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Happiness is gaining increasing momentum as a core topic in research and  
intervention programs. The Journal of Happiness Studies was launched in 2000 as 
the first international scientific forum open to scientists and researchers belonging 
to the most diverse disciplines, who aimed at proposing and discussing conceptu-
alizations, empirical findings, intervention programs, and social policy strategies 
related to this multifold and controversial construct.

In the last few years the number of submissions to the Journal of Happiness 
Studies steadily increased, and in June 2011 the Journal received its first Impact 
Factor. This success represents both an indicator of the high scientific quality of 
the contributions, and an uncontroversial sign of the ceaselessly growing interest 
in the investigation of happiness, well-being and related topics from a variety of 
epistemological perspectives, ranging from economics to sociology, from psychol-
ogy to philosophy, from education to medicine.

This book represents the first volume of a series that aims at complementing 
the Journal of Happiness Studies. Each book will provide readers with an articu-
lated overview of a specific topic, investigating it from various points of view. The 
distinctive feature of gathering multidisciplinary contributions around a unifying 
theme will be unique for this series in the current domain of well-being publica-
tions. It will help strengthen cross-disciplinary synergies among authors investi-
gating the same topic, and it will raise the interest in happiness research among 
professionals and experts belonging to a broad range of domains.

This first volume includes a selection of contributions published in the Journal 
of Happiness Studies during its first decade of life, with the aim to provide read-
ers with a general overview of the prominent issues, problems and challenges that 
well-being research has been facing since its appearance on the scientific stage.

The chapters address issues that lie at the core of the lively debate going on 
around happiness, ranging from theoretical frameworks and models to social and 
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political action. They tackle still controversial issues, such as the contextualiza-
tion of happiness within the subjective or the objective realm, the adequacy of the 
instruments used to assess it, its relevance for individuals and societies as a goal 
per se, or rather as a means or a by-product of a life well-lived.

1.1 � Book Overview

1.1.1 � Part 1: Individual Well-Being—Theory and Research

The first two chapters of this volume address the nature of happiness and its function 
in human life. Varelius (2004) contrasts objective and subjective theories of happi-
ness; the former are grounded into the assumption that well-being can be described 
through behaviors and activities that contribute to shape the good life in accordance 
with shared values, moral principles, and universal features of the “human nature”; 
the latter identify happiness with the fulfillment of subjectively perceived desires 
and aspirations. Varelius offers a solution to this conceptual opposition, suggesting 
that while subjective well-being (SWB) can be empirically evaluated, no scientifi-
cally sound techniques are currently available to measure the objective components 
of happiness. Therefore, considering that subjective evaluations of well-being are 
necessarily contextualized within an external system of social values and moral prin-
ciples, and that they arise from the individual interaction with this system, further 
developments in the empirical investigation of SWB can fruitfully help shed light on 
its relationship with objective dimensions.

Martin (2008) offers an overview of some paradoxes that the conceptualization 
of happiness conveys. Moving from the well-known assumption “to get happiness, 
forget about it”, he discusses a set of paradoxical statements that characterize the 
history of happiness investigation, categorizing them as paradoxes of aim, success, 
freedom, and attitude. His final summary focuses on the need for an integrated 
perspective, interpreting these paradoxes as one-sided truths that are in ten-
sion with each other, rather than conflicting and mutually exclusive perspectives. 
Martin calls for a broader framework in which the subjective experience of hap-
piness is interwoven with socially constructed values, standards, and ideals, rather 
than being identified with them. He also stresses the dynamic nature of happiness, 
whose subjective evaluation changes with time in relation with the individual 
development process and life experiences.

The subsequent chapters are grounded in well-defined psychological  
theories developed in the last three decades. Their authors conceptualize individual  
wellbeing from two different but complementary perspectives: hedonism and 
eudaimonism, both rooted in ancient Greek philosophical systems. The origins of 
the hedonic view of happiness can be traced back to Aristippus of Cyrene (IV cen-
tury B.C), who equated happiness with pleasure, stating that only what is pleasant 
or has pleasant consequences is intrinsically good. Today, the hedonic approach 
to happiness is centered on the concept of SWB that includes positive affect and 
global life satisfaction judgements (SWB; Kahneman et al. 1999). The eudaimonic 
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view stems from Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, described as the fulfillment 
of one’s true nature, that includes both self-actualization and commitment to 
socially shared goals. Today this approach to the study of well-being comprises 
a wide range of constructs, such as self-actualization and self-acceptance, per-
ception of purpose and meaning, self-determination, cultivation of competences, 
trust in relationships, and cooperation. One of the basic differences between these 
two perspectives is that the eudaimonic approach focuses on the process of living 
well, investigating the factors that contribute to it; the hedonic approach is instead 
prominently focused on the outcomes of this process.

Two chapters endorse the hedonic perspective. Kim-Prieto et al. (2005) 
propose a integrated and time-sequential framework for the investigation of 
SWB. In particular, they highlight the dynamic structure of SWB, grounded 
in the sequential addition and integration of new information that takes place 
throughout the individual life, thus contributing to changes in SWB ratings. 
This sequential framework is articulated into four stages: the first one refers to 
objective aspects, such as life circumstances and events occurring in the indi-
vidual life; the second stage is represented by the subjective emotional reac-
tions to these circumstances and events; the third stage is constituted by the 
retrospective recall and reconstruction of the emotional reactions previously 
experienced; the fourth stage refers to global life satisfaction judgements. Kim-
Prieto et al. discuss objective and subjective factors that can influence each of 
these stages, and emphasize their interrelationship rather than their develop-
mental progression. More than one sequence can take place at the same time; 
reciprocal influences can be hypothesized between sequences and stages; each 
stage can exert an influence on other stages in the same sequence, in paral-
lel sequences or in future ones. This integrated framework can allow research-
ers to better disentangle the specific contribution of the different components  
considered in each stage to the global construct of SWB.

The dynamic structure of SWB is also taken into account by Cummins (2010), 
but from a different point of view. He hypothesizes the evolution of a homeostatic 
mechanism aimed at safeguarding the widely observed stability of SWB values 
within a narrow range, situated toward the positive pole of the satisfaction rating 
scale. This hypothesis can help clarify the psychological processes underlying 
individuals’ adaptation and successful coping with life challenges, as well as the 
negative consequences of the disruption of homeostasis generated by an exces-
sively demanding situation. Within this framework, depression can be interpreted 
as the long-term outcome of a chronic impairment in the homeostatic mechanism 
that allows for the stability of functional levels of SWB.

Two other chapters refer instead to the eudaimonic perspective. Ryff and Singer 
(2008) offer a synthetic overview of the historical and conceptual roots of the  
multidimensional construct of psychological well-being (PWB; Ryff 1989). They 
contextualize PWB within the eudaimonic framework, identifying a set of theo-
retical precursors for each of its components—purpose in life, self-acceptance, 
mastery, autonomy, positive relations, and personal growth. They finally provide 
updated findings showing the relations between PWB and biological correlates, 
and suggesting the positive impact of PWB on health.
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Ryan et al. (2008) include in their conceptualization of eudaimonia subjectively 
pursued aims, as well as individual characteristics that are judged as exemplary 
and excellent in relation to objective and shared values. They propose a model of 
good life based on self-determination theory, suggesting that the pursuit of intrin-
sic aspirations and goals is connected at the motivational level with the three 
basic needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness, and at the cognitive level 
with reflectivity and mindfulness, defined as the ability to clearly and appropri-
ately evaluate events and situations, and to consequently act and make choices in a 
meaningful and integrated way.

The authors of the last three chapters in this part propose unified frameworks, 
in which both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects of well being can be combined.

Peterson et al. (2005) propose an operalization of well-being grounded in the 
identification of three orientations to happiness: pleasure, engagement, and mean-
ing. They provide empirical evidence of the relative impact of each orientation on 
the overall ratings of life satisfaction. In particular, their findings show that a life 
filled with all three orientations leads to the greatest life satisfaction in comparison 
to a life with low levels of all three orientations. However, engagement and mean-
ing contribute to happiness more significantly than pleasure.

A multidimensional approach is also adopted by Sheldon and Hoon (2007), 
who provide empirical evidence of the independent contribution to SWB of a set 
of psychological and environmental determinants, the former including personality 
traits, need satisfaction, progress toward personal goals, and self-esteem, the latter 
comprising social support and a favorable cultural context. Thanks to its unique 
and specific contribution to SWB, each of these six determinants represents a dis-
tinct level within a unified hierarchical model.

Sirgy and Wu (2009) finally propose to expand the orientations to happiness 
model by adding to it the contribution of balance, defined as a state “reflecting  
satisfaction or fulfilment in several important domains with little or no negative affect 
in other domains” (Sirgy and Wu 2009, p. 185). Sirgy and Wu move from two basic 
assumptions: each life domain is structured around a limited set of needs, that can be 
related to survival, to growth, or to both; each life domain—according to the kind of 
needs it satisfies, and to the extent it allows for their fulfilment—is characterized by 
a specific salience, that makes it more or less effective in contributing to the overall 
well-being. Therefore, because of the satisfaction limit that can be derived from a 
single domain, people have to invest their resources in multiple life domains in order 
to satisfy the full spectrum of survival and growth needs. These considerations lead 
the authors to consider balance as the potentially prominent source of SWB.

1.2 � Part 2: Socio-Economic and Cultural Issues

This second part of the book includes contributions specifically addressing social 
and cultural aspects of happiness, prominently derived from studies conducted 
within the sociological and economic perspectives.
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The first three chapters focus on theoretical models and constructs that substan-
tially contribute to contextualize well-being research within a broad sociocultural 
perspective. Veenhoven (2000) proposes a 4-fold model to describe quality of life, 
identifying two major dimensions—chances and outcomes—and distinguishing in 
each of them outer (objective) and inner (subjective) qualities. The model is thus 
constituted of four quadrants. Outer chances refer to the livability of the environ-
ment and social context; inner chances refer to the personal abilities to cope with 
the environmental demands. Outer outcomes can be summarized in the concept 
of “utility of life”, assuming that a good life is based on higher values transcend-
ing the individual; inner outcomes are represented by appreciation of life that can 
be operationalized as the assessment of subjective well-being. After providing 
examples of how this 4-fold classification can be used in different disciplines, for 
example to evaluate the quality of health conditions or the qualities of a social sys-
tem, Veenhoven warns against the tendency to sum up factors belonging to each 
of the four quadrants of the model in the attempt to get an aggregated quality of 
life score, since they assess qualitatively different dimensions, many of them not 
being directly and reliably measurable (such as utility of life). He also emphasizes 
the importance of implementing the assessment of subjective aspects, that can 
be measured and compared more effectively than some of the outer indicators of 
quality of life.

Leung et al. (2011) focus on social capital, a construct that is gaining increasing 
attention in well-being research. Relying on empirical evidence obtained from a 
large national survey, they discuss the relationship between subjective well-being 
ratings and four dimensions of social capital: trust and obligations; information 
channels; norms and sanctions; and belongingness. Their results suggest that these 
dimensions can be fruitfully used as predictors of subjective well-being, and can 
thus represent an implementation target for social policies aimed at promoting  
citizens’ well-being.

The need for contextualizing happiness studies within cultures is effectively 
highlighted by Uchida et al. (2004). They bring empirical evidence of the different 
evaluation of well-being among European American and East Asian participants: 
while among Westerners happiness is best predicted by self-esteem, and positive 
and negative emotions are perceived as opposite poles negatively correlated with 
each other, among Asians happiness is best predicted by embeddedness, and as 
balance between positive and negative effect. These differences can be related to 
the specific patterns of independent and interdependent self-construal (Markus and 
Kitayama 1991), promoted in individualistic and collectivistic cultures respectively. 
Individualistic cultures encourage people to use subjective cues and dimensions to 
define themselves, their goals, and their achievements; on the contrary, individuals 
raised in collectivistic contexts build their selfdefinition according to interpersonal 
and group dimensions: goals are settled within the community; and other people’s 
needs are crucially important in goal setting and achievement.

The last four chapters tackle the problematic issue of the relationship between 
happiness and indicators of national development. This issue is problematic in that 
it calls into play theoretical assumptions about two crucial points: the selection of 
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the socioeconomic indicators that can best represent development; the identification 
of subjective well-being with the summum bonum to be pursued by individuals and 
governments. Far from being neutral and objective, these assumptions stem from 
values that are historically and culturally grounded.

From this problematic stance, Eckersley (2000) addresses the relationship 
between progress and happiness. On the basis of empirical evidence showing that 
growth in national wealth is not correlated with increasing values of well-being, 
especially in developed nations where basic needs are satisfied, he critically dis-
cusses the assumption that maximizing subjective well-being should be the ulti-
mate goal of progress. As an alternative approach, he suggests the pursuit of a 
balance between individual and social dimensions of happiness, grounded in col-
lective agency, prudence, and responsibility.

On the same vein, Duncan (2010) criticizes the view according to which  
governments should aim at maximizing their citizens’ happiness. He emphasizes the 
risks entailed in the promotion of a consumerist perspective that reduces policies 
to products, generating in citizens a spiral of progressively rising expectations that 
would be impossible to fulfill. Considering that there is no clear empirical evidence 
of a positive relationship between governments’ policy performance and citizens’ 
political trust and participation, Duncan recommends to clearly distinguish between 
government actions and citizens’ levels of happiness and life satisfaction. The two 
phenomena do not necessarily overlap, and thus cannot be jointly used to assess 
governments’ overall performance.

The problematic consequences of equating well-being with wealth and material 
abundance is a concern for Schimmel (2009), who discusses the conceptualization 
of development endorsed by the United Nations Development Program (UNPD), 
and operationalized through the Human Development Index (HDI). HDI focuses 
of three major indicators of well-being: standard of living (GDP), health, and edu-
cation. Schimmel argues that this approach evaluates poverty exclusively in terms 
of lack and deficiency, adopting as norm of reference the life conditions of an ideal 
young, affluent, healthy, and educated citizen. From this perspective, well-being 
is synonymous with abundance of resources. Several studies however contradict 
this assumption, showing very uncertain relationships between the position of a 
country in the HDI ranking and the level of subjective well-being reported by its 
citizens. This contradictory finding holds true also considering each of the three 
indicators separately. Schimmel concludes that objective and subjective dimen-
sions have to be combined in any evaluation of development, outlining the prob-
lems that can derive from confounding the potential to be happy with the actual 
state of being happy.

On the contrary, Jan Ott (2010) suggests that governments should more  
systematically rely on citizens’ evaluations of happiness in order to develop adequate 
policy interventions. He summarizes empirical evidence on the influence of gov-
ernments’ technical quality and of social equality on citizens’ levels of subjective  
well-being. On the basis of this evidence, Ott suggests that collecting information on 
the life conditions of citizens reporting different levels of happiness can shed light on 
the sources of these differences, and can thus offer governments useful hints about 
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specific social needs and problematic issues, providing direction for the promotion 
of more equal levels of happiness among citizens, through a more equal distribution 
of resources.

1.3 � Future Directions

1.3.1 � Beyond Reduction, Towards Integration

While each of the chapters in this book is grounded into well-defined theories and 
perspectives, and focuses on specific constructs and dimensions of well-being, it 
is possible to identify a fil-rouge, a shared concern that crosses most of them. This 
concern consists in the tension toward a unified framework that encompasses the 
variety of well-being dimensions as exhaustively as possible. This goal is surely 
ambitious, and cannot be successfully pursued without ignoring some crucial 
aspects.

In particular, there is the necessity to gain deeper insight into the multiple  
psychological dimensions of well-being, avoiding simplified and reductionist per-
spectives. For example, empirical evidence clearly highlighted that eudaimonic 
and hedonic happiness are two correlated but separate constructs (Delle Fave et al. 
2011a, b; Gallagher et al. 2009; Huta and Ryan 2010; Linley et al. 2009; Keyes 
and Annas 2009). The models proposed in this book by Peterson and his col-
leagues, Sheldon and Hoon, and Sirgy and Wu represent laudable and heuristically 
relevant attempts to address this issue.

A second aspect to be carefully considered when studying well-being is its con-
textualization within cultural and situational constraints. Uchida et al. effectively 
raise the issue of the cultural rootedness of well-being concepts. Veenhoven distin-
guishes between chances and results, thus pointing to the interplay between envi-
ronmental opportunities and constraints, on the one hand, and individual evaluations 
of well-being. Eckersley, Duncan, and Schimmel unveil the cultural biases under-
lying widespread assumptions on well-being at the social and individual levels. Ott 
points to the fact that when people evaluate their level of happiness by averaging 
positive and negative aspects of their life, thus making the relationship between 
happiness and objective conditions ambiguous. Several other studies have delved 
into the role of well-being dimensions in dealing with unfavorable circumstances. 
In periods of uncertainty or change and in the adjustment to stressful events peo-
ple report high levels of meaning making, even though associated with low levels 
of SWB (Folkman and Greer 2000; Park 2005; Shmotkin et al. 2006). In the case 
of traumatic events, a post-traumatic growth process can arise from the elabora-
tion and contextualization of the event in the individual’s life and representation of 
reality (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004). People with chronic diseases or disabilities, 
who face disadvantages related to both their biological impairments and to the 
social attitudes toward them, often perceive themselves as ordinary persons coping 
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with extraordinary circumstances (Saravanan et al. 2001) and report good levels of  
well-being, prominently from the eudaimonic point of view (Arnold et al. 2004; 
Delle Fave and Massimini 2005; Cortinovis et al. 2011).

1.3.2 � Harmonizing Perspectives

Peterson et al. (2005) remark that the different approaches developed in order to 
study well-being have proceeded autonomously and without seeking for connec-
tions with other perspectives, thus leading to a variety of definitions of happiness, 
each one grounded into a well-defined framework, but no one capturing the com-
plexity and multidimensionality of the concept. Similarly, Ryff and Singer (2008) 
note that clinging to highly specific and defined approaches entails the risk to 
overlook other important dimensions.

The clear delimitation of the field of analysis is however a necessity in science, 
and it is related to the need for maximizing precision and specificity in the assess-
ment and measurement of phenomena. This need is especially compelling when 
the objects under examination consist in exquisitely psychological dimensions—
thus requiring the use of assessment tools based on subjective self-reports—but 
also when researchers deal with collective phenomena, that call into play a great 
variety of variables and components that can be only partially taken into account 
in a single study.

The “constructive tensions” (Ryff and Singer 2008, p. 33) presently running 
across the broad and multifaceted field of well-being studies have to be inter-
preted as opportunities for progressively expand and deepen our knowledge and 
understanding, rather than as threats and sources of disorder and fragmentation. 
From this perspective, to unilaterally contrast universalism and relativism, objec-
tive data and self-reports, quality and quantity, hedonia and eudaimonia cannot 
take researchers very far in their attempts to provide an exhaustive description of 
happiness.

The complexity of human behavior can hardly be captured through simplified 
paradigms, and the current state of the art in well-being studies does not allow 
for a unified perspective yet. Individuals and societies, like any other living sys-
tem, show dynamic features clearly taken into account in the models proposed by 
Cummins and by Kim-Prieto et al.

Biological, psychological, and social systems tend toward progressively higher 
levels of complexity through the exchange of information with the environment 
(Khalil and Boulding 1996; Maturana and Varela 1986; Prigogine and Stengers 
1984) leading to the system’s transformation (Pribram 1996). In particular, the 
acquisition of new information is transformed into stable neural connections at 
the biological level; into personal skills, beliefs, meanings and purposes at the 
psychological level; and into codified rules, norms, and values at the social level. 
However, at none of these level the system configuration is stable, by virtue of the 
progressive and ceaseless integration of new information.
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On the basis of these premises, any scientist interested in the study of wellbeing 
has to take into account both the specific configuration of the system under exam-
ination and its relationships with higher order and lower order systems, as well 
as its modifiability according to progressive increases in complexity (Delle Fave 
2007). By the way, ceaseless change represents a core concept endorsed by a 
variety of worldviews across history and cultures. Just to mention few examples, 
Heraclitus conceptualized reality as an uninterrupted flux of change. The Hindu 
and Buddhist traditions focused on the concept of Maya as illusoriness of the phe-
nomenal reality. In much more recent times, the studies conducted by Heisenberg, 
Einstein, and De Broglie in the domain of physics determined that our observa-
tions dynamically contribute to shape reality, in that have an effect on the behavior 
of elementary physical entities. Evidence emerging from different disciplines sup-
ports the dynamic and ever-changing nature of reality, that too often we tend to 
ignore, due our preoccupation to achieve fixed and definitive descriptions of indi-
viduals and societies.

From this perspective, a peculiar relevance assumes the concept of balance, 
repeatedly echoed by the contributors to this volume. Sirgy and Wu directly 
include it in their model of well-being. Ryff and Singer call for higher attention 
to the concept of balance in the conceptualization of well-being by referring to 
Aristotle’s invitation to seek “the intermediate”, avoiding any excess or deficiency 
in behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, and expectations, even as concerns the “positive” 
or “good” ones. Ryan et al. refer to the feelings of inner peace, inner harmony, and 
connectedness with the environment and a “greater whole” transcending the self 
as one of the outcomes of the eudaimonic life. Eckersley claims for a definition 
of well-being grounded into the “balance between personal happiness and social 
bonds, obligations, and responsibility” (p. 286).Veenhoven refers to the defini-
tion of quality of life as “harmony between self-interest and transcendent utility”  
(p. 32). Uchida et al. provide evidence of the non-contradictory coexistence of 
positive and negative emotions in evaluations of well-being among East Asian par-
ticipants, suggesting the relevance of emotional balance rather than of maximiza-
tion of positive affect. These findings are consistent with the focus on another kind 
of balance, namely social harmony, as a prominent goal of collectivistic societies, 
that influence self construals, daily behaviors, and social policies.

Other studies suggest the relevance of balance in well-being research, be it 
evaluated across life domains (Cummins and Nistico 2002; WHOQOL Group 
2004; Wu 2009), as a psychological state (Delle Fave et al. 2011a; Lu 2001; Jason 
et al. 2001; Muñoz Sastre 1998), as a social dimension (Ho and Chan 2009; Leung 
et al. 2002; Ferriss 2002).

A historical and interdisciplinary overview of harmony as a concept related to 
quality of life (Delle Fave 2013) has recently highlighted that, beyond philosophi-
cal and conceptual differences, in all cultural traditions harmony has been directly 
or indirectly related to well-being, and it represents an indicator of a good quality 
of life, at both the individual and social levels.

An harmonization effort should be also made by researchers involved in the 
definition and operationalization of well-being components, due to its multiplicity 
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of dimensions and levels of analysis. The patterns of interaction between these 
multiple levels can be widely different according to cultural features, values, 
worldviews, and meanings. The impact of policies and social provisions can dif-
ferentially affect individuals and groups according to the structure and access to 
resources, as well as to basic social values. In the broad and still unexplored planet 
of well-being there is a wide range of issues, topics, and dimensions still waiting 
to be investigated, and maybe even to be discovered.
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Abstract  Empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being is 
informed by the researchers’ philosophical conception of the nature of well-being 
and, consequently, the adequacy of such research is partly determined by the plau-
sibility of this conception. Philosophical theories of human well-being divide into 
subjective and objective. Subjective theories make our well-being dependent on 
our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Objective theories deny this dependency. This 
article discusses objective theories of individual well-being from the point of view 
of their explanatory power and argues that these theories are unable to provide an 
acceptable account of the prudential goodness of what they consider to be good for 
human beings. The article concludes by discussing some implications of its main 
argument to empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being.

Keywords  Subjectivism  •  Objectivism  •  Happiness  •  Well-being  •  Prudential 
value  •  Explanation

Empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being is informed by 
the researchers’ conception of the nature of well-being and, consequently, the ade-
quacy of such research is partly determined by the plausibility of this conception. 
Questions pertaining to the nature of well-being are philosophical in character. In 
philosophy, these questions concerning individual well-being are seen as questions 
pertaining to the value that a life has for the person who is living it, to prudential 
value that is. However valuable a person’s life may be in other terms, it has pru-
dential value only if it is also good for the person who is living it.

In philosophical literature, theories of prudential value, or human well-being, are 
usually divided into subjective and objective (see, e.g., Arneson 1999; Bernstein 1998; 
Parfit 1984; Scanlon 1993; Sumner 1996; Thomson 1987). Subjective theories see 
our well-being as determined by our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Objective theo-
ries deny this kind of determination. On a subjective theory of well-being, it is easy 
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to understand why attaining some purported prudential good makes a person better 
off: either that thing gives the agent pleasure or satisfies a desire she has (or both). 
Accepting the common subjectivist point of departure that the attitudes that should 
be taken to be relevant in determining what is prudentially good for a person should 
be sufficiently informed, the subjectivist can be taken to have a plausible sounding 
explanation for the prudential goodness of her prudential goods. But dissociating pru-
dential goodness from the attitudes of the agent whose well-being is being assessed 
gives rise to the question: why would some purported prudential good be good for an 
(informed) agent? In this article I will argue that the objective theories of well-being 
cannot provide an acceptable explanation of the prudential goodness of what they 
claim to be good for human beings. I conclude by discussing some implications of my 
argument to empirical research on questions pertaining to individual well-being.

2.1 � Subjective and Objective Theories of Well-Being  
and Happiness

As was said above, subjective theories of prudential value see our well-being as 
determined by our attitudes of favour and disfavour. Thus, when our task is to 
determine whether some particular thing or activity is good for an agent or not, the 
subjective theories of well-being advise us to consult the agent whose well-being is 
being assessed, to pay attention to her own preferences and attitudes of favour and 
disfavour. Objective theories, in their turn, maintain that an agent’s well-being is 
not determined by her own desires and attitudes of favour and disfavour. Instead of 
concentrating on these kinds of subjective states, objective theories usually make 
well-being dependent on such objective issues as whether a thing or an activity sat-
isfies human needs, realises the human nature, etc. Often objective theories provide 
a list of things and activities that they consider to be good for a person and, accord-
ingly, these theories are called objective list theories of well-being. Usually the lists 
of objective prudential goods include such entries as moral goodness, rational 
activity, the development of one’s abilities, having children and being a good par-
ent, knowledge, and the awareness of true beauty (see, e.g., Parfit 1984, p. 493 ff.), 
and these objective theories maintain that a life is good for the person who is living 
it only when it contains these particular elements. Importantly, an objective theory 
of well-being denies that there is a necessary connection between what an agent 
desires or has a pro-attitude towards and what is good for her, and maintains that 
something can be directly and immediately good for a person although that person 
does not regard it favourably. In addition to this desire or pro-attitude independence 
requirement, a theory of well-being must satisfy at least one of two further kinds of 
requirements in order to qualify as an objective theory of well-being.1 On an objec-
tive theory of well-being, what is considered as prudentially good must either 

1 O therwise we could determine the objective good of a particular agent on the basis of the irra-
tional opinions of any other individual. It is thus clear that there must be something more to an 
objective theory of well-being than mere independence of the desires of the agent whose well-
being is being assessed.
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(1)  be regarded as good intersubjectively or (2) be good in a (stronger) realist 
sense.2 Thus, if in addition to fulfilling the desire independence condition, a theory 
of well-being satisfies either the requirement of intersubjectivity or the requirement 
of realism (or both), then the theory qualifies as an objective theory of well-being.3

In addition to prudential value and well-being, in everyday common language 
as well as in philosophical literature there are several notions available for evaluat-
ing how well a life is going for the person who is living it, including happiness, 
welfare, contentment, satisfaction, flourishing, etc. None of these concepts have 
commonly accepted precise meanings and, partly as a consequence of this, the 
exact relationships between them remain unclear. However, since the notion of 
happiness is of central importance for the readers of this journal, I will now briefly 
discuss the relationship between the notions of prudential value and happiness. 
Most importantly, the notion of happiness concerns a person’s own subjective 
experience and assessment of how well or badly she is faring.4 The nature of the 
relationship between prudential value or well-being and happiness depends on 
whether or not we accept that only things that enter an agent’s experience can have 
an effect on her well-being. If we accept this experience requirement, then it is 
reasonable to accept that happiness is quite the same as prudential value, for then 
only things that enter an agent’s experience can have an effect on her well-being. 
And it seems to me plausible that things that have an effect on how well a life is 
going for the person who is living it, i.e., on that person’s well-being, will influ-
ence the person’s happiness as understood in the present sense.5 I do think that the 
experience requirement should be accepted and thus that well-being is quite the 
same as happiness in the present sense, but I am not able to explicate my argu-
ments to this effect here.6 So, those who accept the experience requirement may 

2  Here I thus understand ‘realism’ in the traditional way which maintains that something has 
real existence only if it exists independently of peoples' mental states. It may be that there is no 
stronger sense of objectivity than intersubjectivity in the evaluative sphere. Whether this is the 
case is a question I will not now go into.
3 I t has been pointed out that not all objective theories are list theories, nor are all list theories 
necessarily objective theories. I will not now go into such questions as whether a list with only 
one entry is really a list or whether desire theories can sometimes properly be called list theories.
4  Although the precise meanings given to this concept differ from each other significantly, they 
seem to have this reference to the agent's subjective experiences and evaluations in common.
5 I t is perhaps useful to point out that the reference to the subject's own experience and evaluation 
in the above definition of happiness does not imply that what enhances a person's happiness is nec-
essarily determined by her attitudes and desires in the sense that subjective theories of well-being 
see prudential value as being determined. If objectivism about happiness is accepted, then what pro-
motes a person's happiness is not determined by her desires and attitudes of favour and disfavour, 
but her own experience of how well she is faring would, of course, be subjective in the sense used 
in this definition of happiness. For an objective conception of happiness see, e.g., Kraut (1979).
6 I  think that it would be counter-intuitive to maintain that things that do not enter an agent's experi-
ence could have an effect on that agent's well-being. However, it has been suggested to me that, e.g., 
a person's losing a substantial amount of money may have an effect on her well-being even if she is 
unaware of this loss and that a posthumous dishonour may have an effect on how well the dishon-
oured person's life went in prudential terms. I leave discussion on these points for another occasion.
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assume that what I say below is directly relevant from the point of view of 
happiness, whereas those who reject the experience requirement must assume that 
I will be talking about well-being only.7

2.2 � Explaining Prudential Goodness

When talking about prudential value, some philosophers simply put forward a 
list of things and activities they consider to be good for a person, irrespective of 
whether that person has any pro-attitude towards these things or not (see, e.g., 
Finnis 1980, 1983). This kind of account of individual well-being does fulfil the 
condition of desire independence, but it does not satisfy the requirement of inter-
subjectivity nor the requirement of realism, at least when the latter kind of 
requirements are interpreted as demanding that a theory must make the pruden-
tial goodness of its prudential goods objectively intelligible. According to this 
kind of interpretation of the requirements of intersubjectivity and realism—
which I find plausible—an objective theory of well-being must provide an 
objective—in the sense understandable by all normal agents—explanation of 
what it is that makes its prudential goods prudentially good and how this some-
thing produces individual well-being.8 Since the kind of accounts of well-being 
that simply put forward a list of what their proponents consider to be pruden-
tially good things and activities do not satisfy this kind of requirement of inter-
subjectivity or realism, they do not qualify as full-blown objective theories of 
prudential value.

2.2.1 � Are Prudential Goods Self-Evident?

What the proponents of these kind of list accounts of human well-being would 
present as a reply to this criticism is, I think, that what they consider to be 
prudentially good things and activities are self-evidently good for individual 

7 I n the history of philosophy such prominent figures as Aristotle and J.S. Mill have equated, 
or at least have usually been interpreted as equating, happiness and well-being with each 
other. A modern equation of happiness with well-being is found, e.g., in Den Uyl and Machan 
(1983).
8 U sually objective list theories of well-being provide a list of things which they consider to be 
prudentially good for all persons. There could however be objective theories which provided 
different lists for different individuals. The latter kind of theories qualify as objective theories 
of well-being if what they claim to be good for a particular individual is objectively recognis-
able as such. I thus presuppose that there are no objective or real values that are recognisable for 
one person only. An objective list theorist committed to the existence of these kind of prudential 
values could only come up with one objective list theory of well-being that is applicable to one 
person only.
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human beings and thus no explanations of the sort I here require are needed. 
Finnis (1980, Chap. 3, see also 1983, Chap. 2), e.g., maintains that knowledge is 
good for one irrespective of desires and whether it is pleasurable to have it or not. 
Finnis (1980, p. 72) writes:

It is obvious that a man who is well-informed, etc., simply is better off (other things being 
equal) than a man who is muddled, deluded, and ignorant, that the state of the one is bet-
ter than the state of the other, not simply in this particular case or that, but in all cases, as 
such, universally and whether I like it or not. Knowledge is better than ignorance.9 
(emphasis in original)

The problem with this kind of conception is that it is not at all obvious that 
knowledge is good prudentially. There is a plausible criticism of the view that 
knowledge has intrinsic prudential value. Would I, the proponents of this criticism 
ask, be better off if I knew exactly how many grains of sand lie on my local beach 
(other things being equal) (see, e.g., Nozick 1989, p. 116; Goldsworthy 1992, p. 
12)? That is, there is much knowledge that seems clearly to be worthless. Finnis 
(1980, p. 62) accepts that not all knowledge is of equal value. But why not? If 
knowledge is prudentially valuable, period, why should one item of knowledge be 
of more value than another (in this sense)? If the value of knowledge were instru-
mental or had something to do with the desire for it or the pleasures it could give, 
it would be understandable that some items of knowledge could be held to be 
more valuable than others. But with an intrinsic value10 of knowledge, this none-
quality claim is hard to accept. Thus, someone who holds that knowledge has 
intrinsic prudential value is committed to the view that all knowledge is of equal 
value. And this view is implausible. It therefore seems that there is no sufficient 

9  However, at the end of his discussion on knowledge and its prudential value he presents an 
argument, according to which it would be self-refuting to deny that knowledge is in itself neces-
sarily good for us. If it is self-evident that some proposition is true, then it is not necessary to 
provide an argument to show it to be true. Thus, the fact that Finnis provides an argument for his 
claim that knowledge is a prudential good suggests that he does not after all believe this claim to 
be self-evidently true. I do not consider this to be a problem, for I think it is not self-evident that 
knowledge has intrinsic prudential value. But for a view which holds there to be self-evidently 
prudentially valuable things, this kind of lack of self-evidence is a problem. Finnis' argument 
proceeds as follows: “… one who makes such an assertion (that knowledge is not a prudential 
good), intending it as a serious contribution to rational discussion, is implicitly committed to the 
proposition that he believes his assertion is worth making, and worth making qua true; he thus is 
committed to the proposition that he believes that truth is a good worth pursuing or knowing. But 
the sense of his original assertion was precisely that truth is not a good worth pursuing or know-
ing. Thus he is implicitly committed to formally contradictory beliefs.” (Finnis 1980, pp. 74–75) 
The argument Finnis presents here is implausible. One who makes the kind of assertion Finnis 
talks about does not logically commit herself to the proposition that all knowledge is intrinsically 
good, but only to the instrumental goodness of this particular assertion. See also Goldsworthy 
(1992, pp. 13–14).
10  By the intrinsic value of an entity I understand the value that that entity has independently of 
its value as an instrument in attaining some other value or its consequences.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-5702-8_3
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reason to hold that to have knowledge is, as such, of prudential value. Knowledge 
is of course not the only thing that could be said to be obviously prudentially valu-
able irrespective of whether it satisfies desires or brings pleasure. In addition to 
knowledge, Finnis’ list of the ‘basic forms of human good’—which seems repre-
sentative of its kind—contains the following entries: life, play, aesthetic experi-
ence, sociability (friendship), practical reasonableness, and ‘religion’ (Finnis 1980, 
Chap. 4). Rather than examining all these things, I will merely state that it is 
equally implausible to hold that any, or all, of them are self-evidently intrinsically 
prudentially valuable as such as it is to hold that knowledge as such is intrinsically 
prudentially valuable.

