
137K.C. Land et al. (eds.), Handbook of Social Indicators and Quality of Life Research, 
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-2421-1_7, © Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2012

     7    National Accounts of Well-Being       

     Ed   Diener    ,  Ph.D.        and    William   Tov, Ph.D.         

      National Well-Being Accounts 

 Over the past decades, there have been periodic 
national and international surveys of subjective well-
being, including assessments of life satisfaction, but 
these measures have not been used systematically by 
policymakers. In a  2004  article in  Psychological Science 
in the Public Interest , Diener and Seligman argued that 
nations should establish regular assessments of well-
being to complement the economic indicators (e.g., 
GDP, savings rates, consumer confi dence) and objec-
tive social indicators (e.g., crime rates, longevity, rates 
of infant mortality). They recommended that policy-
makers be informed by national measures of well-
being because economic and objective social indicators 
can omit much of what is important and can even mis-
lead us about much of what we value. The authors fur-
ther noted that there has been a serious disconnect over 
the years between the increase in economic variables 
such as per capita income and the lack of growth in life 
satisfaction, as well as increasing rates of depression. 
As nations grow wealthy, differences in well-being are 

less frequently due to differences in income and more 
frequently due to other factors such as social relation-
ships, enjoyment at work, feelings of security and 
belonging, the lack of serious stressors, and possessing 
meaningful long-term values and goals. Monitoring 
well-being at a national level will alert the citizenry to 
important information beyond economic growth that 
should help guide policy. 

 Subjective well-being is known colloquially as “hap-
piness” and refers to the various ways in which people 
evaluate their lives positively. In the emotional realm, it 
involves positive feelings and experiences in relation to 
what is happening and few negative or unpleasant expe-
riences. In terms of conscious thought, it involves judg-
ing life to be satisfying and fulfi lling. Because subjective 
well-being is a state in which a person feels and believes 
that life is going well, it refl ects the many different val-
ues that are strived for by the individual. Unlike eco-
nomic indicators, which locate a person’s well-being 
primarily in the material realm of marketplace produc-
tion and consumption, well-being indicators assess the 
full range of inputs to the quality of life, from social 
relationships to spirituality and meaning, from material 
consumption to feelings of relaxation and security. 

 The goals of national accounts of well-being would 
be to inform policymakers about groups and situations 
where misery should be alleviated, to educate the citi-
zenry about factors that will enhance their well-being, 
and to place well-being in the spotlight so that eco-
nomic impact is not the only consideration when gov-
ernmental policies are debated. Business and other 
organizations, as well as individuals and governments, 
could use the information provided by indicators of 
well-being. Because well-being indicators can include 
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both broad evaluations such as life satisfaction, and 
judgments of narrower experiences such as feelings 
of enjoyment at work, the indicators can give a broad 
assessment of how the lives of target groups are doing, 
as well as specifi c information about domains where 
quality of life could be improved. In both cases, well-
being indicators refl ect how positively or negatively 
people are experiencing their lives, and such experi-
ences refl ect a core aspect of quality of life that should 
be of utmost concern to policymakers. 

   Historical Context 

 In the early phases of the industrial revolution, when 
meeting the basic needs of the citizenry for food and 
shelter was of paramount concern, economics was of 
primary importance and helped to dramatically increase 
the quality of life. However, economic indicators by 
themselves do not provide a complete assessment of 
whether nations are fl ourishing. Industrially developed 
societies now have the means to fulfi ll the basic needs 
of their citizens, and a continuing emphasis primarily 
on economic growth might lead to ever-greater material 
consumption and production but little increase in well-
being. Beyond money, people seek happiness, meaning, 
engagement, and satisfaction, and these are infl uenced 
by many other factors besides material wealth. In order 
to build societies in which well-being is widespread, we 
must measure it directly rather than relying solely on 
economic indicators as a major proxy. 

 Before his assassination, Robert F. Kennedy elo-
quently stated the premise underlying national indica-
tors of well-being:
   Too much and too long, we seem to have surrendered 

community excellence and community values in the 
mere accumulation of material things….The Gross 
National Product includes air pollution and advertis-
ing for cigarettes, and ambulances to clear our high-
ways of carnage. It counts special locks for our 
doors, and jails for the people who break them. The 
GNP includes the destruction of the redwoods and 
the death of Lake Superior. It grows with the produc-
tion of napalm and missiles and nuclear warheads.  

  And if GNP includes all this, there is much that it does 
not comprehend. It does not allow for the health of 
our families, the quality of their education, or the joy 
of their play. It is indifferent to the decency of our 
factories and the safety of our streets alike. It does 

not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength 
of our marriages, or the intelligence of our public 
debate or the integrity of our public offi cials.  

  GNP measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither 
our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compas-
sion nor our devotion to our country. It measures 
everything, in short, except that which makes life 
worthwhile. 1     
 The indicators of well-being advocated in this chap-

ter are able to refl ect the full range of things that make 
life worthwhile—from the integrity and security of our 
neighborhoods to the compassion and wisdom of our 
citizens. A severe limitation of economic measures is 
that they emphasize what is traded in recordable mar-
ket activities, overlooking crucial aspects of the qual-
ity of life such as social relationships, religion, and 
moral values. Because the broad spectrum of well-
being measures includes our emotional reactions as 
well as our satisfaction with diverse areas of life, they 
can more fully assess the range of factors infl uencing 
our quality of life, aside from economic production 
and consumption. 

 In the following chapter, we elaborate on the con-
cept of subjective well-being and discuss why it will 
capture those aspects of life so beautifully articulated 
by Kennedy. We will describe various conceptions of 
the good life and discuss whether subjective well-being 
is truly desirable. Next, we discuss the various compo-
nents of subjective well-being and how each is mea-
sured. We also assess the validity of self-reports of 
well-being. We then describe the relevance of well-
being to governmental policymaking. Finally, we con-
sider various concerns about national accounts of 
well-being. We argue that although well-being mea-
sures are not perfect, they have suffi cient validity to 
warrant their use by policy leaders.   

   Conceptions of Well-Being 

 Since time immemorial, philosophers, religious lead-
ers, and ordinary people have pondered what makes a 
good life. In the Confucian ideal, a person’s responsi-
bilities to others and society fi gure prominently in 
defi ning the good life. In the view of Aristotle, happi-
ness (called eudaimonia) consisted of virtuous actions 

   1   Robert F. Kennedy. Address to an election rally at the University 
of Kansas, on March 18, 1967.  
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that fulfi ll the full spectrum of human potential. The 
idea of subjective well-being has some roots in Greek 
hedonism. Although some early hedonists were con-
cerned with the immediate pursuit of bodily pleasures, 
later refi nements of hedonism emphasized the inclu-
sion of mental and spiritual pleasures and the careful 
selection of pleasures so as to enhance long-term well-
being. The utilitarian philosophers followed in this tra-
dition and defi ned the good society as one that provided 
the most happiness for most people. 

 Modern conceptions of well-being include elements 
from each of the traditions above. As noted earlier, sub-
jective well-being encompasses a range of indications 
that one’s life is going well. Although pleasure is 
included as one aspect of subjective well-being, the 
concept is much broader in that it includes purpose, 
meaning, and feelings of fulfi llment. Furthermore, it is 
recognized that long-lasting pleasant feelings usually 
emerge from making progress toward important goals 
and values. Thus, subjective well-being is not mere 
hedonism: people do not merely want to feel happy, 
they want to feel positively because they are achieving 
the things they believe are valuable and worthwhile. 
True subjective well-being then not only consists of 
pleasant emotional feelings but also the judgment that 
one’s life is worthwhile and that the pleasant feelings 
are due to living a life that one believes is good. In addi-
tion, healthy social relationships in which one is both 
supported by and supportive of others, as advocated by 
Confucius, are seen as important causes of well-being. 
Thus, subjective well-being is a concept that includes 
all the various ways that a person evaluates his or her 
life in a positive manner.  

   Desirability of Subjective Well-Being 

 If policymakers are to give serious consideration to well-
being indicators, an important question is whether sub-
jective feelings and thoughts of well-being are indeed 
desirable. People do value states such as happiness. 
Across the world, college students believe that happiness 
is one of the most important values (Diener  2000  ) . 
People are often motivated to select activities that pro-
duce pleasant feelings and avoid unpleasant experiences 
unless there are compelling reasons to undergo them. 
Although philosophers differ on what they consider to be 
the “good life,” it is widely assumed that it must contain 
some form of subjective well-being in which the person 

evaluates his or her  own  life in a positive way. After all, 
a virtuous or otherwise good life is not complete if the 
person feels miserable, or even only neutral. Without 
positive experiences and thoughts about our lives, we 
would be but robots or computers. 

 Besides feeling good, it turns out that happiness 
has other benefi ts, while chronic unhappiness can be 
detrimental. In terms of health, negative emotions 
such as stress, frustration, chronic anxiety, and anger 
can lower our immune strength, contribute to cardio-
vascular disease, and foster other health problems. It 
appears that both morbidity and mortality are related 
to the frequent and prolonged experience of unpleas-
ant emotions. Although brief experiences of unpleas-
ant emotions can be natural and adaptive in certain 
situations, the long-term experience of negative emo-
tions seems to take a toll on physical health and can 
also contribute to mental health problems. More seri-
ous forms of unhappiness such as depression can sub-
stantially raise the risk of health problems such as the 
recurrence of a heart attack. 

