Empty columns indicate that the class
does not exist in a culture. r represents the correlation between the class variable and the dependent
variable (calculated by the square root of η2). The chi-square test we used was the Kruskal–Wallis
test. The sample size for the chi-squares can be computed using the degrees of freedom of the
F tests: N = d f1 + d f2 + 1. L = Levene test of equal error variances (asterisks indicate the
significance of violations of the homogeneity assumption).
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

ant emotions. Considering the frequency of the negative emotions, Taiwan is simi-
lar to Australia and the United States, but with respect to the intensity of negative
emotions, there are stronger differences between Taiwan and the two individualistic
countries. Hence, there is a tendency for people in the more individualistic countries
of Australia and the United States to feel negative emotions more intensely than do
people in the more collectivistic countries of China and Taiwan.
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Table 12 Intensity of negative emotions: between-nations mean differences within different norm
types (classes)

Emotion r F(dfs) L χ2(df)

Class 1

Anger 0.31 14.59∗∗ (3, 409) 41.55∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.24 8.65∗∗ (3, 409) 29.06∗∗ (3)
Sadness 0.32 15.11∗∗ (3, 409) 42.02∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.23 7.50∗∗ (3, 407) 21.46∗∗ (3)

Class 2

Anger 0.43 44.29∗∗ (3, 593) 111.76∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.35 28.24∗∗ (3, 594) ∗ 72.48∗∗ (3)
Sadness 0.31 20.73∗∗ (3, 593) 53.08∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.26 14.87∗∗ (3, 594) 41.07∗∗ (3)

Class 3

Anger 0.24 4.07∗∗ (3, 190) 11.50∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.23 3.43∗ (3, 191) 10.40∗ (3)
Sadness 0.25 4.38∗∗ (3, 191) 10.54∗ (3)
Guilt 0.12 0.92 (3, 189) ∗ 4.84 (3)

Class 4

Anger 0.46 16.57∗∗ (3, 188) ∗ 36.25∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.34 8.36∗∗ (3, 188) 18.64∗∗ (3)
Sadness 0.37 9.90∗∗ (3, 187) 24.74∗ (3)
Guilt 0.34 7.99 (3, 188) 18.23∗∗ (3)

Class 5

Anger 0.49 14.39∗∗ (3, 137) 32.71∗∗ (3)
Fear 0.31 4.80∗∗ (3, 136) 14.89∗∗ (3)
Sadness 0.28 3.83∗ (3, 135) 11.78∗∗ (3)
Guilt 0.27 3.48∗ (3, 136) 13.75∗∗ (3)

Class 6a

Anger 0.23 3.99∗ (2, 134) 9.30∗ (2)
Fear 0.07 0.36 (2, 134) 0.91 (2)
Sadness 0.12 0.98 (2, 134) 2.20 (2)
Guilt 0.07 0.33 (2, 134) 0.71 (2)

Note. Reported are the mean values (possible range = 1–7). Empty columns indicate that the class
does not exist in a culture. r represents the correlation between the class variable and the dependent
variable (calculated by the square root of η2). The chi-square test we used was the Kruskal–Wallis
test. The sample size for the chi-squares can be computed using the degrees of freedom of the
F tests: N = d f1 + d f2 + 1. L = Levene test of equal error variances (asterisks indicate the
significance of violations of the homogeneity assumption).
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01.

Discussion

The analyses reveal a number of interesting insights into the structure of norms
for emotions and the cross-cultural generalizability of this structure. We discuss
the results in five areas: (a) the structure of norms for emotions, (b) intranational
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variability in norms for affect, (c) norms and emotional experiences, (d) between-
nations differences in emotional experience, and (e) the use of latent class analysis
in cross-cultural studies on emotions.

The Structure of Norms for Emotions

Considering the results of the norms for positive and negative emotions together,
the main differences between nations can be found in pride and guilt. In more col-
lectivistic cultures guilt is more important, whereas in individualistic cultures pride
is of greater relevance. Hence, the results confirm our theoretical predictions that
the group of emotions that are often prone to cross-cultural differences is the self-
conscious or self-reflective emotions—emotions that reflect on the individual’s own
actions (see Tangney & Fischer, 1995). The approach-oriented, individualistic cul-
tures think that self-reflective emotions about a person doing well are good, whereas
the collectivistic, Confucian cultures in the Pacific Rim believe that self-reflective
emotions that indicate that one’s controllable actions are wrong or insufficient are
desirable. This is in line with cultural differences in regulatory focus. For cultures
that are promotion focused, pride is more important, whereas for cultures that are
prevention focused, guilt is more desirable.

Generally, the results show that not all “positive” emotions are considered pos-
itive (i.e., desirable, appropriate) by most individuals. Furthermore, not all “neg-
ative” emotions are considered negative (i.e., undesirable, inappropriate) by most
individuals. This finding has consequences for the concept of social desirability. In
studies scrutinizing whether affect judgments are biased by a social desirability re-
sponse style, it is typically assumed that positive emotions are considered desirable
and negative emotions are considered undesirable. However, this basic assumption
seems to be wrong. A stronger test for the assumption that affect judgments are (not)
distorted by social desirability would be to take into account group differences in
the desirability of emotions and analyze the influence of desirability judgments on
affect judgments in different subgroups.

Intranational Variability in Norms for Affect

The nations in this study do not have one set of norms to which everyone adheres.
Instead, the countries include people with a variety of views about the normativeness
of emotions. The nations on average differ, but this disguises the fact that there is
substantial variability in norms within the societies. Culture seems to influence the
number of people adhering to a particular viewpoint, but the cultures are never-
theless heterogeneous enough that there are differences within them. Thus, cross-
cultural researchers need to consider not only average cultural differences but also
the variability within cultures.
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These within-nation differences can be explained by two concepts of cross-
cultural psychology: first, the distinction between idiocentrism and allocentrism,
and, second, the distinction between tight versus loose cultures (e.g., Triandis,
1989). The concepts of idiocentrism and allocentrism reflect the distinction between
individualism and collectivism and are concepts we can use to characterize nations
on the individual level. Thus, within individualistic and collectivistic nations there
can be idiocentric and allocentric individuals. However, in individualistic nations
there should be more idiocentric individuals, and in collectivistic countries there
should be more allocentric individuals. The latent class analyses revealed that most
people of the two individualistic countries show an idiocentric norm pattern: In
the two more collectivistic nations, both idiocentric and allocentric patterns can be
found, although most of the people belong to the more allocentric patterns.

Nations differ not only in their collectivism and individualism but also in how
loose or tight they are. Tight cultures are very homogeneous with respect to norms.
In tight cultures, there is a high pressure on all individuals of a society to follow
these norms. Loose cultures do not have such strong norms and tolerate more devia-
tions. The concentration coefficient might be regarded as a measure of the tightness
versus looseness of a nation regarding the variables under study. According to this
coefficient, Australia and the United States are relatively tight nations with respect
to norms for positive affect. In these nations, there might be pressure on individuals
to be joyful, happy, and full of love and pride and to make use of their constitutional
right to the pursuit of happiness. Deviations from this norm of happiness might have
a strong impact, and being unhappy might be regarded as failing. People who are
less happy are expected to correct their unhappiness by using, for instance, psy-
chotherapy. It was unexpected that the individualistic nations are the most uniform
with regard to pleasant affect norms. Although these nations are “loose” in terms of
the norms for behavior, at the level of emotions they appear not to be loose. Rather,
the desirability of happiness seems to be prescribed by the culture. Indeed, one jus-
tification for people “doing their own thing” is that everyone ought to be happy and,
therefore, follow their own desires. Thus, allowing for more variability in individual
behavior seems, ironically, to require a strong norm about the desirability of positive
experiences.

The two more collectivistic nations seem to be looser countries with respect to
norms for positive emotions. In particular, China, which was characterized as “a col-
lectivistic, but ‘relatively’ loose country” by Triandis (1989, p. 511), shows a large
variety in norm types. In China, people who are unhappy might also be accepted,
because in China there are also individuals who think that positive emotions are
undesirable. Pride is considered undesirable by a large number of people in the two
more collectivistic countries, but there are still many people who think that feeling
pride is acceptable. Thus, the norms for positive emotions (e.g., not to feel pride)
seem not to be so strong that all individuals must follow them. This might be a sign
that there is a movement to more diversity in these countries. For norms for negative
emotions, the intranational variety differs less strongly between nations. All nations
are relatively heterogeneous in their norms for experiencing unpleasant emotions,
but China is nevertheless the most heterogeneous. From a methodological point of
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view, the results show that latent class analysis is an appropriate methodology to
discover international differences in the tightness versus looseness of nations.

Norms and Emotional Experiences

In terms of emotional experiences, we found that there are low-to medium-sized
correlations between norm classes and emotional experiences. For positive emo-
tions, we found a consistent pattern such that the frequency and intensity of positive
emotions are related to the norm classes in such a way that higher desirability goes
along with respondents reporting more experience of this emotion. For negative
affect, however, the results were much more inconsistent. We discuss the results
for both types of affect separately. However, it should be noted that the variegated
pattern of findings suggests that people do not automatically infer norms from their
own emotional experiences.

For positive emotions, significant associations with respect to the frequency of
emotions were predominantly found for pride and contentment. This is in line with
the latent structure of the norm data because the classes differ mainly between the
desirability of pride and contentment. The association between the desirability and
frequency of positive emotions might point to the influence of emotion regulation.
People who think that a positive emotion is desirable might seek that emotion more
strongly than other people. On the other hand, if a person thinks, for example, that
pride is undesirable, that person will avoid situations in which this emotion occurs.
If those situations cannot be avoided, the person will appraise the situation in such
a way that pride will not arise; if this is not possible, it is likely that the person will
regulate this feeling downward. Hence, the association between the frequency of
positive affect and norms for these emotions suggests that regulative behavior is ef-
fective. However, although individuals can and do seek such situations, no situation
is perfectly under the control of individuals, and therefore the associations might
not be very strong.

The associations between norm classes and emotional experiences, in particular
emotion intensity, might also suggest the importance of socialization influences. If
individuals have learned that specific emotions are desirable, they are free to feel
these emotions intensely. However, if they have learned that specific emotions are
undesirable or inappropriate, they might have learned to regulate this feeling down-
ward.

Why are the results so different for negative emotions? One interesting result
is that not only people who think that negative emotions are desirable but also
people who think that negative emotions are undesirable feel them (moderately)
frequently and intensely. One possible explanation for this phenomenon is that there
might be two groups of people. One group of people may often experience negative
emotions because, for them, negative emotions have a positive function, indicating
that something is going wrong. These people might be able to use this indicator
of negative emotions to cope with the situations that elicit these emotions. Addi-
tionally, there might be another group of people who frequently experience these
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emotions but are not able to regulate them—these people might be stuck with the
emotions without making use of their function. These people might be genetically
predisposed to negative affect and therefore experience it more often and believe that
it is not appropriate because they find it to be aversive. These assumptions would
predict that inter-individual differences in norms might be only weakly related to
interindividual differences in emotional experiences. These assumptions, however,
are speculative, and they indicate that the linkage between emotional norms and
emotional experiences might be rather complex. However, this subject seems to be
a very fascinating topic of future cross-cultural studies on emotions.

Between-Nations Differences in Emotional Experience

There appear to be differences in the experience of emotions across nations even
when norms are held constant. Thus, it appears that factors such as genetics or life
circumstances also influence emotional experiences beyond the influence of norms.

The most important result here is the finding that China consistently shows the
lowest experiences in almost all norm classes. People in China also have the lowest
frequency and intensity scores of both positive and negative affects. This result can
be explained by the general value emotions have in China (for an overview, see
Russell & Yik, 1996). Several authors, such as Klineberg (1938), Potter (1988), and
Wu (1982), have pointed out that in China there is a general attitude to consider
emotions as dangerous, irrelevant, or illness causing. Moreover, the moderation or
suppression of emotions is generally highly valued in China. In particular, the value
of a moderated emotional life might explain the relatively low scores of the Chinese
even in the classes in which the emotions are considered desirable. An alternative
explanation is that there are genetical differences in the physiology of emotional
responses between different countries.

Another interesting result is that Taiwan is very similar to Australia and the
United States with respect to almost all positive emotions, with the exception of
pride. Regarding pride, Taiwan is more similar to China. Considering the frequency
of negative emotions, Taiwan is similar to Australia and the United States, but with
respect to the intensity of negative emotions there are stronger differences between
Taiwan and the two individualistic countries. These results confirm the role of Tai-
wan as a nation that is historically and philosophically strongly linked to China but
now is more oriented to individualistic values.

Latent Class Analysis in Cross-Cultural Studies on Emotions

The analyses show that latent class analysis is a helpful methodology to explore and
test typological structures of emotion. With latent class analysis, it is possible to
consider (a) categorical response variables, (b) intra- and international differences in
individual profiles, and (c) universal and culture-specific norm types. Furthermore,
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it is possible to test the equivalence of structures across cultures in a strong way.
The results reveal that the strong assumption of measurement invariance had to be
rejected for the total sample but that there are subgroups of individuals that are
equivalent across nations and subgroups that are culture specific. Comparing the
nations by one statistic (e.g., the mean value), as is often done, obscures this cultural
variety and complexity.

A model with universal and culture-specific norm classes fits the data very well.
This clearly shows that there is structural equivalence and structural diversity be-
tween nations. It also demonstrates the advantage of latent class analysis in sepa-
rating universal from culture-specific emotion patterns that go beyond “traditional”
methods of cross-cultural psychology. Furthermore, the latent classes revealed that
there are different typologies of norms. In particular, for negative emotions we found
quite different norm patterns. One interesting result, for example, is that the desir-
ability of anger contrasts sharply with the desirability of guilt. In classes in which
anger is desirable, guilt is always undesirable, and in classes in which anger is unde-
sirable, guilt is always desirable. A further interesting result is that there are classes
in which all positive emotions are considered undesirable and all negative emotions
are considered desirable. These different norm patterns demonstrate that a typolog-
ical approach is superior to and more informative than a dimensional approach.

In the study of norms for emotions presented in this article, generalized norms
for affect were analyzed. In future studies, it might be interesting to use latent class
analysis for exploring the structure of situation-specific feeling rules and to scru-
tinize how strongly norms of emotions generalize across situations. Moreover, it
might be useful to include more nations differing in individualism and collectivism.
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Emotions Across Cultures and Methods

Christie Napa Scollon, Ed Diener, Shigehiro Oishi and Robert Biswas-Diener

Abstract Participants included 46 European American, 33 Asian American, 91
Japanese, 160 Indian, and 80 Hispanic students (N = 416). Discrete emotions,
as well as pleasant and unpleasant emotions, were assessed: (a) with global self-
report measures, (b) using an experience-sampling method for 1 week, and (c) by
asking participants to recall their emotions from the experience sampling week.
Cultural differences emerged for nearly all measures. The inclusion of indigenous
emotions in India and Japan did not alter the conclusions substantially, although
pride showed a pattern across cultures that differed from the other positive emotions.
In all five cultural groups and for both pleasant and unpleasant emotions, global
reports of emotion predicted retrospective recall even after controlling for reports
made during the experience sampling period, suggesting that individuals’ general
conceptions of their emotional lives influenced their memories of emotions. Cul-
tural differences emerged in the degree to which recall of frequency of emotion was
related to experience sampling reports of intensity of emotions. Despite the memory
bias, the three methods led to similar conclusions about the relative position of the
groups.

A consistent and intriguing finding in the subjective well-being (SWB) litera-
ture is that individuals from Asian cultures tend to report lower levels of life sat-
isfaction, less pleasant emotion, and greater negative emotion compared to North
Americans (e.g., E. Diener, M. Diener, & C. Diener, 1995; Kitayama, Markus, &
Kurokawa, 2000). Even within the United States, differences among ethnic groups
mirror cross-national findings, with Asian Americans reporting lower SWB than
European Americans (e.g., Okazaki, 1997, 2000; Schkade & Kahneman, 1998).
Notably, however, most cross-cultural comparisons of emotion have been based on
global measures or recalled reports of emotion, making it difficult to disentangle
the meaning of cultural differences. Do cultural differences in global or retrospec-
tive reports reflect differences in everyday emotional experience? Or do cultures
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differ in their memory for emotions, or both? Because global and retrospective re-
ports of emotion are vulnerable to memory reconstruction (Kahneman, 1999), a
deeper understanding of the emotional lives of individuals from different cultures
requires a study of online emotion or measures of emotion as they occur (Flannery,
1999).

The aims of the present study were twofold. First, this research represents an
exploratory effort at quantifying the frequency of specific emotions, including in-
digenous emotions, across cultures. Thus far, these topics have traditionally received
treatment in ethnographic and retrospective self-report studies (Flannery, 1999),
whereas the present study sought to document whether cultural differences exist in
online or momentary reports of emotion compared to global and retrospective mea-
sures. Although this may be a straightforward descriptive goal, it is of fundamen-
tal importance because little is currently known about online emotional experience
across cultures. Empirically establishing the base rates of specific emotions is neces-
sary because it is possible for cultures to have identical antecedents and components
of an emotion, and yet differ only in their frequency of experience (Flannery, 1999;
Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). Because the present study used multiple measures, we
were also able to examine whether the different measures converged on the same
conclusions. This is an important question for the measurement of emotions within
and between cultures, because the convergence and divergence of multiple measure-
ment methods can help us understand the processes underlying cultural differences.
For example, if Culture A scores higher than Culture B on a global measure of x ,
but there are no differences between A and B using an online measure of x , this
would suggest that memory processes influence cultural differences in the global
measures.

In addition, we explored the contribution of indigenous emotion terms to the
measurement of emotion in two of our samples (Japan and India). The indigenous
emotions address an important concern that often arises in culture and emotion re-
search. Do indigenous emotion terms capture the emotional lives of non-Westerners
in ways that the “standard” Western emotion terms do not? To answer this question,
we used cluster analyses that included indigenous emotions to determine whether
indigenous emotions form distinct clusters from the traditional clusters of pleasant
and unpleasant affect that are often found in studies of Western emotions. We des-
cribe these indigenous emotions and the analyses in greater detail in the Method
section.

Another objective was to move beyond the descriptive level and explore the
influences on memory for emotion across cultures. This goal was guided by pre-
vious research showing that memory for emotion is a reconstructive process with
systematic influences that can explain memory biases. One source that may guide
memory for emotions is a person’s self-concept. Diener, Larsen, and Emmons
(1984), for instance, found that when asked to recall their emotions, individuals
scoring high on trait measures of happiness overestimated the amount of posi-
tive emotion they had experienced, whereas unhappy individuals overestimated
the amount of negative emotion they had experienced. Similarly, Feldman Barrett
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(1997) found that neurotic individuals remembered more negative emotion, whereas
extraverts remembered more positive emotion compared to their online reports.
Other influences on memory have been identified, such as implicit theories (Ross,
1989), current appraisals (Levine, 1997), stereotypes (Robinson, Johnson, & Shields,
1998), and cultural theories (Oishi, 2002). However, in the present study, we chose
to focus on the influence of self-concept across cultures.

Although past studies demonstrated that the self-concept influences memory for
emotions, the present study extends this work by investigating whether this relation
holds across cultures. To this end, we asked participants to record their emotions
online and later asked them to recall their emotions from the online sampling period.
We also included a global self-report measure of emotions that served as an approx-
imation of the individual’s emotional self-concept. If the self-concept contributes to
emotional recall, we would expect there to be a sizable relation between the global
measure and the recall measure, controlling for online experience.

The relation between online and recalled reports of emotion raises additional
questions that have not been examined in previous research. For instance, is recalled
frequency of emotion related to the online intensity of emotions?1 Because intense
emotions seem more memorable, we predicted that intensity would be associated
with the recall of frequency of emotions. In addition, if some cultures value or
attend to intense emotions more than others, emotion memory for individuals in
those cultures may be more influenced by intense experiences.

Semantic Knowledge Use in the Recall of Large Time Frames

According to Robinson and Clore (2002a), individuals rely on different strategies
for estimating their past emotional experience, depending on the frame of refer-
ence. In recalling short, discrete time frames such as momentary recall (e.g., “How
happy were you in the past 30 minutes?”), individuals are able to draw on episodic
knowledge. That is, they recall specific instances to inform their judgment of how
happy they were. In contrast, when people recall longer, more abstract time frames
(e.g., “How happy are you in general?” or “How happy were you in the past
month?”), they abandon a retrieve-and-aggregate strategy, favoring instead the use
of heuristic information or semantic knowledge (e.g., general beliefs about the self)
to “fill in” where specific episodic memories are not accessible or are too difficult
to retrieve or calculate (Robinson & Clore, 2002a).

In a series of reaction time studies, Robinson and Clore (2002b) found strong
support for their model. Their studies capitalized on the fact that reliance on
heuristic information is less effortful and allows for quicker responding in recall.

1 We assessed emotion recall in terms of the frequency of various discrete emotions, but we could
compute intensity and frequency from the online ratings. From the online reports, we defined
frequency as how often people feel emotions, regardless of the strength; intensity was defined as
the average intensity of emotion the people report on those occasions when they do feel them.
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Importantly, if heuristic information is implicated in recalling longer, but not shorter,
time frames, then speed of recall should reflect a curvilinear pattern, not a linear
increase (e.g., greater time to recall longer time frames). Indeed, Robinson and
Clore (2002b) found that participants were as quick at making recalled judgments
about the past year as they were about the past hour. Robinson and Clore’s (2002b)
findings are important because they suggest that distortions in memory for emotion
can be accounted for in systematic ways by identifying the heuristic sources of
information (e.g., self-concept, implicit theories, or current appraisals) on which
people rely.

Based on Robinson and Clore’s (2002a, 2002b) theory and findings, in the
present study we chose to treat retrospective reports of emotion that referenced the
past month as a measure that approximates a person’s self-concept. We do not claim
that this measure captures all aspects of individuals’ complex self-concepts. Indeed,
one common conception of self-concept—self-esteem—is notably absent from our
definition. However, we chose to focus on global beliefs about one’s emotions as
self-concept rather than self-esteem. We were interested in what influences memory
for emotions; thus, it was appropriate and necessary to use a global measure that
referenced emotions rather than global good feelings about the self. In fact, Chris-
tensen, Wood, and Feldman Barrett (2003) found that global self-esteem predicted
memory for state self-esteem (controlling for online state self-esteem), but only in
a few instances did global self-esteem predict memory for emotions. Our theoret-
ical question was whether beliefs about one’s own emotions influence the recall
of them.

Predictions

Frequency of specific emotions across cultures. Past research has shown that His-
panic and European American cultures tend to emphasize good feelings, and indi-
viduals in these cultures are more likely to engage in self-enhancement, including
the enhancement of positive feelings (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999;
Triandis, Marin, Lisansky, & Betancourt, 1984). This tendency is clearly reflected
in the cultural norms for these groups. Hispanics and European Americans consider
pleasant feelings to be much more desirable and appropriate than unpleasant emo-
tions (e.g., Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000; Diener & Suh, 1999;
M. Diener, Fujita, Kim-Prieto, & Diener, 2003). In contrast, Asian cultures empha-
size pleasant and unpleasant feelings nearly equally (Diener & Suh, 1999).