2.2.2 � Backgrounding Self-Evidence

Those objectivists who are not content with simply stating that some things are 
(self-evidently) prudentially valuable usually have a background story the purpose 
of which is to make the reader sufficiently perceptive—or what is considered as 
such—for the issues discussed, and the claims to self-evidence are then expressed 
against a background story of this kind.11 Instead of going into the different kinds 
of background stories found in discussions on different kinds of value,12 I will 
consider simply one, that of Foot (1995). I have chosen to discuss Foot’s view here 
because it appears to be a novel kind of defence of the objective account. 
However, I will argue that ultimately it succumbs to a problem that, to my knowl-
edge at least, haunts all present accounts of this kind. For this reason, it is also rep-
resentative of many other objective views.

Foot accepts that moral judgements are practical and action-guiding, but 
argues that subjectivists are mistaken when they infer from this claim the cor-
ollary that moral judgements cannot be purely factual and objective. Foot’s 
argument proceeds, roughly, as follows. Acting morally is part of practical 
rationality. This can be shown by considering the nature of moral virtues. It 
is in the concept of a moral virtue that in so far as someone possesses it his 
actions are good, i.e., he acts well. What distinguishes the morally virtuous per-
sons from others is that for the virtuous, certain considerations count as reasons 

11 I t could be maintained that to hold that we are able to see the self-evidence of something only 
after we have been given reasons and arguments for it is nonsensical. For if seeing or understand-
ing something is impossible without these reasons and arguments, then this something is not self-
evident. I will now ignore this problem.
12  Some of them are found in discussions on moral value without explicit claims concerning 
whether they are purported to apply to other kinds of value as well or not. However, it seems that 
many of these background stories could mutatis mutandis be used in discussions on prudential 
value, if they are not purported to apply to the case of prudential value to begin with.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-5702-8_4
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for action and as reasons with a certain weight. These considerations have to do 
with human excellences and human defects. Human defects and excellences are 
determined by what human beings are and by what they do. What determines 
our nature and doings are the facts of human life—e.g., that we are social ani-
mals that depend on each other—which are such that it is rational for us to be 
moral (Foot 1995, p. 3 ff.).

However, as Foot herself acknowledges, accepting a view like hers does not 
necessarily persuade one to reject the subjectivist points of departure, for it is pos-
sible to require that the fact that an agent has a reason for action is itself depend-
ent on his desires and attitudes. Foot considers the following example. A person 
throws away his supply of cigarettes. He does so because he wants to give up 
smoking, and he wants to give up smoking because he wants a healthy old age. 
The series goes on—A for the sake of B—but, it is assumed, it cannot go on for-
ever. And must it not, Foot imagines her critic asking, end with something that the 
agent ‘simply wants’, i.e., with some conative element in his psychological state 
(Foot 1995, pp. 12–13)?

Obviously, Foot’s answer to this question is ‘No’. In her view, we must ask 
what gives the agent this goal. Does he find himself trembling at the thought of 
cancer at 50? Is he in a state of anxiety at the thought of how much he smokes? 
Perhaps, Foot replies, but nothing of this kind has to be part of the story. She 
continues by posing the following questions: Why could it not simply be that 
the agent recognises that there is a reason for him, as for anyone else, to look 
after his future so far as the circumstances allow? Why should not this be where 
the series of questions ‘why?’ comes to an end? Why should we not take the 
recognition of a reason for acting as bringing the series to a close? Recognition 
of a reason, Foot says, gives the rational person a goal, and this recognition is 
based on facts and concepts, not on some prior attitude, feeling, or goal. The 
only fact about the individual’s state of mind that is required for the explana-
tory force of the proposition about the requirement of rationality is, Foot con-
cludes, that he does not ‘for some bizarre reason’ deny its truth (Foot 1995, pp. 
12–13).

2.2.3 � Problems with Backgrounding

The problem with this kind of argument for objectivism is that it simply begs the 
central question. Instead of providing good reasons to believe that evaluative 
judgements could be purely factual, it simply states that they are. All arguments of 
the form in which the objectivist or realist describes some evaluatively salient situ-
ation in purely factual or descriptive terms and then asks—rhetorically—whether 
that description determines some particular kind of evaluative judgement concern-
ing that situation or not are, I think, doomed to failure for the following reason. 
Either the description does not determine the evaluative judgement the objectivist 
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or realist is after, or the description is not after all purely descriptive or factual as it 
is claimed to be.13, 14

It could be objected that the most important part of the realist or objectiv-
ist argument consists of the background story—which in Foot’s case is that con-
cerning the relationship between morality and practical rationality—and putting 
forward the evaluatively salient cases with the intentions of establishing realism 
are simply ways of demonstrating the point of that story. But the problem is that 
these evaluatively salient cases do not necessarily determine a particular evalua-
tive judgement even if the background story is given the attention it deserves. 
Assuming that the objectivist’s examples are well chosen, the fact that they do not 
succeed in what they are purported to do simply throws doubt on the background 
story, or more doubt, if it is found problematic to begin with. To my knowledge at 
least, there is no plausible background story which would force one to accept that 
a description of some evaluatively salient situation as such determines some par-
ticular evaluative judgement concerning that situation.

It might be claimed that the subjectivist stance is equally question-begging 
when it does not accept that an evaluative judgement can be determined by a 
description in the way the realists maintain. Why, the realist could ask, does not 
the subjectivist accept the obvious? The subjectivist’s answer to this kind of criti-
cism is of course that what the realist claims to be obvious is not really obvious. 

13 I  have here assumed that the realist does not hold values to be recognisable from some epis-
temically privileged value-laden point of view only. However, what I will say below applies to 
these views as well.
14 I t could be objected that there are straightforward cases of deriving value judgements from 
facts or purely descriptive statements. For example, from the fact that a shopkeeper has provided 
me with some goods (which cost money and which I have asked for, etc.), it follows that I owe 
the shopkeeper some money. And from the fact that I owe the shopkeeper money, follows the 
value judgement that I ought to give the shopkeeper money. Cases like this, it has been claimed, 
demonstrate that we can derive judgements of value from purely factual statements. Hare has 
provided a plausible criticism of this kind of arguments that make use of what have been called 
‘institutional facts’. Without now going more deeply in this issue, I will just quote a passage of 
Hare's criticism. Hare writes: “Talking about ‘institutional facts’, though it can be illuminating, 
can also be a peculiarly insidious way of committing the ‘naturalistic fallacy’…. There are moral 
and other principles, accepted by most of us, such that, if they were not generally accepted, cer-
tain institutions like property and promising could not exist. And if the institutions do exist, we 
are in a position to affirm certain ‘institutional facts’ (for example, that a certain piece of land is 
my property), on the ground that certain ‘brute facts’ are the case (for example, that my ances-
tors have occupied it form the time immemorial). But from the ‘institutional facts’, certain obvi-
ously prescriptive conclusions can be drawn (for example, that nobody ought to deprive me of 
the land). Thus it looks as if there could be a straight deduction, in two steps, from brute facts to 
prescriptive conclusions via institutional facts. But the deduction is a fraud. For the brute fact is a 
ground for the prescriptive conclusion only if the prescriptive principle which is the constitutive 
rule of the institution be accepted; and this prescriptive principle is not a tautology. For someone 
(a communist for example) who does not accept this non-tautologous prescriptive principle, the 
deduction collapses like a house of cards—though this does not prevent him from continuing to 
use the word ‘property’ (with his tongue in his cheek).” Hare (1964).
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I find this answer convincing. I accept that the conclusion of a logically valid argu-
ment cannot say anything that is not either explicitly or implicitly included in its 
premises.15 And if a description of a state of affairs logically implies an evaluative 
judgement, then that description cannot be evaluatively neutral in the way the real-
ist claims it to be. Thus, I take it that a realist should not see the relation between 
the description of the evaluatively salient case, and the evaluative judgement she 
sees that case as determining, as one of logical entailment. For this reason, the 
realist needs something to fill in the gap between the description and the evaluative 
judgement. And this filler is usually something like Griffin’s (1996) sensitivity to 
something in the world,16 a sensitivity that is ‘complex in its workings and fairly 
rich in its connections’. In other words, what the realists put forward to fill in the 
gap between description and evaluation is usually something quite obscure and 
mysterious,17 if indeed they offer anything to fill this gap at all. Consequently, 
I take it that the subjectivist does not beg the question when she refuses to accept 
an evaluative judgement which the objectivist or realist claims to be determined by 
a description. The burden of proof in showing that some particular evaluative 
judgement follows from a description of an evaluatively salient state of affairs is 
thus on the realist’s side.18

15  For a discussion on this principle in connection with questions pertaining to values see, e.g., 
Brink (1989).
16  For a good discussion on the kind of sensitivity realists usually talk about, see Norman 
(1997).
17  A possible way for a realist to answer this kind of criticism is to claim that her filler is not 
that mysterious after all since similar fillers are presupposed by our knowledge about many other 
things, such as inertia, identity, necessity and possibility in general, causation, etc. (see Mackie 
1977). In order to evaluate this reply, we would have to examine the presuppositions of knowl-
edge about inertia, identity, etc. and find out whether they are in this respect relevantly simi-
lar to the case of evaluative knowledge. This cannot be done here. And further, even if it were 
the case—which need not be—that similar fillers were presupposed in other areas as well as in 
the evaluative sphere, we do not have to conclude from this that we have evaluative knowledge. 
Perhaps the more reasonable conclusion to draw is that, contrary to what we may have believed, 
we do not have knowledge in these other areas.
18  These kinds of arguments for objective views and against subjective ones are of course not 
the only ways in which the objectivist can argue for her stance (and against the subjectivist). 
In a recent article, Ronald Dworkin attacks in an original way views that deny the possibility 
of objectivity and truth for evaluative judgements. Since subjective theories of well-being hold 
judgements of prudential value to be subjective and—at least in the sense I have defined them—
not capable of being true in the sense in which factual judgements are, I take it that Dworkin 
is also attacking subjective theories of well-being. Dworkin sees the subjectivists as purporting 
to establish the view that first-order substantial moral judgements such as ‘Abortion is wrong’,  
‘It is not right to torture babies for fun’, etc., are neither objective nor capable of being true from 
points of departure that are neutral and austere. According to Dworkin, subjectivists claim neu-
trality about the substance of ordinary positive moral convictions, since they take no sides in 
questions such as whether terrorism is immoral or not. By subjectivist austerity Dworkin means 
that she purports to rely on nonmoral—and presumably also nonprudential in the realm of pru-
dential value—arguments to defeat the objectivist stance. The main point of Dworkin's lengthy 
argument can be, I think, recapitulated as follows. Consider the following sentences: 
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2.3 � Possible Objections Considered

Before concluding this article, I will consider some possible objections to the kind 
of position I have adopted above.

2.3.1 � Does Being Independent of an Individual’s Desires  
and Belonging to a List Make a Thing Good?

In discussing the claim that the kind of objective accounts which simply pro-
vide a list of what their proponents consider to be prudentially good things do 
not qualify as objective theories of well-being, Arneson draws attention to the 
fact that what the subjectivists consider as prudentially good may change with 
changes in the subjective attitudes considered as relevant from the point of view 
of determining prudential value whereas the objective goods remain what they 
are even if people’s attitudes change. He then writes as follows (Arneson 1999, 
p. 119):

… the objective-list theory is not merely the provision of a list of putative goods. It is also 
a claim that what it is to be intrinsically valuable for a person, to make that person’s life 
go better for herself, is to be an item that belongs on such a list.

Arneson presupposes that all versions of the objective list theory of well-being 
are such as not to provide reasons for their objective goods being prudentially 

1.  Abortion is wrong.
2. W hat 1. says is true.
3. W hat 1. and 2. say is really and objectively so.
According to Dworkin, there is no plausible interpretation of either 2. or 3. that would not make 
them restatements or clarifications of 1. And thus neutrality and austerity is not compatible with 
denying such statements as 2. and 3. (see Dworkin 1996, pp. 87–139).  As a criticism of subjec-
tivism as I have defined it, Dworkin’s argument is clearly a nonstarter. A subjectivist need not 
purport to be either austere or neutral, at least in Dworkin’s sense of these terms. Subjectivists 
hold that the grounds for evaluative judgements are different from what objectivists think them 
to be. But a subjectivist need not accept that everything goes in prudential and moral life and that 
no rational answer can be given to prudential or moral questions. According to subjectivists, what 
is good for a person is determined—in one way or another—by this person’s attitudes, and when 
the requirements of a subjective theory are obeyed in this determination, it is rational according 
to that theory. As the case of Hare’s theory shows, an anti-realist—or prescriptivist to use Hare’s 
own term—need not accept that rationality has no place in morality (see, e.g., Hare 1981).
Even if Hare did not succeed in showing moral rationality to have a morally neutral basis in 
moral language this would not of course mean that anti-realists could not show morality to be 
rational. Thus, although Dworkin is directing his criticism against all views that deny the pos-
sibility of truth and objectivity in evaluative contexts, it does not succeed in refuting subjective 
theories of well-being, for subjectivists need not accept the points of departure Dworkin claims 
they accept. And it is of course not clear that Dworkin’s argument succeeds even if subjectivists 
did accept neutrality and/or austerity.

Footnote 18 (continued)
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good. And he also maintains that, in order to qualify as an objective theory of 
well-being, it is sufficient that an account keeps its goods independent of possibly 
changing subjective attitudes and such that they belong to a list of putative pruden-
tial goods. This is confusing.

First, there are objective list theories of well-being that give grounds for hold-
ing their goods to be prudentially good. Perfectionism, e.g., maintains that exem-
plifying the human virtues is good because it realises the human essence. Second, 
it is clearly question-begging to maintain that a view qualifies as a theory of 
objective prudential value simply by keeping its goods independent of individual 
desires and gathering them into a list. Being independent of subjective attitudes 
and belonging to a list does nothing to explain why a particular alleged objective 
prudential good would really be prudentially good. Thus, what Arneson writes pre-
sents no real threat to what I have argued above.

2.3.2 � Can a Coherentist Theory of Evaluative Justification 
Save Prudential Objectivism?

Kitcher acknowledges that explaining the prudential goodness of their goods is a 
problem for objective theories of well-being. In order to avoid this problem, he 
maintains, objectivism must pick out some property whose ascription can be made 
in a value-free fashion, seeing this as the criterion of human well-being. Kitcher 
(1999, pp. 59–60) calls this the Reductivist Challenge. He proposes that objectiv-
ists can avoid answering this challenge by adopting a coherence theory of justifi-
cation. Kitcher (1999, p. 82) writes:

The Reductivist Challenge can be generated from a very simple foundationalist theory 
of moral justification; it can be avoided by adopting a very simple coherentist theory of 
moral justification.

Since Kitcher’s Reductivist Challenge is, at least, very similar to the problem 
that I claimed to undermine the present forms of objectivism, I will briefly con-
sider Kitcher’s proposition concerning how objectivists could avoid this problem.

Kitcher thus poses his answer to the Reductivist Challenge in terms of founda-
tionalism, the view that evaluative judgements are justified when they are self-
evident or follow logically from self-evident evaluative judgements, and 
coherentism which considers an evaluative judgement to be justified when it 
coheres with other evaluative judgements and plausible factual knowledge. He 
then argues as if an objectivist committed to a foundationalist theory of evaluative 
justification could, when she realises that she is threatened by the Reductivist 
Challenge, simply switch into a different kind of theory of evaluative justification, 
i.e., coherentism, avoid this problem, and then go on as if nothing had happened. 
This is implausible. Objectivists may indeed commit themselves to a coherentist 
theory of prudential justification when, e.g., they accept the claim that some objec-
tively existing value is graspable only from a privileged epistemic point of view 
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that necessarily involves some prudentially evaluative components as parts of it.19 
But switching from foundationalism to coherentism is not an answer to the 
Reductivist Challenge. The Reductivist Challenge cannot be answered by ignoring 
it. And those who accept the kind of coherentist stance described above commit 
themselves to the existence of some mysterious kind of sensitivity needed in order 
to recognise objective values, which is itself problematic in a way similar to that in 
which the Reductivist Challenge is problematic for foundationalist objectivism. 
Thus, to offer adopting coherentism as an objectivist answer to the Reductive 
Challenge is not plausible.

2.3.3 � Are Metaprudential Arguments Irrelevant to Theories 
of Well-Being?

It could be claimed that what I have said above is not problematic for the objective 
theories of well-being, because theories of well-being are normative theories 
whereas the questions I have raised belong to the metaprudential sphere.20 Since, 
this objection would proceed, the metaprudential sphere deals with questions per-
taining to the nature of judgements about what benefits or harms individuals and 
the nature of the property of being beneficial and the property of being harmful, 
etc., the issues it addresses are independent of the questions with which theories of 
well-being are concerned. And, consequently, we need not worry about the prob-
lems confronted by realism when we are discussing the objective theories of 
well-being.

19 R oughly, in the moral and prudential spheres, such theories as foundationalism and coher-
entism purport to provide answers to problems of moral and prudential epistemology: most 
importantly, perhaps, to the question concerning the epistemic status of moral and prudential 
judgements. But the epistemic status of moral and prudential judgements is clearly dependent 
on the mode of existence of the referents of these judgements. We cannot decide that we know 
some evaluative judgement to be true or justified in some particular way without adopting a view 
concerning the existence of what that judgement is about (see also Hare 1985, p. 95). It might 
be claimed that subjectivists can adopt coherentism as readily as objectivists, and that for this 
reason the move proposed by Kitcher is a legitimate one for an objectivist to make. However, 
if subjectivists can be coherentists or foundationalists, they cannot be this in the same sense as 
objectivists, for the former deny the possibility of evaluative knowledge and justification in the 
sense the latter try to establish it. When anti-realists or subjectivists present theories of evaluative 
knowledge these theories and their aims look quite dissimilar compared to those put forward by 
objectivists (see, e.g., Hare 1996).
20 I  here assume the common distinction between such normative and practical questions as 
what things and activities are good and what should be done to attain these goods, etc. and the 
metaquestions pertaining to the nature of the property of good, the logical character of norma-
tive discourse, etc. The branch of moral philosophy that deals with these kind of metaquestions 
as they arise in connection with moral values is called metaethics. In connection with prudential 
value, I will call these metaquestions metaprudential problems.
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The question of whether normative theories are in this way independent of the 
issues arising in the metaprudential and metaethical spheres divides philosophers 
quite sharply. On the one hand, there are those who consider these kind of meta-
level questions to be of crucial importance from the point of view of normative 
issues (see, e.g., Hare 1952, 1963, 1981) and, on the other hand, there are those 
who take these two domains to be, at least largely, independent of each other (see, 
e.g., Blackburn 1993; Hooker 1991; Hurka 1993). I find the latter view implau-
sible. It seems to me obvious that the evaluative question about what has, or is 
conducive to, individual welfare is not independent form metaprudential questions 
pertaining to the nature of judgements about what benefits or harms individuals or 
to the nature of the property of being beneficial and harmful. However, since what 
I find obvious is not obvious to everybody, I will try to come up with some reasons 
to back up my position on this issue.

Consider first the case in which people disagree over the prudential goodness of 
some particular thing or activity. When we want to know what to make of a disa-
greement of this kind, we run into the question of whether it is possible for two 
mutually incompatible evaluative judgements to apply to the same thing or activity 
at the same time. And this clearly raises questions belonging to the metaprudential 
sphere. Second, some of the most important problems relating to the objectivity 
of theories of well-being and to the questions arising in connection with realism 
have to do with desires and their role in constituting well-being and value. I take 
it that the notion of desire used in the metaprudential sphere is similar to that from 
which the objective theorists see well-being as independent. Further, I assume that 
the notion of desire used in both of these domains is at least very reminiscent of, if 
not the same as, what we mean by desire in everyday language. If theories of well-
being were not metaprudentially neutral, then the different theories of well-being 
could use, at least, two notions of desire that were different from each other in a 
metaprudentially relevant respect. First, there could be the kind of desires from 
which preference hedonism and the desire theories would talk about. The objects 
of these desires would be determined by the agents having them, and these desires 
would then determine what is prudentially valuable. I will call this kind of desires 
‘value-determining’ desires. Second, there could be the kind of desires the objects 
of which were determined by realistically existing values. I will call this kind of 
desires ‘value-determined’ desires.

Consider now the common definition of an objective theory of well-being. 
According to this definition, something can be prudentially good for an agent 
whether that agent desires it or not. The desires talked about in this connection 
cannot be of the value-determining kind, for prudential value cannot be independ-
ent of this kind of desires. Thus, the desires the objective theorist talks about must 
be of the value-determined kind, which means that at least the objective theories 
of well-being are not metaprudentially neutral. It could be objected to this that 
if what is prudentially valuable necessarily gives rise to desires, then it does not 
make sense to define an objective theory of well-being to say that something can 
be prudentially good for an agent whether that agent desires it or not, for an agent 
necessarily desires what is prudentially valuable. Thus, the common definition of 
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an objective theory of well-being would be nonsensical if it were put in terms of 
value-determined desires.

However, even though prudential value would necessarily give rise to desires, 
the common definition of an objective theory of well-being would be reasonable 
because of the possibility of confusions and irrationality. Indeed, it seems that the 
main motivation behind the acceptance of objective theories of well-being has to 
do with fears that the agents themselves could be illogical, confused, etc. in their 
own assessments of what is good for them. So, even though prudential value nec-
essarily gave rise to desires, it would still be reasonable to define an objective the-
ory of well-being in the usual way.

The above argument concerning value-determined and value-determining 
desires presupposes that values are necessarily connected to motivation, i.e., the 
view that philosophers call motivational internalism is true. However, since moti-
vational internalism has not been shown to be true or acceptable, the view that 
there is no necessary connection between prudential values and motivational 
desires, motivational externalism that is, remains a viable option. But assuming 
that motivational externalism instead of motivational internalism is true, or accept-
able, is of no help for those who hold the metaprudential sphere to be independent 
from normative questions. For even externalist objectivism takes a stand concern-
ing the acceptability of notions of desire which are different from each other in a 
metaprudentially relevant respect. That externalist objectivism in fact rejects both 
value-determining and value-determined desires could perhaps be taken to speak 
for its metaprudential neutrality. However, that a view is incompatible with either 
value-determined or value-determining desires is sufficient to make it metapruden-
tially substantive. That it is incompatible with both of these kind of desires does 
not change this fact. I take it that metaprudential issues are not independent of nor-
mative questions and thus that my criticisms of objectivism and realism are not 
irrelevant from the point of view of objective theories of well-being.

2.4 � Conclusion

Objective theories of individual well-being separate what is good for a person 
from that person’s attitudes of favour. In this article, I argued that this separation 
makes it difficult for an objectivist to explain the prudential goodness of her pru-
dential goods. In explaining why what they take to be good for a person would 
actually be good for that person the objectivists resort to unacceptable claims of 
self-evidence and/or to some mysterious faculty that they take to be necessary for 
grasping prudential goodness. This problem makes current objective theories of 
individual well-being unappealing.

This result is theoretical in character but, as it concerns the nature of prudential 
value, it is also relevant from the point of view of empirical research concentrating 
on issues pertaining to individual well-being. In recent social indicators research 
approaches making use of subjective appraisals of well-being have come under 



292 O bjective Explanations of Individual Well-Being 

attack for two general reasons. First, it has been maintained that subjective apprais-
als of well-being can be objectively wrong, and that trained experts are more able 
to determine what makes a life good for the person who is living it than the person 
herself. Second, it has been argued that since subjective appraisals of well-being 
are imprecise, unstable, and incomparable with each other, studies making use of 
them do not produce the kind of exact data that would be of use to policy makers.

In the light of the above argument, the first kind of criticism of the subjective 
approach to empirical questions pertaining to well-being is without sufficient 
grounds. It is, of course, true that when individuals evaluate whether or not some-
thing is good for them they must have as much of the relevant information con-
cerning that thing or activity at hand as possible and be ‘cool, calm, and collected’. 
But since the objective theories, in their current incarnations at least, do not qual-
ify as plausible theories of individual well-being, subjective theories provide a bet-
ter basis for empirical research on well-being than they do.

The second criticism of the subjective approach to empirical research on 
well-being does not concern studies adopting a subjective theory of well-being 
exclusively, since subjective satisfaction with objectively defined constituents of 
well-being can be, and has been, examined also. However, in the light of the above 
argument, to the extent that this criticism is justified, it provides reason for further 
development of the methods used to study subjective well-being rather than for 
adopting an objectivist approach to empirical research on well-being. Importantly, 
this involves clarifying the meanings of the concepts and terms used in these stud-
ies so that they can produce as precise data as possible. The above argument may 
also be taken as a modest step towards reaching that goal. Further work on these 
issues must however be left for another occasion.
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Abstract  To get happiness forget about it; then, with any luck, happiness will come 
as a by-product in pursuing meaningful activities and relationships. This adage 
is known as the paradox of happiness, but actually it contains a number of differ-
ent paradoxes concerning aims, success, freedom, and attitudes. These paradoxes 
enhance our understanding of the complexity of happiness and its interaction with 
other values in good lives, that is, lives which are happy as well as morally decent, 
meaningful, and fulfilling. Yet, each paradox conveys a one-sided truth that needs to 
be balanced with others. Happiness, understood as subjective well-being, involves 
positively evaluating our lives and living with a sense of well-being. As such, it 
should not be confused with either pleasure or normative conceptions of “true” 
happiness.

Keywords  Happiness  •  Paradox of happiness  •  Values  •  Good lives  •  Self-
fulfillment  •  Hedonism  •  Success  •  Freedom  •  Attitudes

To get happiness forget about it; then, with any luck, it will come as a by-prod-
uct in pursuing meaningful activities and relationships. This adage is known as 
the paradox of happiness, but in fact it contains a number of different paradoxes. 
Without claiming completeness, I distinguish a dozen of them, grouped under 
the headings of aim, success, freedom, and attitude. With one exception, they 
are not paradoxes in the sense of logical contradictions, and most of them are 
not even seeming contradictions; instead, they express psychological incongrui-
ties and empirical ironies that contradict widely-held beliefs about how to obtain 
happiness. Each of them expresses a one-sided and sometimes dangerous truth. 
Nevertheless, together they reveal some of the complexity in pursuing good lives, 
that is, lives which are happy as well as morally decent, meaningful, and fulfilling. 
For this reason the paradoxes have attracted the attention of philosophers (whom 
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I emphasize), psychologists, and economists alike, and at least some of the para-
doxes warrant further empirical investigation.

By happiness I mean subjective well-being. We are happy insofar as we are sat-
isfied with our lives overall, taking into account all their major aspects. The scope 
of happiness might be specified further as the immediate present, some other time-
slice of perhaps several years, or our entire lives—past, present, and future. In any 
case, overall satisfaction is shown by (1) evaluating our lives as meeting our major 
expectations, given our values and aspirations, and (2) experiencing them with a 
sense of well-being and a high level of enjoyment (Sumner 1996). Typically, both 
aspects involve satisfying at least many of what we belief to be our most valu-
able desires (without assuming those beliefs and values are objectively justified) 
(Kekes 1988). In this way, subjective well-being differs from normative concep-
tions of “true” or “genuine” happiness, such as “activity of soul in accordance 
with virtue” (Aristotle 1941, p. 943). I am interested in how the paradoxes link 
happiness to other values in good lives, but adopting a value-neutral definition 
avoids begging questions while staying close to the predominant use of the term 
“happiness.”

3.1 � Aim: Hedonism, Self-Interest, Guidance,  
and Constituents

Paradoxes of aim claim that pursuing happiness directly, deliberately, and devot-
edly is self-defeating or otherwise problematic. Instead, we should concentrate 
our energies on other goals, activities, and relationships that can yield satisfactions 
contributing to happiness. This need for indirectness seems paradoxical because 
usually we assume that attentive effort is needed in pursuing important goals, in 
particular happiness. Paradoxes of aim have different foci, the most famous of 
which is pleasure.

3.1.1 � Paradox of Hedonism

According to the paradox of hedonism, it is self-defeating to pursue pleasures 
directly because most happiness-contributing pleasures come indirectly from pur-
suing meaningful endeavors for their own sake. John Stuart Mill discusses this 
paradox in connection with his recovery from a major psychological depression 
during his early twenties.

I never, indeed, wavered in the conviction that happiness is the test of all rules of conduct, 
and the end of life. But I now thought that this end was only to be attained by not making 
it the direct end. Those only are happy (I thought) who have their minds fixed on some 
object other than their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the improvement of 
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mankind, even on some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. 
Aiming thus at something else, they find happiness by the way (Mill 1989, p. 117).

As the passage continues, Mill slides from happiness to pleasure. Indeed, 
throughout his writings he conflates happiness (long-term overall satisfaction) with 
pleasure (briefer episodic enjoyment). One moment he stipulates that “by happi-
ness is intended pleasure” and another moment he defines happiness as a “manner 
of existence” that is “exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possi-
ble in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality” (Mill 1979, pp. 7, 11). 
Either way, Mill construes the paradox of happiness as the paradox of hedonism. 
It is self-defeating, he contends, to fix attention on our happiness because doing so 
results in excessive critical scrutiny of our pleasures. This scrutiny erodes a given 
pleasure, either by making it appear less grand than we had hoped for, so that it 
is “felt to be insufficient,” or by distancing ourselves from the full and immediate 
experience of it, whether by “putting it to flight by fatal questioning” or by “fore-
stalling it in imagination” (Mill 1989, p. 118).

The paradox of hedonism contains an important truth. The most enriching 
enjoyments are tied to activities and relationships valued for their own sake, and 
not merely for the pleasures they produce. They yield pleasures because we first 
desire them, and find them desirable, on broader grounds than simply their pleas-
ure-producing aspect (Feinberg 2002, p. 551). Psychologically, this truth is impor-
tant for Mill in grappling with depression, a mental state that tends to collapse 
us inwardly. Philosophically, it plays a role in his development of utilitarianism, 
specifically in his conception of the good—the good which is to be maximized, 
considering everyone affected by our actions impartially. For Mill, intrinsic goods 
are reducible to pleasures, but some pleasures have greater value than others, in 
particular those found through pursuing love, friendship, and intellectual activities 
as “ideal ends,” that is, for their own sake rather than simply for the pleasures or 
further consequences they produce. A happy life is rich in these “higher” pleasures.

Henry Sidgwick, another great nineteenth-century utilitarian, invokes the para-
dox of hedonism in arguing against egoistic hedonism, that is, the version of ethi-
cal egoism that says we ought always and only to maximize our own pleasures. 
Egoistic hedonism is self-defeating because it enjoins pleasure-seeking and yet 
results in diminished pleasure. Happiness, understood as “the greatest attainable 
surplus of pleasure over pain,” cannot be pursued successfully by concentrating on 
our pleasures because the fullest and richest pleasures come from being fully stim-
ulated by people, events, and things in the world which “must be temporarily pre-
dominant and absorbing” (Sidgwick 1907, p. 120). To his credit, Sidgwick states 
the paradox of hedonism more cautiously than Mill does, and he understands it 
as advising us to restrict rather than to abandon the direct pursuit of happiness: 
“Happiness is likely to be better attained if the extent to which we set ourselves 
consciously to aim at it be carefully restricted” (Sidgwick 1907, p. 405). In this 
way, Sidgwick provides an important corrective to Mill by affirming that it is 
appropriate to adopt happiness as one of our direct aims, as long as we avoid nar-
row preoccupation with it.
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3.1.2 � Paradox of Self-Interest

A second paradox widens the focus from pleasures to self-interest, that is, to our 
overall good. According to the paradox of self-interest, aiming directly and exclu-
sively at self-interest is self-defeating. It fosters self-absorption and thereby con-
stricts the range and depth of gratifications available in pursuing interests in other 
people, activities, and events. The paradox of self-interest is frequently voiced 
from the pulpit, and Bishop Joseph Butler examined it with psychological acu-
ity in his remarkable eighteenth-century sermons: “how much soever a paradox 
it may appear, it is certainly true, that even from self-love we should endeavour 
to get over all inordinate regard to, and consideration of ourselves” (Butler 1964, 
p. 171). The iconoclast Bertrand Russell makes the theme equally salient in his 
writings. He presents it as a momentous discovery in moving away from his ago-
nized self-preoccupation during youth into his richly satisfying adulthood. Self-
absorption destroys meaningful and happy personal relationships. Equally bad, it 
causes boredom by blocking the development of deep interests and zestful pur-
suits. Accordingly, “the secret of happiness is this: let your interests be as wide as 
possible, and let your reactions to the things and persons that interest you be as far 
as possible friendly rather than hostile” (Russell 1996, p. 123).