 The effects of pleasant emotions on health are, at 
this time, more uncertain than the effects of unpleasant 
emotions, although there are some data suggesting that 
pleasant emotions can foster health and longevity. 
Outside of the realm of physical health, there is accu-
mulating evidence that positive emotions have adap-
tive value and that people who chronically experience 
frequent pleasant affect tend to have benefi cial out-
comes in several areas of life. Such “happy” individu-
als are not only more likely to be successful in their 
own lives but also more likely than unhappy people to 
act in ways that benefi t their communities and societ-
ies. For instance, happy people are more likely to get 
married, to remain married, and to be happily mar-
ried—factors which contribute to a stable society. 

 People who tend to chronically experience positive 
emotions are more likely to earn higher salaries, to 
receive higher supervisor ratings at work, and are bet-
ter organizational citizens (for instance, helping others 
at work). They are more likely to trust others in their 
communities and be involved in volunteer work. People 
who are happy are more likely to be sociable and ami-
able, and to like and be liked by others more than peo-
ple who are unhappy. Furthermore, happy people are 
more likely to have self-confi dence and be leaders. 
Finally, there is some evidence that the subjective well-
being of citizens may facilitate support for democratic 
governance (Inglehart and Klingemann  2000 ; Tov and 
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Diener  2008  ) . Thus, happiness is not just a private 
affair that feels good to the individual; it is in the best 
interest of societies that citizens be happy. 

 Thus, happiness not only feels good but also fosters 
effective functioning. However, this does not mean that 
people should be elated all of the time. Most happy peo-
ple are rarely elated or intensely happy; milder levels of 
pleasant moods are the norm, with intense pleasant 
emotions being a rarity. Furthermore, happy people do 
experience unpleasant emotions—they get sad, angry, 
and fearful on the appropriate occasions, and these emo-
tions can facilitate adaptive functioning. Nevertheless, 
the desirable society is one in which situations evoking 
negative emotions are infrequent. It is becoming increas-
ingly clear that the good society is not only one that 
allows individuals to pursue happiness but also one that 
arranges many conditions that are conducive to happi-
ness, such as providing the strong health, transportation, 
and governance structures that sustain the stability and 
quality of life. 

 It has been objected that governments should not 
intervene in the happiness of individuals because sub-
jective well-being is a private affair, and governments 
should not interfere with the lives of its citizens. This 
overlooks the fact that governments already intervene 
in numerous ways in everyday life. Economic affairs 
that might be seen as private matters are partly shaped 
by governmental policies concerning taxation, tariffs, 
interest rates, minimum wage laws, and limits on work 
hours. The intended use of well-being indicators is not 
to invite greater intrusion upon individual lives but to 
provide information that makes governmental inter-
vention benefi cial. Furthermore, some of the greatest 
successes of governments have been in areas—such as 
public health—which were once seen as private affairs. 
Governments cannot make citizens happy; individuals 
must do this for themselves. But governments can, in 
many ways, provide the circumstances that allow this 
to occur. In addition, evidence of the social benefi ts of 
well-being has mounted to the point that one can ques-
tion whether happiness is only an individual concern. 
Governments are unlikely to create policies that 
directly produce cheer and joviality, but they can take 
steps to insure that citizens are generally pleased with 
their lives and that existing conditions facilitate a pre-
ponderance of pleasant emotions as people work, love, 
and play. 

 Another objection to making well-being a policy 
concern stems from the perception of happiness as a 

hedonistic state of pleasure that should not be the goal 
of individuals with serious values and goals. Some 
think of pleasant emotions in purely hedonistic terms, 
but we reiterate that people feel positive emotions when 
they are achieving their goals and values and not sim-
ply “having fun” or experiencing physical pleasure. 
That is, feeling contented, joyful, satisfi ed, and pleased 
results from doing things we value and do not arise 
 solely  from involvement in entertaining activities. Thus, 
long-term levels of pleasant emotions refl ect something 
deeper than pure hedonism—that people are making 
progress toward things they value. Loving and caring 
for others, trusting and wanting to help others, engage-
ment in interesting work, and joy over a job well-done 
are all positive emotions that result from people’s 
deeply held values. 

 In conclusion, people around the globe believe 
that happiness is important. It is not the only thing that 
is important—people have other values as well. But 
 happiness can refl ect progress toward those values. 
Furthermore, people who are frequently in pleasant 
states and are satisfi ed with their lives tend to be more 
effective and successful and act in ways that benefi t 
society. Of course, happiness is not a suffi cient guaran-
tor of productive and caring citizens, but it is one very 
helpful, facilitative factor. Having discussed briefl y the 
nature and implication of well-being, we turn next to 
the specifi c components of well-being. Understanding 
the multifaceted nature of well-being is critical if it is 
to be measured in ways that are useful to policymaking 
decisions.  

   Components of Subjective Well-Being 

 Although terms such as “subjective well-being” and 
“happiness” imply that it is a single entity, in actuality, 
it is a broad concept that includes a number of diverse 
elements, which together form well-being. No single 
concept represents the full nature of well-being, and the 
various types of well-being correlate only moderately 
with each other. Just as a person’s fi nancial well-being 
cannot be fully described by income and must also 
include savings, debt, cost of living, and so forth, a per-
son’s subjective well-being cannot be fully assessed by 
a single measure such as life satisfaction. Although 
something can be learned from such a measure, a com-
plete rendering of subjective well-being requires the 
assessment of several different factors. 
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   On-line Versus Recall Measures 

 People can evaluate life at the moment—how they 
feel right now—or they can refl ect back over life and 
report how they felt over some period of time such as 
the past year. This distinction turns out to be critical 
because the average of on-line momentary reports is 
not always identical to people’s recall of their experi-
ence. Both types of measures can provide important 
insights into well-being. When people report their 
“on-line” momentary moods and emotions, fewer 
memory biases are present—individuals are simply 
reporting how they feel at the moment, and therefore, 
less information must be considered. When such 
reports are averaged over time or across certain types 
of activities or situations, one can obtain important 
information about how a person is feeling in various 
situations on average. However, when people  recall  
how they felt over time, there can be discrepancies 
from the on-line reports, owing to their individual 
self-concepts, beliefs, and expectancies. For example, 
recalling how one felt during the past month could be 
infl uenced by one’s mood at the moment or one’s 
expectations about situations; individuals can also 
selectively forget certain experiences. Thus, recall 
measures are only modestly accurate at estimating 
people’s ongoing experiences of well-being, and the 
two types of measures provide related but distinct 
information about well-being. 

 When do the two types of measures diverge? We 
know that certain cultural groups diverge more on 
recall measures than on on-line measures of well-
being, suggesting that either memory or self-presenta-
tion may selectively alter the reports of some groups 
more than others. For example, although European 
Americans often report more happiness than Asian 
Americans and Japanese, this difference is larger in 
recall measures of the past week than in on-line mea-
sures taken on a daily basis (Oishi  2002  ) . When peo-
ple evaluate past episodes such as a vacation, they 
may misremember their experiences in accordance 
with their  overall  impression of the event. There is 
also evidence that happier people may recall their 
moods as being more positive while unhappy people 
may recall their moods as being more negative than 
they were on-line. People may  remember  being hap-
pier with their partner than they report on-line when a 
relationship is going well, but not when the relation-
ship is unrewarding. 

 In light of the discrepancy that can occur between 
on-line reports and recall measures, should we restrict 
ourselves to the on-line measures only? Not necessar-
ily. As mentioned earlier, on-line and recall measures 
do correlate at moderate to strong levels, meaning 
that the recall measures can provide a quick approxi-
mation of people’s experiences. Oftentimes, a recall 
measure will provide the best prediction of future 
behavior because it partly refl ects what people expect 
from themselves and their environment. However, 
on-line measures can more accurately depict people’s 
true experiences in various activities, with less distor-
tion from their expectations. Although on-line mea-
sures can be expensive if they are collected over a 
period of weeks, estimates of on-line moods and 
emotions can be made based on systematic recall of 
experiences during previous days. When on-line and 
recall measures converge, they offer stronger evi-
dence for the conclusions to be drawn. When the two 
types of measures diverge, as they occasionally do, 
they can give insights into the variables that affect 
each score. A complete accounting of people’s sub-
jective well-being will include both on-line estimates 
and recall measures as each type of measure has its 
strengths.  