An added dimension that has been studied by Kitayama and Markus and col-
leagues is social disengagement versus engagement. This dimension captures the
degree to which an emotion affirms the identity of an individual as a distinct,
separate entity (disengaged) versus the individual as part of a social group (en-
gaged). Using retrospective reports, Kitayama et al. (2000) showed that Japanese
indicated feeling more engaged emotions of positive and negative valence, whereas
Americans reported feeling more engaged and disengaged positive emotions. Menon
and Shweder (1994) have also noted the significance of the engagement dimension
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in India. For instance, Indians are more likely to view shame and happiness as more
similar than shame and anger, because anger is an emotion that is divisive and sep-
arates people. On the other hand, North Americans consider anger and shame to be
more similar because of valence.

In the present study, although we did not sample all of the same emotions as
Kitayama et al. (2000), we were able to compare across cultures on two rele-
vant emotions: pride and guilt. In many ways, pride serves as a prototypical dis-
engaged, positive emotion because pride often results from accomplishing one’s
goals or affirming some internal attribute (e.g., “I am special”), which reinforces the
separateness of the self from others (Kitayama, Markus, & Matsumoto, 1995).2 In
contrast, guilt serves as a prototypical engaged emotion because it strengthens the
bonds between people (e.g., remorse leading to remedy leading to forgiveness); but
guilt is also an unpleasant feeling. Accordingly, we expected Hispanics and Euro-
pean Americans to report more pride and less guilt than Asian Americans, Japanese,
and Indians in global and retrospective reports because pride is pleasant and guilt
is unpleasant. In fact, we expected European Americans and Hispanics to report
overall higher levels of pleasant emotion and lower levels of unpleasant emotion
(replicating previous studies). Because guilt is engaging and pride is disengaging,
we expected Asian Americans, Japanese, and Indians to report more guilt and less
pride. Given that this is the first study to our knowledge that uses online measures
of specific emotions, predictions for online measures were more tentative. On one
hand, Oishi (2002) found no cultural differences in online emotion between Asian
Americans and European Americans, which might lead us to expect no cultural
differences for the online measure. On the other hand, evidence from retrospective
reports indicates clear differences in the frequency of experience of specific emo-
tions, particularly pride and guilt, across cultures.

What influences memory? We hypothesized that self-concept would predict
memory for emotions across cultures, even after controlling for online emotion.
However, we did not have any theoretical formulations about how this process
would vary by culture or specific emotion. We also predicted that intensity of emo-
tions might be associated with the recall of frequency of emotions—especially for
cultures that highly value one type of emotional experience over another. Because
Hispanic and American cultural norms emphasize positive feelings, we predicted
that intense pleasant experiences would be implicated in the recall of frequency
of pleasant feelings for these groups, whereas intense negative experiences would
not be implicated in recall of amount of unpleasant feelings. Because Asian cul-
tures tend to equally value positive and negative (Diener & Suh, 1999), we pre-
dicted that either intensity information would have no relation to their recall of
frequency, or intensity of pleasant and unpleasant feelings would equally predict
memory.

2 Of course it is possible for people to feel pride about others, but this is not the typical default
sense of the word (see Kitayama et al., 2000).
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Method

Participant Samples

We examined three cultural samples within the United States (European American,
Asian American, and Hispanic) and two societies outside of the mainstream Western
tradition (India and Japan). Through these five cultural groups, we hoped to have a
diverse sample of subcultures within one Western nation, as well as two non-Western
cultures. We studied college students so that each culture would be represented by
individuals of approximately the same age, education, and relative income. Thus,
these factors would not be confounded with culture. In addition, we included cul-
tural groups that have largely been ignored in the culture and emotion literature.
Latinos and Indians have received little attention (Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2001),
despite the fact that India is the second largest nation in the world and is leading
the world in population growth, and Latino Americans make up nearly 12% of the
U.S. population and are on the verge of being the largest ethnic minority group in
the United States.

A total of 416 college students participated in this study. Although small in com-
parison to some international surveys, our samples were quite respectable by the
standards of experience sampling studies. Some participants did not have experi-
ence sampling data due to technical failures; others did not complete the memory
measures. Analyses were computed on available data; therefore, different analy-
ses reflect slightly different sample sizes. Participants volunteered and received $25
compensation, or the equivalent monetary incentive for Japanese and Indian students
(not a direct exchange of US $25). Volunteers responded to advertisements for the
study posted on or near campus. At the end of the study, participants were fully

Table 1 Participant samples

Age

Culture n Female (%) M SD

Japanesea 91 63 20.2 2.3
Indianb 160 64 21.4 2.6
Asian Americanc 33 67 20.6 1.9
Hispanicd 80 79 21.7 5.5
European Americanc 46 83 20.9 4.3

Total 416 68 21.1 3.5
a Recruited from International Christian University and Meisei University, both
in Tokyo.
b From Utkal University in Bhubeneswar, a city in the state of Orissa,
Indian Institute of Management, President’s College, Jadavpur University,
Indian Institute of Social Welfare and Business Management, Calcutta
University-Raja Bazaar, St. Xavier’s College, and Ramakrishna Mission at
Nurendrapur, all in and around Calcutta.
c From the University of Illinois.
d From California State University at Fresno. Hispanic respondents were
recruited only if they spoke Spanish at home.
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debriefed. Table 1 describes the samples. Portions of the data that examined other
questions are presented elsewhere (on cross-situational consistency across cultures,
see Oishi, Diener, Scollon, & Biswas-Diener, 2004; on dialectical emotions, see
Scollon, Diener, Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2005).

Measures

At the beginning of the study, participants completed global report measures
concerning emotions, after which they began the week-long experience sampling
portion of the study. At the end of the week, participants recalled their emotions
from the experience sampling week. All materials were in English, except for those
presented to Japanese respondents. Given India’s diversity of languages and the fact
that English is one of the country’s official languages, translation of materials was
not necessary for the Indian college students.3

Global measure. Before beginning the experience sampling portion of the study,
participants indicated how much of the time they typically felt eight specific emo-
tions (described later) during the past month on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7
(always). As Robinson and Clore (2002b) have shown, when participants are asked
to reference a large time frame, they rely on heuristic information to respond to
the question, rather than careful retrieval and aggregation of affective memories.
Thus, this measure can be considered a general measure of affect that approximates
a person’s self-concept. Importantly, this measure bears no overlap in time with the
experience sampling or recalled measures.

Experience sampling of the week. During their waking hours, participants carried
a device that was preset to sound an alarm at random moments throughout a 2- to
3-hour interval 5 times a day for 7 days.4 When signaled, participants completed
mood ratings according to how they were feeling “right before the alarm sounded.”
We specified the time “right before the alarm” to remove any effects of the alarm
itself. Although in most instances respondents could complete the mood form imme-
diately after being signaled, if it were impossible to do so at the moment (e.g., during
a test), participants were allowed to complete the form up to 30 minutes after the

3 Kim-Prieto et al. (2004) tested the effect of language on emotional experience using emotion
ratings from multiple sites in various countries. At some sites, participants responded in their native
language, whereas at other sites, participants responded in English. Using hierarchical clustering,
they found that samples did not cluster by language, but instead clustered according to geograph-
ical region. Both the Indian sample that completed English measures and the Indian sample that
completed Bengali measures were closest in the clustering to each other and China. The Indian
sample that used Hindi measures clustered with the United States and Australia—a finding better
explained by exposure to Western culture (because that specific sample was drawn from a business
school) rather than language, because Americans and Australians completed measures in English.
4 Participants completed mood ratings directly on a personal digital assistant that also served as
the signaling device, with the exception of participants in India who wore alarm watches as the
signaling device and completed identical measures in paper-and-pencil form. Watch alarms were
programmed to occur roughly once every 2–3 hours, 5 times a day. Participants in the Indian
sample turned in their forms each day to guard against any late reporting.
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alarm sounded. Participants were explicitly told not to complete the mood ratings
beyond the half-hour time frame. The average response rate was 75%. Participants
completed additional mood ratings when they first woke up and before going to bed
each day. When signaled, participants recorded to what degree they were feeling
the specific emotions on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6 (with maximum
intensity).

Proportion or frequency of emotions. Ratings for each occasion were transformed
into dichotomous variables indicating whether the emotion was currently being
experienced (i.e., any nonzero response) or not (i.e., any zero response). We then
computed the proportion of time each specific emotion was reported over the entire
week. These values specifically reflect the amount of time various emotions were
experienced and do not take into account the intensity of those emotions.

Intensity of emotions. We computed the (week-long) mean level of intensity for
each of the eight emotions by summing a person’s ratings on each emotion and
dividing by the total number of occasions on which the emotion rating was nonzero.
In other words, this score reflects the mean level of intensity for a particular emotion
only when that emotion was felt (for a detailed discussion of the rationale for this
procedure, see Diener, Larsen, Levine, & Emmons, 1985).

Retrospective measure. On the last day of the experience sampling week, partici-
pants recalled the percentage of time they experienced each of the specific emotions
during the week in which they carried the signaling device. Responses could range
from 0 to 100% of the time for each emotion. Instructions specified that the percent-
ages did not need to sum to 100% because participants may have felt more than one
emotion at the same time. Note that this is a measure of the proportion of time a
person experienced specific emotions.

Choice of emotions. For each type of assessment (global, online frequency, online
intensity, and recall), we sampled four positive emotions (pride, affection, joy, and
happiness) and four negative emotions (irritation, guilt, sadness, and worry).5 These
emotions were selected to represent major forms of pleasant and unpleasant emotion
(Diener, Smith, & Fujita, 1995) and served as a compromise between an exhaustive
list of emotions and the quick, short list required by the experience sampling method
(for a practical review of experience sampling methodology, see Kim-Prieto, Fujita,
& Diener, 2004). Recognizing that we could not sample all the emotions, these eight
emotion terms were selected because they are diverse and appear in many emo-
tion systems such as Ortony, Clore, and Collins (1988); Shaver, Wu, and Schwartz
(1992); Plutchik (1980); and Izard (1977). In addition, we avoided extreme emotions

5 Proud, affectionate, joyful, happy, irritated, guilty, sad, and worried were translated into Japanese
by Shigehiro Oishi, a native Japanese speaker who is familiar with Japanese translations of emotion
words used in previous cross-cultural research (e.g., Kitayama et al., 2000; Suh, Diener, Oishi, &
Triandis, 1998). Furthermore, Kengo Takeno, a Japanese Ph.D. student in psychology at Interna-
tional Christian University in Tokyo, checked the Japanese translations and made minor changes
to ensure accuracy. The Japanese emotion terms were hokori, aijo, ureshii, shiawase, iraira, za-
iakukan, kanashii, and sinpai, respectively.
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such as “rage” and “elation” because they are infrequent, and we were interested in
everyday common emotions.

One caveat to this selection of emotions is that these terms are established mean-
ingful terms in Western theories of emotion (although Shaver et al. [1992] found
these emotions in the Chinese emotion lexicon). Conceivably, the English emotion
lexicons might not adequately represent the emotional lives of non-Western individ-
uals. Therefore, we also performed hierarchical cluster analyses on the frequency of
online emotions which included two pleasant indigenous emotions (shitashimi and
fureai) and two unpleasant indigenous emotions (oime and rettokan) in the Japanese
sample, and one pleasant (sukhi) and one unpleasant (aviman) indigenous emotion
in the Indian sample, in addition to the previously mentioned eight emotions. The
cluster analyses should reveal whether indigenous emotions form distinct clusters
from the traditional clusters of pleasant and unpleasant affect commonly found in
studies of Western emotion.

The indigenous emotions are unique in that they do not have English equivalents.
Nevertheless, we will try to give the reader a general sense of what it means to feel
these emotions, keeping in mind that there is no one-to-one translation of these emo-
tions. For example, the Indian term aviman is best described as a feeling of prideful
loving anger, and the term sukhi is similar to peace and happiness. A Japanese
individual might use the term fureai when she feels a sense of connectedness to
someone else. Shitashimi is used to describe a sense of familiarity. Oime refers to
a feeling of indebtedness, and rettokan means to feel inferior. A noted similarity
among these indigenous emotions is that they tend to implicate the person’s social
world. This is consistent with Mesquita’s (2001) notion that in collectivist cultures,
an emotion reflects the self in relation to others, whereas in individualist cultures,
emotions refer to the self as a separate, bounded entity. Unfortunately, indigenous
emotion ratings for Japanese and Indians were not available in the global and recall
measures.

Results

Do Cultures Differ in Frequency of Specific Emotions?

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) performed on the fre-
quency of specific emotions revealed significant differences between cultures,
Wilks’s Lambda = 0.50, F(32, 1, 381) = 8.98, p<0.001, �2 = 0.16. Univariate
tests revealed significant cultural differences for all emotions, Fs(4, 381)>3,

ps<0.02.6 Figure 1 shows the mean levels of frequency of specific emotions for
each cultural group. Several interesting points are worth noting about this figure.
First, there is considerably more cultural variability in the pleasant emotions than in

6 In the cases where the assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated, a Kruskal–Wallis
test yielded parallel results.
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Fig. 1 Amount of specific emotions reported online by cultural group

unpleasant emotions, a finding that replicates Eid and Diener (2001). As expected,
the largest difference between cultures was in reports of pride, F(4, 381) = 25.07,

p<0.001, �2 = 0.21. Hispanic Americans felt the most pride (M = 81.0%,

SD = 23.7), and the three Asian cultures reported the lowest frequency of pride,
with Indians reporting the least pride (M = 36.1%, SD = 32.5). These findings are
consistent with previous formulations about pride in Asian societies (M. Diener
et al., 2003; Kitayama et al., 1995, 2000; Menon & Shweder, 1994)—that pride
is not highly valued because it separates individuals from others. Interestingly, be-
cause Hispanic culture is also purportedly collectivistic (e.g., Triandis et al., 1984),
collectivism alone cannot explain cultural differences in mean levels of pride. If it
did, we would expect Hispanics to be very low in pride, but instead they are the
highest.

Another notable feature of Fig. 1 is that cultural variability for sadness was vir-
tually zero, as indicated by nearly identical means for the different groups but also
F(4, 381) = 0.18, p = 0.95, �2 = 0.002, whereas the cultures varied more in terms
of guilt, F(4, 381) = 4.64, p<0.01, �2 = 0.05. Consistent with Kitayama et al.
(1995, 2000), Japanese (M=37.4%, SD=28.2) and Asian Americans (M=33.8%,

SD=26.5) reported more guilt than European Americans (M = 26.0%, SD = 25.0)
and Hispanics (M = 28.4%, SD = 27.3). Unexpectedly, however, Indians reported
the least amount of online guilt (M = 23.0%, SD = 24.8).

In general, the ordering of the cultural groups remained relatively consistent
across the specific emotions, with Hispanic and European Americans feeling the
most pleasant and least unpleasant in online reports. The three Asian cultures were
consistently lower in pleasant affect and higher in unpleasant affect, although their
ordering varied slightly depending on the specific emotion. The pattern of cultural
differences resonates with previous studies using global and retrospective reports
(e.g., E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995) and echoes the finding that European
American and Hispanic cultures tend to place greater emphasis on good feelings
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(e.g., Diener et al., 2000; Heine et al., 1999; Kitayama et al., 2000; Triandis et al.,
1984) and rate pleasant emotions as more desirable and appropriate than individuals
in Asian societies (Diener & Suh, 1999; Eid & Diener, 2001).

As expected, cultural differences also emerged in global and recalled reports of
pride, F(4, 406) = 22.97, p<0.001, �2 = 0.19, and F(4, 373) = 21.72, p<0.001,

�2 = 0.19, respectively. Specifically, Hispanic (M = 4.62, SD = 1.7) and European
Americans (M = 3.69, SD = 1.3) reported the highest levels of pride, whereas
Indians (M = 2.71, SD = 1.5) reported the lowest pride in global measures. His-
panic and European Americans also recalled the most amount of pride (Ms = 46.8
and 27.0, SDs = 32.0 and 26.2, respectively), and Asian Americans recalled the
least amount of pride (M = 13.2, SD = 13.4), followed by Indians (M = 16.4,

SD = 19.4). Cultural differences emerged in global reports of guilt, F(4, 406) =
8.80, p<0.001, �2=0.08, with Japanese scoring the highest (M=3.04, SD=1.5),
followed by Hispanics (M = 2.48, SD = 1.2) and Asian Americans (M = 2.45,

SD = 1.0). European Americans scored lowest in global reports of guilt (M = 2.09,

SD = 0.78). No significant group differences emerged for recall of guilt,
F(4, 374) = 2.09, p = 0.08, �2 = 0.02, although the Japanese again scored the
highest (M = 17.0, SD = 22.2).

Do Indigenous Emotions Add to Conclusions About Average
Emotional Well-Being?

To answer this question, we submitted dissimilarity matrices of emotion terms to a
hierarchical cluster analysis using complete linkage.7 As shown in Fig. 2 and 3, for
the Japanese and Indians, two clusters of pleasantness and unpleasantness emerged
at the highest level. Importantly, the indigenous emotions did not form separate
clusters in either sample. Instead, the indigenous emotions simply clustered with
the expected pleasant and unpleasant clusters. Interestingly, pride clustered with
the negative emotions for Indians, and was closest to the indigenous emotion avi-
man. The proximity of pride to aviman makes sense, given the definition of aviman
(“prideful loving anger”). For the Japanese, however, pride clustered with the pos-
itive emotions, although of all the positive emotions, pride was the closest to the
negative emotions. For the Japanese sample, the pleasant cluster was bifurcated into
happy-joyful versus shitashimi-fureai-affectionate-proud and the unpleasant clus-
ter split into irritated-worried versus sad-rettokan-oime-guilt at the second highest
level.

Examination of the amount of time Japanese and Indians reported feeling the
indigenous emotions showed that these emotions were either uncommon or ex-

7 To create a dissimilarity matrix, we first created a correlation matrix among the frequency of
specific emotions (this number was 12 for the Japanese and 10 for the Indians). We then subtracted
each element of the correlation matrix from unity (1 − r ) to form a dissimilarity matrix of 12 × 12
for the Japanese sample and 10 × 10 for the Indian sample. All clustering was performed on these
dissimilarity matrices.
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perienced to the same degree as the other eight emotions. For example, the most
frequently experienced indigenous emotion among the Japanese was shitashimi
(M = 63%, SD = 27.3), whereas happiness was reported, on average, 76% of the
time (SD = 22.1). The negative indigenous emotions (oime and rettokan) were even
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less frequently reported (Ms = 29% and 31%, SDs = 27.2 and 29.3, respectively),
whereas the least frequently reported nonindigenous negative emotion for the
Japanese was sadness (M = 38%, SD = 30.4). Indians reported feeling sukhi 78%
(SD = 27.4) of the time, whereas they felt happy, on average, 85% of the time
(SD = 16.9). Aviman was reported only 32% of the time (SD = 32.4). Although
this was more frequent than guilt (23%, SD = 24.8), it was much less frequent than
worry, which was reported 61% of the time (SD = 27.4). In sum, the present anal-
yses indicate that these specific indigenous emotions are fairly well-represented by
Western emotion words.

Cluster analyses were also conducted on the other three cultural groups. Again,
the highest level of clusters divided pleasant and unpleasant emotions in each cul-
ture, suggesting that there is a tendency for individuals who experience one pleasant
emotion to experience the other pleasant emotions as well, over time. Likewise,
individuals who frequently felt one unpleasant emotion also felt the other unpleasant
emotions. It is important to note that the general clustering of pleasant and unpleas-
ant emotions together in all five cultural groups does not contradict the idea that
people in different cultures might classify different emotions as desirable or unde-
sirable (or positive or negative in the narrative sense). Our data do not speak to the
perceived normative desirability of the emotions. Instead, our cluster analyses point
to a general individual difference tendency such that some individuals are prone to
a spectrum of pleasant emotions, and some individuals are predisposed to a variety
of unpleasant emotions, and these two dispositions are separable across cultures.

Do Cultures Differ Across Different Types of Measures?8

Because the online frequency and recall scores were based on a 100-point scale
whereas the other ratings were based on a 7-point scale, it was first necessary to
standardize the measures so they would be in the same metric. We then performed
a repeated measures MANOVA on the standardized emotion terms (with the four
methods of assessment serving as the within-subjects factor). Table 2 shows the
results of the MANOVAs, which were conducted separately for each emotion to aid
in interpretation. Method × Culture interactions emerged for all emotions (indicat-
ing nonparallel profiles), but effect sizes for these interactions were miniscule—the

8 We were unable to test for any gender by culture interaction effects due to instability in es-
timates with moderate sample sizes. However, for the samples that were somewhat larger, we
conducted within-culture tests of gender effects. Japanese males and females did not differ on
any of the measures. Among Indians, significant differences emerged between males and females,
F(1, 150) = 7.46, p<0.01, such that females (M = 2.98, SD = 0.79) reported greater intensity
of online pleasant emotion than males (M = 2.65, SD = 0.58), and females reported greater in-
tensity of online unpleasant emotion (M = 2.35, SD = 0.79) than males (M = 2.10, SD = 0.62).
Marginally significant differences emerged for global and recalled unpleasant emotion that were
in the direction of females reporting more unpleasant emotion. A marginally significant difference
emerged for frequency of online unpleasant emotion, such that males reported feeling unpleasant
a greater proportion of time than females.
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largest effect size being 0.06 for joyful and irritated. No main effects for method
emerged. However, a main effect for culture emerged for every emotion. Most of
the effect sizes for culture were small, but in a few instances this culture effect was
larger. Specifically, the effect sizes (�2) for culture were 0.14 for happiness and 0.10
for joy, and the largest effect size for culture was for the emotion pride (�2 = 0.27).

Aggregation of emotion terms. In the interest of brevity, we do not present all
160 means for each emotion for each method of assessment for each cultural group
(i.e., 8 × 4 × 5). Instead, we created composite scores from the specific emotions,
and describe the convergence of measures based on these aggregated terms.

For all measures, happiness and joy were averaged to create a pleasant emotion
(PE) score, and guilt, irritation, sadness, and worry formed an unpleasant emotion
(UE) score. This choice of aggregation was based on several convergent lines of
research. First, the dimensions of pleasantness and unpleasantness have been repli-
cated in multiple studies using cross-cultural samples (e.g., Kim-Prieto et al., 2004;
Scollon et al., 2005), even in studies that began with indigenous emotion terms
rather than using translations of English emotion words (e.g., Shaver et al., 1992;
Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1984). Second, Scollon et al. (2005) and Eid and Diener
(2001) found less cultural variability in unpleasant emotions, and Scollon et al.
(2005) found strong evidence that the negative emotions consistently covaried with
one another, regardless of culture. Thus, we elected to aggregate the four unpleas-
ant emotion terms (guilt, irritation, sadness, and worry). See Table 3 for reliability
coefficients (Cronbach’s alphas).