For their part, classical economists and psychologists assumed psychological 
egoism, the view that humans are only motivated by self-interest, and hence they 
tended to be oblivious to the paradox of self-interest. Today, renegade economists 
are beginning to appreciate the importance of personal commitments to the well-
being of others that restrict narrow self-interest and require some personal sacri-
fice. Indeed, Robert Frank argues that we evolved as animals with capacities for 
love and loyalty because of “a simple paradox, namely, that in many situations the 
conscious pursuit of self-interest is incompatible with its attainment” (Frank 1988, 
p. ix). Likewise, positive psychologists explore how other-directed virtues contrib-
ute to our enlightened self-interest and our happiness (Seligman 2002; Haidt 2006; 
Martin 2007).

Belliotti would have us go further in abandoning happiness as central to our 
self-interest. Happiness, he insists, is overrated. We should not and “do not pursue 
happiness directly. We pursue worthwhile, meaningful, valuable, exemplary lives. 
If we are reasonably successful in that quest, happiness may follow. If not, we 
can still take pride and derive satisfaction from living well” (Belliotti 2004, p. xi). 
Belliotti’s suggestion seems off the mark, both as description and prescription. 
Most of us actively seek happiness in and through activities we find meaningful, 
and at least part of what makes them meaningful is their contribution to our hap-
piness. Indeed, the notion of meaningful lives that bring no happiness whatsoever 
is problematic. Happiness and meaning are distinct but interwoven in ways that 
make it impossible to pry them apart as sources of motivation in good lives.

The paradox of self-interest, properly understood, concerns excessive self-seeking 
and self-preoccupation. Periodic self-reflection about whether we are sufficiently 
happy is entirely compatible with maintaining genuine interests in the world and 
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zestful pursuits. Indeed, it seems likely to promote those interests and pursuits 
by ensuring they are meaningful and fulfilling. The paradox of self-interest, like 
the paradox of hedonism, is a corrective to one-sided self-seeking, not a basis for 
rejecting all direct regard for happiness in conjunction with other important values.

3.1.3 � Paradox of Guidance

The next paradox shifts from motivation to guidance. According to the paradox 
of guidance, usually we lack a clear conception of what will make us happy, 
and hence in pursuing happiness directly we are pursuing a will-o’-the-wisp. 
Immanuel Kant formulates the paradox in terms of practical reason, that is, reason-
ing in moral and other practical matters rather than in matters of abstract theory: 
“the more a cultivated reason purposely occupies itself with the enjoyment of life 
and with happiness, so much the further does one get away from true satisfac-
tion” (Kant 1996, p. 51). This is because the complexities of the world and the 
vagaries of individual psychology render us hapless victims who lack a reliable 
guide to happiness: “one can form no determinate and sure concept of the sum of 
satisfaction of all inclinations under the name of happiness” (Kant 1996, p. 54). 
Kant defines happiness in different ways, sometimes as uninterrupted pleasure, 
sometimes as satisfaction of all our desires (which is different, for not all satis-
fied desires yield pleasure–witness buyers’ remorse), and sometimes as both (Wike 
1994; Hill 2002). In any case, his point is that usually we do not have a clear con-
cept of what will bring us happiness. Seeking riches can lead to troubles and anxi-
ety; seeking knowledge can result in pained awareness of tragedy; seeking long 
life can lead to ill health in advanced age; and so forth (Kant 1996, pp. 70–71). 
Our aim in exercising practical reason should be to lead moral lives and then par-
tial happiness will come along the way, postponing full happiness as a gift in a 
spiritual life after death.

Surely matters are not that bleak, at least not today. Indeed, studies show that 
most people are mostly happy (Biswas-Diener et al. 2004, p. 21). Admittedly, our 
practical reason is highly fallible (Gilbert 2006), but it serves us ‘reasonably’ well 
in pursuing happiness. Kant gives a one-sided analysis of reason’s role in seeking 
happiness because he has a philosophical ax to grind. He seeks to establish that the 
primary role of practical reason is to discern universal and absolute (exception-
less) moral duties, but it is utterly unreliable as a guide to happiness. Yet, contrary 
to Kant, the limitations of reason do not render the pursuit of happiness futile, and 
whatever flaws reason has carry over to morality. Few ethicists share Kant’s opti-
mism that reason can discern absolute duties, and our practical reason is as flawed 
in discerning and integrating our various duties as it is in pursuing happiness. 
Whether in pursuing morality or happiness, we must make do with our flawed rea-
soning capacities.

Inspired by Kant, but deepening his skepticism, Nicholas White locates the par-
adox of guidance in the very concept of happiness, rather than the limitations of 
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our practical reason. The concept of happiness, he says, is essentially the notion 
that there is a best or right way to harmonize our myriad desires, interests, aims, 
and values (White 2006, pp. vii, 162, 166). Each of us repeatedly faces conflicting 
aims, and the concept of happiness arises from the expectation of finding a guide 
about how best to harmonize our wants, akin to how the picture in a puzzle guides 
us in fitting together its pieces. This expectation is futile, and a unifying picture for 
an entire life is a chimera. Coordinating our desires, interests, and values is a matter 
of ongoing contextual decision-making rather than applying a general guide to our 
lives overall.

In some passages, White seems to recommend abandoning the concept of hap-
piness altogether because it is based on the “unrealizable hope for some kind 
of coherence of aims” (White 2006, pp. vii–viii). That conclusion is unwar-
ranted. Coherence is often possible through reasoned attempts to live good lives. 
Moreover, the fact that many of us lack clear and reliable conceptions of what will 
make us happy does not mean we lack a clear concept of happiness. That con-
cept is subjective well-being, which is not exactly White’s concept of an overall 
evaluation of our lives, for that could instead mean an evaluation of our lives as 
good in all major respects (not just happiness). I agree that coherence must emerge 
within practical situations rather than from grand schemas, but I do not share his 
postmodernist doubts about the contribution of sound conceptions of good lives to 
promoting coherence and happiness.

3.1.4 � Paradox of Constituents

Although most paradoxes of happiness express empirical incongruities and iro-
nies, one paradox highlights a logical truth. According to the paradox of con-
stituents, it is a matter of logic that happiness cannot be pursued directly and 
exclusively as an end, for happy lives are comprised of other things that must 
be sought for their own sake. Elizabeth Telfer provides a charming statement of 
the paradox: “In the case of most ends, the means are logically separable from 
them: thus if I play the piano [solely] to earn money, it makes sense for a fairy 
godmother to say, ‘Forget about the playing; here is the money.’ But this does not 
apply to happiness. If I marry in order to be happy it would not make sense for 
her to say ‘Forget about the marriage, here is the happiness’, since the happiness I 
sought (the argument goes) was by definition happiness in marriage” (Telfer 1980, 
p. 30). Because the marriage is a constituent of this individual’s happiness, her 
happiness cannot be pursued as an independent end.

By underscoring that happiness is a response to meaningful activities and 
relationships, the paradox of constituents conveys an insight bearing on all the 
paradoxes of happiness. Nevertheless, as Telfer points out, the paradox does not 
provide a basis for denying that happiness can itself be pursued as an end in itself. 
For, the activities and relationships that produce happiness are contingent matters 
for each of us, not matters of logic. It is intelligible for persons, young or old, to 
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say they want to be happy even though they have yet to discover which activities 
and relationships will make that possible. And having discovered those activities 
and relationships, they can pursue them (in part) as means to (the sought-after end 
of) happiness.

To sum up, paradoxes of aim convey insights that are half-truths. Yes, we 
should avoid excessive self-preoccupation and instead focus outwardly on people 
and projects, but in doing so we should not disregard our happiness, for it remains 
one important dimension of fully desirable lives, interwoven with meaning, moral-
ity, and self-fulfillment. Indeed, we do well to periodically review our primary 
endeavors and relationships to appreciate their meaning and to assess whether 
they are making us happy (Telfer 1980, pp. 32–33). We do and should consider 
our happiness in making major life decisions, for example about whether to pursue 
a job offer or to marry a particular person. And even in situations where we must 
sacrifice our happiness for higher ideals, we do well to be clear that we are indeed 
sacrificing something of great value in order to achieve something of even greater 
value.

3.2 � Success: Getting, Money, and Status

Shifting the focus from aims to results, paradoxes of success challenge widely-
held beliefs that obtaining certain things will automatically make us happy. The 
paradoxes caution against equating happiness with specific results that we pursue 
single-mindedly, and they advise that happiness tends to come indirectly along the 
way in pursuing goals. In one colloquial sense, success refers to obtaining material 
goods such as money and consumer products, as well as social status and other 
external rewards, by contrast with intrinsic satisfactions from what we believe 
to be valuable endeavors and relationships (O’Neil 1993). In another sense, with 
which I begin, success simply means getting what we seek.

3.2.1 � Paradox of Getting

The paradox of getting is that happiness has less to do with acquiring what we 
seek than with the journey in seeking it. By their very nature, desires promise 
pleasure (satisfaction) when they are fulfilled (satisfied), and we have a deep-
seated tendency to think that happiness will come from reaching what we regard 
as our primary goals in life. Yet, there is no tight correlation between satisfying 
desires and being satisfied with what we get. Indeed, as the saying goes, we need 
to be careful what we wish for, lest we get it.

The paradox of getting conveys several insights. On the one hand, happiness 
has more to do with liking what we already have than with constantly getting 
more. On the other hand, happiness often comes more from making progress 
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toward meaningful goals than from success in achieving them (Haidt 2006, p. 84). 
And sometimes “anticipation is better than realization” (Nozick 1989, p. 116). 
Moreover, experiencing progress can promote happiness even when it is accompa-
nied by feelings of frustration due to temporary setbacks, periodic exhaustion, and 
temporary depression. The experiences that most directly promote happiness come 
from what Csikszentmihalyi (1997) famously calls “flow”: engaging in valued 
activities that challenge and engage us, while providing immediate and positive 
feedback, whether or not episodic pleasures are involved. In addition to the enjoy-
ments or gratifications obtained from flow activities, myriad everyday pleasures 
contribute to happiness, especially when we learn to savor them (by concentrating 
on them in ways at odds with the paradox of hedonism).

3.2.2 � Paradox of Money

The paradox of money is that money does not bring or buy happiness, contrary 
to the widespread illusion that it does. Insofar as money is pursued in the belief it 
will make us happy, the paradox of money is a special instance of the paradox of 
getting. But it stands on its own in challenging our tendency to regard money as 
the solution to all our problems. Much money simply feeds the “hedonic tread-
mill”: the more we buy and have, the more we want (Brickman and Campbell 
1971). In macroeconomic terms, the paradox of money has been called the par-
adox of (economic) progress: Average incomes in western democracies have 
doubled over the last fifty years, but levels of happiness have remained virtually 
unchanged. Even after adjusting for rising costs, there is a genuinely surpris-
ing failure of increased wealth to increase happiness (Lane 2000; Argyle 2001; 
Easterbrook 2003).

The paradox of money expresses a partial truth. Money does contribute to hap-
piness, although less than we usually believe. It increases happiness dramatically 
by moving individuals out of poverty, but thereafter it contributes little and hap-
hazardly to happiness. Part of the explanation for this surprising result is that we 
tend to misuse money once we have it, becoming caught up in endless routines of 
getting and spending, rather than building wealth to increase freedom and peace of 
mind (Frank 1999, 2004). Also, we are made unhappy by envy and by feeling we 
are not making what we deserve compared to others, which brings us to the next 
paradox.

3.2.3 � Paradox of Status

According to the paradox of status, our prestige-oriented comparisons with others 
do not promote happiness, even though we constantly act as if they do. It is not 
enough to have a comfortable life; we need to keep up with the Joneses and 
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then surpass them. Insofar as having money is as much about status as survival, 
at least once beyond poverty, it is not surprising that the paradoxes of status and 
money overlap. When a group was asked whether they would prefer an income 
of $50,000 when others earned $25,000, or an income of $100,000 when oth-
ers earned $200,000, they chose the $50,000–half of what they could have 
had, but preferable to half of what others have (Solnick and Hemenway 1998, 
pp. 373–383).

Envy and snobbery partly explain this preference for lower amounts of money 
over lower status, but the primary explanation seems to be our need for self-
esteem and our tendency to attach self-esteem to social status. Money, luxury cars, 
large houses, expensive jewelry, and virtually any conspicuous consumption that 
favorably sets us apart from others are symbols of personal significance (Layard 
2005, pp. 41–45). Yet, insofar as we remain preoccupied with assessing well-being 
in terms of these shifting standards, driven by status anxiety, we place our happi-
ness and perhaps our other values at risk (Botton 2004).

3.3 � Freedom: Submission, Choice, and Self-Conflict

Paradoxes of freedom assert that (happiness-promoting) freedom is won by sur-
rendering or limiting it. Like paradoxes of aim, they suggest we should not pursue 
happiness directly, but this time the emphasis is on liberation and choice.

3.3.1 � Paradox of Submission

The paradox of submission is that surrender can liberate us in ways contributing 
to happiness. We feel happily liberated not by maintaining complete control but 
instead through loyalty to ideals, standards, and meaningful causes and relation-
ships (Martin 1994, pp. 156–160). Harry Frankfurt asks, “How are we to under-
stand the paradox that a person may be enhanced and liberated through being 
seized, made captive, and overcome? Why is it that we find ourselves to be most 
fully realized, and consider that we are at our best, when—through reason or 
through love—we have lost or escaped from ourselves?” (Frankfurt 1989, p. 89). 
He answers that our very identity is shaped by deep caring, and that deep caring 
has a selfless element, by contrast with our usual self-preoccupation. This selfless-
ness contributes to a sense of meaning and self-respect and thereby indirectly pro-
motes happiness. We are liberated by choosing freely and decisively to close some 
options, as when spouses promise to love, honor, and cherish each other, forsaking 
(adultery with) all others. Deep caring reshapes our will and identity, establishing 
a “volitional necessity” that makes it difficult or even impossible to abandon who 
and what we love. Happiness, as well as self-realization, comes from caring rela-
tionships and submission to standards and ideals of excellence.
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The paradox of submission is also a familiar theme in religious conceptions of 
happiness which enjoin submission to a deity. William James expresses it in non-
sectarian terms: “Give up the feeling of responsibility, let go your hold, resign the 
care of your destiny to higher powers, be genuinely indifferent as to what becomes 
of it all, and you will find not only that you gain a perfect inward relief, but often 
also, in addition, the particular goods you sincerely thought you were renounc-
ing” (James 1902, p. 108). The idea is also central in twelve-step recovery pro-
grams such as Alcoholics Anonymous which enjoin admitting powerlessness over 
our addictions and submitting to a “higher power” so as to become empowered to 
overcome the addictions.

Although the paradox of submission makes a psychological claim, then, it 
is generally tied to normative claims about which loyalties and submissions are 
desirable. The distinction is important and bears on all the paradoxes of happiness 
in thinking about fully good lives. A sense of happiness and meaning is one thing; 
a justified sense of meaning produced by valid ideals is something else. Terrorists 
provide a painful reminder of the difference. For this reason, the paradox of sub-
mission expresses a partial and dangerous truth—a truth easily misunderstood and 
abused. In general, the value of happiness increases insofar as it is interwoven with 
other justified values.

Frankfurt tends to slide over the distinction between desirable and undesirable 
loyalties, but Alan Gewirth (1998) highlights it. He distinguishes two conceptions 
of self-fulfillment: satisfaction of our most strongly motivating desires (aspiration-
fulfillment), and effective pursuit of what is most worthwhile in us (capacity-
fulfillment). Corresponding, there are two conceptions of happiness: satisfaction 
of our strongest desires (aspiration-happiness), and normative conceptions of 
developing what is best in us (capacity-happiness). The two go together ideally, 
but not always in practice. In some cases, “You may be made very unhappy if 
you develop your highest talents; for example, a person who by intense concentra-
tion and practice becomes a superb violinist may come to feel very discontented 
with his life” (Gewirth 1998, p. 50). Alluding to the paradoxes of aim, Gewirth 
points out that aspiration-fulfillment and happiness are often best pursued indi-
rectly by focusing on valuable activities and relationships. Yet, in light of his 
violinist example—suppose the violinist turns to alcohol and abandons his tal-
ents altogether—Gewirth might have added that capacity-fulfillment sometimes 
requires the pursuit of aspiration-happiness. In any case, the two are interwoven 
and should be pursued together in good lives.

3.3.2 � Paradox of Choice

The paradox of choice, as Barry Schwartz calls it, is that multiplying the number 
of options sometimes lessens happiness, contrary to the belief that it increases our 
autonomy and thereby our happiness. In one study, 65 % of people claim that if 
they had cancer they would want to make their own treatment choices, yet only 
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12  % of people who actually got cancer wanted to make their treatment deci-
sions (Schwartz 2005, p. 32). As this example suggests, too many choices can be 
burdensome because they place responsibility (and potentially blame) on us, but 
also because evaluating options takes time and adds complexity and confusion. 
Thus, President Bush’s 2005 Medicare drug benefit program gave senior citizens 
as many as sixty options, thereby causing confusion, anxiety, and “choice over-
load.” In addition, the more desirable choices we have the greater the “opportunity 
costs,” such as regrets in having to turn down attractive options in settling for oth-
ers. Again, having the options to return purchased goods would seemingly increase 
our happiness in making choices. Yet, Schwartz marshals evidence that we are 
more satisfied when our decisions are not so easily reversible, probably because 
reversible decisions keep us anxiously alert to better options we have missed. 
Of greater consequence, the paradox of submission overlaps with the paradox of 
choice: When we commit ourselves in a spirit of permanence, as in getting mar-
ried, we tend to be happier than if we feel free to walk away at any time.

In practice, the paradox of choice applies most to “maximizers” who habitu-
ally learn about and assess all options in order to make the very best choice. 
“Satisficers,” in contrast, quickly locate a satisfactory choice and then act. Most 
of us do well to be maximizers in only the most important areas of our lives. In 
everyday choices such as buying food and clothes, we tend to be happier when 
we settle for what is good enough rather than worrying about the ideal choice 
(Schwartz 2005, pp. 77–116). The goal is to find the proverbial joys of a simple 
life while grappling with sufficient options to avoid boredom.

3.3.3 � Paradox of Self-Conflict

Conflicting desires are so commonplace that most of them provide no basis for 
speaking of paradox, rather than simply dilemma, ambivalence, and indecision. 
Yet, some conflicts are so ubiquitous, intense, and complex that they deserve to be 
called paradoxes of self-conflict. For example, we desire to be thin and to exercise 
self-control but also to eat and drink whatever we want; we desire financial secu-
rity but also to walk away from secure but frustrating jobs; we desire intimacy and 
also the freedom that places intimacy at risk.

The last example is explored by Marar as what he calls “the Happiness 
Paradox”: we have elemental needs both to break free and to belong (Marar 2003, 
p. 32). More fully, “it is not simply that these needs contradict one another, they 
are literally paradoxical in that the successful expression of the one requires the 
assertion of its opposite” (Marar 2003, p. 187). Thus, we desire to be free from 
the constraining judgments of other individuals and groups and to choose our own 
values; simultaneously, as we exercise our freedom we seek justification in their 
eyes, which we know is attached to their values. The problem is inherent in human 
nature, but it intensifies in a postmodern world where belief in objectively-defensible 
values is at risk or has evaporated.
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I do not share Marar’s postmodernist vision of endless and tortured oscillation 
between seeking freedom from other’s values and obeisance to the values of our 
selected audiences whose approval we desire, with no anchor in reasoned moral 
judgments that apply to ourselves and others. I retain belief in the possibility of 
objectively-justified values in terms of which we ground our identity, self-respect, 
and good lives. Marar powerfully illuminates, however, how our desires for indi-
viduality and intimacy are sometimes so sharply at odds that they reveal paradoxi-
cal aspects of our identity. He is also correct that at least some such conflicts can 
only partly be diminished through practical wisdom and reasonable compromise, 
not to mention therapy, so as to make happiness possible. Sometimes happiness 
requires accepting, rather than fully resolving, our conflicts. This acceptance 
brings us to the last set of paradoxes.

3.4 � Attitude: Affirmation and Hope

Paradoxes of attitude assert that locating happiness in things we lack is futile; for 
the most part, we already have everything we need to be happy—if we change 
our attitudes. This idea, which generalizes the paradoxes of success, is paradoxi-
cal because we tend to assume that our happiness is derived from things we cur-
rently lack. In addition, we overlook how much of our experience of the world 
is filtered through attitudes that are substantially up to us and that give us more 
control over our happiness than we usually believe. Happiness itself is defined in 
terms of attitudes of positive evaluation of our lives, and it turns largely on other 
attitudes that we can cultivate: self-respect and self-esteem, hope and optimism for 
a brighter future, gratitude for what we have received, humility in our expecta-
tions, relinquishing painful regrets, forgiving offenses, and working through our 
grief until we can accept tragedy. Paradoxes of attitude take various forms, two of 
which emphasize affirmation of the present and hope for the future.

3.4.1 � Paradox of Affirmation

According to the paradox of affirmation, happiness lies in affirming what we have 
already, who we are at present, and the world as it is now. The more we pursue 
happiness outside ourselves the unhappier we become (a claim at odds with para-
doxes of aims). Instead, we need to change our attitudes from negation and self-
denigration to affirmation and self-esteem (Pollan 2005).

In smell-the-roses moments, affirmation seems the simplest of things, for 
goodness and beauty are everywhere if only we are attuned to them. Far more 
challenging, however, is the task of developing habits of appreciation that enable 
us to affirm the ubiquitous good despite the equally ubiquitous bad. Such habits 
might be cultivated through spiritual disciplines centered on humility, gratitude, 
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and love. In this connection, the religious thinker Camenisch celebrates how 
gratitude can become “an entire outlook on life” in which individuals “live with 
a joyful sense of the interrelatedness of things whereby life is enriched by the 
generosity of persons or powers outside themselves” (Camenisch 1981, p. 23). 
Solomon echoes the same theme in secular lines: “we are the beneficiaries of a 
(more or less) benign universe, or even the lucky beneficiaries of good fortune in 
a cruel universe. This should dictate gratitude, even if there is no one or nothing in 
particular to whom that gratitude is directed” (Solomon 2002, p. 104).

The Greek and Roman Stoics, for whom happiness meant serenity, proposed 
an even more demanding transformation of attitude. Epictetus advises, “Do not 
seek to have events happen as you want them to, but instead want them to happen 
as they do happen, and your life will go well” (Epictetus 1983, p. 13). Of great-
est importance, we must accept the inevitability of death of ourselves and people 
we love: “What upsets people is not things themselves but their judgments about 
the things. For example, death is nothing dreadful… but instead the judgment 
about death that it is dreadful—that is what is dreadful” (Epictetus 1983, p. 13). 
According to Epictetus, happiness comes from what we can control and from what 
we must otherwise accept.

3.4.2 � Paradox of Hope

Another paradox of attitude suggests that happiness comes from positive atti-
tudes concerning the future, such as hope, faith, and optimism—not from getting 
what we hope for, but rather from the impact of these future-oriented attitudes in 
the present. In particular, hope generates positive thoughts about the promise of 
goods that will emerge from the present. This theme permeates the writings of 
Peale: “the happiness habit is developed by simply practicing happy thinking,” and 
“we manufacture our unhappiness by thinking unhappy thoughts, by the attitudes 
which we habitually take, such as the negative feeling that everything is going to 
turn out badly, or that other people are getting what they do not deserve and we 
are failing to get what we deserve” (Peale 2003, pp. 60–61). Peale is not quite as 
Pollyannaish as first appears. He emphasizes that changing attitudes requires dis-
cipline in changing habits, and he acknowledges that tragedies cannot and should 
not be brushed aside with superficially upbeat thoughts. Still, Peale’s excessive 
emphasis on positive-thinking is best supplanted by the more sober stance of 
Martin Seligman who tempers optimism with accuracy and honesty (Seligman 
1991, p. 221, 2002, p. 96).

In general, paradoxes of attitude convey only partial truths, for our happi-
ness depends on both our attitudes and actual events in the world—to which our 
attitudes are attuned when we are reasonable and truthful. Certainly Epictetus 
goes too far in advocating serenity-promoting attitudes by weakening our ties to 
people whom we love. This stance was appropriate amidst the horror and radical 
uncertainty of the Roman Empire, but it is unappealing in today’s world where 
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happiness lies in the kinds of deep love and caring that Frankfurt emphasizes, and 
that are incompatible with the stoics’ emotional distancing.

Furthermore, despite the insights contained in paradoxes of attitude, we lack 
complete control over our attitudes and hence our happiness. Indeed, many psy-
chologists suggest that each of us has a largely fixed point or range of happi-
ness. Studies of identical twins reveal they have comparable ranges of happiness, 
whether raised together or apart from each other, suggesting that our happiness 
range is part of our genetic inheritance (Lykken 1999, p. 56). This should not be 
surprising, given that roughly half of our personalities are genetically given.

The twin studies also help explain why some people are by nature and tempera-
ment happier than others. They are also compatible with some puzzling, indeed 
paradoxical, facts about good and bad fortune. Common sense tells us that our 
happiness would soar permanently if we won a multimillion dollar lottery, and it 
would sink irreversibly if we became quadriplegics. These emotional highs and 
lows do occur, but only for a short time. In tune with our range of happiness, 
within a year of these events, levels of happiness usually return to about where 
they were before (Brickman et al. 1978). Although we are extremely sensitive to 
dramatic changes, we tend to adapt psychologically to the status quo, adjusting our 
expectations and desires to the situation before us (Haidt 2006, p. 86). To be sure, 
fixed-point and fixed-range approaches to happiness are themselves contested, 
and it seems that at least some major life events, for example marriage, divorce, 
and unemployment, do modify our happiness range (Biswas-Diener et al. 2004; 
Easterlin 2004).

Finally, shifts in our attitudes can alter our assessments of when and how much 
we are happy during other periods of our lives. It makes sense to say, for example, 
“I thought I was happy when I was married (or single), but now I know I wasn’t.” 
Again, “I thought I could never be happier than I was in my youth, but now I 
know that was an illusion.” As we live longer and more deeply, we acquire a wider 
range of comparisons to use in assessing our lives and our attitudes can shift. In 
this way, our conceptions of happiness are dynamic rather than static (White 2006, 
pp. 109–115).

3.5 � Conclusion

The pursuit of happiness might be a simple matter for individuals blessed with a 
happy temperament, but for most of us it can be precarious and perplexing. The 
paradoxes of happiness help illuminate why this is so. All the paradoxes suggest 
that happiness is pursued indirectly as the by-product of meaningful activities and 
relationships. The paradoxes have different emphases, however, and each conveys 
one-sided truths that are sometimes in tension with each other.

Paradoxes of aim tell us that we should not focus narrowly on our pleasures 
(hedonism) and our personal good (self-interest); nor should we assume that we 
can have a pellucid picture of what will make us happy (guidance); nor should 
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we conceive of happiness as separable from meaningful activities and relation-
ships (constituents). Paradoxes of success remind us that getting what we want 
does not always lead to wanting what we get (getting), and that happiness is easily 
lost amidst illusions about material goods (money) and comparisons with others 
(status). Paradoxes of freedom emphasize that submitting to causes, loyalties, and 
standards can bring happiness-promoting liberation (submission), that too many 
choices can threaten happiness (choice), and that we can undermine our happiness 
when we fail to reasonably resolve or accept our conflicting desires for belonging 
and breaking free (conflict). Paradoxes of attitude tell us that pursuing happiness 
in things we lack can be futile unless we learn to cherish what we already have 
(affirmation) and derive peace from hope and faith (hope).

Whereas the paradox of constituents conveys the logical truth that (subjec-
tively) meaningful activities and relationships partly constitute happy lives, the 
other paradoxes highlight psychological incongruities and empirical ironies that 
might warrant further empirical study. At the same time, the paradoxes contribute 
to understanding the role of happiness in good lives, in particular how it is inter-
woven with meaning, morality, and self-fulfillment. Distinct from the paradoxes 
of happiness discussed here, classical Greek, Roman, and religious thinkers often 
affirm a moral paradox that happiness and morality are fused, rather than merely 
interwoven (White 2006, p. 120), a notion linked to normative conceptions of hap-
piness. But that is a topic for another paper.
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Abstract  The field of subjective well-being (SWB) is primarily concerned with 
people’s evaluation of their lives; however, it includes a wide range of concepts, 
from momentary moods to global life satisfaction judgments. We propose a frame-
work that integrates these diverse constructs. Our sequential temporal framework 
of subjective well-being describes experiences of well-being from the events and 
circumstances that cause evaluative reactions, through the emotional reactions to 
these events, to recall of these reactions, and finally to global judgments of well-
being based on the previous stages. The hypothesized processes that translate 
the various steps in the sequence into one another are described, and supporting 
evidence is reviewed. We outline the implications of our framework for under-
standing subjective well-being, and discuss the research that is needed to further 
explore the proposed framework.
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4.1 � Integrating the Diverse Definitions of Happiness: 
A Time-Sequential Framework of Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being (SWB) encompasses a wide range of components, such as 
happiness, life satisfaction, hedonic balance, fulfillment, and stress, and holds at 
its core affective and cognitive evaluation of one’s life. It also extends from the 
specific and concrete to the global and abstract: momentary experiences versus 
people’s global judgments about their entire lives.

Research on SWB has grown in prominence in the scientific literature in 
recent years. Over 4,000 studies are listed in PsychInfo under “life satisfaction,” 
and almost 4,000  studies are listed for “happiness.” On the negative end of the 
subjective well-being dimension, PsychInfo lists over 30,000 studies about major 
depression and approximately 40,000 studies on stress. SWB has been exten-
sively studied in relation to demographic factors such as marriage (Lucas et al. 
2003; Reis and Gable 2003) and income (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2002 for 
a review), personality factors (Diener and Lucas 1999) coping (e.g., King et al. 
2000) and goal pursuit (Emmons 1986). Research on its heritability (e.g., Tellegen 
et al. 1988) and cross-cultural generalizability (see Diener et al. 2003 for a review) 
has been growing, and scientists have examined the benefits of positive emotions 
(Fredrickson 1998) and SWB (e.g., Diener et al. 2002).

This boom in scientific inquiry is also reflected in the importance of happiness 
to the lay mind: In a recent survey of over 9,000 college students in 47 nations, 
happiness was rated at 8.1 on a nine-point scale of importance, making it the high-
est regarded of the 20 given values (e.g., love, wealth, health, and getting into 
heaven). Over half of the respondents rated the importance of happiness as a “9”, 
while only 3 % indicated that they did not value happiness at all.

The interest in SWB by academics as well as the lay public is high, and the 
extent of research that is encompassed by SWB is far flung: The variables repre-
senting SWB are manifold, as are the measures. This booming popularity bodes 
well for the future of SWB research. But it has also resulted in confusion and con-
tention regarding the measurement and meaning of SWB. We propose a frame-
work for integrating the variables in the area of SWB, and review the factors that 
influence the relationship between the components. However, before we outline 
and explain our framework, we first review the current status of SWB research.

4.1.1 � Current Approaches to SWB Research

People gauge their SWB in a number of different ways. For example, one can 
appraise large segments of one’s life, such as work, social relationships, or mar-
riage. Or, one can gauge happiness by recalling emotions felt during a specific 
event, such as Christmas dinner. Or, one can rely on current mood or spontaneous 
emotional reactions.
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Given these multiple components that are involved in the estimation of SWB, 
three main approaches to SWB can be identified. Each approach offers a unique 
conceptualization of SWB, and relies on different kinds of measures. The first 
approach views SWB as a global assessment of life and its facets. According to 
this approach, knowledge of SWB requires access to personal global judgments 
of satisfaction and quality of life. Research based on this approach often involves 
large surveys, in which respondents are asked to self-report on their general hap-
piness or satisfaction with large global domains, such as work or social relation-
ships. An example of this approach is the Eurobarometer questions administered to 
a thousand respondents twice a year in each of the European Union nations.

A second approach views SWB as a recollection of past emotional experiences. 
Within this framework, researchers assess people’s evaluations of their lives by 
asking participants about their emotions over the last week, last month, or other 
specific timeframes. Instead of inquiring about how happy or satisfied a person is 
in general, researchers in the second tradition ask respondents to recall whether 
they experienced a number of relevant feelings, such as “depressed,” “joyful,” or 
“on top of the world” during a certain period of time (Bradburn 1969). Rather than 
relying on a global judgment of satisfaction, this approach focuses on memories of 
past emotions.

A third approach views SWB as an aggregation of multiple emotional reactions 
across time (Kahneman 1999). Because this approach emphasizes on-line emo-
tional experiences, it often relies on the experience sampling method (ESM). In 
ESM, people report on their current emotions several times a day, over a set period 
of time, usually varying from one week to several weeks. The researcher obtains 
an estimate of SWB by aggregating the participants’ reports and examining aver-
age mood, emotional intensity, affect variability, and other temporal affective vari-
ables. In some cases, the researcher might also assess the respondent’s feelings in 
different situations (e.g., Fleeson 2001).

In sum, because researchers have addressed SWB from multiple perspectives, 
measures of SWB have also varied. Research on SWB can include huge interna-
tional samples (e.g., Suh et al. 1998), small samples of undergraduate students 
(Emmons 1986), adolescents (McKnight et al. 2002), groups of elderly respond-
ents (Baltes and Mayer 1999; Smith et al. 1999) or clinical populations (e.g., 
Frisch et al. 1992); it may use general surveys, specific questionnaires, or experi-
ence sampling methods. Such variety inevitably raises questions about what these 
different measures are assessing.

4.1.2 � Explaining the Variety of SWB Measures

To what degree do the different facets of SWB converge? If the measures used by 
the different approaches fully converge, this would justify the use of SWB as an 
overarching construct, but at the same time call for a reconceptualization of its dif-
ferent components. On the other hand, if the measures are unrelated, researchers 
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would need to reconsider the usefulness of SWB as a general construct, and focus 
on the unique and more specific concepts emphasized by each approach.