   Broad Versus Narrow Measures 

 Well-being measures can also focus on satisfaction 
with broad aspects of life (e.g., one’s work or mar-
riage) or narrower aspects of life (e.g., commuting 
to work, one’s work supervisor, or one’s home). 
Oftentimes, the narrow measures are less infl uenced 
by self-concept or personal expectations because they 
are more grounded in actual experiences with concrete 
aspects of life. Furthermore, the narrow measures 
can often point more clearly to policy interventions 
because of their specifi c focus, whereas the broad 
measures may be too vague to suggest particular poli-
cies that are likely to infl uence them with any certainty. 
Consequently, narrow measures might also be more 
appropriate for monitoring the impact of policy inter-
ventions. Thus, in designing national accounts of well-
being, it will be useful to include or even focus on 
specifi c aspects of life. Nevertheless, broad measures 
may still be useful in capturing a wide range of factors 
(e.g., personality, values, etc.) that narrow measures 
do not assess due to their limited scope.  
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   Structure of Well-Being Concepts 

 Additional aspects of well-being must also be distin-
guished. First, the pleasantness and unpleasantness of 
emotional experience (i.e., their valence) are not neces-
sarily polar opposites—they represent distinct aspects 
of experience. The frequent experience of pleasant 
affect does correlate with the infrequent experience 
of unpleasant affect, but the two are only modestly 
inversely related. Thus, individuals might experience 
very little of either type, while others may frequently 
experience both. Moreover, a person who experiences 
a decrease in negative emotions will not invariably 
experience an increase in positive emotions—the two 
can occur somewhat independently. Second, the emo-
tional aspects of well-being are distinguishable from 
the cognitive aspects. Cognitive judgments, such as life 
satisfaction or satisfaction with one’s work, do not map 
perfectly onto a person’s emotions—one can be rela-
tively satisfi ed and yet not experience high levels of 
positive emotions. Thus, a complete assessment of sub-
jective well-being requires more than a simple life satis-
faction or happiness question; well-being is a multifaceted 
phenomenon and requires multipronged assessment. 

 Combining the various aspects of well-being (e.g., 
temporality, broadness, valence, emotions, and cogni-
tion), both Dolan (Dolan and White  2006  )  and Diener 
and his colleagues (Kim-Prieto et al.  2005  )  have devel-
oped a temporal model of well-being, starting at exter-
nal events and circumstances and moving through 
experience to recall and global evaluations. This model 
is represented in Table  7.1  and provides one useful way 
of sampling the domain of well-being measures. In the 
upper regions of the table, positive and negative emo-
tions are shown as they occur in a temporal sequence 
beginning with instigating events and proceeding to 
global judgments. Various positive and negative feel-
ings can be assessed at different stages of the temporal 
sequence. After individuals experience an event, they 
can recall and evaluate it. Each of these different facets 
of well-being can be relevant to quality of life.  

 In the next region of the table below emotions, we 
show the various types of cognitive judgments that can 
be made about one’s life—from life satisfaction to 
narrower judgments about specifi c domains such as 
work, health, and marriage. Finally, the table includes 
other types of well-being such as optimism and trust in 

others. These too are forms of well-being because they 
refl ect evaluations of various aspects of a person’s 
past, present, and future life. What the table clearly 
indicates is that a thorough assessment of well-being 
requires the measurement of many concepts, just as 
the assessment of health must include many different 
types of measures. A thermometer, X-ray, blood pres-
sure cuff, and eye examination can all yield valuable 
information about health that is relatively independent 
of the other measures. However, just as a few mea-
sures can often give a reasonably good estimate of a 
person’s health, a few measures of subjective well-
being can often yield summary scores that reveal much 
about how individuals feel about their lives. Thus, cer-
tain summary measures can be quite useful, but more 
specifi c measures are needed for a full assessment of 
well-being. 

 Although national surveys tend to emphasize broad, 
general questions, the model in Table  7.1  helps us eval-
uate well-being concepts at each of the temporal stages 
in terms of their relevance to policy questions. Although 
trait-like, “in general,” evaluations tend to dominate 
measures of well-being, on-line measures and percep-
tions of domains will often be very relevant to policy 
discussions. Thus, Table  7.1  is valuable in alerting 
researchers to the fact that there are important aspects 
of well-being that are not captured by broad survey 
questions about happiness and life satisfaction. 
Comprehensive, national accounts of well-being should 
therefore consist of a variety of measures in order to 
refl ect a range of well-being components.   

   Validity of Self-Report Measures 
of Well-Being 

 A basic question about the validity of measures is 
“Valid for what?” In the case of well-being indicators, 
we want measures that accurately refl ect people’s expe-
riences of their lives as desirable—to fully capture the 
concept of “utility” as used by economists. The stron-
gest form of validity is to build a theoretical network in 
which the properties of the measures are completely 
understood. In this endeavor, we review the evidence 
supporting the validity of self-report measures of well-
being. We also discuss how the scaling of such  measures 
can be validly interpreted. 



   Table 7.1    Various well-being concepts   

 Events and circum-
stances (“objective” 
measures) 

 Perceptions of events, 
domain perception, 
including appraisals and 
standards 

 Reactions to events 
and circumstances 

 Later recall of 
reactions and 
experiences 

 Trait-like, 
global, life, and 
other evaluative 
responses 

 Temporal model of affect (moods and emotions) 
  Positive (pleasant) emotions  
 Joy 
 Enjoyment, fun 
 Interested 
 Elated, ecstatic 
 Calm, relaxed 
 Affectionate, caring 
 Loving, warm 
 Happy, pleased 
 Proud, pride 
 Grateful, thankful 
 Optimistic 
 Active, energetic 
 Awe, wonder 
 Optimism 
 Nostalgia, reminiscence 
 Etc. 

 Pleasant situations, 
interesting work and 
leisure activities, and 
times when the 
person accomplishes 
his or her goals. 
These situations are 
often captured by 
economic and social 
indicators 

 People’s  evaluations of 
the positive aspects of 
their lives, as in reports 
of satisfaction (see 
below) 

 Daily reconstruc-
tion method 
(DRM) and 
on-line experience 
sampling methods 
(ESM) 

 Recall of 
pleasant 
feelings during 
periods such as 
the past month 
or past year or 
a specifi c 
activity such as 
work or a 
vacation 

 Reports of the 
person’s positive 
experiences “in 
general” 

  Negative (unpleasant) emotions  
 Anger, rage, irritation 
 Sad, melancholy, 
depressed 
 Fearful, anxious 
 Worried, stressed 
 Guilt, shame 
 Jealous, envious 
 Frustrated 
 Regret, rumination 
 Pessimism 
 Etc. 

 Unpleasant situations, 
boring work, and 
times when the 
person fails to 
accomplish his or her 
goals. External or 
“objective” measures 
of adverse situations 

 People’s evaluations of 
the negative aspects of 
their lives, as in reports 
of dissatisfaction (see 
below) 

 Daily reconstruc-
tion and on-line 
experience 
sampling methods 
of unpleasant 
feelings 

 Recall of 
unpleasant 
feelings during 
specifi c periods 
such as the past 
month or past 
year or a 
specifi c activity 
such as work or 
a vacation 

 Reports of the 
person’s 
negative 
experiences “in 
general” 

 Cognitive judgments of life and various aspects of life 

 Judgments of life as: 
 Satisfying 
 Purposeful 
 Meaningful 
 And so forth 

 Respondents make broad judgments about their lives as a whole, evaluating their lives in 
general terms 

 Judgments of life domains: 
 Work 
 Social relationships 
 Health 
 Leisure 
 Income 
 Housing 
 And so forth 

 Respondents offer evaluations of specifi c aspects of their lives that may be broader (e.g., work) 
or narrower (e.g., income at work), in terms of liking, satisfaction, desire to change, and so 
forth 

 Judgments of self-domains: 
 Self-effi cacy 
 Ability to help one’s group 
 Respect from one’s group 
 Family is doing well 
 And so forth 

 Respondents offer evaluations of aspects of their own functioning, and the functioning of the 
groups that are central to their identity 

 Motivational and other concepts refl ecting well-being 

 Engagement  The person fi nds activities, such as work, to be worthwhile, interesting, and involving 
 Optimism  The person believes that generally good things will happen in his or her future, although recognizing that 

some bad events are inevitable 
 Trust  The person, in general, trusts others in his or her community 
 Positive energy  The person feels energetic and has the energy necessary to work for her or his goals and values 
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   Convergence with Other Measures 

 Self-reports of well-being tend to correlate with other 
types of measures of “happiness,” which suggests that 
they have some degree of validity. The other forms of 
measurement of well-being are diverse, including:
    A.    Biological measures of positive and negative states 

(prefrontal cerebral brain asymmetry, hormone lev-
els such as cortisol, immune system strength, car-
diovascular system parameters, wound healing, and 
so forth). Biological indicators often correlate mod-
estly with self-reports of well-being, in part, because 
the biological measures refl ect many factors besides 
happiness. However, the correlations are consistent 
and understandable and therefore lend substantial 
support to the validity of self-report scales.  

    B.    Informant reports (family and friends reporting on 
the happiness of a target person). When individuals 
who know a respondent are queried about how 
happy they believe the person is, those reports cor-
relate with the self-reports of the respondent. When 
a number of informant reports are averaged together 
to refl ect a broader view of the target’s happiness, 
they often correlate moderately with the target’s 
own assessment.  

    C.    Reaction time (people react quickly to positive 
information about their lives). There is some evi-
dence that happy people are more likely to attend to 
positive information and respond more quickly to 
positive characteristics that might be associated 
with their lives.  

    D.    Memory (happy people remember more positive 
than negative events from their lives). The validity 
of the self-report measures of well-being is sup-
ported by the fact that people reporting themselves 
to be happy are more likely to remember many pos-
itive events from periods of their lives such as the 
past year and have a diffi cult time remembering 
many negative events from the same period.  