For pleasant feelings, however, there appears to be greater cultural variability.
In particular, pride and affection are sometimes associated with negative emotions,
especially in Asian cultures. First and most simply, the mean levels of pride reflect
differences in cultural norms regarding this emotion, replicating other cross-cultural
investigations of pride (e.g., Stipek, 1998). Second, Kim-Prieto et al. (2004) con-
ducted a cluster analysis of emotion in 46 nations and found that at higher level
clusters, pride clustered with the negative emotions in India and other non-Western
societies. In the present study, pride also clustered with the unpleasant emotions
for the Indian sample. Third, Scollon et al. (2005) found that pride loaded on the

Table 3 Internal consistency (alphas) for pleasant and unpleasant emotion indices by method and
culture

Pleasant emotiona Unpleasant emotionb

Frequency Intensity Frequency Intensity
Culture Global Online Online Recall Global Online Online Recall

European 0.84 0.74 0.93 0.77 0.71 0.85 0.70 0.68
American

Asian American 0.85 0.93 0.94 0.91 0.72 0.86 0.76 0.60
Japanese 0.67 0.92 0.90 0.89 0.54 0.86 0.79 0.77
Indian 0.84 0.92 0.92 0.87 0.61 0.86 0.82 0.80
Hispanic 0.86 0.91 0.93 0.89 0.66 0.86 0.80 0.75
a Computed from two items: happy and joyful.
b Computed from four items: guilty, irritated, sad, and worried.
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pleasant and unpleasant factors for Asians, and affectionate showed some mild as-
sociations with unpleasant feelings as well. Similarly, Shaver et al. (1992) noted
that among Chinese respondents, love did not emerge as a basic emotion with pos-
itive valence. Instead, for the Chinese, love-related concepts clustered near sadness
and other negative emotions related to attachment and loss. Lutz’s (1982) observa-
tion that the Ifaluk have an emotion called fago that represents a combination of
love, sadness, pity, and compassion also converges with the notion that affection
may not be purely positive in non-Western cultures. In contrast, happiness and joy
are generally rated as desirable in most cultures (Sommers, 1984). Indeed, Shaver
et al. (1992) found that happiness/joy emerged as a basic emotion concept in sev-
eral cross-cultural samples, including the Chinese. Therefore, in aggregating across
the pleasant emotions, we elected to use a 2-item PE scale (formed by averaging
happiness and joy). See Table 3 for reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alphas).

Cultural differences emerged on all measures of PE and UE, Wilks’s Lambda =
0.62, F(32, 1, 278) = 5.62, p<0.001. Univariate tests indicated cultural differ-
ences on all measures except frequency of online UE and recall of online UE (see
Table 4 for means and univariate F tests). Table 4 also shows that, across the board,
participants tended to underestimate their emotional experiences in their recall.
Whereas the overall mean frequency of online PE was 81%, the overall mean recall
of PE was 49%. Similarly, participants reported negative emotion on average 45%
of the time online but recalled that figure as only 25%. These underestimates most
likely reflect the difficult nature of the task. In particular, participants may have
discounted or not remembered instances in which they felt an emotion only slightly.

As shown in Table 4, Hispanic American respondents scored highest on all mea-
sures of PE, followed by European Americans. The three Asian groups were con-
sistently lower on the PE measures. In general, the reverse was true for negative
emotion—Hispanic and European Americans were very low on these measures,
whereas the other three groups (especially the Japanese) were consistently higher.
This pattern is most striking in Fig. 4a and b, where we have standardized the mea-
sures to the same scale so that comparisons can be made. Although the standardized
measures could obscure some of the details due to different variances, an interest-
ing pattern still emerges—the rank ordering of the groups is maintained across the
different measures. Again, the groups varied less on the unpleasant emotions (as
indicated by less spread of the horizontal lines).

Does Self-Concept Predict Memory for Emotions Across Cultures?

For the memory analyses, we again chose to use indices of PE and UE for the
three measures (global, online, and recall) for two reasons. First, we did not have
predictions about how the use of self-concept information would vary by specific
emotion or by culture. Second, the composite scores form more reliable measures
and provide a useful framework for interpreting our findings.
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Fig. 4 (a) Standardized measures of pleasant emotion (PE) and (b) unpleasant emotion (UE) by
cultural group
Note. EA = European American; AA = Asian American; J = Japanese; I = Indian; H = Hispanic;
freq. = frequency; int. = intensity.

We should note, also, that the analyses concerning memory for emotions do not
include indigenous emotions because we were interested in making comparisons
across groups and across measures, and therefore needed assessments that would be
isomorphic. We recognize that our findings must be interpreted with this limitation
in mind.

To determine whether self-concept predicts memory for emotions after control-
ling for online reports, we regressed the retrospective measure of emotion (taken at
the end of the experience sampling week) onto both the online and global measures.
We performed this analysis separately for each cultural group, and for PE and UE
separately, resulting in 10 separate equations. Table 5 presents the standardized betas
for each regression. These betas indicate the unique contribution of online emo-
tion and the unique contribution of global self-beliefs to the recall of that emotion,
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Table 5 Standardized beta weights from regressions predicting recalled emotion from online and
global measures

Standardized betas

Pleasant emotion Unpleasant emotion

Online Global Online Global

European American 0.61∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗ 0.56∗∗∗ 0.31∗∗

Asian American 0.37∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗ 0.41∗∗ 0.39∗∗

Japanese 0.44∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗

Indian 0.36∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗

Hispanic 0.18∗ 0.52∗∗∗ 0.17∗ 0.52∗∗∗

∗ p<0.10; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01.

while controlling for the other predictor. As one might expect, the significant and
large betas for online emotion indicate that people are fairly accurate in their recall.
Clearly, people have a relatively accurate sense of their own emotional lives—if they
did not, this would be alarming. Nevertheless, the global measure still contributes
to recall even after controlling for online emotion, as evidenced by the significant
betas for the global measure for all groups. In some cases, global self-concept was as
strong or stronger of a predictor of memory than online experiences. Furthermore,
global self-concept influenced memory in all five cultural groups, and in predicting
memory for pleasant and unpleasant emotion.

Interestingly, there were group differences in the degree to which global self-
concept influenced memory for emotions. For instance, online emotion was less
important to the recall of pleasant and unpleasant emotion in the Hispanic group, and
online emotion was a relatively stronger predictor of recall for European Americans
than was global self-concept. Although these differences are interesting, we do not
have a strong theoretical explanation for why some cultures would use self-concept
more. We elaborate on this issue in the discussion section.

Is Memory for Amount of Emotion Experienced (i.e., Frequency)
Influenced by Intensity of Online Experience?

To test this question, we regressed recalled emotion onto intensity of online emotion
and frequency of online emotion. Because the recall measure was, by definition,
a frequency measure, we would expect there to be a high degree of association
between the two. However, if intensity of online emotions is also implicated in peo-
ple’s memories, then we would expect intensity of emotion to add to the prediction
of recall even after controlling for online frequency. Table 6 shows the standardized
betas for frequency and intensity by cultural group for PE and UE separately. In-
teresting cultural differences emerged in the degree to which intensity predicted
recalled reports of frequency. Notably, intensity of PE was related to recalled
frequency of PE among European American, Indian, and Hispanic American par-
ticipants, suggesting that their memory for the frequency of positive emotions was
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Table 6 Standardized beta weights from regressions predicting recalled (frequency) of emotion
from online frequency and online intensity measures

Standardized betas

Pleasant emotion Unpleasant emotion

Online frequency Online intensity Online frequency Online intensity

European American 0.51∗∗ 0.43∗∗ 0.82∗∗ 0.13
Asian American 0.47∗∗ 0.39∗∗ 0.57∗∗ 0.19
Japanese 0.47∗∗ 0.15 0.58∗∗ 0.21∗

Indian 0.34∗∗ 0.34∗∗ 0.50∗∗ 0.40∗∗

Hispanic 0.09 0.45∗∗ 0.52∗∗ 0.00
∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01.

colored by the intensity of their positive emotions. Among Japanese respondents,
intensity of PE did not contribute to recalled PE (� = 0.15, t = 1.40, p = 0.17), but
intensity of UE predicted recalled UE (� = 0.21, t = 2.34, p = 0.02). Intensity of
online UE also strongly predicted recalled UE for Indian participants (� = 0.40,

t = 6.28, p<0.001). Interestingly, for the Hispanic American group, intensity of PE
entirely predicted recall of PE (� = 0.45, t = 3.75, p<0.001), whereas frequency
of PE did not predict recall. In addition, intensity of UE was completely unrelated
to recalled UE (� = 0.00, t = 0.02, p = 0.99) for Hispanics.

These results suggest that retrospective reports of emotions are contaminated
by intensity, but the degree to which intensity of online experience is implicated in
memory varies by culture and the valence of emotion. Hispanic Americans tended to
place greater weight on intense pleasant experiences but no weight at all on intense
negative emotions. Indian respondents weighted intensity quite heavily, regardless
of valence.

Discussion

Cultural Differences in Specific, Aggregated,
and Indigenous Emotions

The present study found cultural differences in pleasant and unpleasant emotion on
virtually all types of assessment (global, online, and recall). Consistent with cultural
norms regarding the value of pleasant and unpleasant feelings, European Americans
and Hispanics displayed the highest levels of pleasant emotion and the lowest lev-
els of unpleasant emotion, whereas Asian Americans, Japanese, and Indians were
generally lower in pleasant feelings and higher in unpleasant feelings. In general,
the different measures resulted in similar conclusions in that the rank order of the
groups was preserved across the methods of assessment.

With regard to specific emotions, we observed the greatest cultural differences in
measures of pride. In particular, the three Asian groups, especially the Indians, re-
ported considerably lower levels of pride than European Americans and Hispanics,
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regardless of type of assessment. Guilt also exhibited large cultural variability, with
Japanese and Asian Americans generally reporting the most guilt. These cultural
differences are consistent with theories suggesting that European American and
Hispanic culture, in general, emphasize pleasant feelings regardless of whether such
emotions are engaging or disengaging. In contrast, Asian cultures typically empha-
size engaging emotions and de-emphasize disengaging emotions, regardless of the
valence of such emotions (Kitayama et al., 1995, 2000). Thus, it is not surprising
that European Americans and Hispanics would display the highest levels of pride
(pleasant, disengaging) and relatively low levels of guilt (unpleasant, engaging),
whereas Asians would display less pride and more guilt.

The present study also included indigenous emotions and found that these spe-
cific emotions did not form separate clusters from the dimensions of pleasant and
unpleasant affect that are common to Western theories of emotion. It is possible that
the sampling of other indigenous emotions might reveal a different structure, but
this remains to be explored in future research. Naturally, the indigenous emotions
do include specific content that is not included in other emotions. However, the
indigenous emotions that were studied would not alter general conclusions at the
level of pleasant and unpleasant affect.

Positive and negative emotions. Characterizing emotions simply as positive or
negative has come under attack in recent years because these global assignments
can oversimplify the emotion domain, especially in the cross-cultural context where
what is considered positive or negative may vary. It should be noted that a positive
cluster and a negative cluster emerged in each culture, although pride clustered with
the negative emotions in India. Presumably, in each culture people view events as
either desirable or undesirable, and react with either pleasant or unpleasant emo-
tions, respectively. Pleasant and unpleasant emotions may be universal reactions
to events that are seen as either beneficial or detrimental to a person’s goals and
well-being. At the same time, the present findings confirm earlier speculations that
certain specific emotions such as pride may be considered pleasant or unpleasant in
particular cultures. Thus, the positive and negative emotion categories may be useful
in a cross-cultural context, but care must be taken as to which emotions belong to
these categories.

Memory for Emotions Across Cultures

The present study demonstrated that global ratings of affect figure prominently in
people’s memories of their emotions. For pleasant and unpleasant emotion, there
was a sizeable association between global and recalled affect across the cultural
groups, even after controlling for online affect. These results are even more remark-
able considering that the global and retrospective measures have no overlap in time
frame. Furthermore, the present study was a conservative test of the influence of self-
concept on memory because participants in experience sampling studies are more
likely to attend to their own emotion states and thus should be unusually accurate in
remembering them.
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The present findings also underscore the need for experience sampling measures
in cross-cultural studies of emotion, particularly in studies of clinical phenomena.
Whereas cultures did not differ significantly in online reports of unpleasant emotion
(particularly sadness), they differed in global reports of unpleasant emotion. Over-
reliance on retrospective measures could indicate cultural differences that are not
apparent in daily experience.

Although global affect serves as a source of information when recalling emotion,
regardless of culture, interesting cultural differences emerged in the degree to which
intensity predicted recall (of frequency). Hispanic Americans weighted intensity of
pleasant emotion quite heavily, giving no weight at all to the intensity of unpleasant
emotions. Indians placed relatively greater impact on intensity of pleasant emo-
tion but equally weighted the frequency and intensity of unpleasant emotions. We
speculate that the differential influence of intensity on emotion recall is one mech-
anism through which cultural and individual differences in subjective well-being
reports might emerge, but clearly more research is needed. Unfortunately, emotion
scales often ask respondents to report the amount of emotion experienced, without
differentiating between frequency and intensity of emotions. In future research, it
would also be informative to ask respondents to recall the intensity of their emotions.

Unexpected differences. An unexpected finding was that cultures differed in on-
line reports of pleasant emotion. This finding was inconsistent with Oishi’s (2002)
study. However, in a study by Mesquita and Karasawa (2002), Japanese students
rated everyday emotional events as less pleasant than American students. Neverthe-
less, because we did not have any theoretical predictions for online differences, this
finding needs to be interpreted with caution. Furthermore, given the dearth of cross-
cultural investigations of online emotions, we cannot make any definitive conclu-
sions about online differences until the finding has been replicated. One possibility
is that online differences are sample-specific; therefore, obtaining several diverse
samples in each culture should be a goal for future research.

Conceptual overlap. Do global self-beliefs of emotion predict memory for emo-
tions simply because the constructs are conceptually related? Global, online, and
recalled assessments of emotion bear some conceptual overlap. After all, a person
who was very happy during the experience sampling week probably typically feels
happy and therefore has global beliefs about the self that include a lot of positive
emotion. And naturally, people’s memory and global self-beliefs are grounded in
reality to some extent. However, the present study demonstrated that there are sys-
tematic biases in memory, and these biases can be accounted for by a person’s global
self-concept. Future research should try to separate these constructs through exper-
imental mood manipulation to determine whether recall can still be predicted from
global affect.

Identifying the processes of emotion recall. Based on Robinson and Clore’s
(2002a) theory, heuristic information may “fill in” when individuals lack concrete,
episodic knowledge (see also Roediger & McDermott, 2000). However, another
possibility is that strong norms for particular emotions in some cultures may also
increase the use of heuristic information. The present data do not speak to the dis-
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tinction between these two processes, although this question deserves some attention
in future research. One way to examine this in future research is to have participants
recall their emotions under different conditions of cognitive load or following cul-
tural priming manipulations. If use of heuristics is driven by memory decay, we
would expect a greater correspondence between the global self-beliefs and recall
when recall takes place under cognitive load. If use of heuristic information is driven
by cultural norms, then we might observe stronger associations between global self-
beliefs and recall after priming cultural norms.

Choice of emotions. Our findings are limited to the extent that our grouping of
emotions into the dimensions of pleasantness versus unpleasantness is a meaning-
ful way of organizing the data. However, based on structural analyses of emotions
(e.g., Kim-Prieto et al., 2004; Scollon et al., 2005; Watson et al., 1984), we believe
there was sufficient justification to make the pleasantness-unpleasantness distinction
in all five cultural groups. Furthermore, we took care to include in our PE and UE
indices only those emotions that exhibited common structure across the five groups.
Although alternative ways of organizing the data do exist, the current dimensions
of pleasantness and unpleasantness, nevertheless, lend a useful framework for inter-
preting the present set of findings. In addition, our findings are limited to the extent
that our selection of emotion terms was representative of the emotional lives of the
different individuals from different cultural backgrounds in our study. It is possible
that the inclusion of additional indigenous emotions terms would alter our findings.
However, because our goal was to examine whether self-concept influences memory
for emotions, we found it necessary to use the same emotion terms across cultures.

Sample characteristics. This study was a first effort to use multiple methods
of assessment, including experience sampling, to study multiple cultural groups.
However, some caveats about our samples are worth noting. First, we elected to
treat the three within-U.S. groups separately, given past research on ethnic differ-
ences in emotion and well-being (e.g., Matsumoto, 1993; Okazaki, 1997, 2000) as
well as strong ethnic differences in mean levels of emotions in the present study
(see Fig. 1 and Table 4). One weakness was that ethnicity was also confounded by
geographical differences, leaving open the possibility that group differences were
due to geography rather than ethnicity per se. To our defense, however, Schkade
and Kahneman (1998) did not find any differences in self-reported life satisfaction
between Midwesterners and Californians. Furthermore, our own findings converge
with the conclusions of these cultural groups based on global reports of emotion
(e.g., E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995). Second, males were somewhat underrep-
resented in all our samples. However, for all groups, there were more males than
females, so any cultural differences that emerged are unlikely due to gender differ-
ences. Finally, we did not have even sample sizes for our five groups. These uneven
sample sizes present a problem only for the multivariate hypothesis testing, and
even so, a simple observation of the means for each culture on the specific emotions
suggests clear differences. The uneven sample sizes do not present a problem for
regression analyses or for cluster analyses because these analyses were conducted
within each culture separately. In these analyses, the sample size only affects the sta-
bility of the coefficients and the dissimilarity matrices (on which the clustering was
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performed) in the same way that sample size influences the stability of a correlation
coefficient.

General Conclusion

Despite the inevitable limitations of a single study, the present research is the first to
assess emotional experiences in five cultures using the experience sampling method
and sampling indigenous emotions. Several important conclusions emerged and
point the way toward intriguing lines of inquiry for future research. First, pleasant
and unpleasant emotions emerged in all five cultures, although pride grouped with
the unpleasant emotions in India. Second, indigenous emotions in India and Japan
clustered with Western emotions and did not form separate clusters. Third, the dif-
ferent methods gave some approximate ordering of the groups, but online methods
(especially for negative emotion) showed smaller cultural differences than recall
methods. The greatest cultural differences emerged in measures of pride. Fourth,
there were interesting recall biases for emotions, suggesting that although global
self-beliefs influenced recall in each of the cultures, different groups used different
types of self-belief information in recalling emotion.
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Positivity and the Construction of Life
Satisfaction Judgments: Global Happiness
is Not the Sum of its Parts

Ed Diener, Christie Napa Scollon, Shigehiro Oishi, Vivian Dzokoto
and Eunkook M. Suh

Abstract The present study investigated how reports of satisfaction with specific
versus global domains can be used to assess a disposition towards positivity in
subjective well-being reports. College students from 41 societies (N = 7167) com-
pleted measures of life satisfaction and ratings of global and specific aspects of their
lives. For example, participants rated satisfaction with their education (global) and
satisfaction with their professors, textbooks, and lectures (specific). It was hypoth-
esized that global measures would more strongly reflect individual differences in
dispositional positivity, that is, a propensity to evaluate aspects of life in general as
good. At both the individual and national levels, positivity predicted life satisfac-
tion beyond objective measures. Also, positivity was associated with norms about
ideal life satisfaction such that countries and individuals who highly valued positive
emotions were more likely to display positivity. The difference between more global
versus more concrete measures of satisfaction can be used as an indirect and subtle
measure of positivity.

Previous studies examining subjective well-being (SWB) at the national level
showed notable differences among countries. Thus far, differences in living con-
ditions, income, and cultural values have been offered as explanations for these
nation differences in happiness. However, such variables have not been able to con-
sistently account for why some countries are not as happy as national economic
indicators or cultural variables would predict—and likewise, why other countries
are happier than we might expect. For instance, despite their finding that the wealth
of nations is a strong predictor of SWB, E. Diener, M. Diener, and C. Diener (1995)
found that Japan was considerably less happy than its economic prosperity would
predict. And, although Colombia ranked among the poorest of countries, and has
high levels of violence, it was the 8th happiest of 55 nations in that study. Similarly,
other Pacific Rim nations besides Japan have also been found to score unexpectedly
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low on SWB, while other Latin nations score higher than expected based on eco-
nomic conditions (E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995; Veenhoven, 1993). Attempts
to understand this apparent inconsistency have turned toward cultural explanations
of SWB. In particular, individualism–collectivism (I–C; Hofstede, 1980; Triandis,
1989), also referred to as independence-interdependence (Markus & Kitayama,
1991), was suggested as one possible influence on SWB. And yet, even though
individualism correlates positively with SWB measures, the I–C dimension does not
fully account for Japan’s low levels of SWB and Colombia’s high levels of SWB be-
cause the two countries are nearly equal in collectivism (E. Diener, M. Diener, et al.,
1995).

Thus, the question remains of what accounts for the relatively unhappy Japanese
and the relatively happy Colombians? Are differences in SWB across nations em-
bedded in culture in the differing ways in which people respond to the question
of life satisfaction? We propose that a positive disposition, influenced by cultural
norms and practices, can explain why some nations are higher in SWB than we
might expect based on wealth. The present study sought to explore this hypothesis
in two ways. First, we analyzed how a positivity set, or propensity to make posi-
tive evaluations in general, might influence responses across cultures. Secondly, we
examined how dispositional positivity relates to cultural norms.

A Propensity View of SWB

Kozma, Stone, and Stones (2000) found that the best explanation for the stability
in SWB is a “propensity model.” According to this formulation, there is a dis-
positional component to SWB that operates much like a trait and accounts for
the stability in SWB despite environmental change. In support of their propen-
sity model, Kozma et al. found that the best predictor of SWB—an even better
predictor than environmental factors, personality variables, and satisfaction with
important life domains—was past SWB. Furthermore, environmental and person-
ality variables could not fully explain the stability in SWB. In other words, the
propensity component of SWB may be related to but not entirely explained by
personality.

Although Kozma et al. (2000) provide support for a propensity or disposition
component to SWB, they did not examine how cultural variables may influence the
level of positivity. Thus, a major aim of the present study was to examine how indi-
vidual differences in positivity may be driven by cultural norms that determine the
degree to which happiness is valued and considered desirable. If level of positivity is
influenced by cultural factors, this might explain some of the national differences in
SWB. Thus, in attempting to resolve the Japan–Colombia paradox, we explain Latin
American countries’ high levels of SWB as a propensity to view life experiences in a
rosy light because they value positive affect and a positive view of life. By the same
token, Japan’s relatively low SWB suggests a relative absence of the propensity to
evaluate aspects of life positively.



National Differences in Positivity 231

In order to examine how dispositional positivity may influence constructions of
life satisfaction judgments, we first had to consider how to measure positivity. In
what ways would individuals who have a propensity towards the positive display
such evaluative tendencies? And more importantly, how could we separate positivity
from objective conditions in evaluations? These questions led us to examine more
closely how individuals construct different types of evaluations in general—in par-
ticular, the differing ways in which individuals form global and specific judgments.