Much research exists on the convergent validity of SWB assessments. For 
example, do people’s global judgments of their happiness correlate with their 
recall of events or their average reported happiness when they are signaled at ran-
dom moments? The correlations between different measures tend to be positive, 
but modest. For example, Balatsky and Diener (1993) found that Russian students’ 
recall of good versus bad events in their lives correlated 0.22 with a global meas-
ure of life satisfaction. Pavot et al. (1991) also found a correlation of 0.42 among 
these measures in a U.S. sample. Thomas and Diener (1990) estimated correla-
tions in the range of 0.50 to 0.58 between on-line reports of the frequency of posi-
tive versus negative affect and recalled affect, and estimated correlations ranging 
from 0.02 to 0.62 for the intensity of affect. Wirtz et al. (2004) reported corre-
lations between recall after one month and on-line affect in the 0.53–0.75 range. 
Lucas et al. (1996) examined across a series of studies the correlation between 
global life satisfaction and recalled affect, and found correlations ranging from 
0.42 to 0.52 between life satisfaction and recalled positive affect, and between 
−0.30 and −0.51 between life satisfaction and recalled negative affect. Thus, the 
various SWB measures appear related, but only at moderate levels.

When assessing the correlation between different measures of SWB, research-
ers often assume that the assessments tap with a varying degrees of measurement 
error an underlying latent construct of SWB. For instance, Sandvik et al. (1993) 
found a single factor underlying self-report and non self-report measures of SWB. 
Following this view, using different measurement methods are desirable because 
each measurement approach contains different measurement error (Diener and 
Fujita 1995).

Some researchers have questioned the inherent validity of specific SWB meas-
ures. Veenhoven (1993), for example, argues that the concept that comes closest 
to reflecting SWB is global life satisfaction. Although momentary moods might 
be assessed accurately, they might not reflect true long-term subjective well-being. 
For example, a person might experience enjoyable moments, but end up conclud-
ing that his or her life was meaningless (e.g., see Seligman 2002). Kahneman 
(1999) however, argues the opposite. He suggests that on-line moods are the most 
accurate and least biased measurement of SWB, and therefore should have a privi-
leged place among the measures.

However, the moderate correlations between various measures of SWB do not 
seem to be due to unreliability or invalidity of the scales. In his review, Diener 
(1984) points to substantial temporal reliabilities of the SWB scales, often in 
the 0.55–0.70 range. He further reviews studies showing that correlation of peer 
reports and self-reports are in the 0.40 range (see also Lucas et al. 1996), and self-
report of SWB converges with expert, researcher, and staff ratings on average of 
0.52 when measures are corrected for unreliability (e.g., Sandvik et al. 1993). 
Sandvik et al. (1993) found significant correlations between SWB scales and trou-
bles (e.g., parental divorce), health symptoms, and personality inventories such 
as Optimism and Extraversion scales. Thus, the SWB measures show substantial 
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validity and reliability, in spite of the less than satisfactory correlations between 
the measurements of SWB.

Another explanation for the moderate correlations between the measures is that 
they tap different constructs. This explanation argues that moods, emotions, and 
long-term cognitive judgments of one’s life each capture something different about 
respondents’ reactions to their lives. According to this approach, different meas-
ures are seen as addressing different constructs, all grouped under the capacious 
canopy of SWB.

In sum, several explanations exist for the modest correlations among the meas-
ures. One explanation views the different measures as tapping a single construct 
with varying degrees of error, suggesting the existence of a single underlying 
SWB latent trait. Another approach suggests that some of the measured constructs 
are of superior validity in assessing SWB than other methods of measurement. 
A third approach views each measure as tapping a distinct construct, suggesting 
that a single underlying latent trait does not exist, although the different constructs 
might be correlated with each other.

The approach that we propose moves beyond the idea that SWB is merely a 
vague term encompassing many independent constructs, or that it is an underly-
ing unitary construct for which we are searching out the best measure. We pro-
pose that while SWB is a unitary construct, it changes through the passage of time. 
As such, the different components that make-up the time-sequential framework of 
SWB are related to each other in systematic ways.

Our framework is built on the idea that reactions to events unfold over time, 
and that different measures of SWB reflect different temporal stages in this devel-
oping process. It incorporates what is known about how current moods, as well 
as the recall of emotions, influence global satisfaction judgments. Our framework 
also includes findings on the memory for emotions, and the factors besides on-line 
hedonic experiences that can influence reports of recalled affect. Finally, it incor-
porates what is known about how global SWB judgments are constructed. Thus, 
we bring conceptual coherence to the diverse definitions of SWB and to the mani-
fold measures of this construct.

4.2 � Key Points and Implications of the Framework

Our framework makes several major points about SWB, and has implications for 
interventions, measurement, and life choices in the pursuit of well-being.

1.	W e frame SWB as a sequence of stages that unfold over time, from instigating 
events and circumstances to global evaluations of life.

2.	 The four major stages of SWB are related to one another and follow a tem-
poral sequence: (A) life circumstances and events; (B) affective reactions to 
those events; (C) recall of one’s reactions; and (D) global evaluative judgment 
about one’s life.
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3.	I n addition to the temporal unfolding, new factors also influence SWB at each 
stage. Thus, although each stage correlates with the stages before it and after 
it, the correlations are less than unity, even when controlling for measurement 
error.

4.	U nderstanding SWB requires comprehending the entire sequence of stages; 
no single stage is adequate by itself. Thus, measurement of any single stage 
provides an incomplete picture of SWB, and assessing all four stages is neces-
sary for a complete understanding of subjective ill-being and well-being.

5.	 The four stages, and the transition processes between them, indicate why peo-
ple’s circumstances are only modestly related to the global judgments they 
make about their lives.

6.	 The reason that personality has such a pervasive influence on subjective well-
being is that it influences all four of the stages.

7.	 The framework points to tradeoffs people might make in trying to maximize 
their SWB. For example, people might sacrifice positive hedonic experience 
at the second stage in order to maximize positive global judgments of well-
being at the fourth stage.

8.	W e hypothesize return loops in the model such that later stages in the frame-
work may influence a new set of events and reactions to them in the future by 
influencing people’s behavior and reactions.

In the following sections, we present the steps of our sequential framework in 
greater detail and discuss the relations between the stages in the model. We also 
review how various measures map onto specific stages, and discuss some of the 
variables that influence each stage, as well as the relation between the stages. 
Finally, we conclude with suggestions for future research that is needed in order 
to further test our framework. Our overarching aim is to demonstrate that different 
concepts and measures of SWB can be understood within a comprehensive tempo-
ral framework.

4.3 � The Sequential Framework of Subjective Well-Being

The framework presented in Fig. 4.1 follows an event as it is gradually modified 
and integrated into the complex network that includes the various measurements 
of SWB. The sequences are not necessarily causal in nature, but rather reflect 
major components of life evaluations as they evolve in time. The model begins 
with objective events and circumstances that elicit emotional reactions from the 
individual. Quality of life can be measured by assessing objective life circum-
stances, and economists and sociologists have often assessed well-being at this 
level. It should be noted, however, that this first stage is not strictly subjective 
well-being because this stage does not include people’s reactions to their world. 
Nevertheless, because objective events are often the initial targets of subjective 
evaluations, they appear as the first step of our conceptual temporal sequence.
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The next stage involves the emotional responses to the events. Emotional reac-
tions involve multiple components, such as cognitive appraisal, physiological 
reactions, and behavioral tendencies. On-line recording of reactions, both in the 
laboratory and in the natural world, have been used to assess SWB at this stage. 
The experience sampling method invented by Csikszentmihalyi and Larsen (1978) 
has been particularly popular for obtaining self-reports of on-line emotional reac-
tions (see Reis and Gable 2000; Scollon et al. 2004, for reviews of this method-
ology). Figure 4.1 lists several of the processes that influence the ways in which 
events and circumstances can lead to emotional reactions, and these will be 
reviewed later.

After the immediate emotional reactions diminish, they can later be recalled. 
But as Fig. 4.1 indicates, multiple factors beyond emotional reactions are reflected 
when emotions are recalled. Additional factors, such as the person’s self-concept 
or current goals and concerns, can influence the recall of the emotion.

In the last stage, people can think back about events and the circumstances of 
their lives, and their reactions to them, and address global evaluative questions, 
such as whether they are satisfied with their marriage, are fulfilled at work, or feel 
happy. This last stage can include information from any of the previous stages, 
including the immediately preceding stage of emotion recall. Figure  4.1 shows 
some of the factors that are now understood to influence global evaluations.

The following sections describe each stage of the framework in more detail, 
and also provide information about some of the factors that can influence the 
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Fig. 4.1   A sequential framework for the study of subjective well-being
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associations among the stages. The following discussion is not meant to be 
exhaustive, but serves to highlight some important factors that influence each stage 
in the sequence and the transitions between them, to allow for a better understand-
ing of the multiple components that play into SWB.

4.3.1 � Life Events and Circumstances

People’s lives vary enormously in ways that would seem to potentially have a 
huge impact on their well-being. Sociologists, economists, and policy scholars 
often examine the differences in life circumstances as direct measures of quality 
of life, without recourse to subjective indicators. Economists often focus on vari-
ables such as the per capita gross domestic product of nations, in the belief that 
indices of income indicate individuals’ quality of life. Indeed, earnings correlate 
with variables such as health, longevity, victimization, and mental health (Diener 
and Biswas-Diener 2002; Diener and Diener 1995). Sociologists and policy schol-
ars often analyze additional objective indicators besides those traditionally studied 
by economists. For example, they assess variables such as infant mortality, educa-
tional equality, longevity, and levels of violent crime to indicate the quality of life 
of societies (for review, see Diener Suh 1997).

4.3.1.1 � The Relation of Circumstances to the Later Stages

What is the relation between life events and circumstances and SWB? Brickman 
and Campbell (1971) contended that we adapt to life circumstances, and therefore 
live on a “hedonic treadmill,” where neither good nor bad circumstances make a 
difference due to habituation. Despite the importance of this insight, research has 
shown that adaptation is often not complete, and that life circumstances do matter 
for various measures of SWB. Even the data collected by Brickman et al. (1978) 
revealed that differences between people’s SWB correlated with differences in life 
circumstances. For example, Brickman et al. found that people with spinal cord 
injuries had significantly lower SWB than others, although the authors suggested 
that these differences were not as large as we might expect. The lottery winners 
they studied had higher SWB than their control group, but the difference was not 
significant, perhaps because of the small sample size and consequent lack of statis-
tical power. Moreover, other researchers have found that lottery winners do report 
higher levels of SWB than various comparison groups (Smith and Razzell 1975).

Other studies also point to the power of people’s circumstances in influencing 
their SWB. For example, the correlation between the average income of nations 
and the average SWB of these societies is often around 0.70 (Diener and Biswas-
Diener 2002). Most people in America report positive levels of SWB (Diener 
Diener 1995), whereas people living in the slums of Calcutta more often have 
low SWB (Biswas-Diener and Diener 2001). Similarly, we find that homeless 
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individuals in California, Oregon, and Calcutta all show low levels of SWB 
(Biswas-Diener and Diener 2003).

Longitudinal studies also suggest that life events and circumstances can influ-
ence SWB. In a large and representative sample of Germans, we analyzed the 
longitudinal associations between life satisfaction and life events. For example, 
women who started out with high life satisfaction showed a large drop when their 
husbands died, and then slowly recovered over a period of many years (Lucas et 
al. 2003). People who lost their jobs showed a decline in life satisfaction and never 
fully recovered to their former levels (Lucas et al. 2004).

As noted earlier, our framework indicates a temporally evolving sequence, but 
one that does not imply a causal connection. On the contrary, as we describe later 
on, each stage in the sequence is influenced by different factors, including ear-
lier as well as later steps in the sequence. Thus, the direction of influence from 
events to reactions is not always unidirectional. For example, happy people tend 
to make more money (Diener et al. 2002), get married (Harker and Keltner 2001), 
and have better health (e.g., Danner et al. 2001; see Lyubomirsky et al. 2002, for 
a review). Furthermore, extraverts tend to experience a greater number of positive 
events, while neurotics experience a greater number of negative events (Headey 
and Wearing 1989; Magnus et al. 1993). Clearly, objective events do not occur in 
a vacuum, but reflect multiple forces (both external as well as internal) that oper-
ate in concert. We will refer to this issue again when we discuss multiple sequence 
scenarios later in the chapter.

Overall, life events and circumstances do appear to influence later stages of 
SWB. However, such relations are often surprisingly small. For example, Emmons 
and Diener (1985) found correlations ranging from −0.06 to 0.10 for objective 
standing in a domain and satisfaction with that domain. Suh et al. (1996) found 
that young people largely adapt to many common life events, such as promotions 
at work. Even in the case of extremely negative events, such as mass shootings 
or plane crashes, more than half of victims are able to find benefits in the tragedy 
(Tennen and Affleck 2002). In addition, demographic factors such as education, 
marriage, income, and ethnicity together usually account for a small percentage 
of the variance in measures of SWB (e.g., Campbell et al. 1976). Taken together, 
these findings suggest that while life circumstances can influence reports of well-
being, reactions to most life circumstances vary so substantially that there is on 
average only a modest relation between these circumstances and SWB. Several 
factors can account for this modest relation, two of which are described below.

4.3.1.2 � Habituation and Adaptation

Compared to facets of the environment that remain stable, changing events can 
have special significance for a person’s SWB; however, people tend to habituate to 
their environments such that life circumstances often do not have an intense influ-
ence on the person’s affect (Brickman et al. 1978; Suh et al. 1996). Adaptation 
also occurs to the aspects of the environment that have remained stable for a long 
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time. Because recent events and changes in circumstances can have a large impact 
on SWB, and long-standing circumstances often have a very small influence, the 
correlation of circumstances and measures of SWB is often modest across peo-
ple. Long-term stable life circumstances can have some influence on SWB (e.g., 
Biswas-Diener and Diener 2001), but recent events are more likely to produce 
strong reactions that include substantial changes in SWB (e.g., Lucas et al. 2004; 
Suh et al. 1996). There is now clear evidence that although important life events 
such as losing one’s job or spouse have a strong immediate impact on measures of 
SWB, the impact diminishes over time, although the individual may never com-
pletely return to his or her original level of SWB (Lucas et al. 2003, 2004). Over 
time, events and circumstances that are stable come to have a diminishing impact, 
thereby reducing the correlation between life circumstances and SWB in studies 
that do not also examine how long the circumstances have remained in place.

4.3.1.3 � The Context of Situational Circumstances

Researchers studying the effects of events and demographic variables on SWB 
have often concluded that the effects tend to be relatively small. For example, 
Campbell et al. (1976) concluded that all of the demographic variables they stud-
ied, taken together, accounted for less than 20 % of the variance in SWB. However, 
the effects of variables such as marriage and age probably depend heavily on the 
situational specifics of those variables. Good health enjoyed by a 70 year old may 
contribute more to SWB than good health enjoyed by a 20 year old. Or, the effects 
of widowhood on SWB may be different for a person surrounded by friends and 
family versus another woman who only recently moved to a new location where 
she has little social support. Thus, one reason that demographic and other “objec-
tive” social indicators correlate only modestly with the subjective stages is that they 
are relatively imperfect indicators of quality of life, and do not take into account 
important contextual factors which moderate people’s subjective reactions to life.

4.3.2 � Emotional Reactions to Events and Circumstances

The next stage in our framework moves from the events and life circumstances to 
the person’s reaction to these events. When a life event occurs, a person appraises 
the event—how desirable it is, whether she or he has the resources to cope with it, 
why the event occurred, and so forth. The evaluation of events might occur con-
sciously as well as unconsciously (e.g., Robinson 2000), and these appraisals lead 
to varying emotions (e.g., Ortony et al. 1988). Central to feelings of SWB is that 
reactions to events are evaluative (feeling whether the events are good or bad), and 
include feelings of pleasantness and unpleasantness.

We cannot give a thorough description of all the processes that comprise emo-
tional reactions, but simply emphasize that such reactions are complex phenom-
ena that involve parallel processes at multiple levels. For example, in addition to 
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immediate evaluations and later cognitive appraisals, an emotional reaction often 
involves outward motor expression, such as facial expressions, posture, vocaliza-
tions, and verbal expressions. Emotional reactions also involve changes in physi-
ological systems, such as neurochemical processes and activation of specific brain 
regions. In addition, emotional responses to events also include people’s verbal 
labels for their emotions, which contain information about the explanation for 
the emotional feeling. Because emotional reactions involve many systems, meas-
urement of such reactions have been based not only on self-reports, but also on 
biological (Cacioppo et al. 2000) and nonverbal measures (Keltner et al. 1999; 
Oettingen and Seligman 1990). Because an emotional reaction is a complex set of 
responses to events, no single measure can fully capture it.

On-line verbal reports of emotional reactions can be complemented by nonver-
bal, physiological, and behavioral measures (e.g., Larsen and Fredrickson 1999) 
to yield a richer understanding of emotional reactions. These measures of various 
components of emotional reactions are usually moderately correlated with one 
another. Thus, whereas well-being researchers have focused mainly on self-report 
scales to assess on-line emotion, additional measurements can offer an invaluable 
contribution to the understanding and assessment of well-being judgments.

4.3.2.1 � The Transition from Objective Events to Emotional Reactions

Emotional reactions are responses to either internal or external events. Although 
some events affect virtually all people because they are almost universally appraised 
as good or bad, most events produce varying reactions across people. Thus, the tran-
sition from life events and circumstances to people’s emotional reactions to these 
events and circumstances has been a central task in understanding SWB. Of course, 
importance of individual interpretation in understanding the emotional response to 
external events has been undeniable from early days of emotion theory (e.g., James 
James 1884), and one that has been much researched by emotion scholars (e.g., 
Lyubomirsky and Tucker 1998). Providing an exhaustive mapping of all the vari-
ables that have been linked to emotional response would require an extensive review 
onto itself, and beyond the scope and aim of our current task. Thus, we merely pro-
vide some key examples from the emotion literature of the ways that different vari-
ables affect the transition from objective events to emotional reactions.

Personality appears to be one such key element. Personality traits, such as 
extraversion and neuroticism, have been related to reactivity to emotional stimuli 
(Canli et al. 2001; Larsen and Ketelaar 1991; Rusting and Larsen 1997; Tamir  
et al. 2002; Zelenski and Larsen 1999). People differ in how intensely they 
respond to emotional events (Larsen and Diener 1987; Larsen et al. 1986, 1987), 
and in the duration of their emotional reactions (Schimmack et al. 2000).

Another important element is appraisal and explanatory style (Buchanan and 
Seligman 1995). Several theories explain how appraisals are made, and how habit-
ual appraisal tendencies can influence SWB (e.g., Ortony et al. 1988; Seligman 
1995). At the most basic level, appraisal processes lead to a valenced evaluation of 
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events in terms of their personal significance. In addition to appraising whether an 
event is positive or negative, people also assess causal factors, personal control, and 
their ability to cope. Some appraisals are learned and habitual. For example, fear 
can be conditioned without conscious mediation (e.g., Robinson 2000). Appraisal 
also occurs at the level of interpretation; people differ in the way they interpret and 
explain situations (Lyubomirsky and Ross 1999; Lyubomirksy and Tucker 1998). 
For example, people who are aggressive tend to appraise situations in more aggres-
sive terms (e.g., Cohen et al. 1998). Indeed, learned helplessness (Peterson and 
Seligman 1984; Peterson et al. 1993), which is a pessimistic explanatory style cou-
pled with stable and global self attributions of negative outcomes, predict strong 
and persistent negative emotions (see also Jackson et al. 2002).

4.3.2.2 � Emotional Reactions and Well-Being

Thus far, we have discussed the nature of emotional reactions and few select var-
iables that mediate events and evaluative responses to them. However, even the 
approach that places the greatest emphasis on specific emotional experiences does 
not view single experiences as a reflection of long-term feelings of well-being. 
Rather, multiple emotional reactions are aggregated in order to reflect people’s 
feelings of well-being over time. Considering the fact that researchers often aggre-
gate multiple emotional reactions across time, it is important to identify the key 
factors that influence the selection of the emotional reactions that have long-term 
effects. One important factor that influences long-term effects of emotional reac-
tions is goals and personal desires. This is because although people can respond 
emotionally to events at any given moment, only the reactions that are relevant 
to general goals and concerns are likely to influence SWB. For example, a person 
might encounter a snake in the woods and experience intense fear, but such a reac-
tion does not necessarily have implications for that person’s sense of happiness 
and satisfaction with life because they hardly ever go for a walk in the woods. 
Thus, life circumstances and events most influence SWB when they either hin-
der or benefit major goal progress, or signify whether an important goal has been 
obtained or lost (Cantor and Sanderson 1999; Emmons 1986).

Factors that are closely linked to personal goals appear to have most impact 
on people’s reports of SWB. For example, Andrews and Withey (1976) found 
that people’s evaluations of things that are generally distant from their own lives, 
such as the government and other institutions, have little relation to measures of 
SWB. On the other hand, people’s evaluations of factors closer to their lives, such 
as their social relationships and jobs, correlate more closely with their reports of 
SWB. Events such as recent widowhood strongly influence the reports of SWB of 
most people (Lucas et al. 2003). While the reason is not clear, we theorize that the 
death of a spouse has a pervasive effect on most people’s ability to meet many of 
their desires and goals simply due to the fact that their spouse is no longer present.

Goals and motivational concerns also mediate the relation between external 
events and reactions to them, to the extent that resources influence people’s 
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ability to reach their goals. Diener and Fujita (1995) found that resources, such 
as income, were most relevant to measures of SWB if they were related to the 
person’s goals (see also Crawford-Solberg et al. 2002). Furthermore, personal 
resources, such as social support and self-confidence, were more important for 
reports of SWB than were material goods. Objective social indicators of quality 
of life are only modestly related to later stages in the SWB sequence because peo-
ple have different goals and values, and have different amounts of resources for 
obtaining their particular goals.

In sum, the model described thus far indicates that external events and circum-
stances are related to people’s affective and cognitive reactions, but that this rela-
tion is mediated by processes that vary considerably across individuals. Further, 
while no one-to-one correspondence between events and circumstances and 
evaluative reactions to them exist, the two are related in a systematic manner and 
depend on a variety of factors, such as explanatory style, adaptation, and the avail-
ability of resources for meeting one’s goals.

4.3.3 � The Recall Stage

The next stage involves later recollections of an emotional reaction to an event. 
Substantial research has been conducted on the relation between memory and 
emotion, focusing on how emotion is encoded, how it is recalled, and how emo-
tion and memory affect one another (e.g., Christianson 1992). As suggested by 
our framework, research findings show that although on-line reports and recalled 
reports of the same emotional event are related, they are not identical (e.g., 
Thomas and Diener 1990). One cause of the discrepancy between on-line and 
retrospective reports of emotion is that memories of emotion are not encoded in 
memory in a permanent form. Instead, emotional memories are constantly being 
reconstructed based on present emotional experiences, current values, beliefs, and 
motivations (e.g., Ross and Wilson 2000). Figure 4.1 indicates several factors that 
influence the reconstruction of emotional memories, including implicit theories of 
emotion, cultural norms regarding emotions, and information conveyed in surveys, 
such as the recall time frame.

Indeed, one factor that influences the reconstruction of memory is people’s 
implicit theories about emotion. In this regard, McFarland et al. (1987) demon-
strated that when women were asked to recall their mood during menses, they 
recalled more negative emotions than they previously reported on-line: Implicit 
theories about the relation between menstruation and mood moderated the amount 
of negative emotion that was remembered. Implicit theories about gender also 
operate in a similar manner in that gender differences that are apparent in retro-
spective reports of emotion can disappear when researchers measure on-line emo-
tion (Robinson and Clore 2002; Robinson et al. 1998).

Cultural beliefs also influence the transition from on-line to remembered 
emotion. For example, Oishi (2002) found that Asian Americans and European 
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Americans differed in their retrospective ratings of emotion but not in their on-
line reports of emotion. When asked to recall their on-line moods, European 
Americans remembered their week as very good and Asian Americans remem-
bered their week as mildly good, although the two groups reported their mood as 
being equally mildly good on their on-line reports. It is possible that people are 
more likely to recall feeling emotions that are normative for their culture, or recall 
feeling the emotions that fit culturally with the events they have been experiencing 
(see Markus and Kitayama 1994, for why this might occur).

Other factors underlying the relation of on-line emotion labeling and recalled 
affect include current appraisals of the object or event causing the reaction. The 
recall of emotional events can depend on the current state of the individual. Levine 
and her colleagues (Levine 1997; Levine et al. 2001) demonstrated that people 
reconstruct their memories for emotion in the direction of their current appraisals. 
In their study, changing evaluations of the presidential candidate Ross Perot led to 
reconstructing one’s memory of how one felt earlier about Perot’s actions. Thus, 
changes in appraisal of circumstances or events can result in changes in memory 
for one’s previous reactions to them.

Why are emotional memories susceptible to reconstruction? Robinson and Clore 
(2002) suggest that when recalling emotions over a wide time frame, individuals 
do not retrieve specific instances and aggregate them to compute mean levels of 
affect. The recall task is difficult, and respondents prefer to provide quick answers 
to researchers’ questions. Consequently, people rely on heuristic information such 
as their general self-concept, implicit beliefs about emotion, or current mood, to 
inform their estimates of past emotional experience. In support of this, Feldman 
Barrett (1997) showed that individuals who score high on self-report measures of 
neuroticism overestimated in their recalled reports the amount of negative emotion 
they experienced on-line. On the other hand, individuals who scored high on self-
reports of extraversion recalled more pleasant affect then they actually experienced 
on-line. Diener et al. (1984) showed a similar effect with happy versus unhappy 
people: Happy people overestimated the amount of pleasant affect in recall, 
whereas unhappy people overestimated the amount of negative affect in recall.

One final influence on recall is that the survey questions presented by 
the researcher can stimulate respondents to search for different information. 
Winkielman et al. (1998) asked respondents about how much anger they had expe-
rienced, but over time frames of either one week or one year. People reported large 
amounts of anger for the week compared to what would be expected for a year if 
extrapolated from the weekly reports to a full year. Respondents appeared to set 
a threshold for reporting that depended on the questions asked by the researcher. 
When the interviewer asked about anger in a short period, such as a day, the par-
ticipant assumed that she/he must be interested in any experience, even mild irri-
tation, because intense anger would be unlikely in such a brief period, and the 
short time frame implied that the experience is frequent. When the interviewer 
asked about anger over the course of a year, however, the respondents assumed 
that she/he was inquiring about intense anger episodes that could be recalled over 
a long period, and provided an estimate of only intense anger experiences. The 
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two estimates are incommensurable in terms of the translation of the frequency of 
anger from one time period to the other because the subjects in the two conditions 
provide information about different emotional experiences. Thus, reports of recall 
are not only influenced by memory factors, but also by survey design variables 
that influence how participants interpret the questions.

The above review indicates that recall does not provide a precise duplicate of 
on-line experience, and that other influences such as personality and culture can 
influence what is remembered. Thus, measures of SWB that depend on recall are 
likely to be influenced by these other factors in addition to on-line past experi-
ences. When people recall that they are more joyful than other individuals, it might 
be because of on-line emotional reactions, or it might be because of norms, inter-
pretations of survey items, or implicit beliefs about emotions.

Thus, memories of emotions are dynamic reflections of the way emotions are 
being shaped and modified through time. Emotion memories cannot be simply  
dismissed as biased reflections of the “real” on-line emotions because research 
indicates that remembered emotions are sometimes better predictors of behav-
iors than the actual on-line emotions themselves. For example, Wirtz et al. (2004) 
found that participants’ memory of their spring break vacation was a better pre-
dictor of whether they wanted to go on a similar vacation in the future than their  
on-line emotions assessed during the vacation. Oishi (2004) also found that peo-
ple’s on-line feelings with their romantic partner were not as important as the 
recall of these feelings in predicting whether the partners would still be in the 
romantic relationship six months later. Within our framework, on-line affect and 
recalled affect no longer need to vie for the position of “true emotional well-
being.” Instead, both on-line affect and recalled affect are two different ways of 
understanding subjective well-being.

4.3.4 � Constructed Satisfaction Judgments

Global evaluations of one’s life occur at the final phase of the emotion sequence. 
For example, respondents can think about and report whether their lives are mean-
ingful, whether their work is fulfilling, and whether their marriage is satisfactory. 
Such global evaluations are distinctly different from both online affective experi-
ences and the recall of such experiences. Indeed, one of the approaches to SWB 
mentioned earlier focuses on global evaluations as the best indicator of SWB. In 
this section, we describe this stage in further detail, emphasizing how it relates to 
earlier stages in the framework.

Schwarz, Strack, and their colleagues (see Schwarz and Strack 1999, for a 
review) examined how people construct life satisfaction judgments. Figure  4.1 
lists several of the processes these researchers have examined, including the acces-
sibility of specific standards of comparison, the salience of specific information, 
the specificity of the evaluated target, and the influence of current mood. Schwartz 
et al. shed considerable light on the processes that influence the construction of 
global satisfaction judgments, and we describe some of these factors below.
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4.3.4.1 � Comparison Standards

One process that affects people’s constructions of satisfaction judgments is the 
standards that people use, whether consciously or unconsciously, in making SWB 
judgments (Campbell et al. 1976). Schwarz and Strack (1999) showed that the 
comparison standards against which one judges one’s life could be altered by prim-
ing. They asked participants to respond to satisfaction questions when a person in 
a wheelchair was in the respondent’s view. In this case, life satisfaction was higher 
because respondents compared themselves to the person with a disability. A simi-
lar finding was presented by Dermer et al. (1979), who showed that people’s life 
satisfaction was higher if life in the past was presented in an unfavorable light. In 
another study, Schwarz and Scheuring (1988) varied the response scales on items 
prior to the satisfaction judgment: Some subjects had response scales with low 
options (suggesting that most people are not that well off in the domain), whereas 
other participants received items with response scales that were high (indicating 
that most subjects are well off in this domain). The response scales set standards 
against which subjects could gauge their own level of success, and this influenced 
their later satisfaction (for a review of this line of research, see Schwarz 1996).

4.3.4.2 � Target Specificity

People can evaluate their satisfaction with their life as a whole, but they can also 
rate their satisfaction with specific life domains, including romantic relationships, 
career, physical appearance, and many more. Because different targets could be 
related to different experiences and goals, the target specificity of satisfaction 
judgments might also influence the resulting evaluations. Some research sug-
gests that people may rely on different sources of information when evaluating 
their satisfaction with specific versus general life domains. For example, Schwarz  
et al. (1987) suggested that people access domain-specific information when eval-
uating specific life-domains, but rely on heuristic cues (e.g., their current mood) 
when evaluating their satisfaction with life as a whole. Although further research 
is needed to compare general to specific life satisfaction judgments, the available 
research indicates that different sources of information might be salient to differ-
ent degrees when evaluating life satisfaction.

4.3.4.3 � Salience

The information that is salient, and therefore highly accessible, at the time of satis-
faction judgment can strongly influence the judgment (Schwarz and Strack 1999). 
For example, in one study (Strack et al. 1988) college student respondents were 
asked about both their dating satisfaction and their life satisfaction, but the ques-
tion order was counterbalanced, with half of the subjects receiving the dating 
question first. When the dating question came before the life satisfaction question, 
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the two correlated substantially, but when the dating question came second, the 
correlation was low. Presumably the concrete dating question could influence the 
life satisfaction response by making certain information salient, but the life satis-
faction question would be unlikely to influence the respondents’ satisfaction with 
their romantic lives because this judgment is more bounded by the reality of the 
situation. Schimmack et al. (2002) extended these findings to the individual dif-
ference domain by showing that for some individuals, information about romantic 
life is more chronically salient than for other individuals, and therefore is more 
likely to influence their life satisfaction judgment. Thus, both situationally primed 
information and material that is chronically salient for individuals are likely to be 
used in the construction of life satisfaction judgments.

Later investigators built on the impressive work of Schwarz and Strack. 
Schimmack et al. (2002) explored why, if momentary situational factors influ-
ence reports of life satisfaction, these reports tend to be very stable across time 
and situations (Diener and Larsen 1984; Eid and Diener in press). They found 
that the information people use in their judgments also tends to be stable. People 
tend to use the same sources of information repeatedly over time, and the informa-
tion itself tends to be somewhat stable. For example, Schimmack et al. found that 
whether individuals used their family relationships in judging their life satisfaction 
was moderately stable over time. In addition, the ratings of family relationships 
were themselves somewhat stable over time. It appears that some information is 
chronically accessible to individuals, and tends to be used repeatedly when they 
report their satisfaction, unless other information is made more salient by the 
situational context. Thus, global satisfaction judgments are likely to be based on 
some chronically salient information, as well as information that has recently been 
primed by situational factors.

In addition to individual differences in the domains of information people use 
when making life satisfaction judgments, individual differences also exist in the 
way people use information.

Diener et al. (2002) found that some individuals most heavily weight the 
domains in which they have the biggest problems in judging their life satisfaction, 
whereas other individuals most heavily weight their best domains.1 At the societal 
level, some cultures focus people more on positive or on negative information 
(e.g., Elliot et al. 2001; Lee et al. 2000), and this can change the emotional infor-
mation they recall when making global life judgments. In a similar vein, Diener  
et al. (2000) found that a general positivity disposition predicts average life satis-
faction judgments across nations. Thus, it is clear that both stable individual differ-
ences and situational factors influence global judgments of life satisfaction.

A strength of a life satisfaction measure is its flexibility: People can consider 
or ignore information that they personally consider relevant or irrelevant when 

1 I t might be, however, that there is a universal tendency to weight negative events more heav-
ily than positive ones, based on the idea that negative information in general is more salient than 
positive information (Ito and Cacioppo 1999; Rozin and Royzman 2001). Future research is 
needed to better understand this tendency and its relevance to SWB.
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making judgments about life satisfaction. However, this flexibility leaves open 
the possibility that situational factors can influence the judgment by making cer-
tain information more salient to the respondent. This also explains why objec-
tive predictors are often only modestly related to global satisfaction judgments; 
some respondents might view the predictor as relevant to his or her global evalu-
ation, whereas others may not. Schimmack et al. (2002) found, for example, that 
almost all student respondents considered progress toward their academic goals 
when making life satisfaction judgments, but only about half of them considered 
their current mood or housing arrangement to be relevant. Individual differences 
in goals, as well as culture (Oishi and Diener 2001), are likely to influence what 
people consider important when evaluating their lives.

4.3.4.4 � Relation of Global Judgments to Previous Stages in the Model

In order to compute a judgment of life satisfaction or fulfillment, people can 
use affective information, such as their recall of positive emotions. Suh et al. 
(1998) found that recall of affect correlated with life satisfaction judgments, and 
Schimmack et al. (2002) found evidence suggesting that individuals retrieve 
emotional information when forming life satisfaction judgments. However, both 
studies suggest that individual differences exist in the relative degree to which 
people rely on past emotional experiences when making global judgments of life 
satisfaction.