    E.    Open-ended questions and interviews. In a few 
studies, respondents have been intensively inter-
viewed after answering the self-report scales. Even 
when interviewers do not know the respondent’s 
answers to the self-report scales, their judgments 
about the respondent’s happiness converge with the 
answers given to the scales.  

    F.    Smiling and behavior. People who are happy have 
been found to smile more often and to behave in 

other ways indicating a positive mood (e.g., being 
more sociable, having an open posture).  

    G.    Experience-sampling (on-line) measures. We can 
reduce certain measurement artifacts such as mem-
ory biases by sampling people’s moods and emotions 
at various moments in their everyday lives. Measures 
might be taken at random times during waking hours 
over a week or through systematic recall of moods 
and events at the end of each day. When such mea-
sures are taken and averaged, they correlate at mod-
erate to substantial levels with broader, global reports 
of well-being collected from a one-time survey.     
 Correlations between well-being self-report scales 

and the alternative measures of happiness range from 
modest (.20) to moderate (.50) and are almost always 
positive. The moderate size of the correlations is to be 
expected because the measures weight different aspects 
of well-being—self-reports refl ect people’s labeling of 
their experience; informant reports refl ect perceptions 
by others of people’s behaviors; smiling is heavily 
infl uenced by sociability and social norms; and bio-
logical measures refl ect various physiological systems 
that underlie or have indirect effects on the compo-
nents of well-being. Furthermore, each of the alterna-
tive measures suffers from its own shortcomings, 
which further reduces the correlations. Nevertheless, 
the correlations are consistent enough to indicate that 
self-report survey measures of well-being have a 
degree of validity.  

   Prediction of Outcomes 

 At times, skeptics ask what well-being predicts, and 
the answer is—many things. For instance, low life 
 satisfaction is associated with increased risk for sui-
cide. At both the national and individual levels, sev-
eral studies have shown that measures of life 
satisfaction predict suicide and are associated with 
suicidal ideation and behavior. As we mentioned ear-
lier, self-reported well-being and ill-being measures 
also predict positive outcomes such as sociability, 
advancement at work, trust in others, prodemocratic 
attitudes, volunteering, higher income, and certain 
health outcomes. Thus, not only do the measures cor-
relate with other assessments of well-being per se but 
also they predict behaviors that follow from well-
being and ill-being.  
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   Stability over Time and Responsiveness 
to Major Life Events 

 There tends to be a substantial amount of stability in 
well-being measures when they are assessed at various 
points in time, for example several months apart. This 
stability is due largely to the stability of people’s tem-
peraments as well as their life circumstances, both of 
which can affect their feelings of well-being. However, 
when substantial changes in life circumstances occur, 
such as the death of a spouse, unemployment, or severe 
disability, well-being  does  change. Again, the pattern 
of change in the self-report measures of well-being 
suggests a degree of validity for the measures.  

   Understandable Patterns 
of Findings That Replicate 

 Measures of well-being show a pattern that is readily 
comprehensible, usually forming a predictable pattern 
that replicates across studies. For instance, lower lev-
els of subjective well-being appear in very poor nations 
or very poor neighborhoods relative to more affl uent 
areas. Well-being levels are also low in nations that 
have undergone a rapid deterioration in conditions, 
such as the former Soviet bloc countries. In contrast, 
high levels of well-being exist among democratic soci-
eties and those in which interpersonal trust is also high. 
Although there are anomalous fi ndings in the literature 
on well-being, most fi ndings are replicable and 
understandable. 

 At the individual level, the correlates of reported 
subjective well-being also show a predictable pattern. 
For example, individual poverty correlates with low 
levels of well-being. However, beyond a certain level 
of affl uence, further increases in income make only a 
small difference to well-being. Other factors such as 
disabilities that interfere with the person working, the 
death of a spouse, and being laid off from one’s job all 
lower people’s life satisfaction. Not all of the observed 
patterns have been expected, but there are enough rep-
licable patterns in the well-being data associated with 
important differences in life circumstances to give a 
degree of confi dence in the well-being scales. 

 At the same time, the well-being measures reveal 
patterns of well-being and ill-being that are not always 
self-evident from common sense alone. For example, 
the impact of unemployment on well-being can last a 

few years, and levels of well-being do not necessarily 
completely recover even after regaining employment.  

   Cardinality and Interpersonal 
Comparability of Scores 

 The measures of well-being that are most likely to be 
used by policymakers are large-scale surveys of popu-
lations in which respondents use rating scales to report 
on various aspects of their subjective well-being. Can 
we compare the scores of different individuals; does 
one person’s “3” exceed another person’s “4”? Important 
evidence that well-being scores  can  be compared across 
individual respondents is that the scales frequently cor-
relate with predictors such as income as well as with 
other measures of well-being. If the scores were not 
comparable across individuals, predictable correlations 
would not arise. How individuals use the scales may 
be relatively similar to each other though not exactly 
the same. For example, a person reporting an “8” on a 
10-point happiness scale is virtually always happier 
than someone who reports a “3,” and the latter is much 
more likely to suffer from clinical depression. However, 
a person who reports a “7” might not invariably be less 
happy than a person who reports an “8.” Thus, the scales 
are likely to be approximately ordinal in nature and 
comparable across individuals at that level. 

 The interval nature of well-being data can be exam-
ined through statistical methods such as Item Response 
Theory. Occasionally, scale adjustment based on these 
methods leads to altered conclusions about the well-
being of groups. However, the use of nonparametric 
ordinal statistics to treat well-being data has typically 
not led to different conclusions from those based on 
parametric statistics that assume equal scale intervals. 
More research in this area is needed. What can be said 
is that most conclusions based on correlations remain 
the same whether one assumes cardinal (interval) scal-
ing or not, but that conclusions based on the means of 
groups might change for groups that are not very dis-
similar after adjustments for interval scaling are made. 
In the future, researchers should more frequently exam-
ine the scale properties of various scale items within 
different cultural and sociodemographic groups. It may 
be that respondents who are less familiar with survey 
formats are prone to using the scales in idiosyncratic 
ways. However, such analyses are best accomplished 
when multi-item scales are employed. 
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 In conclusion, there is broad evidence that well-
being measures have validity. Even though the mea-
sures are subjective and refer to private internal 
experiences that are not directly accessible to others, a 
wide range of evidence converges on the conclusion 
that the self-report scales do assess important aspects 
of people’s experience and how they feel and think 
about their lives. Just as with measures in other fi elds 
such as economics or chemistry, the self-report scales 
of subjective well-being have imperfections and limi-
tations. However, we are increasingly coming to under-
stand these shortcomings, which means that we can 
correct for them and take them into account.   

   Policy Uses of National Accounts 
of Well-Being 

 Now that we have discussed the concept of subjective 
well-being, its measurement, and validity, we come to 
the question of the policy uses of well-being. Why 
might policymakers want to use surveys of well-being 
to inform policy decisions? First, as we will soon elab-
orate, the economic measures that are the mainstay of 
policy decision-making do not capture many important 
aspects of life. To reiterate, well-being is extremely 
important to people but is only modestly assessed by 
variables such as income. Second, various forms of 
subjective well-being predict positive outcomes for the 
individual and society. Thus, not only is subjective 
well-being valued by most people but it also yields 
important benefi ts. Although the good society requires 
a number of other elements, feelings of well-being are 
a critical component. Thus, it is to the advantage of 
societies to monitor subjective well-being and take 
measures where possible to enhance it. 

   The Limits of Economic Measures 

 In order to understand the role in policy of accounts of 
well-being, it is important to understand the limitations 
of the regnant economic indicators. The economic 
model is built on the idea of a rational consumer, who 
spends their time and money in a way that maximizes 
“utility” (approximately equivalent to happiness or 
well-being). Within the constraints of their resources, 
according to this model, people work to earn money, 
spending it through acts of consumption intended to 

maximize well-being. If individuals are informed and 
have free choice, then they will make choices that they 
believe will maximize feelings of well-being. In many 
economic models, people make a tradeoff between 
work and leisure, with the former being undesirable and 
the latter being desirable, that is just offset by the amount 
of pleasure they can acquire by purchasing goods and 
services. 

 Although there is substantial validity in the eco-
nomic view of people, there are also many shortcom-
ings. For one thing, people do not always act in their 
own best interests in a “rational” way. For instance, 
repeatedly in laboratory experiments, it has been shown 
that people will forego their own best interests to pun-
ish “cheaters,” even though they themselves have abso-
lutely nothing to gain. The moral action, in this case, 
trumps people acting in their own best monetary inter-
ests. Outside the laboratory, people often help others 
even when it is not in their “rational” best interest to do 
so. In these instances, the economic measures can omit 
important aspects of quality of life. Similarly, there are 
data to show that choices are not always transitive, as 
assumed by models of rational choice. Just because a 
person chooses A over B, and B over C, does not mean 
they will inevitably choose A over C. Thus, people do 
not always make rational choices in a way assumed by 
economic theory. A related problem is that choices are 
seen as good in economic models because with more 
choices, the person has the potential for greater utility. 
However, Schwartz and Ward  (  2004  )  have gathered 
compelling evidence suggesting that too many choices 
can interfere with well-being rather than enhance it. 