Global Versus Specific Judgments

Most of the research on life satisfaction has relied on brief, global self-report in-
struments. Because SWB is by definition subjective, self-reports are desirable in
that they emphasize subjective experience rather than relying on “experts” to judge
another’s happiness. These measures often ask about a person’s lifetime, or large
periods of time such as the last year, and they tend to focus on broad domains such
as one’s life, job, or marriage. For example, respondents may be asked to evaluate
statements such as “In most ways my life is close to my ideal” (Satisfaction With
Life Scale; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), or they may be asked to
respond to the question “How do you feel about your life as a whole?” on a scale
ranging from “Delighted” to “Terrible” (Andrews & Withey, 1976). Asking partici-
pants to rate such broad categories as one’s “life as a whole,” or one’s job as a whole,
raises a number of issues. Schwarz and Strack (1991) noted that such questions may,
in fact, “request something impossible from the respondent” (p. 29). Asking people
to evaluate their happiness invites a host of potential heuristic strategies because
individuals do not carry out careful calculations of summing weighted positive and
negative experiences to arrive at a general happiness value. One would expect such
computations to be time consuming, and the average person is able to provide an
evaluation of his or her life in an astonishingly short amount of time—usually less
than a minute (Schwarz & Strack, 1991). Recently it has been suggested that when
asked to evaluate their life satisfaction, people rely on heuristic strategies, current
affect, and other information that is readily available (Strack, Martin, & Schwarz,
1988; Schwartz & Clore, 1983). When primed with certain information, people may
use that information (or perhaps weight it more heavily) in judgments about their
overall happiness.

In short, asking people to generate a composite judgment about their lives is a
complex task that may not reflect a systematic, bottom–up computational assess-
ment (Schwarz & Strack, 1991, 1999). Until now, most researchers considered this
to be an artifact and shortcoming of global assessment measures. However, we sug-
gest that because global evaluations may reflect dispositional tendencies, such mea-
sures can provide valuable information about the nature of SWB. It is important to
note that dispositional tendencies are likely to have their greatest influence on global
judgments, and this tendency is maximized for life satisfaction measures. Because
global evaluations are often vague, they allow greater freedom for individuals to
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project their norms, view of life, and self-beliefs onto the assessment item. When
asked to evaluate specific or more concrete domains, however, individuals are more
constrained by how they feel and think about the actual domains, inherently leaving
less room for possible top–down influences. Although a positive disposition might
influence one’s reactions to concrete and specific aspects of life, in the case of
broader domains this disposition can influence not only actual experience, but also
one’s memory and judgment of specific aspects as well. Thus, a positive disposition
is likely to have stronger effects on global reports.

To some extent the two types of measures, global/abstract and specific/concrete,
may reflect different types of SWB—global measures may be more reflective of a
person’s disposition while specific measures may reflect actual experiences. Thus,
we would expect the two measures to yield different conclusions about the SWB
of a nation or an individual. With this in mind, we may be able to capitalize on
the different evaluations people make at the distinct levels of judgment. In fact,
disparities between the two types of evaluations would suggest that overall hap-
piness is not the sum of its parts. Furthermore, although global measures may be
less tied to actual experience, knowing which individuals and societies possess a
propensity to respond to global measures in a positive way may provide us with
valuable information about the nature of SWB.

In the following study, we suggest one way of capturing the positivity disposition:
by assessing the degree to which individuals evaluate global domains more posi-
tively than specific domains. To the degree that individuals weight specific aspects
of their lives to arrive at global judgments, we would expect the mean evaluation
of specific domains to equal the evaluation of the broader domain. However, for
individuals who might be likely to display positivity, global judgments should reflect
inflation over the specific judgments. We elected to index positivity by comparison
between satisfaction with various levels of abstraction for several reasons. First, this
method does not rely directly on the use of numbers (because it is the difference
between two sets of numbers), and therefore is not contaminated by the artifact of
preference for high or low measures that might contaminate other measures. Second,
our index is indirect or implicit—relying on a calculation we make rather than on di-
rect self-report—and therefore should minimize self-presentation artifacts. Finally,
our indirect measure of positivity is not a direct report of self-concept, and therefore
should not be influence by artificial response tendencies that might also influence
reports of SWB.

Overview and Predictions

In summary, the present study sought to explore how life satisfaction is constructed,
with the hypothesis that part of the construction relies more heavily on positivity in
some nations than in other nations. Rather than dismissing differences in respond-
ing style as artifacts of global measures of life satisfaction, we suggest that these
differences offer valuable insight into how satisfaction judgments are formed. Our
three hypotheses are:
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Hypothesis 1: Individuals and nations will differ in positivity as measured by
the degree to which they evaluate global life aspects more positively than
specific aspects.

Hypothesis 2: Positivity will predict overall life satisfaction at both the individ-
ual and national level beyond objective measures such as income.

Hypothesis 3: Positivity will correlate with how much people at both the indi-
vidual and national levels believe it is desirable to feel satisfied (i.e., ideal
life satisfaction).

Method

Sample

Participants included 7,167 college students (2,780 males, 4,301 females, and 86
not reporting gender) from 41 societies sampled as part of the International College
Student Data (ICSD), collected in collaboration with international colleagues during
1995–1996. The ICSD project was undertaken in an effort to understand various
issues relating to societal and cultural differences in subjective well-being. Eighty-
five percent of the respondents were 18–25 years old. The 41 societies and their
respective sample sizes are summarized in Table 1.

Measures

In many nations our respondents were fluent in English and responded to the English
version of our survey, but in some countries the questions were presented in the
native language (e.g., Egypt). In the cases where translation was necessary, ques-
tionnaires were translated from English to native languages by bilingual collabora-
tors who were all professional psychologists associated with major universities in
each country. Shao (1993) reported a high correspondence between the translated
versions and the English version for the four languages in which systematic back-
translation was conducted.

Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction was assessed by the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener,
Suh, Smith, Shao, 1985). The SWLS is a five-item measure that asks respondents to
rate their global life satisfaction from their subjective perspective. Sample items
include“I am satisfied with my life” and “The conditions of my life are excel-
lent.” The response ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and are
summed to yield a possible total score ranging from 5 to 35. The SWLS possesses
adequate psychometric properties (see Pavot & Diener, 1993) and has demonstrated
its validity among Korean (Suh, 1994), mainland Chinese (Shao, 1993), and Russian
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Table 1 Means for satisfaction with life and positivity by nation

SWLS Ideal
Nation N (5–35) Positivity SWLS

Puerto Rico 87 25.26 0.48 30.70
Colombia 99 26.40 0.39 31.02
Spain 323 22.37 0.30 31.02
Taiwan 532 20.12 0.25 29.18
Indonesia 90 21.89 0.23 26.44
Peru 129 23.31 0.23 28.98
Portugal 139 22.98 0.22 29.53
Slovenia 50 24.42 0.20 28.80
USA 442 23.64 0.20 28.92
Argentina 90 22.44 0.19 27.72
Ghana 118 20.12 0.17 25.63
Bahrain 124 19.85 0.15 23.64
Thailand 92 23.62 0.13 24.56
Denmark 88 25.00 0.11 29.12
S. Africa 370 20.97 0.11 28.44
Italy 288 21.52 0.10 29.38
Australia 289 23.05 0.09 31.14
Kuwait 252 22.57 0.09 26.08
Germany 107 23.27 0.06 29.07
Singapore 131 22.40 0.06 28.65
Zimbabwe 109 18.05 0.06 23.91
Nigeria 243 21.42 0.05 25.56
Guam 183 21.40 0.03 26.31
Austria 164 24.28 0.01 29.73
Nepal 98 20.93 0.00 23.77
Estonia 117 20.91 −0.01 27.94
India 93 22.12 −0.03 25.73
Brazil 112 21.61 −0.04 29.07
Greece 129 20.73 −0.06 29.09
Hungary 74 22.54 −0.13 29.85
Tanzania 134 20.88 −0.13 22.09
Norway 99 25.24 −0.14 30.54
Finland 91 23.46 −0.15 29.62
Hong Kong 142 19.31 −0.25 25.38
Pakistan 153 22.83 −0.25 27.36
Egypt 119 22.01 −0.28 30.65
Turkey 100 18.87 −0.34 26.44
Japan 200 20.20 −0.42 25.75
China 544 16.43 −0.43 19.80
Korea 277 18.72 −0.44 25.01
Lithuania 99 18.71 −0.44 27.68

Nations are ordered by their score on measures of positivity. SWLS = Satis-
faction With Life Scale.
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(Balatsky & Diener, 1993) samples. The overall alpha for the SWLS (N = 7014)
was 0.81, and the mean alpha coefficient across the 41 nations was 0.78; more than
half of the nations had alphas greater than 0.80.

Life Satisfaction Norms

In addition to having participants rate their own life satisfaction using the SWLS,
we also asked participants rate the ideal level of SWLS—how they thought the ideal
person would complete such items.

Positivity Disposition

In order to examine the positivity disposition that may be inherent in rating broad
versus specific domains, we examined the following ratings: (1) Satisfaction with
one’s education (broad) versus satisfaction with one’s professors, textbooks, and
lectures (specific). The latter three ratings were averaged to form the specific mea-
sure of satisfaction with education. (2) Satisfaction with one’s recreation (broad)
versus satisfaction with sports and television (specific). Again, the two specific rat-
ings were averaged. (3) Satisfaction with oneself (broad) versus satisfaction with
one’s grades and health (specific aspects of the self). The narrow subdomains were
selected because they appeared to be variables that would be relevant to students’
satisfaction with the global domains in all the societies we sampled. A composite
broad satisfaction value was computed at the individual level by averaging the three
broad ratings, and a specific satisfaction value was computed by averaging the mean
of the three specific ratings. Given adequate sampling of domains, the broad and
specific domains ought to be isomorphic, and therefore satisfaction at the two levels
ought to be identical unless there are dispositions that influence one level that do not
influence the other level. The major SWB dependent variable was the Satisfaction
With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985).

Results

The first column of Table 1 summarizes the life satisfaction means for each society.
The mean satisfaction score for the 41 societies was 21.85 (SD = 2.13). China was
the least satisfied, while Colombia reported the greatest levels of life satisfaction.
Consistent with previous studies (E. Diener, M. Diener, et al., 1995; Veenhoven,
1993), the mean SWLS score for Japan was lower than we might expect based
on economic development. Additionally, other studies have also demonstrated that
China and other Asian societies tend to report relatively low satisfaction (E. Diener,
M. Diener, et al., 1995; Diener, Suh, Smith, & Shao, 1995).

Overview of Analyses

We first analyzed the data at the individual level and later at the national level.
At the individual level, all independent and dependent measures were standardized
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within countries in order to control for nation differences. The resulting scores rely
on a person’s relative standing within nations. In contrast, the nation-level analyses
are based on analyzing means of countries. Thus, the two levels of analyses are
independent of each other.

Analyses at the Individual Level

Table 2 summarizes the zero-order correlations between SWLS scores, global do-
main satisfaction scores, and specific domain satisfaction scores. Correlations above
the diagonal represent analyses at the individual level. Correlations on the diagonal
that are not in parentheses indicate the reliability coefficients for each measure at
the individual level. As shown, the global score was a significantly better zero-order
predictor of life satisfaction than the specific score, t = 11.06, p < 0.001 (J. Cohen
& P. Cohen, 1983; Steiger, 1980). This relation is particularly robust considering the
reliability for the specific score was greater than the reliability for the global score.
Furthermore (not shown), positivity (the residual of global domains mediated by
the specific domains) significantly correlated with the standardized SWLS scores,
r(6974) = 0.32, p < 0.001.

Our next set of analyses involved computing a “positivity score” for each partic-
ipant by regressing the global score onto the specific score. The resulting standard-
ized regression residual was then used as a measure of positivity for each individual
(after Kurman & Sriram, 1997). To simplify a bit, this residual score captured the
degree to which people were more likely to judge broader and vaguer categories as
better (i.e., more positive). For the positivity score, positive values indicated that the
person judged global categories more positively than specific categories, and neg-
ative values indicated the opposite. We entered income and the residual positivity
score simultaneously into a regression equation predicting life satisfaction (SWLS).
The top portion of Table 3 summarizes the results of the regression analyses at
the individual level. Although both income and positivity significantly predicted
life satisfaction, the beta for the residual positivity score was much stronger than

Table 2 Zero-order correlations between global and specific scores and life satisfaction

Global Specific SWLS

Global 0.61 (0.72) 0.70 0.49
Specific 0.79 0.67 (0.79) 0.38
SWLS 0.72 0.56 0.81 (0.78)

Correlation above the diagonal are for analyses at the individual level. Cor-
relations below the diagonal are for analyses at the nation level—calculated
from the nation’s mean level of scores on each measure. The diagonal shows
the reliability coefficient (alphas in parentheses represent reliability calcu-
lated at the national level). Sample sizes at the individual level range from
N = 6976 to N = 7124 due to missing data. At the national level, all
correlations reflect an N of 41. All correlations are significant at p < 0.001
level.
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Table 3 Regression analyses predicting life satisfaction from income and positivity

Standardized Standard
Variable coefficient error Total R2

Individual level
Income 0.11∗∗ 0.01 0.11
Positivity 0.31∗∗ 0.01
National level
Income 0.38∗ 0.17 0.34
Positivity 0.36∗ 1.30
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.001.

that for income, suggesting that our measure of positivity captures an aspect of life
satisfaction beyond objective measures.

Analyses at the Nation Level

The right two columns of Table 1 summarize the nation aggregated data, from the
society scoring the highest in mean positivity disposition (Puerto Rico, +0.48) to
the society scoring the lowest in mean positivity disposition (Lithuania and Korea
tied, −0.44). The United States tied with Slovenia for the 8th highest score in pos-
itivity, with a residual score of 0.20. The United States’ standing among our 41
nations is consistent with Matlin and Stang’s (1978) research on the “Pollyanna
Principle,” which showed that Americans preferred the positive over the negative in
several cases—in choosing between positive and negative words, memories, faces,
and reporting of news. Thus, it is not surprising that most Americans also rate their
lives as happy (E. Diener & C. Diener, 1996). Notably, both Japan and China were
among the lowest in positivity, with residual scores of −0.42 and −0.43, respec-
tively. Meanwhile, Colombia, the nation with the highest SWLS score in our sample,
had the second highest score for positivity (+0.39).

The correlations below the diagonal presented in Table 2 summarize the zero-
order correlations between mean SWLS, global domain satisfaction, and specific
domain satisfaction scores at the nation level. Correlations on the diagonal that are
in parentheses indicate the reliability coefficients for each measure at the national
level. Although global and specific scores were highly correlated between nations,
the mean global score correlated more highly with life satisfaction than the specific
scores. Furthermore, the residual positivity scores (not shown) correlated as strongly
with life satisfaction as the specific scores themselves (r(39) = 0.57, p < 0.001),
thus verifying the importance of positivity to life satisfaction judgments.

Regression analyses also supported the strength of our measure of positivity as a
better predictor of life satisfaction among nations than objective measures, as shown
in the bottom portion of Table 3. When per capita national wealth and the average
positivity score were simultaneously entered into a regression equation predicting
national levels of life satisfaction (mean SWLS score), positivity was as good a
predictor as national wealth.
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Top–Down Versus Bottom–Up Theories

The residual positivity score can also be compared to satisfaction with important
life domains as a test of top–down versus bottom–up theories. After all, if global
measures of satisfaction are simply the sum of happiness across narrower domains,
it follows that satisfaction with the most important domains should strongly pre-
dict overall life satisfaction. Returning to analyses at the individual level, we exam-
ined five important life domains that did not include the three global domains that
we have already mentioned. These five important domains were health, finances,
friends, family, and religion. Results of the regression analyses at the individual
level are summarized in the top half of Table 4. At the individual level, the residual
positivity scores predicted overall life satisfaction beyond the important domains
scores. Thus, overall life satisfaction appears to be more than a cognitive computa-
tion or summing up of satisfaction in the important areas of one’s life. Our measure
of positivity added substantially to the prediction of life satisfaction. Interestingly,
similar analyses at the nation level (shown in the bottom half of Table 4) revealed
that the important domains did not emerge as a significant predictor of overall life
satisfaction, but the residual positivity score significantly predicted SWLS scores.
The robust findings at the nation level suggest that mean levels of national well-
being are especially influenced by the positivity tendency. Alternatively, satisfaction
with important domains may demonstrate low predictive power at the national level
because people’s satisfaction with these domains depends largely on their relative
standing within their nation.

Bottom–up versus top–down processes can also be tested by examining the pre-
dictive power of objective variables such as income on financial satisfaction com-
pared with the predictive power of our measure of positivity. If bottom–up processes
are at work, an individual’s satisfaction level should be a function of objective
life events (Diener, 1984). In a regression equation predicting financial satisfac-
tion from objective income (a bottom–up variable) and the residual positivity score
(a dispositional variable), both income and positivity significantly predicted finan-
cial satisfaction at the individual level (as shown in the top portion of Table 5).
Similarly, at the national level, we predicted average financial satisfaction from the

Table 4 Regression analyses predicting life satisfaction from important domains and positivity

Standardized Standard
Variable coefficient error Total R2

Individual level analyses
Important domains 0.42∗∗ 0.01 0.27
Positivity 0.23∗∗ 0.01

National level analyses
Important domains 0.24 1.37 0.36
Positivity 0.43∗ 1.50

Satisfaction with important domains includes one’s health, finances,
friends, family, and religion.
∗ p < 0.02; ∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Table 5 Regression analyses predicting financial satisfaction from income and positivity

Standardized Standard
Variable coefficient error Total R2

Individual level analyses
Income 0.18∗∗ 0.01 0.06
Positivity 0.15∗∗ 0.01

National level analyses
Income 0.05 0.04 0.13
Positivity 0.34∗ 0.27
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.001.

average income and the average positivity score by nation. The bottom portion of
Table 5 summarizes the results at the national level. A similar pattern emerged in
that the beta for positivity was greater than the beta for objective income. How-
ever, positivity only approached significance here, while objective income was not
significant.

Cultural Norms and Dispositional Positivity

In order to examine the cultural influences on dispositional positivity we corre-
lated our measure of positivity with the ideal SWLS scores—that is, how satis-
fied participants thought people should ideally be. The far right column of Table 1
summarizes the mean ideal SWLS scores for each nation. At both the individ-
ual and national level, positivity significantly correlated with ideal life satisfaction
(r(6845) = 0.09, p < 0.001 and r(39) = 0.39, p < 0.02, respectively) suggesting
that norms for satisfaction might have some influence on positivity.

Discussion

The thrust of the present study is that different influences operate on the two lev-
els of satisfaction judgments (global versus specific). Our measure of positivity,
which reflected the degree to which people judge broad categories more positively
than narrow categories, provides one systematic way of assessing individual and
cross-cultural differences in SWB. Additionally, we demonstrated that this mea-
sure of positivity is a good predictor of life satisfaction above and beyond other
variables that in past studies have been shown to correlate with SWB, namely in-
come and satisfaction with important domains (Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers,
1976; Diener, Suh, Smith, Shao, 1995). At the individual level both positivity and
bottom–up influences were significant predictors of SWB—that is, life satisfaction
depends on how good the various objective life domains are perceived to be in
a person’s life, but it is additionally influenced by the degree to which the per-
son judges global domains more positively than specific domains. At the national
level, positivity showed strong influences on national levels of SWB. Income only
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moderately predicted national SWB, and satisfaction with important domains was
much less important. The contrast in findings among the two levels of analyses
suggests that bottom–up influences may account for more individual variation in
well-being whereas positivity may account for more cultural variability in life sat-
isfaction. Additionally, these results are consistent with Kozma et al.’ study (2000)
that supported a “propensity” approach to SWB and that also showed that top–down
processes were more important in SWB than bottom–up processes.

What, then, is the global positivity disposition? One explanation is that positivity
is related to cultural norms regarding the value of happiness and positive emotion—
that is, how satisfied people think it is desirable to be. Correlations between ideal
SWLS and positivity revealed some support for this explanation. In returning to the
question we began with, why Japan reports relatively low SWB and Latin American
countries report high SWB, a propensity explanation suggests that the Pacific Rim
societies do not have a strong tendency to evaluate abstract domains in a positive
way, whereas Latin American countries have a propensity to evaluate most global
domains positively. The concordance between average life satisfaction in nations
and the residual positivity score shown in Table 1 is striking. Part of the positivity
propensity may be rooted in cultural norms regarding the value of believing as-
pects of life, in general, to be good. The Confucian countries in our sample did not
hold strong norms of positivity compared to the other nations. The Latin American
countries, on the other hand, showed strong normative beliefs about the value of
positivity. Because the correlations between ideal SWLS and positivity were not
corrected for measurement error, they are likely to be stronger at the latent level.
Clearly future research should turn to investigations of the origins of the positivity
disposition both at the individual and cross-cultural level.

Is positivity a fact or artifact? The answer might depend on the phenomenon the
researcher is trying to understand. Positivity might color the way people perceive the
world and recall information, and is not necessarily merely a bothersome response
artifact. Positivity might result from cultural norms that influence responding to
surveys, but might also influence how people recall their experiences and make de-
cisions about the future. On the other hand, positivity might play a smaller role in
people’s on-line experiences in specific situations. This is certainly an area in need
of more in-depth research.

Because global measures are less tied to actual experience than specific mea-
sures, a question that arises is why use global measures at all. Perhaps in order to
get accurate evaluations of a broad experience, researchers should sum evaluations
at the specific or concrete level to gain a more accurate evaluation of the experience
as a whole. With regard to the question of life satisfaction, how a person responds
to the question “How do you feel about your life as a whole?” may be inseparable
from the way he or she answers global evaluations. Kahneman (1999) suggested that
answers to such questions are “fallible estimates” (p. 5) of true experience. In fact,
Kahneman (1999) argues that in order to achieve measures of “objective happiness,”
researchers should rely on the experience sampling method rather than global ques-
tions of life satisfaction. Experience sampling or measures of “on-line” affective
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experience can be taken to be the most specific level of measurement possible, and
therefore less vulnerable to biases in memory or responding.

What then is the “real” happiness? Is it how a person answers the question “How
satisfied are you with your life in general?” or is it the sum of an individual’s
moment-to-moment emotional experiences? The answer is both—global and spe-
cific domain satisfactions and experience sampling likely tap two different types
of SWB. Furthermore, we caution against altogether abandoning global assessment
instruments for the more “objective” on-line measures for a number of reasons. First,
experience sampling can be expensive because it requires equipment such as beepers
or palm top computers for each respondent. Second, because human beings do not
form their global satisfaction judgments based on the sum of long-term emotions,
would it be entirely accurate for psychologists to rely solely on the sum of specific
evaluations? After all, positivity is part of the way people perceive the world. A
complete understanding of any human experience “as a whole” requires both types
of measurement. Finally, global measures provide useful information about the indi-
vidual’s view of the world, regardless of the degree to which the person’s judgment
is based on specific experience.

Additionally, global evaluations might have important implications for decision
making. To illustrate this point, we use the example of vacations. In reality, a vaca-
tion can be quite stressful (flights are delayed, reservations lost, and one can never
be completely certain that the luggage will arrive), conflictual (trying to meet each
family member’s needs), or even boring at times. However, ask people how they felt
about their vacations overall, and the answer most likely will be positive—a vaca-
tion is remembered as relaxing and fun (Mitchell, Thompson, Peterson, & Cronk,
1997). Furthermore, in deciding on whether or not to go on vacation next year, the
moment-to-moment emotional experiences are most likely forgotten, leaving people
to rely on their pleasant memories and global evaluations of the vacation in planning
for the next one. Thus, global evaluations might predict future behavior even after
controlling for on-line experience.