Alternatively, although life satisfaction and on-line emotion are related, 
they are not the same thing. Lucas et al. (1996) used a multitrait-multimethod 
approach to examine the relation between emotional experience and life satisfac-
tion. Although significantly correlated, global reports of positive affect and nega-
tive affect showed separability from reports of life satisfaction. Similarly, Eid and 
Diener (in press) found a correlation of 0.74 between the variables at the latent 
trait level. Thus, long-term affect accounted for about half of the variability in 
life satisfaction when the effects of current mood and situational variability were 
removed from each measure. When constructing global SWB judgments, people 
take more than their pleasant and unpleasant emotions into account. For exam-
ple, Schimmack et al. (2002) found that objective circumstances, such as college 
grades, housing, and romantic relationships, held some importance in life satisfac-
tion judgments.

4.3.5 � Conclusion

Figure  4.1 presents a sequence that includes the major temporal components of 
SWB. These stages incorporate objective events and circumstances that peo-
ple experience in their lives, the subjective emotional reactions to such events, 
the memories of specific emotional reactions, and the global judgments of life 
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satisfaction. While these stages unfold over time, we do not imply progressive 
development such that one stage turns into another. Instead, these stages in the 
SWB sequence are related, but not identical. Most current research on well-being 
is related to one of three approaches outlined earlier in this chapter. Whereas each 
of these approaches emphasizes one stage in the sequence, our framework sug-
gests that each stage is one of several different forms of evaluation that people 
make about their SWB. No stage in the framework can single-handedly provide a 
full account of subjective well-being; rather, the interrelationship of the stages is 
crucial to a full understanding of how people evaluate their lives. The framework 
therefore incorporates several important factors that influence both specific stages 
and the transitions between them.

4.3.6 � Multiple Sequence Scenarios

Our framework shows a simplified version of emotional experiences in real life. In 
everyday life, people are exposed to multiple events, which lead to multiple emo-
tions that can later be recalled separately or in combination. Thus, a sequential 
path as the one depicted in Fig.  4.1 does not occur in a vacuum; rather, it con-
stantly influences and is influenced by other sequences along the temporal con-
tinuum. Thus, an event that occurs at stage, whether it be the occurrence of an 
emotional event, a memory of an emotional event, or global evaluation, influ-
ences what happens at other stages of other events. As shown in Fig. 4.2, one can 
examine the relation between two adjacent sequences, where sequence 1 occurs 
on a temporal continuum before sequence 2. Because a thorough overview of all 
possible relations is beyond the scope of this chapter, we will briefly discuss two 

(a)
Sequence 1: event emotional reaction   recall global judgment 

Sequence 2:  event  emotional reaction recall global judgment 

Temporal continuum 

(b)
Sequence 1:  event   emotional reaction recall global judgment 

Sequence 2:  event  emotional reaction recall global judgment 

Temporal continuum 

Fig. 4.2   Examples for relations between multiple sequences
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examples: Effects of previous stages on future events and circumstances, and the 
effects of concurrent events on emotional experience.

4.3.6.1 � Effects on Future Objective Outcomes

Our daily experiences are constantly shaped and modified by experiences from our 
past. This is especially true in the field of emotion and SWB, because valenced 
evaluations of life can influence patterns of choice and behavior, reactivity, and 
evocation.

By using our framework, one can examine how different components of SWB 
influence objective life outcomes. As shown in Fig. 4.2a, each stage in an earlier 
sequence can contribute to the prediction of future life events and circumstances.

In this respect, positive emotional states are likely to elicit positive reactions 
from others (Lyubomirsky et al. 2002). Positive emotions can also alter perfor-
mance by increasing creativity, income, work performance, health, and other 
variables that are valued in many cultures. Thus, emotional reactions can influ-
ence later events and life circumstances. For example, research shows that recalled 
emotions can be a better predictor of future events than the actual on-line expe-
riences (Wirtz et al. 2004; Oishi 2004). Furthermore, global judgments of job 
satisfaction can mediate the relation between work environment and turnover 
(Lambert et al. 2001), as well as predict outcome variables such as productivity 
and company profit (Harter et al. 2002). Thus, each of the three subjective stages 
can influence later objective events and circumstances.

4.3.6.2 � Multiple Effects of On-line Emotions

In addition to noting possible relations between past stages and future outcomes, 
our framework also points to the multiple effects each stage can have on stages in 
future or parallel sequences. For example, Fig. 4.2b indicates the potential effects 
of current emotions on each of the four stages in a subsequent SWB sequence.

We have already mentioned the possible effects of emotional reaction on the 
prediction of future outcomes. However, on-going emotional reactions can also 
influence the way people respond emotionally to other events in the environment. 
For example, positive affect increases selective attention to positive information 
(Tamir and Robinson 2004), which might serve to maintain positive feelings. 
Indeed, many studies have documented the effects of emotion on concurrent cog-
nition and evaluation. In addition, reactions to one event can influence the recall 
of other events. For example, people in a positive mood might be more likely to 
recall positive events from their past, whereas people in a negative mood might be 
more likely to recall negative events.

Finally, people’s current mood can influence their global judgments of life sat-
isfaction, but they can also discount this information if they believe that it is due to 
irrelevant sources (Schwarz and Clore 1983; see also Robinson 2000). Schimmack 



674 I ntegrating the Diverse Definitions of Happiness

et al. (2002) found that about one-half of respondents report that they use their 
current mood in evaluating their lives. Those individuals who say that they use 
their current mood show a much larger correlation between their moods and life 
satisfaction reports than do individuals who say that they do not use their current 
mood information. Although individuals differ in whether they use this informa-
tion, they tended to do so with some stability across time. However, when a par-
ticular piece of information becomes particularly salient, such as one’s mood on 
a beautiful spring day after a long spate of bad weather, or when one’s nation has 
just won a soccer championship, this material might become salient even for indi-
viduals for whom it is not chronically salient.

4.3.6.3 � Summary

The above examples demonstrate that stages in sequences that involve different 
eliciting events can influence one another. Revealing such intricate interrelation-
ships is an important task for future research. Despite the fact that our framework 
must be made more complex to accommodate all paths of influence between vari-
ables, it nevertheless points to major steps in the SWB sequence, and alerts us to 
the importance of searching for the interconnections among those stages. Thus, the 
current framework should have heuristic, conceptual, and empirical value in terms 
of stimulating theory and empirical work on the ways that the major stages in the 
sequence are related to one another.

4.3.7 � On the Primacy of the Various Stages

As mentioned earlier, scholars have argued for the primacy of one stage over 
the other stages in terms of reflecting SWB. For example, in terms of eliciting 
events, many sociologists and economists favor economic and social indicators, 
which reflect life circumstances in a society. In terms of emotional experience, 
Kahneman (1999) argued that on-line emotional reactions to events have prior-
ity in terms of assessing hedonic outcomes because this measure is not as biased 
as recall and global judgments. Others have focused on retrospective memories, 
preferring a broader perspective on a person’s life than how the respondent feels 
at the moment of the survey. Finally, Veenhoven (1993) argued that global judg-
ments, such as life satisfaction, are primary in assessing SWB because it best 
reflects the philosophical notion of the good life. The preference for one perspec-
tive over another can be based on philosophical reasons, or because one method 
might be considered less biased than another.

However, an important point of this chapter is that a scientific understanding 
of people’s evaluations of their lives requires knowledge of each of the stages 
because they are connected to one another in an integral fashion. Each stage indi-
cates new information about the quality of a person’s life, and a comprehensive 
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theoretical understanding is not possible without understanding the complete 
sequence. There is evidence that each of the various stages predict important 
behaviors. For example, laboratory experiments indicate that positive emotional 
reactions can lead to heightened altruism, creativity, and flexible problem solving 
(see Brief and Weiss 2002 for a review). And as mentioned earlier, the memory of 
emotions, however inaccurate, often predicts future choices and behaviors better 
than online emotions (Oishi 2004; Wirtz et al. 2004). Finally, measures of the 
global judgment stage indicate that it, too, can have predictive power. For exam-
ple, global life satisfaction judgments have been shown to predict substance abuse 
(Newcomb et al. 1986; Zullig et al. 2001), suicide (Koivumaa-Honkanen et al. 
2001) and deaths due to fatal injuries (Koivumaa-Honkanen et al. 2002). Similarly, 
global judgments of the workplace can predict job accidents, unit profitability, and 
productivity (Harter et al. 2002). Thus, all three of the subjective stages are impor-
tant to understanding and predicting future behavior.

4.4 � Implications of the Framework

4.4.1 � Personality Influences on the Stages of SWB

One implication of our framework concerns the pronounced effects of individual 
differences on every stage of the sequential framework. Personality influences on 
measures of SWB have been found to range from moderate to substantial, and the 
heritability of SWB has been estimated at about 0.5 (Tellegen et al. 1988). Two of 
the “Big Five” traits, Extraversion and Neuroticism, have been found to correlate 
at 0.80 or higher with longterm levels of positive and negative affect, respectively, 
after controlling for measurement error (Lucas and Fujita 2000; Fujita 1991). 
Thus, the relation found between various measures of SWB and personality is 
often higher than that found between situational and demographic variables, and 
reports of SWB (Diener and Lucas 1999).

As discussed earlier, personality can influence the relation between an indi-
vidual’s objective circumstance and one’s emotional reactions. However, evidence 
indicates that personality can influence all of the stages in the model. People with 
different temperaments are likely to experience different life events (e.g., Headey 
and Wearing 1989; Magnus et al. 1993), and a propensity to experience certain 
events, such as divorce, appears to be partly heritable (Jocklin et al. 1996). People 
with different personalities react differently to the same events (e.g., Rusting 
and Larsen 1997) and remember the same emotional reactions differently (e.g., 
Feldman Barrett 1997). Moreover, the same processes that may be responsible for 
individual differences in emotional experience may operate within persons as well. 
For example, Fleeson et al. (2002) found that engaging in extraverted behavior had 
positive consequences for both introverts and extraverts. Additionally, people with 
different personalities are likely to select different information when constructing 
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global SWB judgments (Diener et al. 2002). Certain broad personality predisposi-
tions to approach versus withdraw (Elliot and Thrash 2002) are likely to influence 
all stages in our framework. Thus, personality is one of the strongest correlates 
of reports of affect and life satisfaction probably because it can influence all four 
stages in the sequence.

4.4.2 � Measurement

One of the clearest implications of our model concerns measurement. Because SWB 
is viewed as an ongoing process, we believe that no single measure is automatically 
more valid than another measure. Different measures provide information about dif-
ferent stages of SWB, and therefore we strongly advocate multiple measures that 
tap different stages. When the measures converge, they give greater certainty to the 
findings. When the measures diverge, however, they can often cast considerable the-
oretical light on the processes under study. When additional measures are available 
that help the researcher understand the processes underlying discrepancies between 
SWB measures (e.g., of norms or self-concept), the researcher can be in an espe-
cially strong position to comprehend the processes underlying SWB.

Another implication of our model is that the time when emotion measures are 
collected can strongly influence the findings. As Kahneman (1999) aptly noted, 
there can be large differences between predicted, on-line, and recalled emotional 
experiences. Researchers need to be aware of these differences, and be cognizant 
of the implications of measurement timing for the results and conclusions of their 
research.

4.5 � Future Research

We have outlined a time-sequential framework for understanding SWB. However, 
more studies are needed to fully understand and test our framework. First, future 
research should further examine the relations between different stages in the 
sequence. We are beginning to understand many of the transition processes that 
relate one stage to the next, but much more work is needed in this area. Future 
research should also continue to address the variables that cause dissociations 
between different stages in the sequence. For example, we know little about the 
accuracy of recall for moods versus emotions (see Frijda 1993, for a discussion of 
the distinction between the two). We also know little about how cultural referenc-
ing effects (Heine et al. 2002) might influence reports of on-line versus recalled 
emotions. Schwarz and Strack (1999) suggest that people’s evaluations of specific 
targets, such as marriage or one’s car, might depend more on preformed evalua-
tions of the object, whereas evaluations of more global domains might be subject to 
greater situational influences at the time of measurement. Our framework suggests 
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that measuring on-line versus recalled versus global evaluations of both broad and 
narrow domains would be a valuable extension of Schwarz and Strack’s work.

Future research should also be designed to explore the factors that moderate the 
relation between the various stages in the SWB sequence. For example, if people 
have a clear and salient self-concept related to a specific emotion, their recall of 
it might be less related to their on-line experience of that emotion because they 
rely heavily on self-concept. Similarly, a person might have a strong belief about 
the emotions that accompany certain situations, and therefore might rely on situ-
ational beliefs when the emotion is recalled. People’s memories of their emotions 
might depend on personality factors such as the stability of self-esteem (Kernis 
et al. 1998), and stability in emotions might moderate the relation between affect 
and life satisfaction. Seidlitz and Diener (1998) found that women recall affective 
experiences more accurately, and that this is probably due to more elaborated cog-
nitions of those experiences. This finding points to the importance of exploring 
individual and group differences, as well as the social conditions that influence 
the relation between recalled affect and on-line experience. A factor that might 
moderate the relation between recalled affect and global judgments of satisfaction 
is the value that people place on emotions. Thus, our framework points to many 
interesting research questions about factors that moderate the relation between the 
sequential stages of SWB.

4.6 � Conclusions

In this chapter, we offer an integrative framework of SWB. Our framework is a 
sequential one that begins with the events that cause emotional experience and 
ends with broad conclusions people reach in evaluating their lives, based in part on 
their recall and reconstruction of their emotional experiences. We believe that the 
framework we present has a number of advantages. First, it covers the entire span 
of experience, not just the early or late stages. Second, we provide hypotheses and 
evidence about some of the important transition processes between the phases of 
the SWB sequence, including how such processes could be influenced by factors 
such as personality or culture. Third, our framework has clear implications for the 
theoretical meaning of different measures of SWB. The present framework sug-
gests a new integrative, temporally oriented perspective on SWB, and points to 
possible limitations of past research.
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Abstract  This chapter concerns the idea that Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) is 
managed by a system of psychological devices which have evolved for this pur-
pose. It is proposed that this management is actually directed at the protection of 
Homeostatically Protected Mood, as the major component of SWB. We normally 
experience HPMood as a combination of contentment, happiness and arousal. 
A theoretical description of this construct is offered that can account for many of 
the commonly observed empirical characteristics of SWB data. It is further pro-
posed that when homeostasis fails, due to the overwhelming nature of a negative 
challenge, people lose contact with HPMood and experience the domination of 
negative rather than positive affect. If this condition is chronic, people experience 
the clinical condition we call depression.

Keywords  Subjective wellbeing  •  HPMood  •   Depression  •  Happiness  •   
Homeostasis

5.1 � Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to draw together three threads that have been occu-
pying our research over the past decade or so. The first of these is the composition 
and character of Subjective Wellbeing (SWB). The second is homeostatic process 
by which SWB is normally held within a narrow range of values. And the third is 
the nature of the relationship between SWB, homeostasis and depression. Each of 
these areas will now be addressed and the nature of their integration explained.

The single most important thing about Subjective Wellbeing is that it is positive. It 
is normal for people to feel good about themselves. This feature of SWB data is evi-
dent in the results of all publications that investigate the construct, and very explic-
itly in data gathered by the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index project (Cummins et al. 
2003). This project measures the SWB of the Australian population several times 
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each year. Each survey involves a telephone interview of 2,000 new respondents, 
nation wide. The project commenced in April 2001 and the accumulated data from 
the 21 surveys conducted to April 2009 provide much of the data for this chapter.

The scale used to measure and conceptualize SWB is the Personal Wellbeing 
Index (International Wellbeing Group 2006) which has a unique construction. It 
is designed as the first-level deconstruction of the highly abstract question ‘How 
satisfied are you with your life as a whole’. In order to achieve this design aim, 
each of the eight items has two important characteristics. The first lies in the semi-
abstract nature of each question, such as ‘How satisfied are you with your relation-
ships’. This format is deliberately non-specific. It allows the response that people 
give to be dominated by non-specific mood affect (the essence of SWB, see later), 
slightly flavored with cognitions attached to relationships. A more specific ques-
tion, such as ‘How satisfied are you with your friends’, would elicit a more cogni-
tively driven response.

The second characteristic of the eight items (domains) that comprise the 
Personal Wellbeing Index is that when they are regressed together against 
‘Satisfaction with life as a whole’, each one contributes unique variance. These 
matters of theoretical construction are elaborated in the test manual.

Each item is rated on an end-defined 0–10 scale (Jones and Thurstone 1955) 
that is anchored by ‘completely dissatisfied’ and ‘completely satisfied’ (see 
Cummins and Gullone 2000 for an argument as to why this form of scale is supe-
rior to a Likert scale). The data are then averaged across the eight domains for 
each respondent and the result transformed onto a 0–100 scale. The cumulative 
results for the Australian population can be found in Cummins et al. (2009) and 
show the distribution of SWB in this population. The distribution of SWB is 
approximately normal within the positive (satisfied) sector of the response scale. 
The mean is 75 points and only 4.4 % of respondents score 50 or below. It is, thus, 
normal to feel positive about oneself.

5.1.1 � Subjective Wellbeing Stability

The second intriguing feature of SWB is its stability. This can be demonstrated by 
two kinds of data. One uses the mean scores from population surveys and the other 
are data obtained from individuals.

To take the population data first, two reports (Cummins 1995, 1998) first dem-
onstrated the extraordinary level of SWB stability, and therefore predictability, of 
population mean scores. The first of these chapters combined data from population 
surveys performed in various Western countries. It included highly diverse studies, 
each one having been conducted by different researchers, using different scales 
of measurement, at different times over the decades 1970–1990. When the results 
were transformed onto a 0–100 scale it was found that the mean of the 16 surveys 
was 75 points and their standard deviation was 2.5. Thus, using two standard devi-
ations on either side of the mean to define a normal range, the SWB mean scores 
extend between 75 ± 5 or 70–80 points.
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Of course, this estimate of the normal range is heavily contaminated with error var-
iance resulting from the many methodological differences between the studies. Much 
greater stability is revealed by the 21 Australian Unity Wellbeing Index surveys. Over 
the nine-year period of these surveys (2001–2009) SWB varied over a total range of 
3.1 points (73.2–76.3). Using these 21 values as data yields a mean of 74.93 points, 
a standard deviation of 0.75 and, therefore, a normative range of 73.43–76.43 points. 
In other words, the mean score of a random survey of people in Australia can be pre-
dicted, with 95 % certainty, to lie within a 3.0 % point range. There is no precedent in 
the literature for such extraordinary stability in measures of SWB.

The above analyses have been based on the use of sample means as data. When 
measures of SWB from individuals are used, the standard deviation is much 
larger, but is also very consistent. Using the data from the Australian population 
(Cummins et al. 2009) the mean is 74.93 points, the standard deviation is 12.36 
and so the normal range is 50.21–99.64 points. It can be seen that this range rather 
neatly fits the positive sector of the distribution, however it is certainly too large to 
be regarded as the true normal range. This is because the calculation involves the 
4.4 percent of people who fall below this range and, as will be argued later, this is 
considered to indicate the presence of pathology. So, a new range can be calcu-
lated omitting these values. This produces a mean of 76.45 and a standard devia-
tion of 10.13. Using these new values, the normal range becomes 56.19–96.71.

A further slight adjustment can be made on the assumption that the true distri-
bution is normal and that the 4.4 % of values that fall below 50 are overly repre-
sentative of low values within the normative range. This idea is supported by the 
slightly higher frequency of scores above, compared to below the median of 75 
points, over the range of 50–100 (see Cummins et al. 2009). So, if the above cal-
culation is adjusted downward slightly it gives a normal range for SWB between 
55 and 95 and a mean of 75 points. Of course, this is only an approximation and 
requires verification by other methodologies, but it is a reasonable basis for further 
theory-building.

5.2 � How can these Data Patterns be Explained?

It is apparent from these results that SWB is exhibiting some determined char-
acteristics as follows: (1) It is highly stable. (2) It is normally restricted to the 
positive half of the dissatisfied—satisfied continuum. (3) It shows a normal distri-
bution consistent with what Psychologists refer to as an individual difference and 
is under strong genetic determination (e.g. Lykken and Tellegen 1996). That is, its 
distribution is consistent with SWB being an innate personal characteristic.

So what kind of a system might be responsible for such behavior? There is a 
substantial literature in which researchers describe the models they imagine 
responsible for SWB. The earliest of these were the ‘Physical and Spiritual Model’ 
(Liu 1975), the ‘Lewinian Lifespace Model’ (Campbell et al. 1976) and the ‘Two-
Dimensional Conceptual Model’ (Andrews and Withey 1976) but all of these were 
mainly concerned with the composition of Quality of Life into its objective and 
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subjective components. It took more than a decade for researchers to incorporate 
some of the psychometric characteristics described above into their models.

The first of these pioneers were two Australian researchers, Headey and 
Wearing (Headey et al 1984a, b; Headey and Wearing 1986, 1987, 1989). Using 
data from a panel study they observed that people appeared to have a ‘set-point’ 
for their SWB. That in the absence of significant life events, people tended to 
maintain a relatively steady level of SWB, and that if an event caused SWB to 
change then, over time, it tended to regain its previous level. They called this 
their ‘Dynamic Equilibrium Model’ and considered the management of SWB to 
be vested in a genetically-inbuilt psychological system, based in stable person-
ality characteristics, which had the primary purpose of maintaining self-esteem. 
They characterized the positive sense of SWB as a ‘Sense of Relative Superiority’ 
because it had the consequence of making people feel that their subjective life 
experience is better than average for the population.

The second researchers to take up this challenge were Stones and Kozma 
(1991) who proposed their ‘Magical Model of Happiness’. Like Headey and 
Wearing, they depicted SWB as a self-correcting process that maintains stability 
around set-points that differ between individuals. They also regard SWB stability 
as a function of a dispositional system (Kozma et al. 2000 now referred to this as 
the ‘Propensity Model’). However, they also found that the propensity for stability 
could not be entirely explained through personality variables alone, and that the 
best predictor of future SWB was the level of past SWB.

All of these data are consistent with the idea, also proposed by other authors 
(Hanestad and Albrektsen 1992; Nieboer 1997; Ormel 1983; Ormel and Schaufeli 
1991) that SWB is neurologically maintained in a state of dynamic equilibrium. 
However, these earlier models did not attempt to account for the nature of the rela-
tionship between SWB in dynamic equilibrium, and other demographic and psy-
chological variables. This feature requires that theoretical attention be given to the 
processes of SWB management, which we call SWB homeostasis.

In 1998, Cummins first used the term ‘homeostasis’ to describe the basic mech-
anism underpinning SWB management. The term implies an analogy between the 
physiological management of internal body states, such as body temperature, and 
the management of SWB. While the homeostatic management of body tempera-
ture lies within the autonomic system, SWB is considered to be managed by dis-
positional, genetically pre-wired, neurological systems.

The term, ‘homeostasis’, is charged with meaning. Describing management 
in these terms makes very clear predictions concerning the relationship between 
SWB and other variables. The variable being managed, SWB, must conform to 
the standard performance requirements of homeostatic systems, and these include 
the three characteristics that have been previously listed. In addition to these, other 
characteristics should also be displayed if SWB management may be considered 
homeostatic. These include the following:

1.	 There must be a threshold value which is being defended by the homeostatic 
processes. There must also be evidence that, as this value is approached, the 
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system works harder than normal to retain control. Then, as the threshold 
value is exceeded, there must be evidence that homeostasis has failed and is 
no longer controlling the level of SWB.

2.	 Following homeostatic defeat, over time the system should act to regain con-
trol. If this is successful, the level of SWB should return to a stable approxi-
mation of its set-point.

3.	 The aim of homeostasis is to maintain the variable it is managing within a 
narrow range of values. Thus, SWB must evidence a ‘set-point-range’ which 
reflects the moment-to-moment range in which SWB will normally be found 
for each individual. The magnitude of this range may also be an individual 
difference, with some ranges being more tightly controlled than others.

4.	 SWB should respond to variables that either enhance or challenge the opera-
tion of the homeostatic system. But the nature of the relationship with such 
variables should be consistent with the operation of a homeostatic system. 
The implications of these requirements are illustrated with the aid of Fig. 5.1.

This Figure comprises several parts as follows:

1.	 The vertical axis shows the 0–100 scale of SWB and includes an illustrative 
set-point-range of 70–80 points.

2.	 The lower horizontal axis shows the strength of a negative challenge to SWB, 
such as might be delivered by poverty or anxiety.

3.	 The upper horizontal axis shows the dominant source of control. The source 
of control changes depending on whether the strength of the challenging agent 
is weak or strong.

4.	 The curving ‘response line’ depicts the changes in SWB due to changes in the 
strength of challenge. The upper (80 point) and lower (70 point) margins of the 
set-point-range are identified as ‘thresholds’ and indicated by vertical arrows.
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point
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Fig. 5.1   Changing levels of SWB as homeostasis is challenged
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5.	 An important limitation in this depiction is that the position of the response 
line will vary between people, determined by their set-point-range. Thus, for 
people who have a lower set-point, the response line will also be lower.

6.	 A second limitation in this depiction is that it shows the theoretical outcome 
of the combined influences of supportive and challenging agents acting on 
the homeostatic system at any one time. Due to such multiple influences, any 
empirical investigation of the relationship between SWB and its sources of 
influence can only be expected to approximate the pattern that is shown

The predictions derived from Fig. 5.1 are as follows:

1.	U nder conditions of zero threat, SWB will average to its set-point, which in 
this case is 75 points.

2.	 As mild sources of threat are experienced, the level of SWB will vary within 
its set-point-range. Moreover, its position within the range will be a prob-
ability statement determined by the balance of good and bad momentary 
experience and the resilience of the homeostatic system. Thus, a sustained 
environment where good experience dominates, will allow SWB to aver-
age within the upper portion of the set-point-range. A sustained challenge 
will cause SWB to average within the lower portion of the set-point-range. 
However, the extent of such fluctuations is predicted to be quite modest. Since 
the magnitude of the set-point-range is calculated to be around 10–12  % 
points (Cummins et al. 2008, Sect. 3.8.1), the total movement of SWB due to 
such influences will not be more than a few percentage points on either side of 
the set-point. This phase is shown in Fig. 5.3a.

3.	 As the strength of threat intensifies, the strength of the homeostatic defence 
also increases in an attempt to maintain stable levels of SWB. The result is 
phase (b) in which homeostasis manages to hold-the-line and prevents SWB 
from decreasing below its lower threshold value of 70 points. The evidence 
for this lower threshold to be located at about 70 points, on average, is pre-
sented in Cummins (2003). Importantly during this phase (b), the value of 
SWB is insensitive to changing levels of the challenging agent. That is, 
although the strength of the challenge is increasing, SWB will be held steady 
at the value of the lower threshold. This phase will continue as long as the 
homeostatic system is effective. However, at some higher strength of chal-
lenge, homeostasis will be overwhelmed.

4.	O nce the strength of the challenging agent becomes too strong for homeostatic 
management, the value of SWB enters phase (c). In this phase the dominant 
source of control has shifted from homeostatic processes to the challenging 
agent. Now the value of SWB is sensitive to the strength of the challenging 
agent and, as the strength of the challenge increases, the value of SWB will 
sharply fall.

Within this theoretical and predictive background, two kinds of elaboration will 
now be presented. The first concerns the nature of the homeostatic system itself. 
The second examines empirical evidence for the proposition that the relationship 
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between SWB and challenging agents conforms to the outcomes predicted by this 
homeostatic model.

5.3 � The Mechanisms of Homeostasis

It is proposed that the mechanism of homeostasis comprises two kinds of buffers as 
External an Internal. The two major External buffers are wealth and relationships.

5.3.1 � The External Buffers

There are serious misconceptions as to what money can and cannot do in relation 
to personal wellbeing. Most importantly, it cannot shift the set-point to create a 
perpetually happier person. Set-points for SWB are proposed to be under genetic 
control (Cummins et al. 2003; Lykken and Tellegen 1996), so in this sense money 
cannot buy happiness. No matter how rich someone is, their average level of SWB 
cannot be sustained higher than their set-point range. People adapt readily to luxu-
rious living standards, so genetics trumps wealth after a certain level of income 
has been achieved.

The real power of wealth is to protect wellbeing through its capacity to be used 
as a flexible resource to assist homeostasis (Cummins 2000). It does this by allow-
ing people to minimize the unwanted challenges they experience in their daily life. 
Wealthy people pay others to perform tasks they do not wish to do themselves. 
Poor people, who lack such financial resources, must fend for themselves to a 
much greater extent. As a consequence their level of SWB is far more at the mercy 
of their environment. Because of this influence, SWB rises with income, but only 
up to a certain level. In Australia SWB rises with gross household income up to 
about $91,000–$120,000, but at higher incomes no further systematic rise in SWB 
can be detected (Cummins et al. 2009).

This pattern of the relationship between SWB and wealth is much the same 
when comparisons are made between countries (e.g World Bank 1997). It is what 
the economists refer to as Decreasing Marginal Utility; that rising income has its 
strongest effect to raise wellbeing at low income levels.

This curvilinear, asymptotic relationship is a typical output from a management 
system that can be saturated. That is, supplying more of some relevant resource 
(money) may or may not cause an increase in output. The effect of the resource is 
dependent on the level of deprivation. Thus, for poor people or countries, all other 
things being equal, increased wealth will increase SWB. But this will continue 
only up to some ceiling value for SWB (about 80 points), which reflects full and 
unrestricted functioning of the system in relation to that resource.

These results are also convergent evidence that the power of money lies in its 
usefulness as a flexible resource, which can be used to diminish the probability 
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of encountering chronic negative life events. In terms of Fig. 5.1, this represents a 
shift from being dominantly at (c) and (b) to being dominantly at (a) and (b). That 
is, the resource of money has an effect in two stages. The first is the most obvious. 
As income rises, fewer people within the sample experience homeostatic defeat 
due to some factor that can be ameliorated through the resource of money. This 
represents the significant rise in SWB up to $91,000–$120,000. Above this level 
of income there will be a continued, but gradual rise in average SWB, as progres-
sively more of the sample experience a lifestyle that allows their SWB to inhabit 
the upper portion of their set-point-range. However, of course, in any population 
sample there will always be some people with a level of SWB that lies below its 
set-point irrespective of the financial situation. The cause will be attributable to 
situations, such as parenting unpleasant children, which are not amenable to reso-
lution through money.

A further observation from Fig.  5.1 is that SWB plateaus at about 80 points. 
There are two reasons for this. First it reflects limitations to the upward movement 
of SWB due to resource saturation of the homeostatic system. Second it reflects 
the normal distribution of set-points within any population sample.

A second major external resource is a relationship with another adult that 
involves mutual sharing of intimacies and support. Almost universally, the 
research literature attests to the power of such relationships to moderate the influ-
ence of potential stressors on SWB (for reviews see Henderson 1977; Sarason  
et al. 1990). It might be expected that the power of the two external buffers to pro-
tect SWB is additive, and this is demonstrated by the interaction between income 
and household structure in Fig. 5.2. These results are drawn from Cummins et al. 
(2009).

The top line shows the effect of income on the SWB of people living only 
with their partner. It can be seen that this living arrangement makes people very 
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resilient. Even at the lowest household income, SWB lies in the middle of the nor-
mal range. Notably, it does not change very much as income increases, rising only 
3.7 points across the entire income range. This is another example of the ceiling 
created by homeostasis—that money as a resource cannot be used to chronically 
increase SWB beyond the set-point range for each individual. Thus, since the 
mean SWB of this group is already in the normal range at the lowest income level, 
the only influence of higher income is to increase the probability that SWB lies 
towards the top of its set-point-range.

The second line in this figure shows partners who are living with one or more 
children. Their resilience is lower because children drain the emotional and finan-
cial resources of their parents. Thus, at the lowest income level, SWB lies well 
below the normal range. This reflects the demands made by children exceeding 
the resources available to some parents. However, at a gross household income of 
$31,000–$60,000 the financial and relationship resources become sufficient for 
homeostatic control to be returned. Thereafter, rises in income do not statistically 
differ between the couples with and without children.

The situation for single parents is more extreme. Since they lack the resource 
of an adult partnership, they require an income of $61,000–$90,000 to regain 
homeostatic control. It is also informative to observe that the three-person house-
hold (partners plus child) on low income has higher SWB than the two-person 
household (one parent plus child). This is quite the reverse of the relative wellbe-
ing normally assumed by Economists (see Trigger 2003). They usually calculate 
household wellbeing as income discounted by the number of people in the house-
hold. This method is incorrect in relation to SWB. The increased consumption of 
goods by the additional adult is more than offset by the instrumental and emo-
tional support they are able to provide.

In summary, both income and relationship support are highly effective external 
buffers for SWB homeostasis, and their combined influence appears to be addi-
tive, as expected. Moreover, the relationship between SWB and both of the exter-
nal buffers conforms fairly well to the predictions of homeostasis. But this is only 
the external aspects of homeostatic control. There is an additional set of buffers to 
assist homeostasis that are internal to each person.

5.3.2 � Internal Buffers

When the external buffers are not strong enough to prevent something bad hap-
pening, all is not lost. At the heart of homeostasis is a set of genetically pro-
grammed internal buffers. These comprise protective devices that are brought 
into action because SWB is being threatened. At the simplest level these involve 
the automatic processes of adaptation and habituation. These act over time to 
make us less aware of challenging experiences. An example of this phenomenon 
can be observed in relation to the gradual loss of motor functioning with age. 
Because people adapt both their behavior and expectations to fit the reality of their 
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diminishing motor capacity, the loss of functioning only weakly engages aware-
ness, and so fails to threaten SWB. The extent to which this can happen is amaz-
ing. Many people with Multiple Sclerosis, which induces a gradual loss of motor 
functioning, report normal levels of SWB even when they lose the capacity to 
independently breathe and require mechanical ventilation (Bach et al. 1991).

We propose that this kind of adaptation is assisted by a set of cognitive buff-
ers. These use cognition to restructure reality and so to minimize the impact of 
unavoidable negative experiences. The ways that the cognitive buffers do this 
are highly varied. For example, one can find meaning in the event (‘God is test-
ing me’), fail to take responsibility for the failure (‘it was not my fault’) or regard 
the failure [dropping a vase] as useful (‘I did not like that old vase anyway and 
now I can buy another’). There are many such devices that essentially involve 
maintaining a sense of control, collectively called Secondary Control techniques 
(Rothbaum et al. 1982).