 Another limitation of the economic model is that 
people do not always make choices that will maximize 
their well-being. Hsee and Zhang  (  2004  )  have shown 
that when people choose among goods, they tend to 
use criteria that are not necessarily relevant to how the 
product will be  experienced . That is, the factors that 
infl uence the choice are not always the factors that 
infl uence the enjoyment of the selected product. 
Similarly, Wilson and Gilbert  (  2005  )  have shown that 
people sometimes are not fully able to forecast their 
own happiness. For example, they may overemphasize 
how they expect to feel  immediately after  a choice is 
made and not fully realize how they will experience 
something different after the initial phase of excite-
ment. Thus, choice is not always rational, nor does it 
inevitably lead to the most well-being or happiness. 
National accounts of well-being could help educate 



1477 National Accounts of Subjective Well-Being

citizens about their choices, in addition to complement-
ing economic indicators in terms of policy formation. 

 Well-being measures might also be useful in show-
ing that work can be enjoyable and rewarding. In eco-
nomic models, work is considered a cost that must be 
undergone to accrue money for buying things that are 
of utility; it is not considered that work itself can have 
utility. Yet, people spend many waking hours at work, 
and most people enjoy their work to some extent—
some fi nding it to be extremely rewarding. By viewing 
work as aversive, economists develop models of human 
behavior that are insuffi cient in understanding people’s 
behavior and motivations. Thus, well-being measures 
at work can aid in  both  the creation of more satisfying 
and productive work environments as well as the devel-
opment of more adequate economic models. For exam-
ple, we know that unemployment can be quite aversive 
to those laid off and lead to signifi cant drops in life 
satisfaction. This does not square with the idea that 
unemployment simply results from people  choosing  to 
trade unpleasant work activity for more leisure, thereby 
sacrifi cing income to gain free time. In fact, we know 
that unemployed people are often quite unhappy, not 
only because they have lost the self-respect that comes 
from doing an activity valued by society but also 
because they have lost an activity that they often fi nd 
enjoyable. Findings such as those on unemployment 
and subjective well-being can help behavioral scien-
tists improve economic models and aid policymakers 
and organizational leaders in increasing quality of life. 
Factors such as job security, variety at work, and health-
care benefi ts can be compared with increases in income 
in terms of how they affect well-being. 

 Finally, though economic measures are presumed 
to be more objective than well-being measures, they 
are not perfectly so. It is often not recognized that sur-
vey data contribute to the index of gross national prod-
uct (GNP) and that what enters into the GNP is based 
on a number of subjective choices. For example, 
although volunteer work and homemaking can produce 
substantial amounts of goods and services, economists 
often omit them from the GNPs of most societies. 
There are black markets and “gray markets” of illegal 
or off-the-books economic activities that must be 
approximated rather than measured directly. Expenses 
forced on a society by bad circumstances (e.g., jails 
and police to counter crime) contribute to GNP in addi-
tion to expenditures on desirable products (e.g., parks, 
the arts, university education). Because economic mea-

sures by themselves provide an incomplete assessment 
of the quality of life, well-being measures have a clear 
place in policy discussions. Next, we outline three cri-
teria that well-being indicators should meet in order to 
best complement economic indicators.  

   Requirements of Measures to be Useful 
for Policy Analyses 

 In order to be useful in policy debates, well-being 
measures must have a number of properties besides 
validity. In the fi rst place, the measures must assess 
factors that are seen as a legitimate concern of the gov-
ernment. If the citizenry believes that the government 
should not intervene to change certain subjective states, 
then well-being measures would be fruitless because 
policy interventions would be unlikely to occur. For 
example, it might be a common belief among citizens 
that government action to alleviate misery is more jus-
tifi able than government actions to create feelings of 
fun among citizens, and in this case, measures of 
unhappiness would be more likely to infl uence policy 
debates. If the measures are used to create policies to 
increase the well-being of certain target groups, such 
as the elderly or disadvantaged groups, a prerequisite 
is that the citizenry accept policies aimed at helping 
these groups. 

 A related requirement is that the measures concern 
subjective states that are amenable to infl uence by gov-
ernment policies. If policymakers have no resources or 
ability to intervene and increase happiness in a certain 
domain, the well-being measures are unlikely to have 
much impact. For example, policies that regulate work 
hours could directly affect job satisfaction and indi-
rectly affect marital satisfaction, but policies designed 
to increase romantic love between spouses would be 
diffi cult to administer as well as unlikely to be accepted 
by citizens. There are additional factors such as cul-
tural norms and individual personality that infl uence 
well-being but may not be appropriate targets for inter-
vention (these and other concerns are discussed later in 
the chapter). In other words, the most useful measures 
of well-being are those that are relevant to potential 
policy concerns. 

 Finally, the measures of well-being should capture 
patterns that are not fully refl ected in economic and 
social indicators. If accounts of subjective well-being 
suggest that crime harms well-being or that poverty 
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decreases well-being, then the measures are useful 
because they validate the use of the other indicators. 
However, if the measures of well-being capture infor-
mation that goes beyond the economic and objective 
social indicators, they are much more valuable. For 
instance, indicators about poverty and crime do not 
convey the same information as measures about trust 
and involvement with one’s community. The latter type 
of knowledge could aid individuals and governments 
in making choices that truly maximize well-being. 
Policies designed to reduce poverty and crime, though 
important, may not necessarily improve the quality of 
relationships in a community. Thus, where economic 
indicators offer an incomplete picture of well-being, 
national accounts of subjective well-being can add 
valuable information.  

   Implications of Using Well-Being 
Measures for Policy Decisions 

 Such uses of the national measures of well-being apply 
both at the level of individual education and choice as 
well as at the level of society. Some uses might be 
quite focused, as in providing information about a spe-
cifi c policy under consideration. However, broad mea-
sures could also be relevant for more extensive debates 
about the overall priorities of the society. 

 One value of the indicators, especially when pub-
lished in public forums, is to draw attention and inspire 
discussion. Topics and concerns that are assessed and 
discussed in the public media tend to draw people’s 
attention. Thus, when we, as a society, publish eco-
nomic indicators on a daily basis, people tend to think 
about economic growth. If we were to publish indica-
tors about national well-being, people, including poli-
cymakers, would think about well-being and discuss 
the well-being of groups that appeared defi cient. 
Especially fi ne-grained indicators such as work engage-
ment and satisfaction in different industries and work 
activities can illuminate the areas in which we are suc-
cessful, as well as those needing interventions. 

 A primary purpose of the national accounts of well-
being would be to educate individuals about when and 
where people experience high versus low levels of 
well-being. For instance, the measures might show that 
people are unhappy when commuting to and from work 
and therefore could alert individuals to information that 
is relevant when they seek a residence. Similarly, peo-

ple might be tempted to purchase a home in the path of 
an airport runway approach because of lower real estate 
prices. However, if it is found that well-being suffers in 
such an area due to aircraft noise, homebuyers could 
make more informed decisions about whether they are 
truly making a good purchase. 

 A second area where the national accounts of well-
being can be useful is in making adjustments to num-
bers that are relevant to the administration of government 
policies (Dolan and White  2007  ) . There are areas such 
as crime victimization and government expenditures 
where the evaluation of outcomes is not provided by the 
market. For instance, crime victimization is not given a 
value in the marketplace. Although the costs of victim-
ization could be quantifi ed through payment for physi-
cal and mental health services, not all crime victims 
may seek or be able to afford treatment. If policymakers 
relied only on these “objective” data, they might under-
estimate the impact of crime in their community and 
misallocate funds for relevant programs. Well-being 
measures, however, might reveal less satisfaction with 
work and family or a reduced sense of trust in one’s 
community. Thus, well-being indicators could provide 
another measure of the impact of crime victimization 
that would assist the courts and other agencies. 

 In a similar vein, formulas for health expenditures 
or for research on specifi c illnesses might be based in 
part on the amount of misery that various ailments are 
thought to cause. Such accounts can provide a more 
accurate view of how well-being and ill-being are 
affected by disease and thereby assist in making more 
valid adjustments to expenditure formulas than other 
methods based on guessing or intuition. Another exam-
ple of a specifi c policy use of the well-being measures 
is to adjust government employee salaries. Government 
employees often receive benefi ts such as greater job 
security that those in the private sector do not receive. 
The value of these benefi ts can be gauged through 
well-being measures to help adjust salaries outside of 
the private sector. These examples are meant to indi-
cate the types of specifi c, concrete uses to which well-
being measures might be put rather than to actually 
argue for their use in these specifi c cases. 

 Yet another area where well-being measures can be 
a useful input to policy decisions is in evaluating the 
impact of government expenditures such as on parks, 
health care, freeways, and the environment. Currently, 
spending in these areas occurs within the context of 
political dialogue in which economists have  substantial 
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input concerning the costs of these expenditures. 
Economists argue that people’s choices refl ect their 
values and desires and, therefore, that people express 
their personal desires through their expenditures or 
political actions. However, the political process is 
complicated by competing constituencies attempting 
to infl uence outcomes. Thus, government expenditures 
alone poorly refl ect the desires of signifi cant segments 
of the population. On that account, well-being mea-
sures can serve as a very useful source of information. 
For instance, the impact of parks or the length of com-
muting on the well-being of a community can be an 
important consideration for policy debates. 