Although the present study offers new insight into the construction of life satis-
faction judgments, additional research is necessary in order to understand the causes
and consequences of global and specific judgments. Future research should inves-
tigate the mechanisms through which culture exerts its influence on positivity in
addition to other factors that might operate on positivity.

There were a number of limitations in the present study that should be corrected
in future research. For example, broader and more representative samples of nations
would be beneficial. A necessary step is to sample a greater number of narrow and
broad domains, and insure that the narrow domains represent an equally represen-
tative set of components for each culture. The indirect measure of positivity we
constructed should be compared to other more direct measures of positivity. Finally,
other methodologies such as ecological experience sampling would also help us dis-
entangle the influence of positivity on immediate affective experience versus global
recall of this experience.
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Most People Are Pretty Happy, but There Is
Cultural Variation: The Inughuit, the Amish,
and the Maasai

Robert Biswas-Diener, Joar Vittersø and Ed Diener

Abstract E. Diener and C. Diener (1996; Psychological Science 7: 181–185) sug-
gested that most people are happy, and offered support for this claim from surveys
in industrialized societies. We extend their findings to include people who lead ma-
terially simple lives and live in cultures far removed from those of typical survey
respondents. We found that the Kenyan Maasai, the United States Amish, and the
Greenlandic Inughuit, all reported positive levels of life satisfaction, domain satis-
faction, and affect balance (more frequent positive emotions than negative ones).
Across satisfaction and affect measures, including methods in addition to global
self-reports, our 358 respondents from these cultures were one average, positive on
all 54 scales, and significantly above neutral on 53 of them. Across all measures and
samples 84% of participants scored above neutral. However, nobody was perfectly
happy and satisfied, and the groups reported unique configurations of satisfaction
and affect. Although all three groups were high in satisfaction with social domains,
the Amish reported lower satisfaction with self-related domains, and the Maasai
and Inughuit were relatively lower in satisfaction with material domains. All three
groups reported frequent positive emotions, but only the Maasai reported frequent
feelings of pride. Thus, the fact that most people tend to be moderately happy does
not mean that they are ecstatic, or that there is no variation across cultures in happi-
ness.

In 1996, E. Diener and C. Diener claimed that most people are happy, and im-
plied that this is a natural state gifted to us by evolution. They reviewed evidence
showing that a wide range of people, on average, report positive (above neutral)
levels of well-being. From an evolutionary perspective these results make sense:
the predominance of pleasant emotions would facilitate approach behaviors, be-
cause these emotions lead to the broadening and building of resources (Fredrick-
son, 2001), and high activation pleasant emotions include facets such as activity
and energy that are almost synonymous with approach behavior. The importance of
these approach-oriented behaviors might be particularly beneficial for an intelligent
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species that can move between new and different environments. This is congruent
with Ito, Cacioppo, and Lang (1998) positivity-offset theory, the idea that people
have a slightly positive hedonic tone that stimulates approach behaviors when no
hedonic stimuli are active.

But, because the data reviewed by E. Diener and C. Diener came almost entirely
from people in industrialized societies, another explanation is possible: that some
factor related to life in industrialized culture contributed to the reports of positive
well-being. For example, there could be emotion norms for positivity common to
industrial cultures, which tend toward individualistic definitions of self (Triandis,
1995). Another possibility is that people reported happiness because industrial soci-
ety largely meets human needs. Industrialized countries tend, for example, to have
better infrastructure, better health care systems, better human rights records, more
formalized social welfare programs, lower unemployment, and higher rates of edu-
cation for both sexes than their “third world” counterparts. These advantages could
lead to an increase in subjective well-being (SWB). In the present article, we extend
the analysis of E. Diener and C. Diener to cultures that are substantially different
from industrialized culture, including collectivisit culture and materially simple cul-
ture. We examine the Maasai of Kenya, traditional pastoralists who have few modern
amenities and little exposure to western media, the Amish, who consciously reject
modern values and technologies, and the Inughuit of Greenland, who live in a harsh
environment and retain many elements of a hunting lifestyle.

In addition to sampling culturally distinct groups, we have included several types
of measures in our studies to more strongly test the generality of E. Diener and
C. Diener’s conclusions. In terms of content, we examined both cognitive and affec-
tive components of SWB including life satisfaction, reports of satisfaction with spe-
cific domains (e.g., food, friendships, and physical appearance), and affect balance
(positive minus negative emotions). We also employed several different methodolo-
gies to assess SWB. In addition to the global self-reports scales that are frequently
used in this field, we also measured happiness by the reports of friends and family
members of the respondents.

Another measure used with the Maasai (Study 1) and the Amish (Study 2) was
based on memory—the degree to which the respondent could remember more posi-
tive than negative life events in two separate timed periods. Finally, with the Inughuit
(Study 3), we also used the Experience Sampling Method (ESM), in which respon-
dents’ moods were recorded at periodic times during the day while the respondents
were engaged in various activities. This measure has advantages over global reports
in that it records moods in the moment rather than remembered mood states that can
be subject to recall (Thomas & Diener, 1990).

The question of whether people are mostly happy is of theoretical importance to
several different fields. In the area of emotion scholarship, it is essential to know
whether certain moods predominate in people’s experience, and whether certain
moods tend to occur in the absence of significant events. If positive moods predom-
inate, they certainly deserve more attention from emotion theorists, and exploring
the reasons for dominance of pleasant emotions becomes a research priority. For the
field of SWB, if most people tend to be above neutral in the absence of significant
emotional stimuli, a reframing of issues in this field is in order. The search would
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be focused not on what makes people happy, but instead on what makes people un-
happy, and what moves them up or down within the positive zone. Finally, if people
have a tendency to be happy in the absence of hedonic stimuli, this has potential
implications for our understanding of human nature in terms of the influence of
approach tendencies on human history.

For overviews of SWB, the reader is referred to Diener, Suh, Lucas, and Smith
(1999), and Myers (1992).

Methods

Respondent Samples

Research participants in our three studies responded to questions related to subjec-
tive well-being. Respondents answered questions relating to cognitive self-appraisals
of psychological well-being, including general life satisfaction and specific life do-
main satisfaction. In addition, they reported their frequency of experience of positive
and negative affect. The respondents also provided general demographic informa-
tion (e.g., age, education, and income) and information related to their life circum-
stances (e.g., number of people sharing their home, exposure to western media, and
a short biography). In two of our studies (Studies 1 and 3) peer reports were obtained
for general life satisfaction and affect. We were able to obtain a limited amount of
experience sampling data from the Inughuit (Study 3).

Study 1: The Maasai

Our sample of 127 Maasai came from 10 villages in four locations in Southwestern
Kenya. The Maasai are traditional pastoralists, who have been living in Northern
Tanzania and Southern Kenya since around A.D. 500 (Galaty, 1986). The Maasai
resisted colonial incursions into their culture and retain most of their pre-colonial
language, values, and practices. They commonly practice circumcision on young
adults, engage in polygamy, arrange marriages, conduct child marriages, and require
a period of warriorhood for young men. They maintain a form of political-religious
leadership, embodied in the “Laibon” (medicine man). Maasai society is structured
around age groups, or generations, that advance together across common develop-
mental milestones (e.g., warriorhood, young elders, senior elders). Most traditional
Maasai do not have paying jobs, but instead do gender-specific tasks related to cook-
ing, child rearing, and herding. The Maasai have no running water or electricity,
live in simple houses made from sticks, mud, and dung, and exist largely outside
the cash economy of Kenya. The “morani,” or warriors, still use traditional weapons
such as bow and arrows, spears, and clubs. The Maasai diet consists largely of milk,
tea, cornmeal, and limited amounts of meat. Few of the respondents in the current
study spoke English or Swahili, had attended school, or had been exposed to modern
media such as magazines or television. Past research suggests that despite obvious
cultural differences, there are also certain similarities between Maasai and other
cultures such as male-biased attitudes and the perception of time (Cronk, 1999).
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The Maasai were recruited through word of mouth, and villages were given a
small monetary contribution for participation in the research. After obtaining con-
sent to conduct research from village leaders, the researchers requested and were
granted access to a demographically diverse sample including men and women, as
well as adults of varying ages. Because, we interviewed between 10 and 22 people
in each village (where total populations, including children, averaged about 30) we
were able to guard against selection biases. No one refused to participate in the
study. Because, the Maasai are largely illiterate, questions were administered orally,
in interview format by translators trained in psychological interviewing. For ques-
tions requiring a scale response, scales were presented graphically as segmented
bars on a sheet of Paper. The use of scales was explained and interviews did not
begin until each respondent understood their use. Previous research has been con-
ducted with the Maasai (e.g., Kirk, 1977; Ma & Schoenemann, 1997), including a
pilot study by the current authors in 1997, that suggests the Maasai are capable of
understanding psychological concepts and can effectively participate in structured
research. In an effort to make the respondents more comfortable with the research
setting we included general, qualitative questions at the beginning of the interview.
To alleviate possible concerns related to confidentiality, the interviewers were Maa-
sai from a nearby region who had no social connections to the respondents or their
friends and family members. All materials were translated from English to Maa
by a native Maa speaker and key words and terms were back-translated by an in-
dependent native Maa speaker. In the infrequent case of translation disagreement
a suitable word was arrived at after discussion between the principle investigator
and both translators. Discussions included equivalency of concepts as well as local
lexical norms.

Study 2: The Amish

We studied 52 people from an Old Order Amish community in central Illinois and a
New Order Amish settlement in southern Illinois. The Amish are a conservative reli-
gious order tracing their spiritual roots to the Anabaptist movement in Reformation-
era Europe (Hostetler, 1993). The earliest Amish immigrants to the United States
came from Switzerland, and members of Amish society continue at home to speak
“Pennsylvania Dutch,” a German dialect, in addition to English. The Amish focus
on “gelassenheit,” or submission to God, guides their rituals, values, and behav-
iors (Kraybill, 1989). Food, health, and family unity are viewed as gifts from God.
Although the Amish can be friendly to outsiders, their basic view is one of detach-
ment from the outside secular world. In an effort to avoid the “perils of worldliness”
the Amish widely shun automobiles, tractors, telecommunications, electricity, and
other modern technologies. Although the New Order Amish take a more liberal view
of the use of electricity and telephones, they retain the same strict moral, social, and
spiritual values as their Old Order counterparts. Both communities are particularly
suspicious of the potential negative social impact of mass media technologies such
as television and the Internet. Most Amish children are educated no further than the
eighth grade in Amish-only schools with a Christian curriculum.
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Old Order Amish research participants were recruited by word of mouth and
through classroom presentations. To gain the trust of this relatively closed commu-
nity the principle investigator spent time visiting with Amish families, and obtaining
the consent of community leaders to conduct the research. In the New Order Amish
community, the principle investigator stayed with the local bishop and was intro-
duced to potential research participants. Because, social introductions were neces-
sary for recruitment purposes, the sample was largely one of convenience. However,
the principle investigator actively requested introductions to Amish participants rep-
resenting distinct demographic variables such as marital status, occupation, and age.
Only three people refused to participate in the study. In an effort to introduce the
research in an ecologically valid way, the principle investigator ate meals with many
research participants and spent time answering questions after the research was
concluded. Some respondents were recruited through school presentations, where
the principle investigator discussed world cultures with the schoolchildren and their
parents. The research materials were presented in English, in written form, and were
completed at home, with the principle investigator available to answer questions. In
some cases, respondents were allowed to complete surveys on their own and mail
them back to the researchers after promising to complete them alone, and in a single
sitting. The Amish are educated through grade school and are familiar with modern
testing procedures.

Study 3: The Inughuit

Our sample of 179 Inughuit were contacted in the Greenlandic villages of Qaanaaq,
Qeqertaq, and Siorapaluk, as well as in nearby hunting and fishing camps. The In-
ughuit, the name of the local Inuit tribe, live at 79◦ latitude, the most extreme lati-
tudes of any traditional human society. The surrounding landscape is largely rock,
sea, and glacier, with few large plants and no possibility for sustainable agriculture.
The sun remains above the horizon 24 h a day during the summer months and never
rises during the winter months. Many Inughuit are predominantly hunting-minded
and their basic values are still anchored in the cultural traditions of a sharing ideol-
ogy commonly found in hunting societies (Ingold, 1986). Historically, the Inughuit
lived in virtually complete isolation, but today are increasingly exposed to western
life, with modern jobs and a cash economy. Although many lnughuit homes have
recently been modernized to include electricity, running water, and central heating,
people typically live in crowded conditions and without flush toilets. It is common
to see a hunter carving a seal or caribou on the kitchen floor, as children watch
television. We have some indications that recent technological changes have not
dramatically altered Inughuit life satisfaction. One of us (JV) conducted field-work
in Siorapaluk in 1989–1990, when neither electricity nor television were available.
In 1989, a single life satisfaction item, using a 1–7 scale, was used yielding a sample
mean of 5.0 (n = 19). Thus, it seems unlikely that the level of satisfaction obtained
from our current study is due the transformation to a more modern life style, because
the life satisfaction reported in the current study is identical.
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Most participants in this study were recruited in Qaanaaq, the administrative cen-
ter for the municipality (population 620; Statistical Yearbook, 2000). In Qaanaaq,
participants were recruited from bulletin board advertisements, announcements in
the local radio, and by word of mouth (in the settlements we conducted a door-
to-door invitation procedure). In addition, we travelled to the most popular whale
hunting and fishing camps to recruit individuals who were actively engaged in these
endeavors. Our response rate in the settlements was close to 100% and about 80% in
the hunting and fishing camps. Respondents were offered small monetary compen-
sation for participation in the study. All materials were presented in written form, in
Greenlandic (two surveys were presented in English and Danish), and completed in
a quiet setting where the researchers were available to answer questions. In Qaanaaq,
participants were asked to return to the research cite the following day to complete
additional surveys (peer report forms). The surveys were originally translated by a
professional translator and key words and phrases were back-translated by an inde-
pendent professional translator. The two translations were found to be equivalent.
In addition, a small number of Experience Sampling Method data were collected
through random visits to participants (see below).

Measures

Respondents from all three cultures answered the five-item Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). The SWLS has been
shown to have good psychometric properties (Pavot & Diener, 1993) and has been
used widely across cultures (e.g., Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000).
Participants from all three cultures also rated satisfaction with 14 life domains
(e.g., family, food, and intelligence) using a 7-point satisfaction scale on which 7
was “Totally Satisfied,” 4 was “Neutral,” and 1 was “Totally Dissatisfied.” Identical
domain satisfaction questions have been used cross-culturally in previous research
(Napa-Scollon et al., 2005). Domain satisfaction measures augment general life sat-
isfaction measures, because they can be more closely tied to concrete experiences,
and are less global than life satisfaction (Schwarz & Strack, 1999). Participants in
all three cultures also indicated how frequently they felt various emotions during
the past month, and for this report we analyzed four positive (joy, affection, pride,
and contentment) and four negative emotions (guilt, sadness, anger, and worry) that
were common to all three sample surveys, The emotion frequency scale varied from
1, “Never,” to 7, “Always.” All respondents also provided basic demographic infor-
mation.

For the Maasai (Study 1) and Amish (Study 2), we employed a memory-based
method to assess saliency of positive memories and the predominance of positive
over negative memories. In this method, respondents were asked to list as many
positive and negative memories as they could remember in separate, timed one
minute sessions. The order of positive and negative memory tasks was alternated
for every-other participant to control for order effects. The Maasai were asked to list
memories aloud, while the Amish were asked to write them down. Later, we com-
puted a memory balance score, subtracting the total number of negative memories
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from the total number of positive memories. These types of memory measures have
been used previously in cross-cultural research (e.g., Balatsky & Diener, 1993) and
have been found to show convergent validity with other measures of SWB (Sandvik,
Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993).

Finally, with the Inughuit (Study 3), we collected ESM data from 22 respondents.
We did this by approaching research participants at random times throughout the
day, as they were engaged in various tasks, and asked them to report how much they
were currently feeling on the eight emotions on a scale ranging from not at all to
extremely intensely. Although a zero to six scale was used, we transformed it to
a 1–7 scale for presentation purposes in this paper, so that it would be equivalent
to other measures. Although 55 respondents originally agreed to participate in this
phase of the study, we could not find many participants on the 12 occasions we
searched for them, and some participants decided to withdraw from this part of the
study. We elected to retain the 22 respondents who had 8 or more reports, because
this number seemed adequate to obtain a somewhat stable and representative affect
balance score for them. Participants were paid 50 Danish Kroner (approximately US
$7.00) for a full set of 12 responses. ESM data has the advantage of assessing “in the
moment” mood states and computing average moods based on these reports rather
than on recall. Robinson and Clore (2002) have shown that people use heuristic
shortcuts, not memory, to report their moods when longer periods of time such as a
month or more are reported.

Results

The basic demographic composition of the samples in the three studies can be seen
in Table 1. The table also shows life satisfaction and domain satisfactions for the
three groups.

The Maasai, Amish, and Inughuit were significantly higher than the neutral point
on all measures (p < 0.001—for all), with the exception of the Amish ratings
of the “Self” domain (NS). In all groups, the vast majority of respondents scored
above neutral on the global SWB measures. Similarly, the affect balance score, the
difference between positive and negative emotions (shown in Table 2), was signif-
icantly above zero (p < 0.001—for all) in all three groups, indicating greater ex-
perience of pleasant than unpleasant emotions. Using informant reports also shown
in Table 2, we found that an overwhelming majority believed their peers have more
frequent positive than negative emotions, and the informant affect balance scores
were all significantly greater than zero (p < 0.00.1). The memory balance score,
the difference between positive and negative memories (Table 2), used in Studies
1 and 2, was significantly above zero (p < 0.001—for all). Last, the ESM scores
(Table 2) collected from the Inughuit (Study 3) were all significantly above zero
(p < 0.001—for all). Besides analyses at the group level, we also computed the
percent of individuals in each group who were above neutral, with neutral and
negative being the complementary category. Only for the Amish satisfaction with
“Self” was the percent below half (40%), and the average across all 54 groups and
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Table 1 Demographics and satisfaction with life and domains

Maasai Amish Inughuit

N 127 52 179
Percent females 52 44 59
Mean age 32.7 42.2 39.3
Satisfaction scores Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Life satisfaction 5.4 0.6 4.4 1.0 5.0 1.0
Percent of sample above neutral 98% 61% 83%
Domain satisfaction
Self 6.6 0.6 4.2 1.3 5.7 1.1
Romantic life 6.4 0.9 6.1 0.7 5.4 1.8
Health 6.4 0.9 5.7 1.0 5.7 1.3
Attractiveness 6.4 0.8 5.1 1.3 5.2 1.4
Intelligence 6.3 0.8 4.7 1.3 5.1 1.4
Family 6.3 0.8 5.9 1.1 6.1 1.1
Friends 6.1 0.8 6.1 0.9 5.5 1.6
Morality 6.0 1.0 5.3 1.1 5.0 1.6
Social life 5.9 1.0 5.7 1.0 5.9 1.1
Housing 5.9 1.1 5.7 1.0 5.3 1.7
Material goods 5.9 1.0 5.6 1.1 4.9 1.6
Privacy 5.8 1.0 5.6 1.3 4.7 2.0
Food 5.4 1.0 6.4 0.7 5.8 1.2
Income 5.2 1.3 5.5 1.3 4.1 2.0

Table 2 Measures of effect

Maasai Amish Inughuit

Emotions Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Affection 6.3 0.9 4.9 1.1 5.2 2.0
Joy 6.4 0.8 4.8 0.9 5.1 1.8
pride 5.4 1.4 2.3 0.8 2.9 1.7
Contentment 6.4 1.0 5.1 1.0 4.8 1.9
Anger 2.1 1.0 2.4 0.6 2.7 1.4
Sadness 1.7 0.9 2.7 0.7 2.9 1.6
Guilt 1.7 1.0 2.4 0.7 2.9 1.7
Worry 2.2 1.2 2.8 0.9 2.8 1.5
Affect balance 4.2 1.0 1.6 0.7 1.7 1.9
Percent above neutral 100% 100% 79%
Peer reported affect balance 3.8 1.0 1.8 0.7 2.1 1.8
Percent above neutral according to peers 100% 89% 85%
Memory balance percent 1.74 2.75
above neutral 87% 95%
Experience sampling percent 2.60
above neutral 95%

measures was 84%. Thus, not only do groups on average score above neutral, but
most individuals do so as well.

The results from all measures suggest that people are happy; but how happy? We
examined the number of individuals in each sample who was at the top of each scale.
One Amish respondent reported perfect life satisfaction, but nobody in this sample
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reported feeling only positive affect and no negative affect. In the Maasai sample
two individuals reported always feeling positive emotions and never feeling negative
emotions, but no respondent reported perfect life satisfaction. Among the Inughuit,
two individuals reported always feeling positive and never feeling negative, and an
additional three reported perfect life satisfaction, but no respondent reported both
perfect life satisfaction, and perfect affect balance. Thus, respondents were happy,
but nobody was perfectly so.

In order to visualize how far the group scores were above neutrality, we recal-
ibrated each of the scores on a 0 (neutral) to 100 (perfectly happy or satisfied)
scale. In other words, we computed, how far each mean score was between the
neutral point of the scale and the top of the scale, and converted this to a score that
could range from 0 to 100. For the domains, we averaged the 14 satisfaction values

100 PERFECT HAPPINESS OR SATISFACTION

70 Maasai Affect Balance
67 Maasai Domain Satisfactions
64 Maasai Informant Affect Balance

50 Amish Domains Satisfactions
47 Maasai Life Satisfaction
43 Inughuit Domain Sat.; Inughuit Experience Sampling Affect Balance

35 Inughuit Informant Affect Balance
33 Inughuit Life Satisfaction
28 Inughuit Affect Balance
27 Amish Affect Balance

13 Amish Life Satisfaction

0 NEUTRALITY

Fig. 1 Recalibrated subjective well-being scores
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for each group. The recalibrated scores are shown in Fig. 1. Note that recalibrated
scores could not be computed for the memory measure because the top of the scale
is unbounded. As can be seen in the figure, all scores were above neutral, but none
approached the top of the scale. The scores varied from slightly positive to very
positive, with the highest score being only 70 out of 100. Thus, there is substantial
room for even happy groups to increase on subjective well-being.

Sex and Age Differences

Women were significantly more satisfied (p < 0.001), and had higher affect bal-
ance (p < 0.05) among the Maasai, but men had higher affect balance among the
Inughuit (p < 0.05). Age correlated inversely with affect balance among the Maasai
(r = −0.43, p < 0.001). Neither age nor sex produced significant effects among
the Amish.

Discussion

The results of the current study strongly support E. Diener and C. Diener’s (1996)
conclusion that most people are happy. It should be noted that in this study we
conceptualized the colloquial term “happiness” to include both the cognitive (life
satisfaction) and affective (pleasant and unpleasant emotions) components of SWB
rather than a mood state alone. By employing measures of both, we were able to
capture a fuller picture of our respondents’ well-being. That said, the consistency
of our results in terms of demonstrating that most people are happy is impressive.
For satisfaction ratings of domains, 42 out of 42 measures (14 domains for each of
the three groups) were all significantly positive. Similarly, all six global measures
(affect balance and life satisfaction for the three groups) were significantly positive.
When we turn to the additional measures—memory, informant, and experience—
sampling, they too were all positive. Fifty-three out of the fifty-four measures we
employed were significantly above neutral, and at the individual level the majority
of people were above neutral on 53 out of 54 measures. Across all measures and all
groups, five out of six respondents scored in the positive range. This is a level of data
consistency that is virtually unheard of in psychology. Given the extraordinary diver-
sity of our samples, it is clear that there is a broad and consistent phenomenon here.