There are other ways of restructuring reality that do not involve the sense of 
control. One is protection of self-esteem through ‘splintering’. For example, when 
dropping the vase, one may think ‘Well, so I am a bit clumsy, but it doesn’t matter 
because I am so good at [making friends, cooking, writing, etc.]. Here, the cause 
of the bad event has been relegated to some aspect of performance that the person 
regards as unimportant to their sense of identity. People may also employ optimis-
tic temporal restructuring, e.g “Well this has been a bad day, but tomorrow will be 
better”. And so on.

No doubt there are many more such cognitive devices but they all serve the 
same purpose. Some explanation or reason for the negative experience has been 
found that allows the person to feel that their sense of self and ability to understand 
the world is intact. Their sense of threat has been dissipated and SWB is assisted 
to return within its set-point range. A detailed discussion of these internal buffering 
systems is provided in Cummins and Nistico (2002) and Cummins et al. (2002).

It is important to note, in relation to all this, that the homeostatic system, as 
described, has the role of maintaining a positive sense of wellbeing that is both 
non-specific and highly personalized. It is concerned only with the abstract core 
feelings that the individual has about themselves and only in the most general 
sense. One consequence of this is to imbue people with a ‘positivity bias’ in rela-
tion to themselves. So, people generally feel they are ‘superior’ to others, or better 
than average (Diener et al. 1999; Headey and Wearing 1988, 1989). They believe 
they are luckier, happier and more moral (Andrews and Withey 1976). This is all 
part of the general positive bias that is ‘value added’ by the brain to such thought 
processes and which leads, under the normal circumstances of living, to a general-
ized positive self-view (Taylor and Brown 1988; Weinstein 1989).

It is these characteristics that allow the personal sense of wellbeing to be so 
defendable against the slings and arrows of misfortune. Because these self-beliefs 
are held at such an abstract level, specific instances of personal bad-luck or incom-
petence that might otherwise damage the sense of personal wellbeing, can be dis-
missed by the internal buffers in order to maintain the abstract belief. This general 
idea is not novel. For example, Tesser et al. (1989) provide empirical support for a 
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model of Self-Evaluation Maintenance, in which the self recognizes good perfor-
mance on a variety of dimensions, yet aspires to ‘be good at’ (or personally val-
ues) only a few such dimensions. Thus, one’s own performance is not threatening 
to self-evaluation provided that failures are confined to non-valued dimensions in 
life. Such processes assist people who are deaf, for example, to maintain a positive 
self-view (Bat-Chava 1994).

So, SWB is heavily defended and this hints at the importance of maintaining 
positive feelings about the self. But SWB is generally acknowledged to be a mix-
ture of affect and cognition. So is this what homeostasis is actually defending?

5.4 � What is Homeostasis Defending?

Most contemporary theorists regard the measurement of SWB, obtained through a 
verbal or written response, to involve both affective and cognitive processes. This 
was first recognized by Campbell et al. (1976) who suggested that this amalgam 
should be measured through questions of ‘satisfaction’. This form of question has 
since become standard for SWB measurement. However, relatively little research 
has been directed to examining the relative contribution of affect and cognition. 
Certainly the two components are separable (Lucas et al. 1996) but whether, as 
claimed by Diener et al. (2004), SWB represents a dominantly cognitive evalu-
ation, is moot. To the contrary, recent research (Davern et al. 2007) points to the 
essence of SWB as a construct these authors call ‘Core Affect’.

The term Core Affect was coined by Russell (2003) to describe a neurophysi-
ological state that is experienced as a feeling and which may be conceptualized 
as a deep form of trait affect, or mood. He describes it as analogous to felt body 
temperature in that it is always there, can be accessed when attention is drawn to 
it, extremes are most obvious, and it exists without words to describe it. Naturally 
enough, Russell regarded Core Affect in conformity with the circumplex model 
of affect, comprising a blend of hedonic (pleasant-unpleasant) and arousal values 
(activation–deactivation).

The reason Davern et al. were attracted to adopt this term was Russell’s deter-
mined description of Core Affect as a biologically influenced mood, rather than 
an emotion. Specifically, he made it clear that while the feeling of Core Affect can 
be consciously accessed, it is not tied to any specific object in the manner of an 
emotional response. Instead it is a mood-state, which refers to how the individual 
senses themselves in an abstract but personal way. If the perception of the Core 
Affect feeling becomes linked to a cause, then the feeling state makes the transi-
tion from mood to emotion.

A more recent account of Core Affect, however, has muddied this distinction. 
Russell (2009) makes it clear that Core Affect may be involved in either moods 
or emotions. He proposes that Core affect may become directed at something 
and, indeed, that Core Affect may itself be changed by a variety of other influ-
ences. Thus a new term is required that describes the mood affect associated with 
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homeostasis. We propose the term Homeostatically Protected Mood (HPMood) to 
describe a feeling state with the following characteristics:

1.	I t is a biologically determined positive mood that comprises the most basic 
experienced feeling. It is hard-wired for each individual, comprising the tonic 
state of affect that provides the activation energy, or motivation, for behavior.

2.	 HPMood is not only the dominant affective constituent of SWB, as deter-
mined by Davern et al., but also the basic steady-state, set-point that homeo-
stasis seeks to defend.

3.	 HPMood perfuses all higher process, including personality (for a review of 
the neurobiology of personality see Depue and Collins 1999), memory and 
momentary experience. It perfuses all cognitive processes to some degree, 
but most strongly the rather abstract notions of self (e.g. I am a good person). 
These self-perceptions are held at strength of positivity that approximates the 
set-point HPMood.

Consistent with this fundamental role, we hypothesise that the process of evolu-
tion has advantaged the survival of individuals who experience a level of HPMood 
corresponding to 70–80 points pleasant or positive. Notably, SWB values above 
and below this range are associated with different forms of cognitive functioning, 
which each have their own advantages and disadvantages. For example, higher 
SWB is associated with enhanced friendliness and problem solving (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 2005), but has the downside of poor information processing, an exaggerated 
sense of control, and therefore enhanced risk-taking. Lower SWB, on the other 
hand, leads to more careful information processing (for a review see Forgas 2008) 
and greater preparedness for threat (Sweeny et al. 2006) but carries the risk of low 
motivation and even depression if it becomes chronic. Thus, we propose, 75 points 
is a trade-off between the advantages and disadvantages of higher and lower  
values. This level then, on average, constitutes the optimum set-point range for 
SWB, corresponding to the most adaptive range of mood affect.

As measured by Davern et al. (2007), HPMood can be parsimoniously repre-
sented as the combined affects of happiness, contentment, and excitement. These 
represent the activated and deactivated pleasant quadrants of the affective cir-
cumplex (for a review of affect see Cropanzano et al. 2003). Davern et al. tested 
the relative strength of HPMood, cognition, and all five factors of personality, 
as predictors of SWB. The cognitive component of SWB was measured using 7 
items derived from Multiple Discrepancies Theory (Michalos 1985). These items 
address the perceived gap between what the respondent currently has and general 
life aspirations, what age-matched others have, the best one has had in the past, 
expected to have 3 years ago and expects to have after 5 years, deserves and needs.

Consistent with previous research, all three components correlated significantly 
with SWB and with one another. However, when the variances were controlled by 
structural equation modelling, it was demonstrated that affect and MDT are the 
dominant components of SWB. Indeed, after accounting for both of these, per-
sonality made only a very small contribution to the explanation of SWB variance. 
The simplified model from this chapter is reproduced in Fig. 5.3. The personality 
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factors are designated as: N—Neuroticism, E—Extraversion, O—Openness, A—
Agreeableness, C—Conscientiousness.

This finding has been replicated using independent data (Blore 2008), from 
which we deduce that mood is the dominant component of SWB. We also pro-
pose HPMood as the driving force behind individual set point levels in SWB 
homeostasis.

Over the past few years, there have been several critics of set-point theory (e.g. 
Fujita and Diener 2005; Headey 2008; Lucas 2007) based on observed changes 
in the SWB of individuals over time. The first two of these chapters report data 
from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study from 1984 to 2000. For example, 
Fujita and Diener showed that, over this 16 year period, about 10 % of the sample 
showed a change in satisfaction of about 30 points. They conclude that SWB “can 
and does change for some people.”

All of these authors interpret changes in SWB over time as indicative that 
the set-point has changed. However, homeostasis theory and HPMood offers an 
alternative possibility. We propose that when people report a level of SWB out-
side their set-point range, they have simply lost contact with their set-point 
mood-affect. That is, at the time of data collection, their level of SWB was being 
controlled by a powerful emotional state which overwhelmed homeostasis, and 
so dominated their awareness. Within this alternative conception, each person’s 
HPMood and set-point remains unaltered and the abnormal level of SWB reflects 
attention to the dominating emotional state.

This alternative conception also predicts that, over time, external and internal 
resources will be directed to the restoration of homeostasis, as has been discussed. 
If these resources are sufficient, they will reduce the perceived level of challenge 
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Fig. 5.3   Simplified affective-cognitive model of SWB (Davern et al. 2007)
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to the point that that homeostatic control is restored. When this occurs, the per-
son regains contact with their HPMood, and their reported SWB returns to its 
set-point-range.

An alternative and interesting possibility is that set-points do, in fact, change 
systematically over the life span (Land, personal communication). Results from the 
Framingham Heart Longitudinal Study has found that a number of physiological 
parameters that must be maintained within homeostatic bounds for survival–such as 
blood pressure–have “optimal” values that change with age. Such changes are adap-
tive, in that individuals who deviate far from the optimal values are at higher risk 
of mortality. Through analogy, is possible that SWB set-points also change over the 
life-span, quite possibly in an upward direction to compensate for functional loss. We 
certainly find (Cummins et al. 2005) that the highest levels of SWB occur in old age.

5.5 � SWB and Depression

From all of the above, SWB can be predominantly characterized as a stable posi-
tive mood that is normally held within a narrow range of values for each individ-
ual. The level of this set-point-range is genetically determined and a homeostatic 
system acts to defend our perception of Homeostatically Protected Mood as our 
normal sense of affective self. SWB is an approximation of HPMood, which is 
why, under normal conditions, SWB approximates the set-point-range. However, 
if the level of challenge to SWB becomes too great, homeostasis fails. When this 
occurs, our affective experience is redirected from HPMood to the dominating 
emotion, either positive or negative.

Under such conditions, SWB no longer conforms to the set-point-range of 
HPMood. If it is made to be higher, due to the induction of an acute positive 
emotion, then the processes of adaptation and habituation soon return the domi-
nant affective experience back to HPMood. Whether, as claimed by Positive 
Psychology, it is possible to maintain a substantially higher level of positive affect 
than the set-point-range on a chronic basis is moot. As of this writing no reliable 
empirical evidence is available to support such a view, which is also counter to 
homeostatic theory.

If SWB is made to be lower, through the induction of a negative emotion, then 
the same processes of adaptation and habituation, together with secondary control, 
will normally allow recovery back to the set-point-range of HPMood. However, 
if the negative challenge is chronic and strong, recovery may not take place. The 
homeostatic system has a limited capacity to recover normal functioning and if 
this capacity is chronically exceeded, recovery will not occur. Under such condi-
tions, homeostasis will be persistently defeated, and the loss of positive affect will 
remain as the dominating experience. This is the reason that poor countries have 
such low SWB. They contain a high proportion of their population who are liv-
ing under conditions of chronic homeostatic defeat. We have recently reported the 
same phenomenon in Australia through a study of 4,000 people providing care for 
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a disabled family member at home (Cummins et al. 2007). Their mean level of 
SWB was 59 points.

We propose that this loss of positive mood is the essence of depression. The 
relationship between SWB and the Depression sub-scale of the Depression, 
Anxiety and Stress Scale (Lovibond and Lovibond 1995) is shown below using 
cumulative data from our surveys.

Figure 5.4 is based on DASS increments of 3.0 points. This increment size is 
the smallest range for our cumulative sample that allows an N > 20 per group. The 
group Ns range from 785 for depression group (0.1–3.0) to 23 for group (33.1–
36.0) The Figure reveals a clearly inverse relationship between the falling PWI 
and rising depression scores. However, two observations pertain. First, the rate of 
SWB decrease is far less than the rate of depression score increase. This is consist-
ent with resistance to SWB change. Second, the rate at which PWI falls appears to 
slow at a depression score of 15.1–18 (moderate) through to 24.1–27.0 (severe), 
with these depression categories defined by reference to the scale manual. The 
amount of change between these four contiguous scores, which differ sequentially 
by <2 points, can be contrasted with the amount of change in the four immediately 
higher and lower scores, which all differ sequentially by >2 point, as shown below.

Table 5.1 shows the changing rate of PWI decrease and the appearance of the 
homeostatic plateau over the middle grouping. As the level of challenge (depres-
sion score) increases from 0 to 18, the value of SWB moves down in a linear 
fashion to approximate the start of the homeostatic plateau. This is phase (a) in 
Fig. 5.1. Then, over the depression rating of 18–27, homeostasis ‘holds-the-line’ 
and SWB remains relatively unchanged (Phase b). However, at a depression score 
of 27 or greater, homeostasis is overwhelmed; control of SWB passes from the 
homeostatic system to the challenging agent, and SWB drops markedly (Phase c).      
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A more detailed description of these results in relation to Homeostatic Theory 
is as follows.

1.	I n reference to Fig.  5.4, the fact that the highest PWI value corresponds to 
a depression score of zero is logical. Moreover, the value of 82.8 points is 
consistent with theory, based on two assumptions, both of which have been 
previously argued. The first is that the normal range for individual set-points 
is 55–95, and the second is that the normal set-point-range is 5–6 points on 
either side of the mean. Then, if zero depression is taken as implying that each 
SWB value approximates the top of each set-point-range, then this SWB dis-
tribution extends from (55 + 6) = 61 to (95 + 6) ≈ 100. The half-way point 
on this range is 80.5 points, which is a reasonable approximation to the meas-
ured value of 82.8 points.

2.	 The start of the plateau in Fig. 5.4 occurs at a PWI of 63.2 and it ends at 58.5 
points. This is also consistent with theoretical prediction. In a previous report 
using population sample mean scores from 19 different countries as data, 
the overall mean was found to be 74.4 and the standard deviation 5.1 points 
(Cummins 2003). It was also calculated that 70 points, corresponding to about 
one standard deviation below the mean, was the lowest value on the plateau, 
below which the value SWB fell sharply.

The current data set uses the scores of individuals rather than population mean 
scores. The overall mean is 73.40 and the standard deviation is much larger as 
14.54. One standard deviation below the mean is 58.9 points, which approximates 
the lower end of the plateau in Fig. 5.4. Thus, the results using either population 
mean scores as data, or the scores of individuals as data, converge to yield a com-
mon finding. This is that SWB values lying one standard deviation below the nor-
mative mean approximate the boundary between homeostatic maintenance and 
homeostatic defeat. Thus, SWB values that lie much further from the normative 
mean than one standard deviation are likely under the control of the challenging 
agent rather than homeostasis (refer to Fig. 5.1).

Perhaps the most interesting question raised by these results, is why plotting 
the PWI against the DASS shows this plateau effect. The DASS items measure the 
extent of negative affect (down-hearted and blue), life being meaningless, low per-
sonal self-worth, etc. In other words, even quite strong negative feelings about the 
self can co-exist with normal or even high levels of SWB. There is, thus, a degree 
of disconnection between negative and positive feelings about the self as long as 
homeostasis is functional. This is highly adaptive in allowing negative feeling to 

Table 5.1   The relative degree of change for the PWI and DASS

Depression  
increments

6.1—9.0 (normal) to  
15.1—18.0 (moderate)

15.1—18 (moderate) to  
24.1—27.0 (severe)

24.1—27.0 (severe) to 
33.1—36.0 (extreme)

DASS range 21.6 21.4 21.7
PWI range 10.1 4.7 13.9
Phases of change  

related to Fig. 5.1
(a) (b) (c)
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be acknowledged while also maintaining normal levels of SWB. However, once 
the level of challenge becomes overwhelming, positive feelings about the self 
evaporate and it is possible that true depression sets-in.

5.6 � Summary and Conclusions

It has been argued that Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) is managed by a system of 
psychological devices which have evolved for this purpose. Further, that this man-
agement is actually directed at the protection of Homeostatically Protected Mood, 
which is the major component of SWB. We experience HPMood as a combina-
tion of contentment, happiness and arousal thus giving us a normally positive view 
of ourselves. It is further proposed that when homeostasis fails, due to the over-
whelming nature of a negative challenge, people lose contact with HPMood and 
experience the dominance of negative rather than positive affect. When this condi-
tion is chronic, people experience depression.
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Abstract I n an effort to strengthen conceptual foundations of eudaimonic well-
being, key messages from Aristotle’s Nichomacean Ethics are revisited. Also 
examined are ideas about positive human functioning from existential and utili-
tarian philosophy as well as clinical, developmental, and humanistic psychology. 
How these perspectives were integrated to create a multidimensional model of 
psychological well-being (Ryff 1989a) is described, and empirical evidence sup-
porting the factorial validity of the model is briefly noted. Life course and soci-
oeconomic correlates of well-being are examined to underscore the point that 
opportunities for eudaimonic well-being are not equally distributed. Biological 
correlates (cardiovascular, neuroendocrine, immune) of psychological well-being 
are also briefly noted as they suggest possible health benefits associated with living 
a life rich in purpose and meaning, continued growth, and quality ties to others. 
We conclude with future challenges in carrying the eudaimonic vision forward.

Keywords  Autonomy  •  Environmental mastery  •  Eudaimonia  •  Personal growth  • 
Positive relations with others  •  Purpose in life  •  Self-acceptance

6.1 � Introduction

Eudaimonia, a term that is simultaneously difficult to spell, pronounce, and under-
stand, is the new buzzword in studies of happiness and well-being. I (Ryff) encoun-
tered eudiamonia nearly two decades ago and first used the term to challenge 
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prevailing conceptions of subjective well-being focused on assessments of feeling 
good, contentment, and life satisfaction (Andrews and Withey 1976; Bradburn 1969; 
Bryant and Veroff 1982; Diener 1984). Drawing on the work of Waterman (1984),  
I argued that Bradburn’s (1969) seminal research on The Structure of Psychological 
Well-Being rested on a mistaken translation of ancient texts, specifically Aristotle’s 
Nichomachean Ethics, written in 350 B.C. In these essays, Aristotle stated that the 
highest of all goods achievable by human action was “eudaimonia.” Bradburn, along 
with others (e.g., utilitarian philosophers from the 19th century) translated the term 
to mean happiness. Accompanying empirical assessments, as noted above, measured 
the extent to which people feel good, contented, or satisfied with their lives. The 
problem with this formulation, however, was that it suggested equivalence between 
hedonia and eudaimonia, something that was deeply contrary to Aristotle’s distinc-
tion between the satisfaction of right and wrong desires. Even more troubling was 
that the essence of eudaimonia—the idea of striving toward excellence based on 
one’s unique potential—was left out. This observation was central to my efforts to 
articulate a conception of psychological well-being that was explicitly concerned 
with the development and self-realization of the individual (Ryff 1989a).

Given current interest in the juxtaposition of hedonism and eudaimonism (e.g., 
Ryan and Deci 2001), it seems wise to revisit the ancients and their descendants in 
hopes of bringing core meanings of eudaimonia into sharper focus. Thus, in the first 
section below, we re-examine the writings of Aristotle on the topic of what con-
stitutes the highest of all human goods, and also draw on the work of others who 
have tried to distill his key messages. In the second section, we discuss “theoretical 
intermediaries”—namely, other philosophers (existential, utilitarian) or psycholo-
gists (developmental, clinical, humanistic) whose work helps to elaborate mean-
ings of positive human functioning. The objective in so doing is to show the various 
forms that well-being can take, while simultaneously to make clear the full scope of 
prior thinking that informed the Ryff (1989a) model of psychological well-being.

Following the conceptual recapitulation, we briefly highlight select empirical 
findings that have emerged from this model of psychological of well-being, with 
emphasis given to two primary points. The first is that well-being, construed as 
growth and human fulfillment, is profoundly influenced by the surrounding con-
texts of people’s lives, and as such, that the opportunities for self-realization are 
not equally distributed. The second point is that eudaimonic well-being may be 
consequential for health by promoting effective regulation of multiple physiologi-
cal systems. Finally, we conclude with observations about intellectual tensions in 
the study of eudaimonic well-being and suggest that finding that which is “inter-
mediate,” as advised by Aristotle, may offer a constructive way forward.

6.2 � Aristotle and Eudaimonia: Whatever was He Saying?

The Nichomachean Ethics (translated by Ross 1925) are replete with strange terms 
(e.g., “moral incontinence”), grammatical obscurities, digressions and winding 
argumentative sequences, all of which led Johnston (1997) to wonder whether 
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we are dealing with notes retrieved from the waste basket. Nonetheless, sprinkled 
along the way sparkling insights and exquisitely distilled thoughts. Many readers 
may also be sustained by a deep appreciation for how hard Aristotle was thinking 
in his effort to answer the fundamental question of human existence: how should 
we live? He refused to rely on cant or religious dogma, and instead, sought to 
build a reasoned argument with well-articulated propositions and carefully defined 
terms. This was demanding work, such that even Aristotle occasionally ran out of 
steam, ending some chapters with phrases like “so much for these questions.”

In evaluating the substance of Aristotle’s text, it is important to remember that 
his objective was not to discern the nature of human well-being; rather, it was to 
formulate an ethical doctrine that would provide guidelines for how to live. As such, 
some observations are pertinent to the task at hand, while others are not. Clearly, his 
opening question: “What is the highest of all goods achievable by human action?” 
is spot-on for any examination of what constitutes a well-lived life. And, his open-
ing answer, issued over 2,000 years ago, is remarkably cogent for current inquiries 
about human well-being:

Both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it [the highest of 
all goods achievable by action] is happiness, and identify living well and faring well with 
being happy; but with regard to what happiness is they differ, and the many do not give 
the same account as the wise. For the former think it is some plain and obvious thing, like 
pleasure, wealth, or honor (Aristotle/Ross 1925, p. 5).

Much of the Ethics is then devoted to disabusing the reader of the idea that 
happiness consists of satisfying appetites, something he likened to a “life suita-
ble to beasts” (p. 6), or of money-making, or political power, or even amusement 
and relaxation, reminding us that “serious things are better than laughable things”  
(p. 263). In challenging the mass of mankind which is “quite slavish in their 
tastes” (p. 6), he spoke of a dramatically different alternative in which the highest 
human good was “activity of the soul in accordance with virtue, and if there be 
more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete” (p. 11).

This assertion then brought Aristotle to the next point in the argument: what is 
the nature of virtue? It is here that his answers are particularly trenchant for con-
temporary scholars of well-being. A first key meaning of virtue in his view is that 
it is a kind of mean, aiming at what is intermediate:

Both fear and confidence and appetite and anger and pity and in general pleasure and pain 
may be felt both too much and too little, and in both cases not well; but to feel them at 
the right times, with reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right 
motive, and in the right way, is what is both intermediate and best, and this is characteris-
tic of virtue (p. 38).

He then elaborates many other examples of the appropriate middle ground in 
Book II, Chap. 7—with regard to money, we are to avoid excess and tasteless 
vulgarity at one extreme, but also deficiency and niggardliness at the other; with 
regard to honor, too much leads to vanity, while too little results in undue humil-
ity; with regard to “giving amusement,” excess is buffoonery, and the man who 
falls short is a boor; and with regard to pleasantness toward others, the obsequious 
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flatterer is at one extreme and the quarrelsome, surly person at the other. Thus, vir-
tue for Aristotle was a state of character concerned with choice in which deliberate 
actions are taken to avoid excess or deficiency.

However, the good life for him was not just about achieving the mean in all 
modes of conduct. It clearly involved more, and this is where his writings convey 
the essential message of eudaimonia: “If happiness is activity in accordance with 
virtue, it is reasonable that it should be in accordance with the highest virtue; and 
this will be that of the best thing in us” (p. 263). These words bring into high relief 
Aristotle’s strongly teleological perspective—namely, the highest human good 
involves activities that are goal-directed and have purpose. Most importantly, the 
essential end point (telos) is to achieve the best that is within us. As paraphrased 
by Johnston (1997): “The excellence of the human being is thus going to be 
associated with growth towards some final realization of his or her true and best 
nature” (p. 6).

To summarize, Aristotle was clearly not concerned with the subjective states 
of feeling happy. Rather, his conception of the highest good towards which we 
all should be reaching was the task of self-realization, played out individually, 
each according to his or her own disposition and talent. He was also explicitly 
concerned with action, not just abstract ideas: “we must become just by doing 
just acts, and temperate by doing temperate acts” (p. 34). A further point is that 
Aristotle recognized that other needs must be met as well if we are to achieve the 
best that is within us: “one will also need external prosperity; for our nature is 
not self-sufficient for the purpose of contemplation, but our body also must be 
healthy and must have food and other attention” (p. 268). At the same time, he 
reminded that “we can do noble acts without ruling earth and sea; for even with 
moderate advantages one can act virtuously” (p. 268). Finally, it should be noted 
that Aristotle’s essays covered many more topics (e.g., justice, intellectual virtues, 
friendship) than are summarized here.

The most thoroughgoing distillation of Hellenic eudaimonism in contemporary 
scholarship is David Norton’s (1976) Personal Destinies: A Philosophy of Ethical 
Individualism. Norton begins by paying tribute to the Athenians, specifically the 
“coherent sensibility of that astonishing culture” (p. 31), and then describes eudai-
monism as an ethical doctrine wherein each person is obliged to know and live 
in truth to his daimon (a kind of spirit given to all persons at birth), thereby pro-
gressively actualizing an excellence (from the Greek word “arête”) consistent with 
innate potentialities. In his words, eudaimonia translates to “meaningful living 
conditioned upon self-truth and self-responsibility” (p. xi). It is thus the essence of 
the two great Greek imperatives: first, to “know thyself” (a phrase inscribed on the 
temple of Apollo at Delphi), and second, to “choose yourself” or “become what 
you are” (p. 16).

Adopting a critical perspective, Norton also reminds us that the Hellenic schol-
ars did not believe all human beings were invested with potential excellences in 
the form of daimons. Instead, they exempted several major classes such as slaves, 
possibly women [he notes Aristotle’s approving citation of the line by Sophocles 
“A modest silence is a woman’s crown” (p. 32)], and perhaps artisans and 
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tradesmen. Further, the Hellenic conception did not give all daimons equivalent 
worth; rather, they were arranged hierarchically, such that in their final perfec-
tion, some individuals would be superior to others. Norton’s thoughtful book also 
provides links between eudaimonism, “from its wellspring in ancient Greece”  
(p. 42) and other philosophical views (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre) as well as 
psychological accounts of self-actualization (Maslow), some of which are elabo-
rated below.

6.3 � Theoretical Intermediaries: Elaborating Meanings 
of Human Fulfillment

Aristotle’s central point, namely that the ultimate aim in life is to strive to realize 
one’s true potential, was accompanied by considerably more detail about virtue, 
defined as finding the middle ground between excess and deficiency, than about 
virtue, defined as making the most of one’s talents and capacities. For the task 
of articulating substantive specifics of self-realization, I (Ryff) thus drew on my 
training as a life-span developmental psychologist, wherein numerous accounts 
of human growth and development were available (Bühler 1935; Bühler and 
Massarik 1968; Erikson 1959; Neugarten 1968, 1973). These were valuable for 
describing the developmental tasks and challenges that confront individuals at dif-
ferent life stages. Ideas from existential and humanistic psychology (Allport 1961; 
Frankl and Lasch 1959/1992; Maslow 1968; Rogers 1962) were also useful for 
their reminders that finding meaning and purpose in life is sometimes difficult in a 
world that is seems meaningless, or horrific (e.g., times of war, Nazi concentration 
camps). Stated otherwise, existential views brought eudaimonia face-to-face with 
adversity, something on which the Nichomacean Ethics was surprisingly silent. 
Finally, formulations from clinical psychology were incorporated, particularly 
those few accounts that attempted to define mental health in positive terms rather 
than focus on dysfunction (Jahoda 1958; Jung 1933).

Other input came from the writings of two utilitarian philosophers, namely, 
John Stuart Mill and Bertrand Russell, both of whom agreed wholeheartedly with 
Aristotle that subjective feelings of happiness are not the ultimate target. Mill’s 
(1893/1989, p. 117) message, in fact, was that happiness would never be achieved 
if made an end in itself:

Those only are happy, I thought, who have their minds fixed on some object other than 
their own happiness, on the happiness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on 
some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself and ideal end. Aiming thus at 
something else, they find happiness by the way.

Russell (1930/1958), in turn, emphasized that happiness is not something that 
just happens to us, like having repined fruit fall effortlessly into the mouth, but 
rather is something for which we must strive and work hard, hence his title The 
Conquest of Happiness. For Russell, happiness depended most importantly on 
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“zest,” by which he meant having active interest and engagement in life, and by 
“affection,” by which he meant having meaningful bonds of love with significant 
others.

The central challenge in working with all of the above perspectives was the 
task of integrating them into some coherent whole. This was a progressive pro-
cess (see Ryff 1982, 1985, 1989b), wherein the objective was to identify recurrent 
themes or points of convergence in these many formulations of positive function-
ing. Figure 6.1 offers a visualization of what resulted from this distillation. In the 
center of the figure are the six key dimensions of psychological well-being, each 
of which represent frequently endorsed aspects of what it means to be healthy, 
well, and fully functioning. Surrounding the six dimensions are their conceptual 
underpinnings, noted briefly above. How each of the six dimensions grew out of 
the integration of these prior perspectives is detailed below.

6.3.1 � Self-Acceptance

The Greeks admonished that we should know ourselves; that is, strive to accu-
rately perceive our own actions, motivations, and feelings. But many of the above 
formulations emphasized something more, namely, the need to have positive self-
regard. This is defined as a central feature of mental health (Jahoda) as well as 
a characteristic of self-actualization (Maslow), optimal functioning (Rogers), and 

Fig. 6.1   Core dimensions of psychological well-being and their theoretical foundations
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maturity (Allport). Life-span theories also emphasized the importance of accept-
ance of self, including one’s past life (Erikson, Neugarten). The process of indi-
viduation (Jung) further underscored the need to come to terms with the dark 
side of one’s self (the shadow). Thus, both Erikson’s formulation of ego integrity 
and the Jungian individuation emphasized a kind of self-acceptance that is nota-
bly richer than standard views of self-esteem. It is a kind of self-evaluation that is 
long-term and involves awareness, and acceptance of, both personal strengths and 
weaknesses.

6.3.2 � Positive Relations with Others

All of the above perspectives describe the interpersonal realm as a central feature 
of a positive, well-lived life. Aristotle’s Ethics, for example, included lengthy sec-
tions on friendship and love, Mill’s autobiography offered much detail about the 
great love of his life, and Russell saw affection as one of the two great sources of 
happiness. Jahoda, in turn, considered the ability to love to be a central component 
of mental health, while Maslow described self-actualizers has having strong feel-
ings of empathy and affection for all human beings and the capacity for great love, 
deep friendship, and close identification with others. Warm relating to others was 
also posed as a criterion of maturity (Allport). Adult developmental stage theo-
ries (Erikson) emphasized the achievement of close unions with others (intimacy) 
as well as the guidance and direction of others (generativity). Beyond all of these 
perspectives, philosophical accounts of the “criterial goods” of a well-lived life 
(Becker 1992) underscored the primacy of love, empathy, and affection. From a 
cultural perspective, there is near universal endorsement of the relational realm as 
a key feature of how to live (see Ryff and Singer 1998).

6.3.3 � Personal Growth

Of all the aspects of well-being, it is personal growth that comes closest in mean-
ing to Aristotle’s eudiamonia, as it is explicitly concerned with the self-realization 
of the individual. This part of positive functioning is thus dynamic, involving a 
continual process of developing one’s potential. Self-actualization, as formulated 
by Maslow, and elaborated by Norton, is centrally concerned with realization of 
personal potential, as is Jahoda’s positive conception of mental health. Rogers also 
described the fully functioning person as having openness to experience in which 
s/he is continually developing and becoming, rather than achieving a fixed state 
wherein all problems are solved. Life-span theories (Buhler, Erikson, Neugarten, 
Jung) also give explicit emphasis to continued growth and the confronting of new 
challenges at different periods of life.
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6.3.4 � Purpose in Life

This dimension of well-being draws heavily on existential perspectives, especially 
Frankl’s search for meaning vis-à-vis adversity. His logotherapy concerned itself 
directly with helping people find meaning and purpose in their life travails and 
suffering. Creating meaning and direction in life is also the fundamental chal-
lenge of living authentically according to Sartre. While these views tend to empha-
size the will to meaning in the face of what is awful, or absurd in life, themes 
of purpose are also evident in other literatures less focused on darkness. Russell’s 
emphasis on zest, for example, is fundamentally about actively engaging and 
having a reflecting stance toward life. Jahoda’s definition of mental health gave 
explicit emphasis to the importance of beliefs that give one a sense of purpose and 
meaning in life. Allport’s definition of maturity included having a clear compre-
hension of life’s purpose, which included a sense of directedness and intention-
ality. Finally, life-span developmental theories refer to the changing purposes or 
goals that characterize different life stages, such as being creative or productive in 
midlife, and turning toward emotional integration in later life.

6.3.5 � Environmental Mastery

Jahoda defined the individual’s ability to choose or create environments suitable 
to his/her psychic conditions as a key characteristic of mental health. Life-span 
developmental theories also emphasize the importance of being able to manipulate 
and control complex environments, particularly in midlife, as well as the capac-
ity to act on and change surrounding world through mental and physical activi-
ties. Allport’s criteria of maturity included the capacity to “extend the self,” by 
which he meant being able to participate in significant spheres of endeavor that 
go beyond the self. Together, these perspectives suggest that active participa-
tion in and mastery of the environment are important ingredients of an integrated 
framework on positive psychological functioning. Although this area of well-
being appears to have parallels with other psychological constructs, such as sense 
of control and self-efficacy, the emphasis on finding or creating a surrounding 
context that suits one’s personal needs and capacities is unique to environmental 
mastery.