 At the broadest level, the well-being measures can 
help the citizens of a society weigh their priorities. For 
example, if mental illness is one of the biggest causes 
of suffering in wealthy nations, the amount of expendi-
tures in this area might be increased. If people who 
work fewer hours are happier in a nation, business and 
government leaders might take steps to reduce the 
work week. If incomes are rising steeply, but levels of 
well-being are fl at or declining, citizens may think 
about their personal and national priorities and whether 
changes are needed. Richard Layard  (  2005  )  has argued 
that measures of well-being can reorient the priorities 
of societies away from a strict emphasis on economic 
growth. Such measures will not provide automatic 
solutions to societal problems, but like economic indi-
cators, they can be a very important source of informa-
tion. Indeed, in economically developed nations, the 
well-being indicators might even be more informative 
than economic indices. Well-being indicators can also 
add to economic indices by refl ecting the interplay of 
various domains on people’s experiences. For exam-
ple, the work context may infl uence the family context, 
and economic indicators might fail to capture this. 
Individuals might choose to work overtime to earn 
more money, but their family lives might suffer as a 
consequence. These “externalities” (unintended conse-
quences of economic activities) might include greater 
delinquency among children who remain unsupervised 
by overworked parents. Such consequences are more 
likely to be refl ected in well-being indicators, whereas 
they might be overlooked by economic measures alone. 

 There are a number of marketplace areas where the 
economic focus on “revealed preferences,” choices 
made by producers and consumers, can be extended 
substantially by adding survey measures of well-being. 
For example, the impact of inequality, infl ation, and 

unemployment are instances in which economic mea-
sures do not fully refl ect how well-being is affected by 
economic factors. Similarly, how changes in income 
aspirations infl uence well-being is important in part 
because they can predict future economic behavior. 
Furthermore, the impact of behaviors such as smoking, 
alcohol consumption, volunteering, and working a sec-
ond job on well-being is of interest both to policymak-
ers and economists. 

 Finally, well-being measures can help evaluate the 
impact of various “dilemmas of the commons.” Such 
dilemmas arise from collective actions over which no 
single individual has full control. For example, the 
threat of pollution occurs when large numbers of peo-
ple drive ineffi cient automobiles. Nevertheless, there is 
little incentive for any single person to buy nonpollut-
ing cars if they are more expensive to operate or pur-
chase. The economic model does not fully appraise the 
situation because the acts of individual consumers 
have so little effect that people may not weigh it in 
their personal decisions. However, the effects of pollu-
tion can harm the well-being of the community, and 
this effect can show up in people’s evaluations of their 
lives and environments. Such information could enable 
individuals to better weigh the costs and benefi ts of 
purchasing more fuel-effi cient cars.  

   Specifi c Examples of Well-Being Measures 
That Are Relevant to Policy Issues 

 Different measures of well-being are likely to be rele-
vant to different policy questions. For example, a gen-
eral measure of life satisfaction might be relevant to 
policy questions about inequality because large differ-
ences between social classes in happiness and content-
ment can lead to societal instability. More specifi c 
measures related to income satisfaction or housing 
 satisfaction, however, might lead to more concrete 
insights into possible policy alternatives. Below, we 
give some examples of policy questions, and the poten-
tial types of well-being measures that might be most 
relevant to those issues:
  Noise Abatement Measures near an Airport 

  Moods of those living in landing/take-off paths (e.g., • 
feeling rested or tired)   

  Carpooling Lanes 
  People’s moods when driving alone versus carpooling • 
with others  
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  People’s moods and emotions who commute long • 
or short to work (e.g., at work, during commute, 
and at home)   

  State-Supported Day Care for Elderly Alzheimer 
Patients 

  Moods and emotions of Alzheimer caregivers when • 
patient is in daycare or at home  
  Life satisfaction of caregivers when respite care is • 
provided or not provided   

  Minimum Wage Laws 
  Life satisfaction among people earning the mini-• 
mum wage  
  Income satisfaction among various groups, including • 
low-wage earners   

  Wage and Hour Regulations and Systems 
  The happiness and life satisfaction of workers who • 
are forced to work overtime, or who voluntarily 
work overtime  
  The work satisfaction of workers who have various • 
fl extime arrangements   

  Allocating Health Research Money or Health-Care 
Expenditures 

  An unhappiness index of people with various medi-• 
cal problems   

  Age of Retirement 
  Life satisfaction of workers at various ages, includ-• 
ing people who are elderly  
  Work satisfaction of retired workers who return to • 
work  
  Moods and emotions at work versus leisure of retired • 
versus working senior citizens   

  Taxes on Cigarettes 
  Moods and emotions of those who reduce their • 
tobacco consumption  
  Moods and emotions of those who quit smoking  • 
  Life satisfaction of smokers versus nonsmokers, • 
controlling for other factors  
  Health satisfaction of people in households with or • 
without smokers   

  Schools and Age Boundaries (e.g., Grades K-8 Versus 
Grades 1–5 and Middle School) 

  How much children enjoy school and look forward • 
to school  
  Engagement and interest in various school activities • 
and subjects  
  On-line measures of moods and emotions in school  • 
  Satisfaction with school, friends, and classmates  • 
  Life satisfaction in various schools or school • 
districts   

  Parks and Recreation 
  Are parks more crucial to well-being in areas where • 
dwellings have no yards?  
  Life satisfaction and happiness when parks are • 
plentiful or rare in a city   

  Setting Social Security Benefi ts 
  Is there a life satisfaction curve in retirement relating • 
well-being to income, such that income differences 
make only smaller differences above some minimal 
infl ection point?    
 We are not pretending that we necessarily have pin-

pointed the precise best measures for each policy issue. 
Instead, we are trying to convey the fact that multiple 
types of well-being measures might be relevant to the 
same policy and that different types of measures might 
be most relevant to different policy questions. Naturally, 
economic measures such as the costs of various policy 
alternatives will also be quite relevant. Nonetheless, 
the well-being measures can, in many cases, add sub-
stantially to the information that policymakers need.   

   Concerns About National 
Accounts of Well-Being 

 In the previous section, we saw the range of measures 
that might be employed in national accounts of well-
being. We now move to the concerns that might be 
raised when implementing such measures within the 
context of large-scale national surveys and utilizing 
them for policy decisions. 

   Measurement Artifacts 

 Although there is substantial support for the validity of 
self-reports of well-being, there are, nevertheless, con-
taminating infl uences on these measures that have 
nothing to do with the actual experience of subjective 
well-being. We discuss a number of measurement 
 artifacts and evaluate the extent to which they threaten 
the validity of well-being measures.

    Item-Order Effects  The order of items in a survey 
infl uences how people respond to those items. For 
example, one item might make salient certain informa-
tion that otherwise would not have been considered when 
responding to a later item. Alternatively, an earlier 
question might change how the respondent interprets 
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the  meaning  of a subsequent question. Interpretive 
effects and priming (salience) effects can bias responses 
to well-being questions. These effects are usually not 
large, but they can be statistically signifi cant. One solu-
tion is to insure that the items always stay in the same 
order in surveys that are to be compared with one 
another. Another solution is to systematically vary item 
order and analyze whether this produces any effects.  

   Contamination by Current Mood  A respondent’s mood 
at the time of the survey can infl uence the responses 
given. For example, individuals in an unusually good 
mood might report that their job is very satisfying, 
although in a more normal mood, this might not be their 
typical response. These mood effects have been found 
to be small in most research, although sometimes, they 
are statistically signifi cant. Like item-order, the effects 
are diffi cult to predict ahead of time because respon-
dents may themselves correct their answers so as to not 
let mood be a factor. In some cases, they may even 
overcorrect for their mood. Surveys should not be con-
ducted when broad groups of people are likely to be in 
an unusually bad or good mood. For example, a survey 
might not be representative of normal well-being if it 
were administered immediately after a large disaster or 
during a national event such as a soccer championship. 
As long as unusual times are avoided when taking the 
survey, current mood effects are likely to be random 
across respondents and will not bias responses for the 
sample as a whole. On the other hand, governments 
may want to collect data on current mood some time 
after a disaster and make comparisons across different 
areas to help plan for needed services. Because current 
mood is grounded in immediate experience rather than 
recall, it can serve as a useful measure of well-being.  

   Number-Use and Other Scaling Effects  Some individ-
uals may use extreme numbers in responding, whereas 
other individuals may prefer the middle range on a 
scale. Some individuals may treat certain numbers as 
wider categories than other numbers, or be attracted to 
specifi c values such as the midpoint of the scale or a 
popular number such as “7.”  Item Response Theory  is a 
form of scale analysis that is designed to examine the 
issue of number use and how respondents use scales. 
Furthermore, some forms of response scales are more 
impervious than others to differences in scale use. For 
instance, dichotomous items that ask respondents 
whether they are in  either  a bad mood  or  a good mood 

yield less information, but are also less likely to be 
infl uenced by number use than a similar question using 
a 1–10 scale. It pays to be aware of the possibility of 
scale use differences and to inspect the data for such 
patterns.  