Although the pattern of findings strongly supports the fact that most people are
happy, the data do not indicate that everyone is ecstatic. Instead, most people are
mildly happy and satisfied, and only rare individuals approach the tops of the scales.
Across the samples in our three studies only one or two percent of respondents
tended to score at the peak of the scales, and no respondent out of 358 scored at
the top on all such scales. Among those many people who reported moderate happi-
ness, we still found individual variation in satisfaction across life domains. Finally,
there were those in our samples, who were either unhappy or dissatisfied. These
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individuals might be undergoing a set of difficult life events such as the experience
of widow-hood, which might make them unhappy for several years (Lucas, Clark,
Georgellis, & Diener, 2003), or have a predisposition to depression. The presence
of a minority who are dissatisfied or unhappy is consistent with past research show-
ing that a few individuals and groups living in dire circumstances report subjective
well-being below the neutral point. For example, we found that homeless people
in California are on average dissatisfied with their lives (Biswas-Diener & Diener,
2003, 2006). Thus, our claim is not that there is no societal or individual variation in
happiness, but that people living in societies where their current social and physical
needs tend to be met, and where no large negative events have recently occurred,
will be happy.

To suggest that most people are happy does not mean that we can ignore cultural
variations in happiness. For example, Triandis (2000) suggests that cultural factors
such as tightness and complexity might influence subjective well-being. The Maasai
scored the highest of the three groups on most measures, perhaps due in part to the
high regard they have for their own group, as well as the stability of their culture. We
also found variations across our three samples in the average levels of specific do-
main satisfactions, perhaps reflecting differences in local cultural norms or access to
social and material resources. For example, the Maasai (Study 1) reported the least
amount of satisfaction with domains related to material resources. This could re-
flect part of a larger cultural phenomenon consistent with a traditional group, whose
ability to meet their basic material and social needs can be dramatically affected by
ecological change. It could also reflect local expectations and standards for evaluat-
ing specific areas of life. The influence of norms on emotions, as discussed in Eid
and Diener (2001), also seems apparent in our data. The Inughuit and Amish, for
example, both reported low levels of pride. In many cultures, pride is regarded as
undesirable (Shimmel, 1992), and this seems to influence how individuals in these
groups label their feelings. In Inuit culture, for example, downplaying achievement
is an important part of the socializing process (Briggs, 1985). For the Amish humil-
ity is an important virtue (Kraybill, 1989), a fact reflected, perhaps, in our sample’s
low levels of reported satisfaction with domains relating to “Self”. Thus, there is
cultural variability that is superimposed on the overall pattern of moderate positive
subjective well-being.

What are the reasons for the fact that most people experience moderate subjective
well-being? E. Diener and C. Diener (1996) suggested that we are pre-wired to ex-
perience positive well-being, because this tendency facilitated approach behaviour
during our evolutionary history. Although our data are consistent with the idea that
people are “built” to be mildly happy, other explanations besides an evolutionarily-
based genetic propensity are able to explain our findings. It could be that socializa-
tion pressures lead people to report and even experience happiness, at least in west-
ern cultures where sociability is prized. Perhaps people are socialized to be happy,
or act happy, in order to facilitate smooth social functioning. Another possibility is
that people are on average happy, when they live in conditions that are favourable to
human needs, and that even the relatively poor, societies we studied are able to meet
basic needs for housing, social support, respect, food, and so forth. The idea that
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positive emotions in many situations are beneficial to successful functioning (see
also Fredrickson, 1998; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005) is consistent with an evolutionary
argument, but also with socialization and basic need fulfilment explanations as well.
Thus, the reason underlying our findings awaits further study.

The finding that most people are happy is consistent with earlier work on the
Pollyanna Principle, which was reviewed by Matlin and Stang (1978). These au-
thors proposed that there is a broad tendency for people to be “Pollyannas,” able to
more accurately and efficiently process pleasant than unpleasant or neutral items.
They reviewed evidence showing that this tendency is reflected in language, per-
ception, learning, memory, and cognition. For example, people rate stimuli such as
political figures as more positive than negative (Sears & Whitney, 1972), perceive
and remember more positive than negative events in their lives, respond with more
positive than negative words in a free—association task, and react more quickly
to positive words than to negative words. Interestingly, Matlin and Stang note that
most people think they are not only happier than the average person, but also are
currently happier than they themselves typically are! They also report that people
tend to remember events as more pleasant with the passage of time. We suggest
that the extensive findings on positivity reviewed by Matlin and Stang are consis-
tent with the argument we make here—that most people are happy. Indeed, the
two phenomena—people tending to experience pleasant moods and emotions and
evaluations of their lives, and also tending to interpret other stimuli in a positive
way—are so closely intertwined that it is impossible at this point to suggest that one
is the cause of the other. Instead, cognitive and affective positivity appear to be two
sides of the same coin.

Are people truly happier, or do they only avow happiness for self-presentational
purposes? Our use of multi-method measurement to some degree supports the for-
mer. Not only did our respondents report positive levels of subjective well-being on
broad interview items, but their friends also overwhelmingly thought that they were
happy. In addition, the Inughuit reported high levels of happiness when contacted
at random moments in time. Further, our respondents were able to remember more
positive than negative events from their lives. None of these measures is definitive
in showing that the respondents were “truly” happy. Nonetheless, taken together
they do suggest that the findings are not merely based on self-presentational style in
an interview setting. People’s friends think they are happy, respondents remember
more good than bad events from their lives, they rate the domains of their lives as
positive, and they report more positive than negative experiences when contacted in
their everyday lives. Although these findings do not conclusively prove that people
actually experience a preponderance of happiness, they are certainly suggestive in
this regard. If it turns out, however, that most people merely avow happiness to
others, this would be an important finding in itself.

How do we reconcile the fact that most people are happy with the idea that losses
loom larger than gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1990). In recent years, a number of
scientists have commented on the fact that humans react more strongly to negative
stimuli than to positive stimuli (e.g., Rozin & Royzman, 2001). One solution comes
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from related ideas advanced by Taylor (1991), who proposed that although people
react strongly and quickly to negative stimuli, this mobilization is followed by re-
sponses that damp down the impact of the event. Taylor also presented evidence
that the mobilization-minimization function is stronger for negative than positive
stimuli. A similar idea was presented by Ito et al. (1998), who suggested that there is
a “positivity offset” in the presence of neutral stimuli, despite the fact that reactions
to negative stimuli are stronger than those to positive stimuli. Thus, people appear
likely to react strongly to bad events, but over time tend to recover from them.
Furthermore, people are likely to feel positive in the presence of positive or neutral
stimuli.

There were several limitations to out studies. The internal consistency estimates
(Cronbach’s alphas) were lower for most measures in our three samples than they
typically are in samples in modern societies. This suggests that our participants
responded less consistently, perhaps due to their unfamiliarity with surveys or their
lack of introspection about their own feelings. Thus, the consistency of the findings
is even more impressive, because of the random error introduced by unfamiliarity
with surveys.

An important distinction in the emotion literature is between moods and emo-
tions. Unfortunately, our data do not allow us to make this distinction in our re-
spondent’s experience. Perhaps the most important limitation is one that points to
future research: we do not know the range of conditions and circumstances un-
der which people are happy. Although our current results show that that diverse
people are happy, supporting the conclusions of E. Diener and C. Diener that
were based on broad surveys of nations from around the globe, we also know
that some individuals and a few groups are unhappy. A priority for future re-
search is to determine the conditions that are necessary to make entire groups
unhappy.

Finally, there were unexplained differences in our measures in the percentages
of the samples that were in the positive range. Although the Maasai (Study 1) were
highly positive on most measures, the Amish (Study 2) varied from Affect Bal-
ance to Life Satisfaction. On the former 100% of the Amish scored in the positive
range, whereas on the latter only 61% did so. The Inughuit (Study 3) scored more
consistently across the types of measures. We do not have a ready explanation for
why many Amish would be happy in terms of Affect Balance, and yet dissatisfied
with their lives. Perhaps their norms for humility are more likely to influence their
satisfaction reports. In any event, this discrepancy in the two types of measures, even
though both support the general idea that most people have positive SWB, will be
important to explore in the future.

If there is a positive offset for happiness, perhaps the affect balance scores are
the most direct reflection of this because life satisfaction only indirectly relates
to emotions (Suh, Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998; Schimmack, Oishi, Diener, &
Suh, 2000), and because life satisfaction can be influenced by many kinds of stan-
dards and survey characteristics. It is also interesting to note that all three groups
score higher in average domain satisfaction than they do in life satisfaction. Perhaps
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there are a few negative areas of their lives that carry heavy weight in their overall
evaluations. The reason for the higher domain scores than life satisfaction scores is
an intriguing avenue for future research.

There are a number of far-reaching implications of our findings. In terms of
scholarship on emotions, our findings imply that pleasant emotions must receive
equal study with unpleasant emotions. In addition, researchers need to search for
the reasons that pleasant emotions seem to predominate in experience. In the field
of subjective well-being, the findings are important, because they suggest that the
phenomena in this area must be understood against a positive backdrop. People tend
to be positive unless there are strong reasons to be negative, and circumstances and
personality seem to primarily move people up and down within the positive zone.
This framing of the phenomena in this field helps explain why conditions often do
not account for substantial amounts of variance in subjective well-being measures.
Our findings also indicate that just because well-being scores are positive, whether
they be happiness self-ratings or ratings of societal conditions, it does not mean that
the targets of the ratings are excellent-people appear predisposed to give positive
ratings. Thus, scores perhaps might be high to reflect positive conditions that go
beyond the tendency to perceive even neutral things as positive. In other words,
positive happiness ratings do not indicate that conditions are excellent or that the
society need not be improved.

The findings also point to research in the fields of cross-cultural and develop-
mental psychology. Although our studies used samples from three widely different
cultures, we do not fully understand how socialization might influence the positivity
of happiness reports, even if there is an evolutionary predisposition toward happi-
ness. Could it be, for instance, that there are socialization practices that can lead to
most people being unhappy? Finally, the results are germane to clinical psychology
because they imply that perhaps the natural state of people is to be happy, and that
deviations from this must result from unusual conditions.

Take-Home Message

E. Diener and C. Diener (1996) reviewed evidence suggesting that most people are
happy—they tend over time to be above neutral in their affect and satisfaction. In
this paper, we extended this finding to rarely studied groups outside of industrial
societies, and we used additional measures beyond global self-reports of happiness
with these respondents. The findings were striking in their consistency—53 out of 54
of our measures showed that most people were significantly above neutral in affect
balance and life satisfaction. Despite the consistency of the findings, only a handful
of our 358 respondents scored at the top of the scale on either affect balance or life
satisfaction. People are happy, but not overwhelmingly so. Furthermore, people’s
satisfaction with various life domains varied depending on life circumstances. Thus,
a template for happiness might arise from genetics, socialization, or circumstances,
but cultural and individual differences in subjective well-being nevertheless have an
influence.
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Making the Best of a Bad Situation: Satisfaction
in the Slums of Calcutta

Robert Biswas-Diener and Ed Diener

Abstract Eighty-three people in the slums of Calcutta, India were interviewed, and
responded to several measures of subjective well-being. The respondents came from
one of three groups: Those living in slum housing, sex workers (prostitutes) residing
in brothels, and homeless individuals living on the streets. They responded to ques-
tions about life satisfaction and satisfaction with various life domains, as well as to a
memory recall measure of good and bad events in their lives. While the mean rating
of general life satisfaction was slightly negative, the mean ratings of satisfaction
with specific domains were positive. The conclusion is that the slum dwellers of
Calcutta generally experience a lower sense of life satisfaction than more affluent
comparison groups, but are more satisfied than one might expect. This could be due,
in part, to the strong emphasis on social relationships and the satisfaction derived
from them.

There is, perhaps, no city in the world that is so commonly thought of as syn-
onymous with “poverty” than Calcutta, India. By some estimates 40% of India’s
population and as many as fifty per cent of the children in Calcutta live be-
neath the poverty line (OFFER 1999). Its notorious nickname, “the black hole of
Calcutta” conjures an image in the minds of many westerners of a metropolis full
of miserable people. Higher income is associated with many positive outcomes
ranging from increased longevity (Wilkenson, 1996) to better health (Salovey,
Rothman, Detweiler, & Steward, 2000) to greater overall life satisfaction (Diener
& Oishi, 2000). Conversely, low income is often associated with higher crime
and poorer health (E. Diener & C. Diener, 1995). Thus, because of the dire poverty
in Calcutta, it is possible that it is, in fact, the pit of misery envisioned in the
popular imagination. Unfortunately, little research has been conducted with peo-
ple living in poverty to determine the effects of severe material deprivation on
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subjective well-being (SWB). Do higher crime rates and poorer health, to the extent
they exist in a community, necessarily produce a lower sense of well-being? At a
more fundamental level, are the extremely poor of the world miserable, and if not,
why not?

The characters in Dominique La Pierre’s (1983) popular novel set in Calcutta,
The City of Joy, provide a courageous and hopeful counterpoint to the “black hole”
stereotype. Far from exhibiting the despondency normally attributed to extreme
poverty, they struggle courageously in the face of dire circumstances, finding joy
wherever they can. La Pierre (1983) presented a fictional model of strengths and
positive psychology, whereas much of the existing research on poverty has focused
on deficits. Is the stereotype of Calcutta’s poverty too bleak, or are the characters
in City of Joy too romantic? The present study attempts to answer these questions
by interviewing members of Calcutta’s poorest communities—slum dwellers, sex
workers, and pavement dwellers—in order to assess their life satisfaction, and sug-
gest explanations of the results.

Maslow (1954) advanced the theory that basic physiological needs such as food
and water need to be fulfilled before one can attain self-actualization. We hypoth-
esize then that individuals with greater income, and therefore greater access to
basic need fulfillment, will experience a greater sense of well-being. Income has
been shown to be a moderate predictor of individual well-being (Diener & Biswas-
Diener, 2002; E. Diener, Sandvik, Seidlitz, & M. Diener, 1993) and a reliable pre-
dictor of SWB at the national level (E. Diener et al., 1993; Veenhoven, 1991). Veen-
hoven (1991) proposed that income has the largest effect on SWB for those at the
lowest economic levels. That is, the ability to fulfill basic needs such as food, shelter,
and sanitation could have a more dramatic impact on an individual’s well-being than
the ability to vacation or maintain a private vehicle. Veenhoven’s theory gains sup-
port from Lane (1991), who reported that negative affect (NA) decreased as people’s
income rose, but that this occurred only at the lowest economic levels. In an analysis
of international data provided by Veenhoven (1993) and Michalos (1991), E. Diener,
M. Diener, and C. Diener (1995) found a clear curvilinear relation between purchas-
ing power and SWB. Oswald (1997, p. 1827), referring to income beyond the basic
need fulfillment level, concluded, “Economic progress buys only a small amount of
extra happiness.” We therefore predict that the correlation between income and life
satisfaction will be greater among the very poor than the correlations that have been
consistently reported in richer, western nations (Diener & Lucas, 2000; Diener &
Biswas-Diener, 2002).

Theories of adaptation provide a theoretical basis for understanding how peo-
ple, including people in adverse circumstances, might enjoy relatively high lev-
els of well-being even in adverse circumstances. Research on adaptation suggests
that adjustment, in the form of diminished responsiveness to repeated stimuli,
is an important piece in understanding SWB (Loewenstein & Frederick, 1999).
For example, Silver (1982) found that both quadriplegics and paraplegics exhib-
ited more positive than negative affect as soon as eight weeks after their spinal
cord injury. But adaptation might occur more slowly for some stimuli than others.
W. Stroebe, M. Stroebe, Abakoumkin, and Schut (1996) report that even after
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two years widows showed higher average levels of depression than the non-bereaved.
Similarly, E. Diener et al. (1995) found lower levels of overall SWB in poor nations
(including India), suggesting that poverty is one such stimulus. Thus, the question
is whether people living in dire poverty might experience positive well-being if they
have been poor for a long period of time.

Most of our information on poverty stricken communities has historically come
from anthropologists in the form of descriptive ethnographies (Edgerton, 1992).
Scant empirical data exists on the full range of well-being of members of these
communities. However, a small body of literature suggests that certain commu-
nities and cultures, although poor, enjoy a relatively high level of quality of life,
including SWB (e.g. E. Diener & C. Diener, 1995). Unfortunately, most studies
were conducted in the West with moderately poor persons, as opposed to extremely
impoverished individuals. Banerjee (1997) did conduct an assessment of strengths
of 40 slum dwellers in Calcutta and concluded that while all of the research partici-
pants had varying degrees of strengths (skills, resources, etc.), these strengths were
not sufficient in themselves to explain material success. Rather, the availability of
support from the extended family appeared to be a key element of thriving among
the slum dwellers. Unfortunately, the Banerjee article largely confines discussion of
strengths to their impact on economic, rather than psychological well-being.

The present study provides much needed information about the overall well-
being of slum dwellers in Calcutta and proposes a model to explain the findings.
In addition, the current study was designed with increased attention to cultural
issues that have frequently plagued international studies. Christopher (1999) crit-
icized SWB research because of its foundation in subjective, and therefore individ-
ual, judgments. The predominantly western concept of self-esteem, for example, is
correlated highly with both SWB and individualsim (E. Diener et al., 1995).

Beside these culturally based criticisms of SWB, it has been shown that a variety
of measurement artifacts are produced by self-report measures (Schwarz & Strack,
1999). By using multiple measures in the current study, rather than self-report alone,
we can look at the convergent validity between our measures and be more confident
of our findings. The current study utilized a measure of life satisfaction (LS), ratings
of satisfaction with life domains such as housing and recreation, and a memory
recall listing for positive and negative events.

In addition to the multiple measures approach, the current study employed a strat-
egy of “cultural contextualism” as well as “cultural fairness.” In the first, the authors
gained a better understanding of local cultural values and ideals relevant to the re-
search by conducting interviews in two locations in India (Bhubaneswar, Orissa, and
Calcutta, West Bengal). These interviews provide anecdotal evidence that despite
differences people in these locations are concerned with many of the same ideals as
non-Indians (e.g. positive family relationships and job security). Regardless of sim-
ilarities, it seems likely that Christopher (1999) is correct in his assertion that mem-
bers of different cultures weight these ideals differently. However, these differences
should be looked at as indicators to help explain variation within the research results.
By using domain satisfaction measures as well as global satisfaction measures the
current study can illuminate specific domains that underlie global life satisfaction.
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Our second strategy, “cultural fairness,” reflects our attempt to guard against aca-
demic imperialism. We cannot pretend that respondents participating in this study
will personally benefit from the new information it produces. Therefore, in an effort
to compensate them one of the authors (Robert Biswas-Diener) gave a public lecture
on well-being at the slum location in Belgachia and allowed subjects the opportunity
to ask questions after the completion of each interview. Also, a monetary donation
was made to agencies conducting community betterment projects within the slum
areas and red light districts.

Another important aspect of the current study is the use of three separate groups
of poverty stricken individuals. The three groups—slum dwellers, sex workers, and
pavement dwellers—were selected because they provide rich variation in the expe-
rience of poverty. The slum dwellers, while poor, live in well-established commu-
nities. Sex workers, on the other hand, live in adequate housing but face relative
social isolation because of the stigma attached to their trade. Last, the pavement
dwellers, owing to their extreme deprivation, are burdened by an almost com-
plete lack of financial and social security. Because of sensitivity about the cir-
cumstances of their lives, access to both the sex workers and pavement dweller
communities is limited to foreigners. When contact has been established, it is of-
ten by journalists and rarely by researchers. This study begins to fill a crucial
gap in our understanding of these overlooked segments of the population and pro-
vides us with the opportunity to understand how people make the best of a bad
situation.

Methods

Overview

Eighty-three participants were interviewed on a measure of life satisfaction, domain
satisfaction, and recall for positive and negative life events. Each participant fell into
one of three categories: (1) slum dwellers, (2) sex workers, or (3) pavement dwellers.
The interviews for group one and two were conducted in private rooms in or near
the home of the respondent. The interviews with group 3, the pavement dwellers,
were conducted on public sidewalks at or near the place where the respondent slept.

Respondents

In an effort to sample a broad spectrum of the experience of poverty three distinct
groups were selected for the current study. All of the respondents were located
through either local contacts, local political organizations, or non-governmental
organizations (NGO’s) working for public welfare. Participation in the study was
voluntary and we received no refusals from any of the slum dwellers or sex workers.
A small number of pavement dwellers refused to participate. Respondents did not
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receive financial compensation for participation in the study, although, unbeknownst
to them, monetary contributions were made to organizations conducting community
betterment work in their areas. The interviews were conducted with the participant,
the researcher, a translator, and, in the case of the sex workers, a social worker
present. The social workers, when present, were instructed not to converse with the
participant during the interview. Unfortunately, privacy was an impossible condition
for the pavement dweller interviews and the respondent was often observed by one
or more bystanders. As with the social workers, the bystanders were instructed not
to interact with the research participant.

(1) Slum dwellers: Sabera is a 38 year-old woman and occupies a single concrete
room in a slum tenement with her husband and five other family members. The
room has a bed, a television, cookware, clothes, and a Muslim shrine. Running
water is available from a nearby pump and Sabera must use a public latrine.
She had five children, but two of her daughters died when they were very young.
Sabera spends her day cooking, cleaning, and sewing. She sometimes socializes
as she works but reports that she has no real leisure time.

The word “slum” is a generic term referring to a variety of lower class settle-
ments within the city. These slums can be officially recognized bustees (slums),
which receive municipal water and are often constructed of stable materials
such as concrete. Squatter settlements, also a type of slum, are constructed of
kutcha (crude) materials such as bamboo, thatch, or mud brick (Thomas, 1999).
People living in these locations have limited or no access to public utilities
and face the constant threat of eviction. Despite the variation in the homes and
communities of the slum dwellers, they are sufficiently similar that western-
ers would consider them both “abject living conditions.” More importantly, the
slum dwellers, despite possible in-group variation, differ substantially enough
from either the sex workers or pavement dwellers to form a cohesive sample.
The current study includes both bustee dwellers from Belgachia, in Northern
Calcutta, and squatters from Garia, in Southern Calcutta. Our slum sample
(N = 31) included 12 men and 19 women who ranged in age from 18 to 70.
Sabera is typical of the slum dwellers.

(2) Sex workers: Kalpana is a thirty-five year old woman who has engaged in
prostitution for 20 years. She entered the profession after the death of her
mother forced her to help provide for her siblings. Although Kalpana’s fa-
ther is now dead she maintains contact with her brother and sister and visits
them once a month in their village. She has a daughter but is only able to
visit her once a month. Kalpana had an affair with a married man who she
tended to for a year before he died. Currently, Kalpana lives alone in a small
rented, concrete room. She practices her profession in this room that is fur-
nished only with a bed, a mirror, a small collection of dishes, and a shrine to the
Hindu Gods.