6.3.6 � Autonomy

Many of the conceptual frameworks underlying this multidimensional model of 
well-being emphasize qualities such as self-determination, independence, and the 
regulation of behavior from within. Self-actualizers, for example, are described as 
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showing autonomous functioning and a “resistance to enculturation” (Maslow). 
The fully functioning person described by Rogers has an internal locus of eval-
uation, whereby one does not look to others for approval, but evaluates oneself 
by personal standards. Individuation is also described as involving a “deliverance 
from convention” (Jung), in which one no longer belongs to the collective beliefs, 
fears, and laws of the masses. The existential idea of living in “bad faith” (Sartre 
1956) similarly conveys the importance of self-determination and living authen-
tically, rather than following the dogma or dictates of others. Finally, life-span 
developmentalists (Erikson, Neugarten, Jung) wrote about the importance of turn-
ing inward in the later years of life, and relatedly, gaining a sense of freedom of 
the norms governing everyday life. This aspect of well-being is undoubtedly the 
most western of all of the above dimensions.

The preceding conceptual distillation required the development of empirical 
tools to operationalize the aspects of psychological well-being (PWB) described 
above. The process therein is briefly described below, followed by a select sum-
mary of research findings using the PWB assessment scales.

6.4 � Empirical Translation: Assessment Tools  
and Select Findings

6.4.1 � Measuring Psychological Well-Being and Evaluating 
its Validity

The development and evaluation of self-report scales to measure the above six 
dimensions of well-being was guided by the construct-oriented approach to per-
sonality assessment (Wiggins 1980). Of key importance in the empirical transla-
tion is the presence of psychological theory that specifies the constructs of interest. 
Based on such theory, as summarized in the previous section, the first step in the 
scale construction process is to define high and low scorers on each of the six 
dimensions. Such definitions are provided in Table 6.1. Multiple independent writ-
ers then composed self-descriptive items that fit with these definitions and that 
could be applicable to both sexes as well as adults of any age. Initial item pools 
were large (e.g., approximately 80 items for each scale). These were then culled 
using criteria of face validity (i.e., ambiguity or redundancy of item, lack of fit 
with scale definition, lack of distinctiveness with items from other scales, inability 
to produce a variable response, and whether all aspects of the guiding definitions 
had been covered).

The reduced item pools (32 items per scale, divided between 16 positively and 
negatively scored items) were then administered to the initial research sample of 
young, middle, and old-aged adults (Ryff 1989a). Item-to-scale correlations were 
then computed to refine the item pools. The construct-oriented approach requires 
that each item correlate more highly with its own scale than another scale. Items 
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failing to meet this criterion, or that had low correlations with their own scale, 
were deleted. This evaluation process was iterative—i.e., items from each scale 
were eliminated one at a time and then the entire process was repeated, given that 
each item deletion meant the overall scale had been empirically reconfigured. The 
process was terminated, when each scale had been reduced to 20 items, divided 
equally between positively and negatively scored items. Additional psychometric 
evaluations (e.g., test–retest reliability, internal consistency) were also provided 
for scales of this length.

Table 6.1   Definitions of theory-guided dimensions of well-being

Self-acceptance
High scorer: Possesses a positive attitude toward the self; acknowledges and accepts multiple 

aspects of self including good and bad qualities; feels positive about past life
Low Scorer: Feels dissatisfied with self; is disappointed with what has occurred in past life; is 

troubled about certain personal qualities; wishes to be different than what he or she is

Positive relations with others
High scorer: Has warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others; is concerned about the 

welfare of other others; capable of strong empathy, affection, and intimacy; understands give 
and take of human relationships

Low scorer: Has few close, trusting relationships with others; finds it difficult to be warm, open, 
and concerned about others; is isolated and frustrated in interpersonal relationships; not will-
ing to make compromises to sustain important ties with others

Personal growth
High scorer: Has a feeling of continued development; sees self as growing and expending; is open 

to new experiences; has sense of realizing his or her potential; sees improvement in self and 
behavior over time; is changing in ways that reflect more self-knowledge and effectiveness

Low scorer: Has a sense of personal stagnation; lacks sense of improvement or expansion over 
time; feels bored and uninterested with life; feels unable to develop new attitudes or behaviors

Purpose in life
High scorer: Has goals in life and a sense of directedness; feels there is meaning to present and 

past life; holds beliefs that give life purpose; has aims and objectives for living
Low scorer: Lacks a sense of meaning in life; has few goals or aims; lacks sense of direction; 

does not see purpose of past life; has no outlook or beliefs that give life meaning

Environmental mastery
High scorer: Has a sense of mastery and competence in managing the environment; controls 

complex array of external activities; makes effective use of surrounding opportunities; able to 
choose or create contexts suitable to personal needs and values

Low scorer: Has difficulty managing everyday affairs; feels unable to change or improve sur-
rounding context; is unaware of surrounding opportunities; lacks sense of control over 
external world

Autonomy
High scorer: Is self-determining and independent; able to resist social pressures to think and act 

in certain ways; regulates social pressures to think and act in certain ways; regulates behavior 
from within; evaluates self by personal standards

Low scorer: Is concerned about the expectations and evaluations of others; relies on judgments of 
others to make important decisions; conforms to social pressures to think and act in certain ways
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Since that original publication, multiple investigations have examined the fac-
torial validity of the theory-based model of PWB. Five such studies (Cheng and 
Chang 2005; Clarke et al. 2001; Ryff and Keyes 1995; Springer and Hauser 2006; 
Van Dierendonck 2004), all using confirmatory factor analyses, have shown that 
the best-fitting model is, in fact, the theory-guided six factor model. Included in 
this mix are three nationally representative samples, two from the U.S. (MIDUS, 
Midlife in the U.S.; NSFH, National Survey of Families and Households), and 
one from Canada (CSHA, Canadian Study of Health and Aging). Other sources 
of evidence are also relevant for evaluating the validity of the well-being scales, 
such as how they correlate with other psychological constructs as well as soci-
odemographic and biological factors, and how they vary over time (longitudinal 
analyses). Summaries of these findings are available elsewhere (Ryff and Singer 
2006). Select findings from this research are briefly discussed below.

6.4.2 � Psychosocial and Sociodemographic Correlates 
of Psychological Well-Being

Social scientists have linked the above aspects of well-being to many psychologi-
cal constructs, such as identity status (Helson and Srivastava 2001), self-enhanc-
ing cognitions (Taylor et al. 2003a, b), emotion regulation (Gross and John 2003), 
personality traits (Lopes et al. 2003; Schmutte and Ryff 1997), personal goals 
(Carr 1997; Riediger and Freund 2004), values (Sheldon 2005), coping strategies 
(Kling et al. 1997), social comparison processes (Heidrich and Ryff 1993; Kwan 
et al. 2003), and spirituality (Kirby et al. 2004; Wink and Dillon 2003). Others 
have examined associations between well-being and life experiences, such as 
early parental loss or parental divorce (Maier and Lachman 2000), growing up 
with an alcoholic parent (Tweed and Ryff 1991), trauma disclosure (Hemenover 
2003), community relocation (Smider et al. 1996), caregiving (Marks 1998), and 
change in marital status (Marks and Lambert 1998). Collectively, these investiga-
tions speak to the diverse interests researchers bring to the topic of well-being, and 
thereby, to the many factors that may influence positive functioning conceptual-
ized under the eudaimonic umbrella, broadly defined.

We will focus on sociodemographic correlates of well-being, namely, how 
PWB varies by age and socioeconomic status of respondents. The reasons are to 
underscore the life course dynamics of well-being as well as the opportunity struc-
tures, or lack thereof, surrounding the challenge of “becoming what you are.” Both 
receive insufficient attention in current psychological inquiries. With regard to age, 
Fig. 6.2 shows cross-sectional age differences in well-being among young, mid-
dle, and older aged adults from the Midlife in the U.S (MIDUS) national survey. 
The age diversity of well-being for both men and women is immediately apparent. 
Some aspects show incremental profiles with age (e.g., autonomy, environmental 
mastery), while others show sharply decremental profiles from young adulthood 
to old age (e.g., purpose in life, personal growth), and still others show little age 
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variation (e.g., positive relations with others, self-acceptance—only for women). 
These patterns have been replicated across multiple studies, including those with 
community samples and nationally representative samples (Ryff 1989a, 1991; 
Ryff and Keyes 1995) as well as with instruments of dramatically different length 
(e.g., 3-, 20-item scales).

What is as yet unknown is whether the patterns represent aging changes, or 
cohort differences, although other longitudinal analyses (over shorter age peri-
ods) have documented that psychological well-being does, indeed, change with 
aging, particularly as individuals negotiate life challenges and life transitions, such 
as caregiving or community relocation (Kling et al. 1997a, b; Kwan et al. 2003). 
With regard to the sharply downward trajectories for purpose in life and personal 
growth, the two most eudiamonic aspects of well-being, we have emphasized 
current societal challenges in providing older persons with meaningful roles and 
opportunities for continued growth. Sociologists have termed this the “structural 
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lag” problem, in which contemporary social institutions lag behind the added 
years of life that many now experience (Riley et al. 1994). Related to such ideas, 
Greenfield and Marks (2004), using MIDUS data, focused on older persons who 
occupied few major roles and found that those who engaged in formal volunteer-
ing had higher levels of purpose in life than those lacking both major roles and 
volunteer experiences.

Whether or not the surrounding context nurtures self-realization is partly illu-
minated by examining how reported well-being varies depending on individuals’ 
socioeconomic status, such as their levels of education, income, or occupational 
status. Figure  6.3 arrays scores on the six dimensions of well-being among 
females and males in MIDUS as a function of their educational attainment. The 
story is clear: psychological well-being and educational standing are strongly 
positively linked, with the association being especially pronounced for personal 
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growth and purpose in life, the two pillars of eudaimonia. These findings bring 
into high relief Dowd’s (1990) observation that the opportunities for self-realiza-
tion are not equally distributed, but occur via the allocation of resources, which 
enable only some to make the most of their talents and capacities.

Aristotle missed this point, although the Greeks did differentiate society into 
subgroups of people, some of whom were thought to possess the essential daimon, 
and others not. In the present era, there is greater awareness of problems of social 
inequality and their implications for health (Adler et al. 1999). Our research on 
educational disparities in psychological well-being (Marmot et al. 1997, 1998) 
adds to this literature, by showing that those at the low end of the SES hierarchy 
are not only more likely to succumb to disease and disability, they also suffer from 
diminished opportunities to make the most of their lives. As detailed in the bio-
logical section below, we see the two as linked—i.e., thwarted self-realization may 
be a critical part of the complex biopsychosocial processes that contribute to early 
morbidity and mortality.

Nonetheless, it is important to deviations from these patterns, which on  
average, link higher PWB to higher standing in the social hierarchy. Our work has 
shown remarkable resilience among some who lack socioeconomic advantage and/
or have been confronted with significant life challenges (Markus et al. 2004; Ryff 
et al. 2004; Singer and Ryff 1997, 1999; Singer et al. 1998). We have also found 
such resilience among racial/ethnic minorities (Ryff et al. 2003). These studies 
are valuable for documenting the meaning-making and growth-producing effects 
of adversity, thus bringing empirical substance to Frankl and Lasch 1959/1992 
vision. Regarding Hellenic eudaimonia, such findings challenge the view that real-
izing the highest human good is the exclusive terrain of privileged segments of 
society.

6.4.3 � Biological Correlates of Psychological Well-Being: 
The Positive Health Agenda

Within moral philosophy, deontological theories rest on principles of obligation 
(from the Greek word deon, meaning duty). Consequentialist theories, in contrast, 
focus on the outcome or consequences to define right moral action. Aristotle’s for-
mulation of the highest human good as eudaimonia may well be primarily deonto-
logical; that is, it is a purely conceptual argument.1 We are, however, intrigued 
with the idea of bringing empirical defense to the argument that some kinds of 
human goods are perhaps better than others. One such realm of consequentialist 
evidence pertains to biology and human health. That is, if eudaimonic well-being 
truly is the to right way to live, presumably it will benefit their health, both in 
terms of health behaviors (e.g., those experiencing self-realization may take better 

1 W e are grateful to Alan Waterman for pointing out this distinction.
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care of themselves), but also with regard to neurobiological processes that underlie 
their phenomenological experiences of growth and development. This perspective 
also provides a useful antidote to medical models of health, focused exclusively on 
illness and disease (Ryff and Singer 1998). Our alternative approach suggests that 
progress toward understanding positive human health follows from first assessing 
human flourishing (i.e., psychological well-being, as formulated within the eudai-
monic tradition) and then probing its neurobiological substrates. The key hypothe-
sis in such inquiry is that having high levels of purpose, growth, and quality ties to 
others, etc. is part of what keeps people healthy, even in the face of challenge.  
A first step in testing the hypothesized protective features of psychological well-
being is thus to examine its neurobiological correlates.

Our work therein has just begun, but preliminary findings are promising. In 
a sample of aging women (Ryff et al. 2004) we correlated the six dimensions of 
PWB with diverse biomarkers (cardiovascular, neuroendocrine, immune) and 
found evidence of numerous links supporting our guiding predictions. Older 
women with higher levels of personal growth and purpose in life had, for example, 
better neuroendocrine regulation—i.e., they started the day with lower levels of 
salivary cortisol and stayed lower throughout the day, compared to older women 
with lower levels of growth and purpose. We found that those with higher levels of 
life purpose had lower inflammatory markers (i.e., sIL-6r, the soluble receptor for 
interluekin-6). Those with higher levels of environmental mastery, positive rela-
tions with others, and self-acceptance, in turn, showed lower levels of glycosylated 
hemoglobin (a marker for insulin resistance). Personal growth and purpose in life 
were also significantly positively correlated with HDL cholesterol, the “good” 
cholesterol. Finally, we included objectively measured sleep assessments and 
found that those with higher levels of environmental mastery experienced longer 
periods of REM sleep and faster entry into REM sleep. Longer periods of REM 
sleep were also evident for those with higher levels of positive relations with oth-
ers, which along with high purpose in life was also significantly correlated with 
less body movement during sleep.

Extending these findings, Friedman et al. (2005) has documented the interplay 
between well-being and sleep in predicting inflammatory factors in older women. 
Those with both low levels of interpersonal well-being and poor sleep efficiency 
had the highest levels of interleukin-6, in contrast to those with positive profiles 
on one or both of these factors. In a sample of midlife adults, Urry et al. (2004) 
examined the neural correlates of well-being, and found that those with higher lev-
els of PWB (all scales except autonomy) had greater left than right superior frontal 
activation (referred to EEG asymmetry), compared to those with lower well-being. 
This pattern of cerebral activation asymmetry has been previously linked to more 
positive dispositional styles and reduced likelihood of depression. Thus, eudai-
monic well-being appears to be tied to more adaptive patterns of brain circuitry. 
Although limited by small samples and cross-sectional data, the above findings 
offer promising evidence that eudaimonic well-being is linked with better neu-
roendocrine regulation, better immune function, lower cardiovascular risk, better 
sleep, and more adaptive neural circuitry.
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6.5 � Summary: Constructive Tensions and Finding  
that Which is Intermediate

Our primary objective in this paper has been to revisit the philosophical and theo-
retical roots of eudaimonia so as to clarify how its central ideas infuse the study of 
human well-being. Whether we have done justice to these ideas, or fully utilized 
them to advance theoretical and empirical understanding of self-realization and 
human fulfillment is for others to evaluate. Also needed is thoughtful evaluation of 
how our perspective overlaps with, or is distinctive from, other flowers blooming 
in psychology’s eudaimonic garden (see Ryan and Deci 2001 and other contribu-
tors to this special issue).

We conclude with observations about “constructive tensions” that come with 
the territory of studying human well-being. A central one pertains to the compet-
ing pulls of self versus other in formulating what it means to function optimally. 
In some circles, the human potential movement itself was seen as little more 
than an arena of narcissistic self-spelunking and ego-diving (see Ryff 1985). 
Preoccupations with personal growth were depicted as crippling basic social 
institutions (e.g., the family), and thus ensued countervailing calls to elevate 
social responsibility and concern for others as the highest good. A further tension 
inherent in any effort to formulate ultimate ideals for human conduct is the pull 
between universalism versus relativism (see Ryff and Singer 1998). Are there mul-
tiple forms of eudaimonic well-being—distinct varieties of self-realization nur-
tured by different societal contexts and culturally distinct ways of being? Or, is 
there a single formulation that applies to our species as a whole?

These challenging questions draw on the values and moral philosophies 
(implicit or explicit) of those who choose to study, if not, promote, human well-
being. In reflecting on these tensions, we were struck anew by Aristotle’s admon-
ishment to seek “that which is intermediate.” Following such guidance, we should 
avoid excess and extremes, whether it be a kind of well-being that is so solipsistic 
and individualist as to leave no room for human connection and the social good, 
or a version that is so focused on responsibilities and duties outside the self that 
inherent talents and capacities are neither recognized nor developed. Similarly, we 
are not well-served by rigid, tightly constrained formulations of how selves are 
realized any more than we benefit from a relativistic buffet in which any type of 
well-being goes. Moreover, even with regard to the dimensions of eudaimonic 
well-being we put forth (e.g., personal growth, self-knowledge, purposeful living), 
there are possible extremes in which self-realization spins out of control at great 
cost to others, or where responding to the expectations of others eliminates the 
capacity for autonomy.

Thus, we close with renewed appreciation for the idea of balance, both as a 
conceptual guide and as an empirical reality that scholars of well-being need to 
better understand. This will require that we peer deeply into what levels of well-
being contribute to flourishing individual lives as well as optimally function-
ing social institutions. We will thus be required to address issues, such as what 
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constitutes too little, or too much, life purpose? Or, what is too little, or not 
enough, self-knowledge? Questions such as these could not be more timely for 
the scientific study of human well-being where current inquiry is now poised to 
predict important empirical outcomes (e.g., the health of individuals, their fami-
lies, and their communities) based on reported levels of personal growth and life 
purpose.
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Abstract  This article distinguishes between hedonic and eudaimonic approaches 
to wellness, with the former focusing on the outcome of happiness or pleasure and 
the latter focusing not so much on outcomes as on the process of living well. We 
present a model of eudaimonia that is based in self-determination theory, arguing 
that eudaimonic living can be characterized in terms of four motivational con-
cepts: (1) pursuing intrinsic goals and values for their own sake, including per-
sonal growth, relationships, community, and health, rather than extrinsic goals and 
values, such as wealth, fame, image, and power; (2) behaving in autonomous, voli-
tional, or consensual ways, rather than heteronomous or controlled ways; (3) being 
mindful and acting with a sense of awareness; and (4) behaving in ways that sat-
isfy basic psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy. In fact, 
we theorize that the first three of these aspects of eudaimonic living have their 
positive effects of psychological and physical wellness because they facilitate sat-
isfaction of these basic, universal psychological needs. Studies indicate that people 
high in eudaimonic living tend to behave in more prosocial ways, thus benefiting 
the collective as well as themselves, and that conditions both within the family and 
in society more generally contribute toward strengthening versus diminishing the 
degree to which people live eudaimonic lives.

Keywords  Autonomy  •  Awareness  •  Happiness  •  Intrinsic aspirations  • 
Mindfulness  •  Self-determination theory  •  The good life  •  Wellness

In both traditional and current views hedonia and eudaimonia are often juxtaposed 
as opposing perspectives on human wellness. The hedonic approach defines well-
being as happiness, interpreted as the occurrence of positive affect and the absence 
of negative affect (Kahneman et al. 1999). Hedonistic psychology therefore has a 
clear and measurable target for research, which is one of its major advantages as a 
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focus for a science of well-being. In contrast, the concept of eudaimonia, generally 
defined as living a complete human life, or the realization of valued human poten-
tials (Ryan and Deci 2001) has been used in more varied ways, and assessments of 
eudaimonia have been multiple and not always well coordinated. In short there is 
a notable imbalance in the exactingness with which hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being researchers have specified their targets.

Our principal aim is to articulate a framework for the general study of eudai-
monia, and to introduce a specific working model of eudaimonia derived from 
self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985; Ryan and Deci 2000), with 
elements that are amenable to empirically based testing and elaboration. Because 
eudaimonia refers to living well, any theory of eudaimonia consists of a set of pre-
scriptions and proscriptions. How well the theory fairs in terms of yielding a high 
quality life is thus an empirical question. In other words, the criteria for judging 
a theory of eudaimonia rest in its ability to predict, and when implemented, bring 
about, outcomes that people value deeply and that can be said to represent well-
ness. In this way, the proposed framework is also intended to connect with the 
existing bodies of research on values, motives, well-being, and quality of life.

A central premise of our thesis is that hedonic versus eudaimonic psycholo-
gies do not in principle constitute a debate about what well-being “feels like” or 
what “happiness”, considered as a state of mind, entails. Rather, eudaimonic con-
ceptions focus on the content of one’s life, and the processes involved in living  
well, whereas hedonic conceptions of well-being focus on a specific outcome, 
namely the attainment of positive affect and an absence of pain. Thus, in our view, 
hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives are not distinct because they conceive of dif-
ferent types of well-being states or outcomes but rather because they have alto-
gether different targets. The foci of eudaimonic research are to specify what living 
well entails and to identify the expected consequences of such living. These con-
sequences may include hedonic satisfactions, but typically eudaimonic theorists 
have been especially interested in other outcomes indicative of a good life, such as 
vitality, intimacy, health, and sense of meaning, among others.

By contrast, the focus of hedonic research is on a valued but delimited state, 
namely pleasure. Although pleasure is often demeaned as an important human 
outcome, it is in our view a very significant one. Pleasure and positive affect 
are important human experiences not only because they represent intrinsically 
preferred states, but also because they can facilitate and support other human 
functions (Isen 2003; King et al. 2006). More-over, it is clear that pleasure, psy-
chological health, and optimal functioning are inter-correlated.

Accordingly, from our perspective, positive affect and pleasure are both cor-
relates and consequences of living well—of eudaimonia. That is, a person who 
engages in meaningful endeavors, actualizes potentials, and is “fully function-
ing”—all characteristics frequently mentioned as hallmarks of eudaimonia—will 
typically experience considerable happiness and pleasure (Ryan and Deci 2001). 
Yet antecedents of pleasure can also include goals and lifestyles antithetical to 
most eudaimonic conceptions, such as living a life of shallow values, greed, or 
exploitation of others. There are, in short, multiple routes to pleasure, not all of 
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which entail living eudaimonically. The hedonic/eudaimonic distinction is thus 
neither a trivial nor a simple one.

Defining health and wellness is not only of theoretical interest to researchers but 
also has substantial applied significance. If one aims to develop interventions one 
has to know what the target is. In the past, both psychological and medical research-
ers have often done this negatively—seeing health and wellness as the absence of 
disease or psychopathology. In the context of modern positive psychology, both 
hedonic and eudaimonic conceptions of wellness have gained salience, but each 
may lead to a different set of prescriptions (Ryan and Deci 2001; Maddux 2002).

Because it can be so variously produced, we suggest that a focus on hedonic 
outcomes cannot by itself reliably lead to either individual or collective well-
being. Indeed, in the view we shall propose, the more directly one aims to maxi-
mize pleasure and avoid pain the more likely one is to produce instead a life bereft 
of depth, meaning, and community. Prescriptions based on maximizing pleasure 
are too often associated with dead-end routes to wellness such as selfishness, 
materialism, objectified sexuality, and ecological destructiveness, thus demon-
strating how easily a map derived from hedonic thinking can mislead. By con-
trast, specification of eudaimonic living might not only be of value as a guide to a 
more complete and meaningful life; it should also yield more stable and enduring 
hedonic happiness (Huta and Ryan 2006).

The distinction between eudaimonia and hedonia is also significant on a 
broader societal level. Whether one is making comparative national health assess-
ments or actually creating social and economic policies, the kind of good life we 
are targeting makes a difference. Numerous authors have pointed out that a focus 
on hedonic happiness is by no means culturally neutral; it is both presupposed by 
and a reflection of individualistic, market-based economics (e.g. Ferguson 1990; 
Christopher 1999; Kasser et al. 2007). Focusing instead on broader eudaimonic 
outcomes may suggest important alternative routes to individual and societal well-
ness and may play a critical function with respect to economic and social policies.

We begin by briefly reviewing the concept of eudaimonia as formulated by 
Aristotle, who introduced this seminal idea. We then propose an SDT-based frame-
work for eudaimonia that focuses on intrinsic goals, autonomy, basic psychological 
need satisfactions, and the connections of these processes with both hedonic phe-
nomena and other, more eudaimonic indicators of well-being. We will also review 
some of the empirical evidence that supports SDT and its eudaimonic conception.

7.1 � Aristotle’s Conception of Eudaimonia

The eudaimonic tradition in well-being studies derives from Aristotle’s philosophy 
of happiness, especially as articulated within his Nicomachean Ethics (translated 
by Broadie and Rowe 2002). Therein he sets out a definition of human happiness 
that is centered on what it means to live a good life, a life representing human 
excellence. Yet, by beginning with Aristotle we do not suggest that his formulation 
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of eudaimonia is fully definitive. Aristotle had his own historically and culturally 
shaped ideas of human excellences and the processes of obtaining them that in 
no way should be taken as the “final word”. Indeed, some of his emphases con-
cerning optimal human living match ours, and others do not. Moreover, whereas 
Aristotle’s approach was wholly deductive, our intent is to use a scientific 
approach that inherently entails openness to what the data tell us about eudaimo-
nia. Nonetheless, insofar as Aristotle supplied the staring point for this school of 
thinking, his approach merits consideration.

7.1.1 � Eudaimonia Defined

In Aristotle’s view eudaimonia is the chief human good. He defined eudaimonia 
as a character of persons that entails living in accordance with reason and mod-
eration, and aiming toward excellence and the realization of a complete human 
life. This summary definition is quite complex, and has been variously interpreted. 
Herein we highlight some of its essential features.

7.1.1.1 � Feeling Good Versus Living Well

Most importantly, Aristotle distinguished between happiness as experiencing pleas-
ure (i.e. hedonia) versus happiness as living well (i.e. eudaimonia). Broadie and 
Rowe (2002), in commenting on the Nicomachean Ethics state that even Aristotle’s 
use of the word eudaimonia implies this distinction. They suggested that an ancient 
Greek citizen, knowing that someone was in a state of pleasure, would not on that 
account apply the term eudaimonia to him or her. Eudaimonia is not a “feeling”, it 
is instead a description of character: it is an adjective suggesting an exemplary life. 
As they stated it: “gluttons smacking greasy lips are happy, but not eudaimonia. By 
contrast, to ascribe eudaimonia is to honor the recipient” (p. 12). Such a person has 
qualities that characterize an excellent human life, whether or not he or she hap-
pens to “feel good”. Eudaimonia is thus not conceived of as a mental state, a posi-
tive feeling, or a cognitive appraisal of satisfaction, but rather as a way of living.

7.1.1.2 � Living Well Means Pursuing the Right Ends

For Aristotle eudaimonic living requires engaging one’s best human capacities by 
actively pursuing virtues and excellences. In this view, as people pursue excellence 
they are actualizing their most authentic or highest natures (daimon), though not 
their only natures. Moreover, Aristotle suggested that the pursuit of these excel-
lences is an intrinsically worthy endeavor. It is an end in itself. In contrast, he was 
particularly critical of the pursuit of wealth or power, because these are ends with-
out inherent value. As he stated it: “wealth is clearly not the good we are looking 
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for, since it is useful, and for the sake of something else” (p. 98). Thus, whereas 
wealth and power have extrinsic value, the pursuit of human excellences and virtue 
is intrinsically valued. He went on to suggest that such elevation of means, whether 
they be power, influence, or material goods, compromises and distracts from eudai-
monic living. Aristotle similarly debated whether the pursuit of pleasure per se can 
be eudaimonic, because pleasure can at times be an end in itself. Yet it became 
clear that, in his view, it is usually not. Pleasure seeking typically stalls the pursuit 
of human excellences, reducing individuals to no better than “grazing cattle”.

So what ends does the eudaimonic person specifically pursue? Aristotle’s 
model of eudaimonia included a list of specific virtues and excellences that con-
stitute a good life, each of which he defends with extensive arguments. The list 
includes attributes such as courage, generosity, wisdom, and being fair and just in 
relation to others. Without doubt, his list contained important human goods, but 
what attributes it ought to include or exclude is certainly open to debate.

7.1.1.3 � Eudaimonia Entails Reflectiveness and Reason

Aristotle explicitly argued that in pursuing the excellent life the eudaimonic per-
son is continuously engaged in reflectivity and deliberation concerning his or her 
actions and aims. A reflective life, characterized by deliberation and reason, is thus 
one that both facilitates the development of human excellence and is, he believed, 
an end in itself that expresses uniquely human capacities. Indeed, for Aristotle, the 
contemplative or reflective life was considered the most eudaimonic, expressing as 
it does a uniquely human attribute of the highest intrinsic worth. Philosophically, 
Aristotle’s view represents a self-affirming stance, that would resonate for psy-
chologists such as us who value self-knowledge and awareness.

For Aristotle, application of reason and reflection included seeing what is true 
and not being self-deceived. As he stated it,

What most distinguishes the good person is his ability to see what is true in every set 
of circumstances…but most people are deceived, and the deception seems to come about 
because of pleasure; for it appears a good thing when it is not. So they choose what is 
pleasant as something good, and they avoid pain as something bad (p. 129).

He was suggesting that a focus on pleasure and pain, rewards and punishments, 
can lead people to biased insights, or avoidance of truths, because they bend their 
perceptions for hedonic purposes.

7.1.1.4 � Eudaimonia is Based on Volition and Reflects the Self

We cannot deem a person eudaimonic except insofar as we attribute his or her 
seeking of excellence and virtues to the person’s own volition. As Aristotle put it, 
the excellences “depend on us and are voluntary” (p. 132). Their pursuit is actively 
chosen. Thus, external coercion and ignorance were both considered obstacles to 
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voluntary action through which the excellences are pursued. Waterman (1993) 
highlighted this in his characterization of eudaimonia as personal expressiveness.

To summarize, the Aristotelian view of eudaimonia considers well-being not as 
a state of pleasure versus pain, but as living well. As he put it, “the happy man 
both lives well and does well” (p. 103). Living well entails actively and explicitly 
striving for what is truly worthwhile and is of inherent or intrinsic human worth, 
and it contrasts with the pursuit of crass endeavors such as materialism or pleasure 
seeking that pulls one away from virtues. Eudaimonia is characterized by reflec-
tiveness and reason. Finally, eudaimonic pursuits are voluntary, and are expres-
sions of the self rather than products of external control or ignorance. Together, 
Aristotle’s eudaimonia is thus characterized as living well, and entails being 
actively engaged in excellent activity, reflectively making decisions, and behav-
ing voluntarily toward ends that represent the realization of our highest human 
natures.

7.2 � Self-Determination Theory: A Brief Overview of its 
Development

As already stated, we began with Aristotle’s view because he was the originator 
of the eudaimonic tradition. We culled some of the reasons why he was compelled 
to distinguish eudaimonic happiness from hedonic happiness, and to denigrate 
the later. In addition, we highlighted aspects of his conception of living well that 
entailed pursuit or actualization of intrinsic human excellences, accomplished 
through mindful reflection and volition.

Many of these elements in Aristotle’s conception of eudaimonia are at the 
core of self-determination theory’s (SDT’s) conceptions of wellness. SDT began 
with a focus on intrinsic motivation, or the pursuit of an activity because of its 
inherent interest and enjoyability (e.g. Deci and Ryan 1980). In this research the 
role of rewards, the importance of competence, and the central role of autonomy 
in motivation became topics of study. We then shifted attention to extrinsically 
motivated activities, those that are instrumental rather than inherently enjoyable, 
and to how they are adopted and enacted. We demonstrated that whereas many 
such activities are regulated by external or introjected controls, others are assimi-
lated and integrated as personal values, and thus are more autonomously pursued. 
The relative autonomy of extrinsic goals in turn has strong predictive relations 
for human performance, persistence, and well-being outcomes. The process of 
internalization, through which external regulations and values become integrated 
to the self, thus became a central focus of SDT (Deci and Ryan 1985; Ryan and 
Connell 1989).

As we studied intrinsic motivation and internalization processes and their deter-
minants and consequences, it became increasingly clear that there are some nec-
essary conditions for each to flourish, and moreover that these conditions were 
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universally associated with personal and relational well-being. Thus, SDT articu-
lated a theory of basic psychological needs that are the foundations of personal 
growth (as manifest in intrinsic motivation), integrity (as manifest in integrative 
processes), and well-being (Ryan 1995; Deci and Ryan 2000). Building on this 
basic needs theory, SDT research began to distinguish the types of goals and aspi-
rations people pursue in terms of their relation to both basic needs and well-being 
outcomes (e.g. Kasser and Ryan 1996). Intrinsic aspirations, such those for per-
sonal growth, deep relationships, and generativity, were empirically distinguished 
from extrinsic aspirations, such as those for wealth, fame, or image, and shown 
to have differential relations with psychological and physical wellness, and dis-
tinct social antecedents. Most recently, as we explore the impact of varied life 
goals, need satisfaction, and the social contexts that engender volition and vitality, 
the central role of mindfulness and awareness in volition and goal adoption has 
become a salient concern (Brown and Ryan 2003).

Throughout there has also been a practical or applied bent to SDT, stemming 
from the aim of identifying the factors that facilitate versus thwart motivation and 
wellness in development in general, and in specific domains such as work, educa-
tion, sport, parenting, and clinical care.

This brief schematic of developments within SDT thus points to the scope of 
the theory, and underscores why we can only superficially review elements of the 
theory in this paper. More importantly it suggests how extensively the foci of SDT 
research overlap with the themes that occupied Aristotle in his writings on eudai-
monia. Our interests in intrinsic versus extrinsic life goals, the basic and universal 
human needs underlying wellness, the critical role of reflection and awareness, and 
the centrality of volition all exemplify obvious points of convergence. Thus, we 
will not review the details of SDT or the empirical findings supporting it. Instead, 
our aim is to specify a formal model of eudaimonia that builds on our prior work, 
and to articulate some testable and expandable ideas for future eudaimonic assess-
ments and studies.