   Mode of Administration  Mode of administration refers 
to whether self-report responses are collected in face-
to-face interviews, over the phone, or via the Internet; 
whether respondents can see a “show card” with the 
possible responses or only hear the response alterna-
tives; and so forth. If respondents cannot see the 
response alternatives, responding will entail a memory 
load, and the ability to handle this will vary across indi-
viduals, thereby infl uencing responses. Although the 
effects are not always large, the mode of administration 
can affect mean levels of well-being responses. For 
example, people may report being happier in face-to-
face interviews than in phone interviews or anonymous 
questionnaires, and these effects can differ among 
groups. Thus, it is important to keep mode of adminis-
tration as constant as possible for all respondents if 
they are to be compared with one another.  

   Social Desirability  A common concern in survey 
research is that respondents may construct responses 
to impress the researcher—such responses are usually 
culturally desirable or intended to form a certain type 
of impression. The concept of social desirability seems 
deceptively simple but is, in fact, conceptually com-
plex and has been diffi cult to assess and control. 
“Social desirability scales” such as the Marlowe–
Crowne have not proven useful because they capture 
substantive personality differences between people 
that should not be thought of as response artifacts. For 
example, individuals’ social desirability scores corre-
lated with their well-being as reported by close others 
(Diener et al.  1991b  ) . Furthermore, people who answer 
in a socially desirable way in one domain may not nec-
essarily respond in a socially desirable way in another 
domain. One method of assessing social desirability at 
the group level is to administer  questionnaires to some 
respondents in an anonymous written format and com-
pare the answers to respondents who were interviewed 
face-to-face, with the idea that the interview is likely to 
enhance socially desirable responding.  

   Translation Across Languages  Although severe con-
cerns have been expressed about the equivalence of 
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measures when they are translated into different lan-
guages, little research has, in fact, been conducted on 
this topic, and the research that has been done to date 
has not shown serious diffi culties with translated 
scales. It has been found that people in different lan-
guage areas of Switzerland produce scores that are 
very similar to other Swiss groups. In my (Diener) 
laboratory, Shao  (  1993  )  used a strategy of asking bilin-
guals to respond to the Satisfaction with Life Scale 
in both English and Mandarin but in random orders 
spaced weeks apart. Few differences were produced by 
which language was used. In another study, Kuppens 
et al.  (  2006  )  found that the structure of emotions across 
regions of the world, using college-student subjects, 
was the same for major emotions, with a clear positive 
affect and negative affect cluster appearing in every 
region and language.    

 One strategy for dealing with translation is the trans-
lation/back-translation method, although this approach 
is controversial owing to the fact that exact wording in 
back-translation might not be optimal in terms of con-
veying the concepts involved. Another strategy is to use 
multiple words and items in order to insure that the 
general concept is conveyed in each language. Yet 
another method is to empirically compare the scales by 
having bilinguals at each research site, take the scales 
in the various languages, and compare the results. 

 Although the issue of measurement artifacts deserves 
further systematic research, it does not preclude the valid 
assessment of well-being through self-report and across 
nations. As with measurement, in general, researchers 
should attend to and address possible artifacts when pos-
sible. Self-reports of well-being are valid but should 
continue to be refi ned and improved as they are used in 
national surveys. 

 Cultural response bias is a more important concern 
and is discussed later.  

   Objective Versus Subjective Measures 

 A related concern in the measurement and use of 
national accounts of well-being is that they are too 
“subjective,” whereas economic and social indicators 
are more “objective” and therefore more reliable. This 
claim rests on the assumption that other people cannot 
 see  another person’s subjective well-being, whereas 
interobserver agreement can be achieved with eco-
nomic and objective social indicators because  everyone 

can observe the phenomena in question. There are a 
number of fallacies in this reasoning. 

 The fi rst fallacy in this objective–subjective dichot-
omy is that economic measures consist solely of fac-
tors that are observable, whereas well-being measures 
are concerned only with unobservable factors. On the 
contrary, economic indicators include variables such 
as consumer confi dence, as well as estimates of unob-
served factors such as the “shadow economy” (eco-
nomic activity occurring outside of the government’s 
surveillance). Conversely, as we noted earlier, “subjec-
tive” variables such as life satisfaction may have objec-
tively observable manifestations such as patterns of 
brainwave or immune activity. 

 Another fallacy is that examining unobservable 
phenomena is unscientifi c. It should be noted that the 
most sophisticated of the sciences is built on concepts 
and phenomena (e.g., black holes, quarks) that are not 
directly observable but are inferred from various indi-
rect measures. In the same way, measures of well-
being can triangulate an underlying phenomenon by 
observing various indirect manifestations of it (e.g., 
individuals’ behavior, their ability to rapidly produce 
positive thoughts, their descriptions of their feelings, 
and so forth). 

 A fi nal fallacy is that “objective” economic mea-
sures are more accurate than “subjective” well-being 
measures. However,  both  objective and subjective mea-
sures may include errors of measurement. While people 
might lie and say that they are happy when in fact they 
are not, economists may overlook productive activity 
because people avoid reporting it or because the system 
of recording such activity is faulty. Employment fi gures 
derived from surveys may require employers to esti-
mate their workforce and payroll by categorizing their 
employees in ways that may not be consistently under-
stood across businesses. Finally, it should be noted that 
the economic measures are fi lled with subjective 
choices. Economists decide whether household produc-
tion should be included in the measures or not. A slew 
of productive activities, such as volunteer behavior, 
may not be included in the economic measures simply 
because it was decided not to include them.  

   The Issue of Paternalism 

 Another concern about national indicators of well-being 
is that they will foster a paternalistic attitude in which 
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governments interfere in the lives of individuals, either 
by telling them how to live life or creating policies that 
have unwanted impacts on individuals. However, it is 
important to note that governments already intervene in 
many aspects of modern life, through taxes, laws, and 
other policies. The intention of well-being indicators is 
not to bolster paternalism or governmental intrusion but 
rather to guide and improve the widespread intervention 
that already occurs and will continue to occur in the 
future. Economic measures are based on similar reason-
ing—governments enact numerous regulations that 
affect the lives and economic activities of their citizens, 
and these measures simply help to enlighten such poli-
cies. Moreover, both economic and well-being mea-
sures can be used by businesses and individuals to make 
decisions. 

 If government intervention is a fact of everyday life, 
do the measures of well-being facilitate a degree of 
interference in personal lives that is not inherent in the 
economic measures? For example, might changing 
interest rates to spur economic productivity be less 
intrusive than policies designed to enhance social rela-
tionships? Not necessarily. First, economic interven-
tions such as work hour laws and minimum wage laws 
are to some extent designed to enhance well-being. 
Policies related to day care or nursing homes will cer-
tainly infl uence people’s social lives and well-being. 
Whether policies are paternalistic or not will be a fea-
ture of specifi c policies and the behaviors they affect 
rather than whether the outcomes concern subjective 
well-being or economics. 

 A related objection to national accounts of well-
being is that they might put pressure on people to be 
happy or act happy. The idea that people might be pres-
sured to be happy is a misconception of what subjective 
well-being entails. Because subjective well-being is the 
feeling that life is going well, most people fi nd it desir-
able. Not everyone might want to feel giggly and cheer-
ful, of course, but all people want to believe that their 
life is proceeding as desired. Similarly, a person need 
not act cheerful in order to have high subjective well-
being, and there is nothing in the measures to suggest 
that people should jaunt about in euphoric reverie. 
People can achieve subjective well-being by working 
toward their goals with meaning and purpose and by 
achieving their values. For some  people, this will mean 
being joyful or happy; for others, this might result in 
feelings of contentment, satisfaction, and fulfi llment. 
The way to avoid a “happiology” measure of cheerfulness 

that is burdensome to many is to create measures of 
well-being that include fulfi llment, interest, trust in 
others, and attainment of one’s goals.  

   The Limited Sphere of Policymaking: 
Top-Down Versus Bottom-Up Infl uences 

 Some factors that infl uence well-being may fall out-
side of the province of policymakers. The experience 
of objectively good events can contribute to well-being 
and is referred to as a “bottom-up” process. However, 
one of the major discoveries in the research on subjec-
tive well-being is that a considerable amount of happi-
ness is based on “top-down” infl uences—how the 
person tends to  interpret  events. 

 These factors, such as temperament and cultural 
norms, lie outside of the control of governments and 
organizations. This is no different from the economic 
indicators. Policy leaders can infl uence money supply, 
interest rates, and other factors that have an impact on 
the economy. At the same time, there are factors that 
are largely outside of leaders’ control, such as people’s 
conscientiousness and work ethic or their desire to 
save money. We now briefl y discuss the implications 
of top-down infl uences for policy uses of well-being. 

  Temperament  People’s temperament or predisposition 
tends to substantially infl uence how happy they are. 
Their upbringing, which includes cultural infl uences, 
can also color their evaluation of their lives and the 
events happening to them. Twin studies also reveal 
greater similarity in well-being between identical twins 
than fraternal twins, suggesting the presence of genetic 
infl uences. Differences in temperament raise important 
issues for the measurement of well-being, but they do 
not completely override the effects of circumstances. 
Recall that the effects of life events like unemployment 
and widowhood produce substantial drops in well-
being across participants. Because policymakers have 
little control over temperament and can primarily infl u-
ence only the structure of external circumstances, it 
will be important to separate the types of infl uences 
that cause specifi c scores on well-being scales. 