“Sex workers” are prostitutes; men and women who earn money by trading
sexual acts for cash. There are more than 40,000 sex workers in West Bengal,
the state in which Calcutta is located, most of whom work and reside in the
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city (Jana, 1999). As with the slum dwellers the sex workers vary considerably
in income and relative standard of living. Bengali NGO’s who work with this
population categorize the sex workers into “A”, “B”, and “C” grade sex work-
ers. These gradings are structured around the amount of income per customer
(e.g. “A” category workers always make more than 100 rupees per customer,
or roughly two and a half USD) with “A” category sex workers receiving the
highest wages and “C” category workers receiving the lowest. Sex workers in
Calcutta frequently do not fit the stereotype of prostitutes in the West. For ex-
ample, few of the sex workers, particularly the “A” category workers, reported
using drugs or alcohol. Similarly, the majority of the sex workers interviewed
reported that they felt physically safe and did not fear becoming a victim of
violence. It is also important to note that sex workers enter the profession for a
variety of reasons ranging from being sold into sexwork (tantamount to sexual
slavery) to financial desperation. In addition, sex workers differ widely in how
many customers they see each day and for how long they have practiced the
profession. Kalpana is typical of a sex worker.

Our sex worker sample (N = 32) included 31 women and only 1 man, and
ranged in age from 18 to 50. Sex workers were drawn from the Calcutta red
light districts of Khalighat, Sonagachi, and Bo Bazar (“A” category = 8, “B”
category = 2, “C” category = 12, and ratings were unavailable for 10). The
participants had entered the profession for a variety of reasons and had been
working anywhere between 3 months and decades.

(3) Pavement dwellers: Rana is fifty-five years old and comes from the neighboring
state of Bihar. After being evicted from a rented room he moved to a sidewalk
just off of Calcutta’s major shopping thoroughfare. He sleeps on a cot with a
blanket and covers himself with a tarp during the monsoon. He earns about a
hundred rupees a day driving a rented taxi, of which half goes toward food. He
returns to Bihar every 6–8 months to see his wife and children.

The term “pavement dwellers” refers to those individuals and families who
reside on the sidewalks, street medians, train platforms, or other public spaces
of urban Calcutta. There might be more than 200,000 pavement dwellers in
Calcutta (Thomas, 1999). There is a range of quality of living conditions even
among this group. Pavement dwellers often sleep on sacks or blankets, but some
possess a tarpaulin or mosquito net. While many pavement dwellers beg for
a living, many are employed (e.g. taxi drivers or rickshaw pullers) and some
own rural land or have a small business (e.g. tea stall). It is unclear exactly
why people come to live on the streets but anecdotal evidence suggests a range
of reasons including cognitive or physical disabilities, financial hardship, and
personal choice. Rana is typical of a pavement dweller.

Our sample (N = 20) consisted of 16 men and 4 women ranging in age
from 18 to 75. Some of the interviewees had lived on the street their entire lives
while others had been there only a year. Some of the respondents elected to live
on the street voluntarily, citing physical safety and better social environment,
while others were forced to live on the street by conditions, such as leprosy and
alcoholism, which affect their functioning.
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Measures

Each of the respondents participated in a thirty minute structured interview. The
interview was conducted through a translator fluent in English, Hindi, and Bengali.
The translator was given specific training in interview techniques and participated
in role-plays prior to the study. In addition, the translator was required to write
a translation of each interview item and important words, such as “satisfaction,”
“positive,” and “negative,” were back-translated by a separate native speaker.

The respondents were informed that their participation was voluntary and that
their identities would be kept confidential by the researchers. The interview be-
gan with questions concerning the respondent’s age, housing situation, income, and
leisure time. The interview included a measure of life satisfaction, the Satisfaction
With Life Scale (SWLS, Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). The SWLS is a
five-item questionnaire that asks respondents to make a cognitive assessment of their
overall life satisfaction using a 1–7 rating. The SWLS has been shown to possess
good psychometric properties (Pavot & Diener, 1993). The one-to-seven rating in
this study was depicted on a piece of paper both by numerals and by a corresponding
series of faces ranging from an extreme frown (1) to an extreme smile (7). The faces
were tested for comprehension prior to the study and each interview conducted only
after the participant reported that they understood the scale.

Following the SWLS the subjects were asked to rate their satisfaction with 12
life domains (material resources, friendship, morality, intelligence, food, romantic
relationship, family, physical appearance, self, income, housing, and social life). The
domains were presented in the same order to all respondents. The respondents were
asked to rate their degree of satisfaction with each of the twelve domains on a 1 (ex-
tremely dissatisfied) to 7 (extremely satisfied) scale. This scale was accompanied by
the same series of response faces as the SWLS. The domains were each categorized
as either “broad” (self, material resources, and social life) or “specific” (morality,
physical appearance, intelligence, housing, food, income, friends, family, and ro-
mantic relationship). Diener et al. (2000) found that these categories showed dif-
ferential sensitivity in picking up variation in life satisfaction. Broad categories are
sensitive to positivity and self-presentation biases while narrow categories are more
constrained by concrete detail. For example, Caucasian American college students
scored higher on satisfaction with broad domains than with specific ones. Japanese-
American college students, on the other hand, showed consistent scoring between
the two. This suggests that highly acculturated Americans exhibit a “positivity bias”
when evaluating global satisfaction. While the mechanisms underlying this bias are
not well understood, it is likely that those individuals from cultures (e.g. American)
that exhibit it focus primarily on the best aspects of each domain while neglecting
the worst. Furthermore, broad categories are, by definition, sufficiently abstract to
allow for this type of heuristic judgment.

Some subjects were unable to answer either the SWLS or domain satisfaction
items on a 1–7 scale. These individuals were administered the same items using a
simpler, 1–3 scale—with negative, neutral, and positive responses. When inputting
the data the researchers converted those answers that used the 1–7 scale into three
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point answers where 1,2, and 3 were scored as a 1; 4 was scored as a 2; and 5, 6, and
7 were scored as a three. In this way the two types of responses were calibrated for
equivalence. In addition, the simpler positive, neutral, and negative format is less
likely to weight extremity bias in reporting that might otherwise influence the 1–7
scores.

The interview ended with a memory measure for positive and negative events.
The participants were instructed to list as many positive events, and then as many
negative events, as they could remember as having occurred during the previous
day (called “memory for daily events,” or “daily memory”). Following this, they
were asked to repeat the task for positive and then negative events occurring during
the previous year (called “memory for yearly events,” or “yearly memory”). The
order of positive and negative recall was counterbalanced among the respondents to
control for order effects. Each listing (e.g. “my aunt came to visit”) was coded as “1”
and a total score given for the number of events remembered. A “memory balance”
score for both daily and yearly memories was computed by subtracting the total
negative memory score from the total positive memory score. Memory measures,
such as the one used in the current study have been shown to converge well with
self-report satisfaction measures (Balatsky & Diener, 1993; Sandvik, Diener, & Sei-
dlitz, 1993). Including a memory measure is helpful when conducting SWB research
because it provides a SWB score that is not tied to the use of numbers, and that is
a direct report of satisfaction. Thus, the memory scores provide a methodological
compliment to the standard scales in assessing SWB. A few participants were not
administered the memory measure because of time constraints in the interview.

Conditions: Income and Housing

Income and housing scores were assigned by the senior author to each of the par-
ticipants. These scores should be differentiated from the Income Satisfaction and
Housing Satisfaction ratings given by the respondent during the interview. The Ob-
jective Income ratings were based on reported household income or, in the case
of the sex workers, their professional category. Sex workers for whom we did not
know their category received no Income Score. Scores were assigned on a scale
that ranged from 1 (under 1,000 rupees per month; approximately 23 USD) to 5
(4,001 rupees per month or above; approximately 93+ USD). Objective Housing
scores were assigned to each of the participants based on the overall quality of the
housing situation. Factors considered for this rating included quality of construction
of the living quarters, overcrowding, availability of public utilities, and amenities
such as sewing machines. Scores were assigned on a 1 (meager bedding on the
street, exposed to the elements in a crowded location) to 5 (Permanent structure
with private or semi-private quarters; running water and electricity available at the
location; possibly with private bathroom facilities; and luxury items such as a tele-
vision, stereo, or telephone present). All income and housing scores were assigned
to participants without knowledge of satisfaction scores.
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Results

Descriptor Variables

The means and standard deviations for important variables are presented for each
of the three groups in Table 1. The means are presented in the left-hand column
and the standard deviations appear in parentheses on the right. Sixty-five percent of
the respondents were female and the average age was thirty-five. As can be seen,
women and men did not differ significantly on the major variables (e.g. women:
LS = 1.94 and men: LS = 1.90, ns). Age, however, did produce a significant
inverse correlation with global domain satisfaction (r = −0.40, p < 0.05) and
for housing satisfaction (r = −0.42, p < 0.05) but not for LS (r = −0.18, ns).
Thus, older persons were less satisfied. It is likely that this finding is due to the fact
that the pavement dweller group, the members of which experienced the greatest
material deprivation, contained a large number of older individuals. This conclusion
was supported by a regression analysis predicting LS, in which age had a non-
significant effect when group membership was controlled. The average Objective
Housing (N = 83) score was 3.02 and the Objective Income (N = 64) rating was
2.46. Thus, the mean family income for our respondents was approximately 60 USD
per month.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Slum Sex Pavement
Variable dwellers workers dwellers Total

Demographics:
N 31 32 20 83
Mean age 31.90A 30.80A 43.20B 35.40
Percent women 61A 97B 20C 65
Mean income 2.57A 2.28A 2.53A 2.47
Mean housing rating 3.25A 3.68B 1.57C 3.01

Satisfaction with life:
Satisfaction with life 2.23A 1.81B 1.60B 1.93
Memory balance 0.00A 0.15A −0.88A −0.14
Material satisfaction 2.48A 2.07A 1.69B 2.16
Income satisfaction 2.03A 2.04A 2.40A 2.12
Housing satisfaction 2.14A 2.32A 1.88A 2.15
Food satisfaction 2.60A 2.61A 2.37A 2.56
Social satisfaction 2.41A 2.31A 2.46A 2.38
Family satisfaction 2.73A 2.46B 2.17B 2.50
Romantic satisfaction 2.44A 2.41A 2.69A 2.48
Friendship satisfaction 2.37A 2.41A 2.23A 2.36
Satisfaction with self 2.67A 2.31A 2.23A 2.43
Morality satisfaction 2.80A 2.41A 2.50A 2.58
Intelligence satisfaction 2.59A 2.48A 2.54A 2.54
Satisfaction with 2.26A 2.31A 2.31A 2.29
physical appearance

Note. Different letters indicate means that differ by p < 0.05 or less.
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A one-way ANOVA was conducted to ascertain whether or not the three groups
differed from one another on LS. A significant difference was found: F (2, 77) =
8.39, p < 0.001. A Bonferroni post hoc comparison was conducted to individually
compare the groups, and it was found that the slum dwellers differed significantly
from the other two groups, but that the sex workers and pavement dwellers did
not differ significantly from one another. The slum dwellers scored the highest on
measures of LS (M = 2.23), the sex workers in the middle (M = 1.81), and the
pavement dwellers the lowest (M = 1.60). Thus, the slum dwellers appeared to
be most satisfied. This could be because they rate their satisfaction with specific
domains more highly than the other groups (see the discussion of Domain Satisfac-
tion below).

Global Life Satisfaction

The SWLS shows good psychometric properties (Pavot & Diener, 1993) and has
been used extensively in the measurement of SWB (e.g. Pavot & Diener, 1993). We
conducted an analysis of the instrument’s internal reliability with this sample. The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80. The alphas, if any individual item was deleted, range
from 0.73 (item #1) to 0.76 (item #3). Item five, “If I could live my life over again
I would change almost nothing,” showed the lowest overall mean (M = 1.72) and
did not converge with the other items (alpha = 0.82). This could be because a large
number of sex workers gave this item the lowest rating possible, often adding, “I
would change everything”.

Further support for the convergent validity of the measures comes from the
strong loadings of the major measures shown by a principal components analysis,
which produced a single strong factor. The component loadings are: SWLS = 0.71;
mean specific domain satisfaction = 0.80; global domains satisfaction = 0.77;
daily memory = 0.59; and yearly memory = 0.51. The strong single factor un-
derlying all of the measures accounted for 47% of the variance in the measures,
with the second and third factors having much smaller eigenvalues. This is very
encouraging because subjective well-being measures of very different types con-
verged in their conclusions, and heavily load on a single underlying latent trait of
well-being.

The mean score for the three groups on global life satisfaction was 1.93 (on the
negative side just under the neutral point of 2). This score is lower than the mean
score (M = 2.43) reported by a control group consisting of 29 university students in
Calcutta. The fact that the three groups in the current study appeared to be neutral,
or slightly dissatisfied, overall, suggests that poverty is a condition to which people
do not completely adapt. However, scores were not as low as one might expect based
on living conditions. In fact, the slum dwellers showed a nonsignificant difference
on global LS from the control group. The relatively positive scores for those living
in poverty could be because the respondents find satisfaction in specific life domains
other than material resources.



Satisfaction in Calcutta 271

Domain Satisfaction

The mean ratings for all twelve ratings of domain satisfaction fell on the pos-
itive (satisfied) side, with morality being the highest (2.58) and the lowest be-
ing satisfaction with income (2.12). Both global and specific domains predicted
LS with standardized beta weights of 0.35 (global) and 0.34 (specific). Material
Resources (0.46), friends (0.32), morality (0.29), romantic relationships (0.35),
food (0.33), physical appearance (0.36), self (0.39), and family (0.31) all showed
significant (at p < 0.05 or smaller) correlations with overall life satisfaction
(Table 2).

When analyzing the frequency distribution of the nine specific domains only 16%
of respondents scored in the negative direction whereas half scored in the nega-
tive direction for general life satisfaction. This could be because heavily weighted
negative events, such as the death of a child, dampen overall LS but have rela-
tively little effect on specific areas of life such as romantic relationship or satis-
faction with food. The relatively high ratings of specific domains, such as fam-
ily (2.50), friends (2.40), morality (2.58), and food (2.55) are important in under-
standing the factors that contribute to the subjective quality of life among the poor
in Calcutta.

Memory Measure

The mean memory balance score for memory of daily events was slightly positive
(M = 0.11) while the mean memory balance score for memory of yearly events was
slightly negative (M = −0.26). This discrepancy is similar to that found between
reports of global and specific domain satisfactions. In both cases the narrower, more
concrete scale was a better predictor of SWB than the broader, more global scale.
This could be because the narrower scale, in this case the daily memory ratings, are
more sensitive to small daily pleasures and hassles, such as a visit from a friend or
a bad day of business, whereas yearly ratings are more sensitive to larger events.
Because of this, large negative events, such as the death of a spouse or a hospitaliza-
tion, stand out more in the yearly judgements than daily pleasures and this produces
lower overall SWB scores. It is logical to assume that large positive events, such
as the birth of a child, should also stand out more in yearly memory but that these
events are less frequent in the current sample than negative events such as illness.
Interestingly, daily and yearly memory measures were differently related to global
LS compared to the specific domains. In a regression analysis some satisfaction
with specific domains was strongly predicted by the events recalled from yesterday
(p < 0.001), whereas in the prediction of global LS only events from the year enter
into the regression equation (p < 0.06). This suggests that some domain satisfac-
tions might result largely from a series of small pleasant or unpleasant experiences
in those domains, whereas life satisfaction might be more strongly influenced by
certain large life events.
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Variables Associated with Basic Needs

The high average rating of food satisfaction (2.56) is a particularly interesting find-
ing because it relates directly to the fulfillment of basic needs. The other two basic
needs related variables, housing satisfaction and income satisfaction, were relatively
lower average ratings (2.15 and 2.11, respectively) but still positive. Income satisfac-
tion and food satisfaction correlate significantly (r = 0.33, p < 0.05) suggesting
that higher income, as a resource, can be related to possible standards for food sat-
isfaction. For example, more money might enable an individual to acquire greater
amounts, better tasting, or a greater variety of food.

Objective Income did not significantly correlate with income satisfaction (0.09,
ns). The discrepancy between objective income and income satisfaction could be
because factors such as social comparison could influence income satisfaction but
not affect ways in which income helps respondents meet basic needs. That is, the
respondents may benefit from money as a resource even though they do not strongly
desire it. However, Objective Income did correlate strongly and significantly with
overall LS (r = 0.45, p < 0.05) suggesting that, regardless of the personal level
of satisfaction associated with income, it can help to buffer the negative effects of
poverty. The positive relation between Objective Income and LS also lends sup-
port to Veenhoven’s (1991) theory of a curvilinear model of income and SWB in
that income has the strongest influence on SWB at the poorest levels. Given the
strong correlation between objective income and life satisfaction in this study, we
examined whether this relation would survive controlling other key variables. The
sample was smaller in these analyses because we could examine only those persons
with all relevant variables, and the zero-order correlation between income and life
satisfaction was even higher in this reduced sample. The zero order correlation was
0.53 (N = 54, p < 0.001) between income and life satisfaction, and only dropped
to 0.52 when self, family, and friendship satisfaction were controlled. When material
and income satisfactions were also controlled, the correlation dropped only slightly
to a robust 0.48 (p < 0.001).

Last, Objective Housing correlated significantly with housing satisfaction (r =
0.31). It is likely that this relation is influenced in part by the extremely poor quality
of housing possessed by the pavement dwellers. When satisfaction with housing was
predictd by group membership the difference between groups disappeared when ob-
jective housing was controlled. The three groups differed significantly from one an-
other on objective housing: F (2, 73) = 4.86, p < 0.001. The sex workers scored
the highest on Objective Housing (3.68 compared with 3.25 for slum dwellers and
1.57 for pavement dwellers) and Housing Satisfaction (2.32 compared with 2.14 for
slum dwellers and 1.88 for pavement dwellers).

Discussion

Common sense and stereotypes of poverty would lead us to believe that Calcutta’s
poor are largely dissatisfied. On average the respondents scored slightly negatively
on measures of life satisfaction. This is lower than the scores reported by middle
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class students at a Calcutta university. In addition, life satisfaction was strongly
correlated with income. This is consistent with the view that income can have a
large impact on SWB at the lowest levels. Differences were found between the three
sample groups, with the slum dwellers scoring the highest on life satisfaction, the
sex workers in the middle, and the pavement dwellers lowest. In the case of the
pavement dwellers it is likely that both quality of living conditions (housing and
income) and age influenced their low score (there is evidence to suggest that age and
well-being may be correlated in India; Menon & Schweder, 1998). Also, objective
health may be a variable correlated with age, and which might lower the LS of older
persons in this sample (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999).

Income satisfaction and objective income did not correlate. It could be that this is
a reflection of moderate rather than strong economic aspirations. However, the very
high correlation of objective income and life satisfaction is noteworthy. It indicates
that economic aspirations might only affect income satisfaction while objective in-
come can influence overall satisfaction. Not only was the relation between income
and life satisfaction very strong in this study, but this correlation remained strong
even when other variables such as family and financial satisfaction were controlled.
The effects of income on life satisfaction seem to be direct effects, not mediated
strongly by satisfaction with finances and other domains. Unlike other samples
where income and life satisfaction seem to be correlated at low levels, and the cor-
relation is reduced even further when other variables are controlled, in this study the
relation remained strong even after controlling relevant variables. Clearly, income
has a strong relation to life satisfaction among these very poor individuals.

Despite the low overall life satisfaction scores, the respondents fell into the pos-
itive (satisfied) range with all nine of the specific life domains. The participants
reported being fairly satisfied with domains concerned with “self” (e.g. morality,
physical appearance) and “social relationships” (e.g. friends, family). Of these, sat-
isfaction with morality, self, physical appearance, family, romantic relationships,
and friends were all significant predictors of global life satisfaction. In addition,
satisfaction with two domains related to basic needs, food and material resources,
were also predictors of life satisfaction. Despite the positive degree of satisfaction
reported for specific areas of their lives, the respondents scored fairly low on global
life satisfaction. Because the Indian respondents do not rate global areas higher than
specific, it appears they do not exhibit a “positivity bias.” It may be the Indians
evaluate areas in a more evenhanded way without focusing primarily on their best
areas as Americans seem to do. This discrepancy could also be due to differences
in the sensitivity of the various measures. The SWLS, for example, is probably
affected more by major positive and negative events than are the domain satis-
faction measures. The domain ratings, on the other hand, likely reflect day-to-day
experience. In fact, the daily memory measures showed correlations with satisfac-
tion in the nine specific domains, whereas yearly memories were correlated with
global LS.

Together, the multiple measures approach to SWB research produced a picture
of Calcutta’s poor as a group that, while living in sub-standard conditions, are sat-
isfied with many areas of their lives. Social relationships, in particular, appear to be



Satisfaction in Calcutta 275

important in understanding our respondents’ well-being. It is possible that a strong
cultural value placed on family relationships helps provide people in Calcutta with
support during hard times. However, for those who often cannot benefit from this
social support, as in the case of sex workers and pavement dwellers who have been
estranged or separated from their families, these same social relationships are likely
a major cause of dissatisfaction as well. So, to the extent the poor can utilize their
strong social relationships, the negative effects of poverty are counterbalanced.

Clearly, members of these communities are living in extremely adverse condi-
tions. They suffer from poor health and sanitation, live in crowded conditions, and
occupy dwellings of poor quality. Examples of the negative memories reported were
“I did not eat yesterday,” “I had to have an operation,” and “a relative died.” In fact,
of the 73 respondents who completed the memory measure, 20 mentioned poor
health and 10 mentioned a friend or relative dying within the past year. How, then,
can they be happy? The very fact that we ask this question is indicative of our heavy
prejudice against poverty and our stereotypes of the poor. Perhaps we should be
asking why we assume they are miserable.

To help us answer the question of why we believe disadvantaged people are mis-
erable, Kahneman and Schkade (1997) propose the idea of the “focusing illusion.”
The idea is that people judge the standards of the lives of others based on a few
focal attributes, such as a personal deficit or material wealth. For example, we might
perceive a newly divorced person as depressed or a lottery winner as happy, but if
we expand the scope of focus to include many aspects of these individuals’ lives, we
may see a different picture. In the case of Calcutta, much of our attention remains
focused on the image of poverty and its related ills. However, broader examination
reveals a richer picture with positive life aspects. The participants in this study do
not report the kind of suffering we expect. Rather, they believe they are good (moral)
people, they often are religious (and religion has been shown to be associated with
SWB, Diener et al., 1999), and, they have rewarding families (marriage is associated
also, Diener et al., 1999). They have satisfactory social lives and enjoy their food.
So the complete picture requires not just focus on the deficits of poverty and poor
health but includes the positive aspects of the respondents’ lives. In this way we can
see that broadening the focus of attention provides us with more information and a
more positive picture. To illustrate this, we return to our case vignettes:

(1) Slum dwellers: Despite the fact that two of Sabera’s daughters died she states
“my son gives me the most joy” and eagerly anticipates him getting a job at
a nearby bakery. She was married at the age of fifteen and indicates that her
husband, a tailor, is a major source of happiness in her life. Among her daily
goals Sabera rates namaz (daily prayer) as the most important. When she is
asked about the most challenging aspect of her life she does not mention over-
crowding or low income. Rather, she says that it will take work to marry off her
daughters.