  Cultural Differences  The culture in which people are 
raised can infl uence their outlook on the world and the 
degree to which they evaluate events in a positive way. 
There appear to be differences in well-being between 
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nations that are due not just to income but to culture as 
well. For example, East Asians report lower levels of 
well-being than one might expect based on the objec-
tive standard of living in Pacifi c Rim nations, whereas 
Latin Americans often report higher levels of well-
being than one might expect based on objective condi-
tions in those nations. Perhaps because self-criticism is 
taught in many East Asian cultures and because social 
closeness and support is a prominent feature in Latin 
American nations, the two regions of the world differ 
on feelings of well-being. However, there is also some 
evidence that these cultural differences are larger on 
global measures of well-being than in on-line experi-
ence-sampling measures, suggesting that some of 
the cultural differences might be due to recall and 
 self-concept rather than to actual experience per se. 
Individuals in cultures that tend to take a critical stance 
toward life may report lower well-being than respon-
dents in cultures where a more celebratory approach is 
taken. These differences may not be artifactual in that 
they can lead to differences in behavior and health, but 
as yet we know little of how cultural differences in 
well-being relate to differences in life outcomes. Along 
with temperament, cultural infl uences on well-being 
are important considerations—especially in a multi-
cultural context. 

 One concern in making comparisons across nations 
or cultures, which represents additional challenges 
beyond comparing individuals within a culture, is 
whether the emotions or feelings composing well-being 
differ. For example, perhaps in one society, feelings of 
power are desirable while in another society, feelings 
of compassion are more desirable and pleasant. 
Research, to date, suggests that there are certain core 
emotions that are considered pleasant or unpleasant in 
all regions of the world. For example, feelings of joy, 
happiness, and contentment are probably felt as pleas-
ant everywhere, whereas feeling sad, angry, and fearful 
are felt as unpleasant everywhere. It may be that when 
these emotions are felt, it is because an evaluation of 
events has been made suggesting that things are good 
or bad in the person’s life. However, other emotions 
such as pride seem to differ substantially in how they 
are evaluated across cultures. Thus, cross-national and 
cross-cultural differences in well-being must be inter-
preted cautiously. Such differences can be adequately 
understood only after intensive study of the structure of 
well-being within each cultural area.  

   Varying Standards Can Be Used 
in Computing Well-Being 

 Probably, one of the biggest advantages in using well-
being measures is also one of the biggest sources of 
confusion—the fact that different people often use dif-
ferent standards when they evaluate their lives (Michalos 
 1985  ) . For example, a wealthy individual might be dis-
satisfi ed with their income because they compare it to 
even richer neighbors or because they cannot afford a 
private jet. In contrast, a poor person might be very sat-
isfi ed with even a tenth of that income. How can gov-
ernment policies be used to enhance well-being when 
people’s reports of their subjective well-being can 
depend on such drastically different standards? Note 
that there is a parallel situation in economics, where 
government policies to increase national wealth must 
contend with vast differences in incomes between indi-
viduals and where policies to increase wealth might 
help some individuals more than others. 

 Because people can use different standards in judg-
ing their satisfaction with various aspects of their lives, 
satisfaction reports must be interpreted appropriately. 
In some cases, we might question why people have 
what appear to be inappropriately high standards. If 
people have very high and unrealistic standards that 
lead them to dissatisfaction, this can negatively affect 
their behavior. For instance, dissatisfi ed people may be 
more likely to quit their jobs, go on strike, or steal from 
the workplace. Thus, it is important to determine the 
sources of dissatisfaction. We might, in some cases, 
want to assess the standards themselves. Certainly, 
caution is required in comparing the satisfaction of 
groups that might have quite different standards. 

 Nonetheless, we know that the evaluation of other 
factors seems to entail  inherent  standards in which 
social comparisons are less relevant. For example, peo-
ple like interesting, engaging activities, and they dislike 
pain. People enjoy the support and respect of others. 
They can judge whether they are hungry or full, whether 
they are interested or bored, and whether they are happy 
or sad without reference to others. One strength of 
the well-being research is that it informs us of those 
domains of life that are subject to easily shifting com-
parison standards and those that are likely to refl ect 
needs that are universal to all humans. 

 One challenge in the measurement of well-being 
for policy purposes is to examine the standards people 
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are using and determine the policy implications. 
Furthermore, when standards are extremely high and 
unrealistic, governments may be faced with destructive 
dissatisfaction that leads to social breakdown. Thus, 
although government policies will normally be directed 
at the factors that infl uence quality of life in a particu-
lar realm, in some instances, they might be directed at 
the standards used by people. However, there is a dan-
ger in governments manipulating people’s standards in 
order to avoid the need for improving social condi-
tions. Thus, like economic indicators, the measures of 
well-being must be used with care and do have the 
potential for misuse.  

   Focus on Misery Eradication? 

 Some have maintained that the job of governments is to 
focus on the eradication of misery and, therefore, that 
well-being measures should be composed of assess-
ments of ill-being such as depression, anxiety, and pain. 
Indeed, most large-scale surveys, to date, have included 
primarily measures of psychological and physical 
symptoms, including mental states such as depression 
and stress. However, the belief that governments will 
not be concerned with interventions once life reaches a 
neutral point is not true. Governments will be interested 
in life satisfaction, contentment, affection, and joy in 
part because such states often have positive outcomes 
such as an enthusiastic and productive workforce, a 
citizenry that largely trusts their neighbors and leaders, 
and ultimately, the social stability that is the underpin-
ning of democratic governance. Furthermore, govern-
ments at both national and local levels have shown 
themselves to be interested in improving life beyond 
neutrality and not just in eradicating misery. 

 Although the elimination of unhappiness may take 
priority for both individuals and governments, both are 
also interested in moving upward even after reaching 
the neutral point. Take for example, policies of national 
governments—the creation of national parks, the estab-
lishment of national holidays and festivities, support 
for the arts, building universities, and exploring outer 
space—that are clearly designed for positive betterment 
rather than eliminating some clear and present misery. 
Similarly, local governments such as municipalities 
build parks and sponsor parades, give monetary support 
both to youth athletics and professional sports, attract 

tourists, and underwrite biking trails and adult self-
development classes. Many of the miseries are declin-
ing. For instance, hunger has been greatly reduced, and 
food is available to eradicate starvation around the 
globe; many diseases have been conquered, and others 
have been greatly diminished. Misery will often have 
the fi rst attention of governments. But as miseries are 
reduced, governments will increasingly move toward 
increasing positive well-being, and therefore, the well-
being indicators must include the full range of well-
being, not just negative measures.   

   Conclusions and Future Directions 

 There is a substantial amount of valid variance in mea-
sures of well-being. Although there are certain mea-
surement artifacts such as current-mood and item-order 
effects, these can often be controlled or assessed and 
usually produce small effects. More research needs to 
be conducted on some artifacts across cultures such as 
scale usage. 

 A much more challenging problem with measures 
of well-being, when used in the policy arena, is to sepa-
rate top-down from bottom-up effects. After all, gov-
ernments are much more likely to endeavor to change 
the environment to enhance well-being than to change 
people’s personalities or cultural norms about emo-
tional feelings. Despite the fact that there are strong 
indications that the measures have a moderate level of 
validity, there is also clear evidence that the measures 
can be infl uenced by individual differences in personal-
ity, cultural norms for the expression and experience of 
emotion, and by people’s desire to appear happy. A major 
challenge, therefore, is to determine when differences 
in well-being are due to personality and culture, to 
environmental circumstances, or some interaction of 
these factors. This determination will make the mea-
sures much more useful to policymakers. 

 In our laboratory, we view the difference between 
on-line reports and global reports, as well as the dif-
ference between satisfaction with narrow and broad 
domains, as possible ways to disentangle bottom-up 
and top-down infl uences. In addition, we advocate the 
use of multimethod research in which self-reports of 
well-being are supplemented by other methods (e.g., 
biological measures, informant reports, and speeded 
memory measures). This approach is perhaps most 
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likely to help disentangle various infl uences on well-
being measures. Nevertheless, it is diffi cult to use 
these measures in large-scale surveys of nations, and 
therefore, developing easier methods of assessing bot-
tom-up well-being is essential. 

 Besides measurement issues, there are conceptual 
challenges in using well-being for policy purposes. A 
prime issue is that of habituation, aspiration level, or 
“adaptive preferences.” Because people very often 
adapt to some degree to their circumstances and adjust 
their aspirations to be realistic, people in very different 
life circumstances may score equally high on certain 
measures of well-being. This represents a challenge for 
using well-being in policy debates because we would 
prefer that the measures refl ect circumstances that 
should be the targets of policy rather than internal fac-
tors. Thus, this issue is related to the top-down effects 
of personality and culture discussed earlier. 

 Just as with economic measures, there are short-
comings and questions for future research. Nonetheless, 
we are now at the point where the well-being measures 
show enough validity to be used in policy debates, and 
the relevance of these indicators to many policy issues 
is quite clear. Thus, it is an opportune time to initiate 
national indicators of subjective well-being.      
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