(2) Sex workers: While Kalpana is afraid that her old village friends will look down
on her because of her profession, her family members do not. She manages
to visit them once a month and enjoys the visits. She has an eight year-old
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daughter and is thankful that she earns enough to keep her in boarding and
provide a nanny for her. Kalpana says that she is happy having a daughter.

(3) Pavement dwellers: Rana has enough money saved up so that he could, if he
chose, rent a room. However, he prefers living on the street, citing a better
social environment and increased personal safety. He notes that the place where
he sleeps does not flood during the monsoon. He remains dissatisfied that he
spends so much time away from his family, but eagerly anticipates his visits
home. Rana is a deeply religious man and has set a personal goal for himself:
He would like to save enough money to build a small temple [shrine] in his
native village.

We can see that much of poverty in Calcutta is a case of there being “more to the
story than meets the eye.” The findings presented in this study tell us that we have
overlooked a deep well of understanding that could be provided by the marginalized
members of societies around the world. It should be apparent that while the poor
of Calcutta do not lead enviable lives, they do lead meaningful lives. They capital-
ize on the non-material resources available to them and find satisfaction in many
areas of their lives. Perhaps it is time we turned from an overused deficits model of
understanding poverty to a more positive strengths model.

More research needs to be conducted before we fully understand the relation
between poverty and well-being. This study was conducted in a single geographical
area with relative cultural homogeneity. Future research, designed with an emphasis
on the strengths and resources of those living in poverty, should be conducted in
other locations and, ideally, with larger samples. Current researchers have docu-
mented the effects of poverty on well-being, but little attention has been paid to the
effects of well-being on the effects of poverty. Last, the reason for the discrepancy
in our data between general LS and specific domain satisfaction remains uncertain
and further research should be conducted to address this issue.

In the end, our instincts serve us well when we condemn poverty as a social ill.
People who live in poverty appear to suffer a lower sense of well-being than those
who do not. But even in the face of adverse circumstances these people find much
in their lives that is satisfying. A better understanding of the complex processes
that underlie the relationship between poverty and well-being will help us make
policy recommendations and design interventions aimed at promoting economic and
psychological improvement in poverty stricken areas.
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Conclusion: What We Have Learned
and Where We Go Next

Ed Diener

What We Have Learned

Several broad conclusions can be drawn from the articles presented in this volume.
First, there are some universals or near universals in terms of the causes of happi-
ness, but there are also influences that seem specific to different cultures. Second,
it appears that for emotional well-being, people around the globe tend to be above
neutral unless they live in dire circumstances. Third, the measures of well-being are
valid across cultures, but there are biases that can lower the validity of measures,
and these biases can vary in different cultures. In the following, I review several
conclusions that I draw from the literature on well-being and culture.

Differences in Well-Being Across Cultures

We have learned much about the mean-level differences in well-being between cul-
tures and nations. In general, rich nations, or those with democratic governance,
high levels of human rights, and high levels of “social capital” (including factors
such as interpersonal trust), have higher levels of well-being on average. We also
know that some cultures have higher levels of well-being than others, holding ob-
jective conditions such as income equal. For example, Latin Americans report high
levels of positive emotions, especially when conditions such as income in the region
are controlled statistically. Although Latin Americans score very high on positive
emotions, they do not score quite as high on other types of well-being, such as
Cantril’s Ladder. We also have initial information on the well-being of smaller,
more homogeneous cultures such as the Maasai, where levels of well-being are
sometimes high.

We have little information on how cultures score on various methods of mea-
suring well-being, for example on experience-sampling versus survey measures.
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Such knowledge would give us a deeper understanding of cultural differences in
well-being. An issue that needs to be studied more is the variability in well-being
within cultures and what causes such variability.

Do cultures differ in well-being because of cultural factors such as norms, values,
and the form of social relationships? We know that factors such as national income
can relate strongly to some forms of well-being, such as the types of well-being
captured by Cantril’s Ladder scores. We know that other conditions like social trust
relate more strongly to other types of well-being, such as positive emotions. It also
appears that cultural norms governing the experience and display of emotions can
influence the reporting of well-being in cultures. We have much less knowledge
about how culturally prescribed activities, norms about social relationships, and the
virtues that are valued in a culture influence feelings of well-being. Thus, we have
discovered important things about the correlates of well-being across cultures, but
there is much more to learn.

The Structure of Well-Being Across Cultures

We know that there are consistent structural patterns of well-being across cultures.
For example, positive and negative emotions form separable factors, and, in turn,
they are distinct from judgments of well-being. The separate factors seem to per-
sist across all cultures, although the degree of independence varies. However, there
are also patterns or structures, the way certain feelings of well-being covary, that
vary across cultures. Although factor analysis and cluster analysis are often used
to compare structures across cultures, latent class analysis (LCA) is an emerging
method that can delve into structural differences of groups within cultures. We are
just beginning to analyze latent classes within cultures and to compare these classes
across cultures. The statistics of latent classes give recognition to the fact that the
structures of well-being within a culture can vary across individuals. Furthermore,
there might be latent classes, or groups of individuals, in different cultures that are
similar to one another and other latent classes that are unique to a culture.

The Value Placed on Subjective Well-Being Across Cultures

Shigehiro Oishi and Jeanne Tsai have both been leaders in exploring how people
differentially value specific feelings, and how these values can, in turn, influence
the moods they report and experience. For example, devaluing pride or aroused pos-
itive emotions could lead to socialization practices that diminish these feelings. It
might be that some feelings are more susceptible to cultural molding than are other
feelings, which are perhaps more strongly influenced by temperament. For instance,
in the Eid and Diener article in this volume we found that norms for positive emo-
tions were more strongly associated with the experience of them than was true for
negative emotions and those respective norms.

We also know that people’s priorities can lead them to sacrifice current feelings
of well-being in order to achieve other goals, such as mastery. This is a very impor-
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tant finding because it suggests that cultures may differ in their pursuit of positive
feelings, and may differ in the likelihood to which people will sacrifice good feelings
to pursue other goals. We have enough findings in this area to know that there are
very promising associations to explore, but we also need much more study to fully
map the ways that cultural values influence feelings of well-being.

Measurement Validity Across Cultures

There are indications that our measures have some degree of validity across cultures.
For instance, mean average values of nations often correlate highly with societal
characteristics of nations. The correlations are often considerable within each cul-
ture as well. For example, Canril’s Ladder has correlated over 0.80 with national
income, clearly indicating that there is a substantial degree of agreement in what the
scale means in different societies. Furthermore, Ladder scores correlate with income
in all societies, again indicating some common factor in what the scale assesses in
different cultures. These types of findings indicate that cultural comparisons can be
made validly in many cases. However, there is also evidence that measurement error
is greater in some societies than in others, for example in places where the respon-
dents have had little experience answering surveys, or where they have thought less
about their well-being. For instance, it might be that in societies where people have
fewer options in life they have given less thought to whether they are “happy,” and,
therefore, their answers are less reliable.

We also know from the validity evidence that measurement artifacts or errors are
not so serious across cultures that they negate any substantive interpretation of the
findings. The studies on measurement artifact differences across cultures suggests
that they do exist and can make some differences in the findings, but typically are
not so large that they can explain all the cultural differences that are uncovered.
Nonetheless, we need more research on factors such as the effects of translation and
other artifacts on well-being scores. However, as described later, the issue of mea-
surement artifacts can be more conceptually complex than many people recognize.

Differences in Correlates and Causes of Well-Being Within
Cultures

Table 1 presents the correlations between two well-being variables—Cantril’s Lad-
der and Affect Balance—and income and psychological needs for selected nations.
There were about 1,000 respondents selected in a representative way from each
nation. The psychological needs score is the average of four needs that are based
on Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002), which suggests there are three
universal human needs—for relationships, autonomy, and mastery. In the Gallup
World Poll, we assessed these needs from four aspects: (1) Being able to count on
others in an emergency; (2) Freedom to choose how to spend one’s time yesterday;
(3) Learning something new yesterday; and (4) Doing what one does best yesterday.
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Table 1 Correlations within nations

Nation Ladder-income Ladder-needs PA-income PA-needs

Norway 23 21 02 15
Netherlands 26 11 04 17
Germany 32 11 09 19
Finland 27 15 14 19
Switzerland 22 16 03 25
Sweden 21 15 06 27
China 22 14 00 27
UK 18 21 04 28
France 24 18 14 28
Indonesia 15 15 09 29
Poland 26 14 06 29
Singapore 29 12 03 30
Uganda 19 09 02 33
Senegal 21 10 07 34
South Korea 29 30 11 34
Guatemala 21 12 06 34
Russia 28 16 14 34
Argentina 22 15 08 34
Nigeria 14 10 02 35
Italy 21 14 05 36
Hungary 38 22 18 36
Japan 09 18 01 36
Botswana 27 12 07 36
Mexico 16 21 16 37
Thailand 19 12 08 37
Panama 34 14 06 37
India 17 19 12 38
Vietnam 13 23 00 38
Brazil 11 19 05 39
South Africa 35 21 04 41
Bangladesh 18 19 07 42
Israel 16 31 08 42
US 24 26 12 43
Chile 29 26 10 45
Macedonia 29 27 05 47
Venezuela 19 17 05 50
Cuba 16 21 06 51
Honduras 31 16 04 51
Albania 39 32 26 59
Over all respondents 35 24 12 40

We created a needs score by averaging these four items. The Positive Affect score
was the mean of two positive affect items (smiling/laughing and enjoyment).

Table 1 reveals several facts about the correlates of well-being across cultures.
First, it can be seen that income correlates much more strongly with the Ladder score
than with Positive Affect (PA). Across all respondents in the Gallup World Poll, the
correlation was almost three times as strong for the Ladder as for PA. This means
that people’s global judgments of their lives are much more associated with income
than is their positive affect. In most nations, there is hardly any correlation between
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income and PA. In contrast, the Deci and Ryan Needs are more strongly associated
with PA than with the Ladder score. Thus, different predictors are associated with
different well-being variables, indicating the absolute requirement of including a
range of well-being measures in cross-cultural studies.

Table 1 also shows that there are cross-cultural universals. Global judgments
of life as reflected in the Ladder are correlated significantly with income in every
nation. Similarly, the needs are significantly associated with PA in every nation.
However, differences between nations are also evident in the table. For instance, the
association between needs and PA varies from a low of 0.15 in Norway to a high
of 0.59 in Albania. Perhaps because conditions are generally better, the meeting of
psychological needs is less predictive of PA in Northern Europe, as more people
have their needs met. Similarly, income is associated only 0.09 with the Ladder in
Japan, but by 0.39 in Albania, and 0.35 in South Africa. Whereas income usually
predicts the Ladder better than needs do, in some nations this pattern is reversed, for
example in Vietnam and Israel.

Thus, Table 1 reveals that there can be both universals and particulars in the cor-
relates of well-being across societies. Several of the articles in this book present data
with similar patterns, where a variable such as self-esteem correlates more highly
with life satisfaction in some nations than in others, for example. It is evident that
we very much need cross-cultural research to understand well-being.

Personality and Culture

Personality shows average differences across nations (McCrae & Allik, 2002), and
personality is related to well-being, which, in turn, also differs across nations. We
do not know whether personality differences cause well-being differences across
cultures, whether emotional differences cause personality differences, or whether
the two are, in fact, aspects of the same systems. Research that examines personality
change in cultures and the socialization of personality could help us to better under-
stand the cultural differences in well-being and personality. Furthermore, we need to
give more attention to cultural differences in the way that personality is associated
with well-being. For example, Lucas, Diener, Grob, Suh, and Shao (2000) exam-
ined the degree to which extroversion correlates with well-being across cultures and
found that the correlation was positive in all nations they studied, but the size of
the association varied substantially. Is this perhaps because there are person–culture
fit effects such that some personality types are more valued in some cultures, or
are more successful in certain cultures? Clearly, much more work is needed on the
interaction of personality and culture on well-being.

Do National Boundaries Capture Culture?

One criticism that often arises in cross-cultural work is that nations are often
used as proxies for cultural comparisons. And yet, the critique continues, nations
are often made up of heterogeneous individuals who do not all share the same
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culture. For example, the USA includes not only European-Americans, but other
ethnic groups such as Hispanics and Asians. Within the Hispanic group there are
Cuban-Americans, Mexican-Americans, and so forth. Thus, a reasonable question
is whether it is valid to treat the USA and other nations as “cultures.” In addition, cul-
tural influences may spread beyond national borders to many countries in a region,
for example, the Latin culture which to some extent spreads across the continent of
South America. Thus, a major issue is whether national comparisons are, in fact,
valid when it comes to making inquiries about cultures.

The objections to considering nations as cultures often come from an ideological
perspective by researchers who want to claim cultural uniqueness for a group within
a nation and who want to recognize the individual ethnic groups for their important
contributions and lifestyle differences. Of course, we must recognize that every
cultural group is to some degree unique and special, but the degree of similarity
of groups is also important. In some sense the question of nations and cultures is
an empirical one, but it should be recognized that it is also a matter of degrees of
similarity. All people in a nation such as the USA might share some cultural values
and beliefs that on average separate them from other nations, but there are also
unique cultural factors that characterize smaller groups within larger cultures. It is
a mistake to think of culture as an entity, rather than as a dynamic set of beliefs
and values, which can vary to some degree across groups and yet also have some
similarities even across very large groups. Thus, nations can capture cultural effects
even if there are distinct cultural groups within them.

Some beliefs, values, and practices are consistent across small groups such as
communities, and others can be consistent across world regions. Thus, “culture” is
not something that occurs exactly in some specified groups that we must study at
that level, but instead is a more flexible concept that can vary at different levels of
inclusiveness. In this sense, we can analyze cultural differences in well-being at the
level of world regions and geopolitical areas, in nations, and in smaller groups and
regions within nations. For example, the USA might share cultural characteristics
with other Northern European countries, and yet within the USA there might be
regional differences between the South and West, and between Hispanics who are
of Cuban versus Guatemalan origin. Culture can be parsed at different levels, and
the strength of the cultural effects at each level must be discovered empirically. The
fact that correlations across nations between well-being and other variables, such as
income, are extremely high suggests that at times nations serve as a useful level of
analysis.

The Consequences of Well-Being Across Cultures

It is fitting that this question comes last because we have virtually no empirical
knowledge of answers to the question of whether the outcomes of feelings of well-
being differ across cultures. Even within the westernized cultures of North America
and Europe, there are not yet substantial data on how happy versus unhappy people
behave and succeed. Whether it be life satisfaction or positive emotions, we are only
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just beginning to understand the results on future behavior and success of having a
high level of well-being; and we have only a little information about optimal levels
of well-being. In other cultures around the globe, we have even less knowledge. It
is not a foregone conclusion that we can extrapolate the existing findings to other
regions of the world because culture might have a large impact on what levels of
well-being produce the most success in life. Thus, this area is a priority for future
research. In addition to broad surveys, it will require longitudinal and experimental
research, and thus requires ambitious scientific undertakings. The knowledge gained
will be so important, however, that the effort will be worth it.

General Conclusions

The past decade has seen an explosion of knowledge about culture and well-being.
A decade ago we knew little, and we now know a great amount. I am grateful to my
students, former students, and others, who have contributed to this burgeoning field.
We now know, for example, that it is likely that cultures vary in well-being in part
because of objective conditions within each culture, such as income and fulfillment
of basic needs. We also know that factors related to the value placed on subjective
well-being and the nature of social relationships also influence the average levels
of well-being experienced in nations. Moreover, we understand that there are both
human universals and cultural particulars when it comes to the causes of happiness.
People across cultures differ, for example, on the degree to which reported self-
esteem is related to life satisfaction, but a deep feeling that one is living correctly
probably predicts well-being in all cultures. Two decades ago we had almost no
knowledge in this area.

Where We Need to Go Next

In the sections above, many unknowns are apparent. We have learned about cultural
differences in well-being, but there is much more that we do not know. In the
following sections, I outline additional promising avenues for research.

Methods

As should be clear, studies that use multiple measures are highly desirable when it
comes to studying well-being across cultures. Not only do we need to use multiple
methods when possible, such as supplementing survey measures with experience-
sampling and informant reports, but we also need to assess the various types of
well-being such as life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect. We know
that various methods and different types of well-being together can show different
patterns when comparisons are made across cultures, and, therefore, it is no longer
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justifiable to make general conclusions about well-being based on a single type
of measure. For instance, we cannot make statements about the “happiest nation”
unless we have used several types of methods and assessed the major forms of
well-being.

What Is an Artifact?

The issue of measurement artifacts raises a number of intriguing and challenging
questions about the nature of the processes leading to well-being. Because each
artifact can also usually be an actual influence on well-being, the question is raised
as to whether it is a measurement problem or a process that gives us insight into the
composition of well-being. For example, take the following potential measurement
artifacts:

Language translation
Socially desirable responding
Scale number use
Humility in responding
Positivity biases
Memory biases

When we measure well-being across cultures, we inevitably face the challenge
of translating the scales into multiple languages, and finding words with the iden-
tical connotative meaning can be difficult. For example, in some languages an ex-
act equivalent of the word “happy” does not exist. Furthermore, there are different
meanings of “happy” in the English language, and the question arises as to which
meaning is appropriate in the question. Thus, researchers often use multiple items
and words in order to try to focus on the specific concept. But note that it is possible
that the words available in a language shape the way people think in that culture, and
frequently-used words might prime the ideas that are most salient to people. Thus,
language differences might reflect differences in experience.

Although it is important to try to find equivalent meaning when translating scales
across cultures, the pattern of meaning of words might not be identical, as the struc-
ture of concepts varies across cultures. This means that translation is more than just
a technical exercise; it ultimately also involves a mapping of concepts. This does
not necessarily imply that comparisons are hopeless because there might be many
concepts for which the structure of meaning is somewhat uniform across cultures.
At the same time, it does mean that there is plenty of opportunity for researchers
to study the relation of concepts in different cultures and see how these structures
influence reports and feelings of well-being.

Socially desirable responding was initially thought to be merely a measure-
ment response bias that interfered with scale validity, but it was soon realized that
the propensity to give socially desirable responses was related to the respondent’s
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personality; and this tendency, in turn, was sometimes related to the concept being
measured. In these cases, controlling for “social desirability,” which was viewed
by some later researchers as the desire to please others, leads to lower validity of
the well-being scores. A forced-choice measure of well-being created in my labo-
ratory showed validity scores lower than comparable scales that did not control this
response tendency. Thus, although there is obviously some tendency for people to
give answers that appear desirable to others, individual differences in this tendency
(as opposed to situational factors in the interview that might influence desirable
responding) appear to be related to well-being and inversely related to neuroticism.
Thus, viewing response-biases as mere errors is a mistake.

Number use is yet another area where at first a response tendency seems to be
a simple methodological problem but with deeper analysis turns out to be possi-
bly related to psychological processes that are linked to the actual experience of
well-being. For example, a tendency to avoid the ends of scales could result from
a mindset of not wanting to stand out or be unusual and a wish to appear average
and part of the group. In contrast, attraction to using the extremes of the scale might
follow from an individualistic mindset in which the person wants to stand out and
be unique. These two mindsets, however, could be related to the way that well-being
is experienced. Thus, sometimes a measurement “artifact” might be just an artifact,
and sometimes it could be more. It is both an empirical and theoretical challenge to
understand when response predispositions are merely measurement problems and
when they are related to the nature of the phenomenon being assessed. However,
it is possible that a tendency to respond with either the middle numbers of a re-
sponse scale, or with extreme numbers, lowers the validity of measures. In several
studies, we have controlled for extremity response and it made no difference; but
in one study, it did alter the standing of groups. Thus, response tendencies should
be examined, but they should not automatically be controlled for without careful
analysis.

The other possible artifacts I list are subject to the same conceptual issues. Hu-
mility might alter a person’s responses, but it might also alter a person’s feelings
of well-being. The same can be said of positivity and memory biases. I am not
saying that each of the response tendencies will necessarily be related to feelings
of well-being, but I am suggesting that this is a possibility that must be explored.
We cannot automatically assume that artifacts are just measurement problems, but
need to also explore whether these predispositions relate in interesting ways to the
dynamics of well-being. This is a wonderful opportunity for important research.

Statistical Approaches

Although standard statistical approaches such as correlations, T-tests, and linear re-
gression remain the mainstays of statistical approaches in this area, investigators
should also familiarize themselves with the newer statistics being used in the field.
These approaches often allow the more accurate analyses of questions, and at times
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allow new questions to be asked. An example of an approach that is relatively new to
the field is Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM). This method allows us to examine
whether the effects of specific variables are consistent across cultures, and if not,
what factors might moderate the differences. Another useful statistical method is
Item Response Theory (IRT), which allows researchers to adjust responses to scale
items depending on how people use the response categories. Yet another useful
approach is Latent Class Analysis, which can be employed to examine different
groups within a culture that have different patterns of responding. These and other
new approaches can be quite helpful in achieving more valid conclusions, although it
should be warned that many of these statistics require large numbers of respondents
for accurate estimates.

Theoretical Questions

Earlier in the chapter, I have alluded to many of the theoretical issues that are
only partially resolved. For example, how do culturally-prescribed activities affect
well-being? Are there person-culture fit factors that influence the well-being of in-
dividuals in different cultures? There are additional cross-cultural questions such as
whether social comparison effects differ across cultures and the issue of what fac-
tors influence adaptation to conditions across cultures. One of the most interesting
questions is why some cultures, such as those in Latin America, show higher overall
levels of well-being than other regions. Another missing question is about the rela-
tive impact of culturally unique goals and values on well-being versus the influence
of cross-cultural universals. This question is likely to vary with the type of well-
being measured. In this same vein, more research is needed on which influences on
well-being are universal across cultures and why.

Another area for in-depth study is the influence of values on feelings of well-being.
If people value certain types of well-being more than those in other cultures, does
this lead to higher levels of that type of well-being? And further, what are the pro-
cesses explaining how this occurs? If people value a type of well-being, does this
influence the optimal level of it?

As mentioned earlier, perhaps the biggest question in the field is the issue of
optimal levels of well-being for effective functioning, and this question is particu-
larly acute in the cross-cultural area where there are virtually no studies. If people
value other feelings such as mastery over positive emotions, does this moderate the
effects of various positive feelings on achieving success? Are there universals across
cultures in how certain feelings of well-being, such as joy, influence sociability,
creativity, or feelings of energy? In order to delve into these questions, experimen-
tal studies will be helpful – for example, studies in which moods are induced and
behavior is compared between the experimental and the control group. In addition,
longitudinal studies will be essential so that we can disentangle the direction of in-
fluence between well-being and outcomes. The endeavor that explores the outcomes
of well-being on future success is one of the most important remaining issues in the
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field, if not the most important, and, therefore, it fully deserves the intense kinds of
studies that can yield solid results.

Because of television, international travel, and the print media, the world in many
ways is becoming more homogeneous. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to un-
derstand the strengths of the various cultures, including the well-being they produce.
Although there is now an enormous worldwide focus on economic development, we
would do well to also understand the societal and cultural conditions that lead to
high well-being.
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