7.3 � Toward a Formal Theory of Eudaimonia

As we stated at the outset, we conceive of eudaimonia as referring to a way of 
living, not to a psychological state or outcome. Specifically, it is a way of living 
that is focused on what is intrinsically worthwhile to human beings. In stating 
this we are making a broad claim that there are intrinsic values built into human 
nature and that these values are universal (Deci and Ryan 2000). Within our for-
mal theory of eudaimonia we specify at least some of these intrinsic values, and at 
the same time we argue that the list is not in any way closed. In fact, because we 
argue that intrinsic values have specific attributes and consequences, there may be 
additional values that can be empirically identified or that fit with the criteria we 
lay out.
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7.3.1 � Eudaimonia and the Pursuit of First-Order Outcomes

The concept of intrinsic worth means more than simply that the values in ques-
tion are inherent or natural to humans. There are, for example, inherent and natural 
attributes in humans that do not represent intrinsic values. For example it is “natu-
ral” to respond to threats with aggression or fear, but aggression and fear are not 
intrinsically valued. People value these capacities not for their inherent value, but 
because they can help us survive. Thus, life and survival are inherently valued, but 
aggression is not. Thus, another attribute of an intrinsic value is that it is a first-
order value defined as: (1) a value not reducible to other values, and (2) a value that 
does not exist for the sake of another value. It must be a basic value in its own right.

We illustrate this with an example. First, consider the value of wealth. If we asked 
a person, “Why are you working so hard?” one common answer might be, “To accu-
mulate money or wealth”. If we then asked, “Why do you want wealth?” there again 
might be various answers. One might be, “because I want to be admired”. We would 
then need to ask, “Why do you want to be admired?” Again, various answers might 
emerge, because so far we have not reached a “bottom line”. But suppose the person 
answers, “Because I want to feel loved”. When we get to this answer we can try 
again, asking “Why do you want to be loved?” But here our interviewee will likely 
be puzzled. When it comes to love, we seem to have hit an irreducible. Our subject 
might say: “I don’t know what you mean, everyone wants love;” or “Because love 
is good”. This is not to say that some evolutionary theorists might not see love as 
instrumental to adaptation, or some health specialists might argue that love promotes 
immunological responsiveness. But at a fundamental psychological level, love is 
irreducible. It is a good that explains itself. It is a first-order value.

Eudaimonia is therefore a way of living in which intrinsic values predominate 
in the sense that people are focused on what has inherent worth and on the goals 
that are by nature first order. We therefore can distinguish a eudaimonic lifestyle 
from a non-eudaimonic one by the degree to which people’s energies and interests 
are focused on intrinsic values versus second- or third-order values and/or goals 
whose value is either derivative or unclear.

Indeed, it follows from the above that most second and third- order values will be 
associated with extrinsic aspirations. The concept of extrinsic has twofold implica-
tions in this context: (1) the aspirations will often be instrumental, having their sali-
ence because there is something more basic that they serve, even though the person 
may not be conscious of the connection, and (2) they are goals without inherent value 
in their own right. In addition, many extrinsic goals (though not all) are not inher-
ent in human nature but are acquired. Thus, a woman stock trader may have wealth 
and power as primary foci without realizing that they are derivative. For example, 
she may be unaware that the hyper desire for power is actually driven by a need for 
autonomy that was thwarted at an earlier age, or that her desire for wealth is driven by 
a need for love or regards that was similarly not well satisfied. Instead, these motives 
represent need substitutes based in underlying intrinsic needs that were thwarted 
(Deci 1980). Put differently, a non-eudaimonic lifestyle is often one in which an 
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individual becomes preoccupied with second- and third-order values or motives that 
are derivative and now disconnected from intrinsic needs that were unsatisfied.

In a different vein, a man who very highly values a first-order content such as 
love may find himself overly invested in achieving some greatness, be it mate-
rial or symbolic, to enhance the lives of those he loves. Yet in so doing, his time 
and interests are drawn away from loving. Although such “sacrifice” may be in 
some ways admirable, it nonetheless reduces the degree of eudaimonia character-
izing the man’s life. Such examples show how many instrumental goals in life, 
even when well intended, can move people away from eudaimonia, because they 
are engaged in derivative activities that are too infrequently fulfilling. This was an 
issue about which Aristotle seemed acutely aware.

7.3.1.1 � Are Intrinsic Goals Always First-Order Goals?

Previously we argued that intrinsic goals are first-order goals, insofar as they are 
not reducible to other goals, but are done for their own sake. Typically that is the 
case. For example, when a person has the goal of intimacy and relatedness, it is 
nearly always valued in its own right. However, a person might cultivate intimacy 
with someone in order to get an inheritance. In this case, the “real” goal is money, 
not intimacy, and that in turn, has its own underlying lower-order goals. Similarly 
a person could value community contributions in order to impress others, but 
again that shows that we still have not gotten to the bottom line goal. In other 
words, an intrinsic goal is really only an intrinsic goal when it is a first-order goal. 
This bespeaks the importance of a thorough analysis of goal contents.

In most of the empirical investigations of goal contents accomplished within 
SDT, it is the relative weight given to intrinsic versus extrinsic goals that has 
been used to predict well-being and mental health outcomes. This relative weight 
approach, originally developed by Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996) provides an indi-
cation of where the most important emphasis is within a person’s configuration 
of goals, and thus gives an estimate of the degree to which the person is focused 
on more instrumental, extrinsic goals, or those goal contents that are intrinsically 
valuable in the manner described by Aristotle.

We have suggested that there are values and goals that can be distinguished as 
intrinsic and extrinsic in accord with the definitions we provided above. From this 
it follows that we should be able to distinguish between such values empirically 
and to establish that they have differential consequences for well-being outcomes. 
We turn now to each of these issues.

7.3.2 � Distinguishing Intrinsic from Extrinsic Aspirations

Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996) and Kasser (2002) initiated a program of research 
exploring the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations. They specifi-
cally proposed that there are significant individual differences in people’s focus on 
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intrinsic versus extrinsic aspirations and that these would have a predictable effect 
on a variety of wellness-relevant outcomes, from subjective happiness, to relation-
ship quality, to physical health.

In their first published study, Kasser and Ryan (1993) found that persons 
whose aspirations for financial success were strong relative to those for relation-
ships, growth, and community had lower well-being on a number of indicators. 
Subsequently, Kasser and Ryan (1996) examined seven life goals. They hypothesized 
that three of them, wealth and material possessions, social recognition and fame, and 
image or attractiveness, would represent extrinsic goals. Four others were thought 
to represent intrinsic goals: personal growth, affiliation and intimacy, contributing 
to one’s community, and physical health. Kasser and Ryan found that these aspi-
rations loaded cleanly on two factors. Wealth, fame, and image loaded on a factor 
they labeled extrinsic aspirations, while growth, affiliation, community contribution, 
and health loaded on an intrinsic aspirations factor. Further, results revealed that the 
strength of intrinsic relative to extrinsic aspirations, as indexed by ratings of goal 
importance, was positively related to a host of psychological well-being indicators, 
including self-actualization, positive affect, and vitality, and negatively to indicators 
of ill-being, including depression, negative affect, anxiety, and physical symptoms.

Similar findings have since been found in a number of diverse cultures, and with 
working adults as well as college students (e.g. Ryan et al. 1999; Schmuck et al. 
2000; Vansteenkiste et al. 2004). Recently, in fact, Grouzet et al. (2005) demonstrated 
that the intrinsic/extrinsic goal distinction stood up empirically in samples from 15 
different cultures, with the two goal types lying on opposite sides of a circumplex 
model. Of note in this piece is that additional values were placed in the derived map 
of aspirations. Hedonism, a desire for fun and pleasure, interestingly turned out to fall 
midway between intrinsic and extrinsic categories. This stands to reason insofar as 
hedonic pursuits are in many circumstances done for their own sake and worthwhile 
in terms of a good life. However, they are at other times sought out as distractions, or 
ways of avoiding responsibilities or anxieties, and in such cases will function more 
as extrinsic goals. Thus, hedonic goals need to be differentiated for us to understand 
their contributions to eudaimonia. Similarly, religious aspirations also fell midway 
between intrinsic and extrinsic poles, representing the well-known fact that religious 
motivations can be both intrinsic and extrinsic in nature (e.g. Ryan et al. 1993).

An important point here is that the question of how goals align with these con-
ceptual distinctions is today, unlike in Aristotle’s time, in part an empirical ques-
tion that does not depend solely on speculation and argument. The point of an 
empirical model is to specify criteria by which we can distinguish goals of differ-
ent types. Studies using this SDT framework have at least some starting methods 
and criteria to support or disconfirm theoretical proposals.

7.3.2.1 � Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Goal Attainment

Many social-cognitive theorists suggest that people feel good when they achieve their 
goals and that goal attainment (regardless of content) is beneficial to psychological 
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health (e.g. Bandura 1989; Locke and Latham 1990). However, SDT proposes that 
such “expectancy” models must be qualified by the content of goals. It is primar-
ily when people achieve intrinsic (rather than extrinsic) aspirations that they should 
experience greater well-being and less ill-being.

A number of studies have examined this hypothesis. For example, Kasser and 
Ryan (2001) examined the relation of the attainment of intrinsic versus extrinsic 
aspirations to various mental health outcomes in two samples. In the first sam-
ple, they found that the attainment of intrinsic goals was positively related to a 
composite index of well-being, whereas attainment of extrinsic goals was not. 
Moreover, the attainment of both intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations, relative to 
the attainment of intrinsic aspirations alone, did not additionally contribute to 
psychological health. Finally, the adjustment of people who attained only extrin-
sic aspirations was comparable to those who were low in their attainment of both 
intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations. In another sample, the attainment of intrinsic 
(relative to extrinsic) aspirations was again associated with higher well-being and 
more positive relationships. In addition, people high in their attainment of extrin-
sic aspirations reported lower quality of friendships, relative to those who were 
high in their attainment of intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations. Sheldon and Kasser 
(1998) assessed the impact of intrinsic versus extrinsic goal progress on changes 
in well-being over a several month interval, finding that although progress toward 
the attainment of all goals positively predicted changes in well-being, these rela-
tions were most apparent for intrinsic goals. Finally, Ryan et al. (1999) examined 
intrinsic and extrinsic aspiration attainments in samples from both the U.S. and 
Russia. They demonstrated that whereas attainment of extrinsic goals did not pre-
dict greater well-being when controlling for intrinsic goal attainment, intrinsic 
goal attainment predicted enhanced well-being even when controlling for extrin-
sic attainments. These results suggest that the attainment of intrinsic aspirations is 
beneficial for well-being and social functioning whereas the attainment of extrin-
sic aspirations is largely unrelated to psychological health.

7.3.3 � Basic Psychological Needs and Intrinsic and Extrinsic 
Aspirations

Ryan et al. (1996) suggested that the key difference between the intrinsic and 
extrinsic aspirations, and the reason that the pursuit and attainment of the two 
groups of aspirations are differentially related to psychological health, is the 
degree to which they are linked to the satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The need for autonomy refers 
to a sense of choice and volition in the regulation of behavior. The need for com-
petence concerns the sense of efficacy one has with respect to both internal and 
external environments. The need for relatedness refers to feeling connected to and 
cared about by others. According to SDT satisfaction of these basic needs fosters 
well-being, and support for and satisfaction of each is a necessary condition for a 
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person’s growth, integrity, and well-being, both within and across domains. Deci 
and Ryan (2000) supplied an extensive review of the theory of basic needs and 
its empirical support. Intrinsic goals and aspirations are particularly apt at satisfy-
ing these three psychological needs. For instance, take the example of personal 
growth. A person who is focused on personal growth, which includes self-
development, learning, and assimilation, is likely to a high degree to experience 
greater competence and to be involved in volitional and social activities. Similarly, 
community contributions, and altruistic or generative acts more generally, are 
hypothesized to satisfy all three needs fairly directly. When a person willingly 
gives to others he or she will exercise autonomy and feel a sense of connection 
with others. Further, the act of giving is likely to be associated with a sense of 
competence, as it means that people are in the position of being able to help.

SDT therefore hypothesizes that the attainment of intrinsic goals satisfies these 
needs, and in turn those attainments should enhance well-being. That is, psycho-
logical need satisfaction is specifically hypothesized to mediate between intrin-
sic goal attainments and well-being. By contrast, extrinsic goals are typically not 
as well linked with basic need satisfaction, and thus will not typically facilitate 
greater well-being, even when attained. This proposition was recently tested by 
Niemiec et al. (2006). They examined the consequences of pursuing and attaining 
intrinsic versus extrinsic aspirations over a one year period, beginning one year 
after the participants had graduated from college. Results indicated that although 
valuing either intrinsic or extrinsic aspirations led to greater attainment of the 
respective goals, only the attainment of intrinsic aspirations facilitated psychologi-
cal well-being. In fact, on some measures extrinsic goal attainment was associ-
ated with greater ill being. Moreover, the positive relations between intrinsic goal 
attainment and well-being were mediated by satisfaction of the basic needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which extrinsic attainments did not foster.

7.3.4 � The What and Why of Life Goals

Numerous studies have demonstrated the systematic relations between intrinsic 
and extrinsic goal contents and well-being outcomes. However, SDT also views all 
behaviors as capable of being regulated by both controlled and autonomous moti-
vations, raising the idea that, beyond goal contents—that is, beyond the “what” of 
goals—the reasons why the goal was undertaken is also of import in predicting 
well-being.

Regarding this “why” behind behavior, SDT specifies a continuum of types of 
regulation that vary along the dimension of autonomy. The most heteronomous 
form of regulation on this dimension is external regulation, which is exemplified 
by a person acting to avoid punishments or obtain contingent rewards. A some-
what less controlling reason for acting is introjection, in which the person acts 
because of internally controlling states, including contingent self-regard, or avoid-
ance of shame and guilt. Still more autonomous is identified regulation, in which 
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the motivation for acting is based on an explicit value for the action and/or its out-
comes. One can be even more autonomous if such values are well integrated into 
one’s system of values, which constitutes integrated regulation. Finally intrinsic 
motivation also represents a highly autonomous form of regulation. Beginning 
with Ryan and Connell (1989), dozens of studies accomplished in diverse cultures 
have shown empirically that this continuum of relative autonomy applies to behav-
iors in multiple domains (Vallerand 1997; Ryan and Deci 2000).

First, it is noteworthy that several studies have shown that, on average, intrin-
sic goals tend to be more autonomously enacted than extrinsic goals. That is, peo-
ple are more likely to enact goals for money, image, or fame because of introjects 
or external regulations. They feel pressured to make more, look better, or attain 
recognition. By contrast, relatedness, growth, health, and community contribution 
all tend to be supported by autonomous reasons, including identified or integrated 
values, and, in some cases, intrinsic motivation.

Nonetheless, the relative autonomy of a goal can be considered independently 
of the intrinsic or extrinsic content of the goal, and SDT predicts that each of these 
issues will bear on well-being. For instance one could give to one’s community, a 
presumably intrinsic goal content, but do so because one feels pressured to do so 
by others or by one’s introjects. Alternatively one could contribute because of an 
integrated value, and thus the giving would be autonomous. Put differently, SDT 
predicts that both the “what” (goal contents) and the “why” (the relative auton-
omy underlying actions) are important to consider in the relations between goals 
and well-being outcomes. This too has been demonstrated in numerous studies. 
Perhaps the first was accomplished by Carver and Baird (1998) whose results 
showed independent variance associated with both the “what” and the “why” of 
a monetary goal in predicting self-actualization. Sheldon et al. (2004) provided 
three studies showing the independent contributions of these what and why effects, 
on a variety of well-being outcomes, which they demonstrated at both within- and 
between-subject levels of analysis.

Perhaps most impressively, Vansteenkiste and his colleagues have engaged in 
a series of studies in multiple domains where goal contents and relative autonomy 
have been experimentally manipulated. Goal contents are manipulated by goal 
framing, in which the focus of the activity is differently introduced. For exam-
ple, in introducing people to a dietary regimen, they could either be told that it 
will make them more attractive (an extrinsic goal) or more healthy (an intrinsic 
goal). They could at the same time be subjected to a more controlling motivational 
approach (“you should do this”) or a more autonomy supportive approach (“it is 
your choice”). In studies of obesity, learning, exercise, second language learning, 
ecological behaviors, and job searching, among other goals, Vansteenkiste and his 
co-workers have consistently demonstrated the significant impact of both the what 
and the why, not only on well-being outcomes, but also on goal persistence and 
success (see Vansteenkiste et al. 2006 for a recent review of this body of work).

Furthermore, the measures of both the what and why of goals have been 
directly linked to measures of eudaimonia. In a study that assessed Aristotle’s defi-
nition of eudaimonia in relation to people’s strivings and actual daily activities, the 



130 R. M. Ryan et al.

measures of eudaimonia had moderately positive correlations with indices of both 
what and why (Huta and Ryan 2006).

7.4 � Autonomy and Mindfulness in Eudaimonic Living

Aristotle, as we indicated, depicted a eudaimonic life as one in which the individ-
ual is reflective and applies a sense of reason to his or her activities. In line with 
this we have already highlighted that goals associated with eudaimonia tend to be 
autonomous, and that autonomy is associated with greater well-ness, as well as 
more persistence and higher quality performance in what one does. We now briefly 
consider the issue of autonomy in somewhat more depth, especially its association 
with mindfulness, or awareness of what is truly occurring.

The term autonomy literally means “self-governing” and implies, therefore, the 
experience of regulation by the self. Its opposite, heteronomy, refers to regulation 
from outside the self, by alien or external forces. An autonomous act is one done 
freely and willingly by the actor. In the case of intrinsic motivation this is obvi-
ous, because intrinsic motivation represents doing an activity because of its inher-
ent satisfactions, which one typically does quite freely. But in the case of activities 
that are not intrinsically motivated, the issue is not inherent enjoyment, but rather 
inherent and self-endorsed value. A person who acts autonomously reflectively 
embraces an activity as his or her own, endorsing it at the highest order of reflec-
tion. This idea of reflective endorsement of one’s actions is indeed central to nearly 
all sophisticated philosophical treatments of the concept of autonomy, be they phe-
nomenological (e.g. Ricoeur 1966; Pfander 1967) or analytic (e.g. Dworkin 1988; 
Friedman 2003). It is especially important to note that autonomy does not require 
acting in the absence of constraints or demands, nor does acting in opposition to a 
constraint or demand necessarily imply autonomy. Specifically, if one behaves in 
accord with constraints or external influences the key issue is whether the person 
reflectively concurs with them. A person could, for example, pay taxes out of fear 
of the consequences of not doing so, in which case the behavior would be heter-
onomous (i.e. controlled) and compliant. But a person could also pay taxes autono-
mously because he or she concurs with the importance of collecting this revenue 
for the good of all. Similarly, a person could refrain from paying taxes by cheating 
because he or she does not care about the needs of the many, in which case the 
behavior would be heteronomous (i.e. controlled) and defiant. But a person could 
also honestly withhold a portion of his or her taxes because of a moral objection to 
the way that portion of the taxes are being used, in which case the action would be 
autonomous. The point is that autonomy is defined by one’s reflective and thought-
ful endorsement of actions (whether in accord with or in opposition to a constraint 
or demand), and heteronomy is defined as action that does not involve a reflective 
self-endorsement (see Ryan 1993, for a fuller discussion).

This leads to yet a further strong claim: eudaimonia is necessarily rooted in 
human autonomy, as Aristotle also claimed. One cannot be following one’s true 
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self and not be autonomous. Indeed, autonomy is ideally behaving in accord with 
one’s daimon, as Waterman among others has emphasized. Nor can one be eudai-
monic and unreflective (Ryan and Deci 2004). It is through reflective considera-
tion of one’s goals and activities that one can come to endorse some and reject 
others. Thus, reflective capacities support the development of autonomy, and vice 
versa (Ryan 2005). Eudaimonia therefore necessitates the exercise of reflective 
capacities, in which one considers the meaning and value of one’s way of living.

Brown and Ryan (2003) recently began empirically investigating the role 
of awareness and reflectivity in action through the concept of mindfulness. 
Mindfulness is defined as awareness of what is occurring in the present moment, 
and is characterized by an open and receptive processing of events, both internal 
and external. It is akin to what Aristotle was describing when he said the eudai-
monic person sees what is true in every set of circumstances. When mindful 
people are aware of what is really occurring, and thus they are in a better position 
to make meaningful choices and to act in an integrated manner.

Evidence from recent research underscores the importance of mindfulness and 
awareness in promoting both autonomous regulation and enactment of values. Brown 
and Ryan (2003) showed at both within- and between-person levels of analysis an 
association between greater mindfulness and autonomous self-regulation. More 
recently, studies have shown that people who are more mindful are less materialistic, 
embrace more intrinsic (relative to extrinsic) values, and experience less discrepancy 
between what they have and what they want (Brown and Ryan 2004). Thus, it seems 
minimally that mindfulness is characteristic of people who are engaged in eudai-
monic living. It is likely, however, that mindfulness actually conduces to eudaimonia, 
by facilitating awareness of what is worth doing, and doing it well.

7.5 � The Outcomes of Eudaimonic Living

A central aspect of our model is that eudaimonia refers to the contents and process 
of living—to a lifestyle—and is not defined by its specific outcomes. Nonetheless 
we hypothesize that eudaimonia is predictably associated with numerous out-
comes, including varied aspects of psychological well-being, relationship quali-
ties, and one’s impact on collective outcomes.

7.5.1 � Subjective Well-Being

First, consider subjective well-being (SWB; Diener 1984), conceived of as pleas-
ure and satisfaction in life, which Kahneman et al. (1999) described as hedonic 
well-being. In our model, both eudaimonic and non-eudaimonic activities can lead 
to SWB (Ryan and Deci 2001). That is, eudaimonia supplies one route to feeling 
good, but not an exclusive one. In fact, the direct pursuit of hedonic activities may 
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also be a way of attaining pleasure, especially in the very short run. A person who 
exploits others, greedily consumes goods, or pursues fun and sensation may not be 
eudaimonic, but the person may derive pleasure.

Among the benefits of eudaimonic pursuits is that they may yield a more endur-
ing sense of subjective well-being. Recent work by Huta and Ryan (2006) has 
supported this prediction. They followed students using an experience sampling 
method. Their results indicated that, at a within-person, momentary, level of analy-
sis, only hedonic activities were consistently positively linked with positive affect 
and negatively linked with negative affect; eudaimonic activities on average had lit-
tle relation with these. Yet, at the between-person level, it was people who engaged 
in a lot of eudaimonic activity or had eudaimonic goals who consistently had high 
life satisfaction and a high mean level of positive affect. By contrast, people occu-
pied with hedonic activities or goals did not show these enduring benefits. These 
findings were consistent with the expectation that eudaimonia gradually enhances a 
person’s baseline level of well-being, whereas hedonia has more temporary effects.

7.5.2 � Psychological Well-Being

In addition to greater SWB, there are other aspects of well-being that may be more 
enhanced by eudaimonic than non-eudaimonic ways of living, as revealed by 
research on both autonomous regulation, and intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Many of 
these are captured by Ryff and Singer’s (1998) dimensions of psychological well-
being (PWB), which Ryff and Singer construed as outcomes of a life well lived. 
Measures of PWB include indicators of personal growth, environmental mastery, 
positive relationships, life purpose, self-acceptance, and autonomy (conceived of 
within the PWB model as being primarily independence rather than self-endorse-
ment and volition as in SDT). Moreover, Ryff and Singer have shown that PWB in 
turn fosters additional outcomes in terms of physical health and wellness.

In terms of the model being proposed in this paper, we construe the dimensions 
of PWB not as a measure of eudaimonia per se, but rather as indicators that one 
has been living well. That is, as assessed, PWB is more a measure of a set of out-
comes of eudaimonic living rather than a definition of eudaimonia. Accordingly, 
Huta and Ryan (2006) has shown that her measures of eudaimonia, which assesses 
striving to be the best one can be, developing one’s potential, and having concerns 
for the greater good, are indeed positively related to most of Ryff and Singer’s fac-
ets of psychological well-being.

Although we have just portrayed PWB as an outcome of eudaimonic living, 
it is important to recognize that PWB can, in turn, yield other outcomes such as 
the presence of healthy psychological and physical functioning and the absence of 
psychopathology and disease. Indeed, in their paper in this issue, Ryff and Singer 
reviewed several studies showing that PWB did in fact lead to better physical 
health. When viewed in this way, PWB can be understood as a set of processes 
that mediate between the independent variables of intrinsic goals and autonomous 
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regulation on the one hand, and the dependent variables of psychological and 
physical wellness on the other hand. This would place PWB in the same type of 
mediating role in which we have placed basic psychological need satisfaction.

7.5.3 � Other Outcomes Associated with Eudaimonic Living

7.5.3.1 � Meaning

A sense of meaning, which is one of the PWB dimensions mentioned above is 
also sometimes viewed as an outcome of eudaimonia (e.g. McGregor and Little 
1998). In our view, eudaimonic living as represented by a focus on intrinsic goals 
and a practice of reflection and mindfulness would undoubtedly produce a sense of 
meaning and a greater sense of purpose in life (Ryan and Deci 2004). Moreover, 
eudaimonic living as we define it ought to provide a strong elixir against a sense of 
alienation or lack of life purpose, presumed opposites of finding meaning. Indeed, 
Huta and Ryan (2006) found that eudaimonic goals and activities were positively 
related to several measures of meaning in life.

7.5.3.2 � Vitality

One interesting variable that we have considered to be enhanced through eudaimo-
nia is subjective vitality (Ryan and Frederick 1997). Subjective vitality is defined 
in terms of a sense of psychological and physical energy that is available to the self 
for life pursuits. Ryan and Frederick (1997) assessed people’s subjective vitality 
and showed its close associations with autonomy, and Nix et al. (1999) showed in 
experimental settings how behaviors regulated by external controls reduced vital-
ity relative to comparisons that were not controlled. Numerous studies comparing 
intrinsic and extrinsic goals have shown greater subjective vitality associated with, 
or in many cases, brought about by, investment in or attainment of intrinsic goals 
(e.g. Kasser and Ryan 1996, 2001; Niemiec et al. 2006). Several studies have shown 
the close association between mindfulness and vitality, such that, when mindful, 
people experience more available energy (Brown and Ryan 2003). Finally, Huta and 
Ryan (2006) found that trait eudaimonia had a consistent positive link with vital-
ity. In short, this configuration of distinct variables, namely autonomous regulation, 
intrinsic goal focus, and mindfulness all enhance subjective vitality, which in turn 
strongly covaries with an array of mental and physical health outcomes.

7.5.3.3 � Physical Health

In some studies of intrinsic goals, autonomous regulation, and mindfulness, physi-
cal symptoms and physical health have been assessed and positively related to 
these independent variables (e.g. Kasser and Ryan 1996; Williams et al. 1998). 
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Moreover, basic psychological need satisfaction, which in the current model plays 
a mediational role, also predicts physical symptoms and health outcomes (e.g. 
Reis et al. 2000). Physical health is a major focus of Ryff and Singer’s research, 
which they have directly related to PWB (see their article in this issue). Some of 
this body of work makes it plausible that it is eudaimonic living that yields better 
physical health, such as the within-person approach of Reis et al. (2000) and some 
of the in-depth studies accomplished by Ryff and colleagues. At the same time, 
because physical health makes living well more possible, there are undoubted 
reciprocal relations at work, making for an intriguing area of study. Currently we 
are working to disentangle relations between mindfulness and health through inter-
vention studies (see Brown and Ryan 2003, for a preliminary study of this kind).

7.5.3.4 � Still Other Outcomes

Research has also been initiated to map out additional kinds of well-being to 
which eudaimonia might be linked. Huta and Ryan (2006) hypothesized that 
eudaimonia often produces states and outcomes that are subtle or not fully cap-
tured by the well-being concepts typically assessed. The researchers showed that 
eudaimonic individuals: have high levels of inner peace, as well as frequent expe-
riences of moral elevation and deep appreciation of life; feel connected not only 
with themselves but also with a greater whole that transcends them as individu-
als; have a sense of where they fit into a bigger picture and are able to put things 
in perspective; and describe themselves as “feeling right” (as opposed to “feeling 
good”, the state that hedonically oriented individuals seem to pursue). A life of 
hedonia has in most analyses been unrelated to these outcomes.

7.6 � Putting it Together: An Integrative, Yet Open, 
Empirical Model

To summarize our model, eudaimonia is viewed as living well, defined in terms 
both of pursuing goals that are intrinsically valued and of processes that are char-
acterized by autonomy and awareness. The ways in which goals, regulatory styles, 
and capacities for mindfulness operate together has been detailed over many stud-
ies, but our major claim here is that they are all aspects of eudaimonic living. 
A further claim is that eudaimonic living is associated with a wide array of well-
ness outcomes. Those outcomes include hedonic happiness as typically assessed, 
but it also produces a fuller, more stable and enduring type of happiness than that 
obtained when one’s goals are more directly hedonistic. Among these enduring 
positive outcomes are a sense of meaning, subjective vitality, higher quality rela-
tionships, and better physical health indicators, especially with respect to symp-
toms related to stress. Finally we claim that these relations between eudaimonia 
and well-being outcomes are mediated by satisfaction of the basic psychologi-
cal needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. That is, eudaimonic living 
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fosters well-being because it provides satisfaction of people’s most fundamental 
psychological needs.

7.7 � Social Implications of Eudaimonic Living

The starting point for our model of eudaimonia was the question of what consti-
tutes the “good life”, or living well. As we have outlined, we consider living well 
to involve pursing intrinsic goals, acting autonomously and volitionally, and fos-
tering one’s own awareness or mindfulness. Considerable research has connected 
these three motivational processes to psychological and physical health outcomes, 
and has shown that satisfaction of the basic psychological needs for competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy mediate the relations between the motivational pro-
cesses and the wellness outcomes.

We now turn to a consideration of broader issues that address two important 
and related questions, specifically: (1) what are the implications of eudaimonia for 
societal and collective well-being; and (2) what are the conditions within a society 
that conduce toward its members being able to pursue the kind of life represented 
by eudaimonia?

7.7.1 � The Prosocial Nature of People High in Eudaimonia

Given our depiction of people high in eudaimonia as pursuing worthwhile goals and 
being mindfully self-regulated, it follows that such persons would likely be more 
socially responsible. The emerging evidence suggests that to be so. For example, 
Brown and Kasser (2005) found that people embracing the extrinsic goal of material-
ism consumed more and left bigger environmental footprints. Sheldon and McGregor 
(2000) used a “tragedy of the commons” paradigm to show that people with more 
intrinsic goals were less likely to over-consume, and thus were more likely to fos-
ter a sustainable environment. McHoskey (1999) demonstrated that people embrac-
ing intrinsic goals were less prone to Machiavellian behavior and more prone 
towards social interests. These and other studies attest to the fact that promotion of 
eudaimonic living may be better for a society as a whole, insofar as its members 
show more care, concern, and responsibility in their actions. Waterman (1981) also 
reviewed studies showing that eudaimonia is positively linked to prosocial concerns.

7.7.2 � What Kinds of Families and Societies Foster 
Eudaimonic Lifestyles

A tougher question concerns what kind of social contexts facilitate people becom-
ing eudaimonic. We can ask that question at the micro level of the family, as well as 
at the more macro level of cultural and economic conditions. We take each in turn.
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Kasser et al. (1995) tapped into an ongoing longitudinal project to examine the 
antecedents of intrinsic versus materialistic, extrinsic goals in a sample of largely 
urban 18 year olds. The researchers found that psychological need support—
specifically a maternal environment characterized by greater autonomy support 
and greater warmth—promoted the adoption of less materialistic goals, greater 
community participation, and in general better mental health. This study employed 
multiple methods to assess maternal environments and well-being outcomes, 
including maternal reports, clinical interview ratings, and self-reports from the 
teens. Moreover, the study showed that these supports for autonomy and related-
ness were prospectively predictive of the intrinsic versus extrinsic goal outcomes. 
Kasser et al. suggested that to the extent children are provided with supports for 
basic needs they will develop more eudaimonic lifestyles. In contrast those treated 
in controlling ways, or who experienced coldness or rejection from caregivers 
were more prone to insecurity and low self-esteem, which in turn appears to have 
made them more susceptible to extrinsic goals. That is, they seek external trap-
pings of worth to the extent they have felt inwardly unloved or unworthy (see also 
Ryan et al. 1996; Kasser 2002). A study by Williams et al. (2000) of high school 
students found that those students whose parents tended to be need thwarting also 
expressed strong extrinsic aspirations and engaged in high risk behaviors such as 
using tobacco and alcohol.

On a more societal level it does seem clear that within modern capitalistic 
societies, which are increasingly dominating the global scene, there are pervasive 
forces that pull people away from eudaimonic living. Consumerism is prompted 
by continuous exposure to desire-creating advertisements, which often attempt to 
promote insecurity in order to create a sense of need. Moreover, the winner take 
all atmosphere associated with the values of a competitive market economy can 
crowd out altruism, sense of community, and other prosocial attitudes. It seems 
that the eudaimonic life is continuously threatened by the individualistic attitudes 
associated with such economies, whereas hedonic well-being has a much closer fit 
with the capitalist ethic (Kasser et al. 2007). It is indeed paradoxical that, whereas 
the capitalistic system provides resources that could facilitate eudaimonic living 
among those individuals who have not fallen through the bottom of the system, it 
also has seductive and coercive aspects that undermine the very goals, values, and 
lifestyles that constitute eudaimonic living.

At the same time, some policy makers and social scholars do seem attuned to 
the fact that competitive individualism and hedonic happiness for the masses will 
lead to and ultimately be compromised by an unsustainable environment. Indeed, 
the tragedy of the commons is ever becoming our real situation, rather than a 
simulation game. Moreover, there is increasing awareness, in part aided by many 
of the studies reviewed herein, that materialistic living, even when successfully 
attained, does not significantly enhance well-being—even hedonic well-being 
let alone eudaimonic living. Instead, human happiness and quality of life will be 
facilitated best by policies and structures that allow people to feel both maximal 
psychological freedom and strong relatedness to one another, neither of which is 
facilitated by materialism.
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As we move further into our new century, it appears that the topic of eudai-
monia is ever more relevant and timely. In this respect the study of what consti-
tutes eudaimonia, and what promotes it, are among the most important agendas 
in contemporary behavioral science, much as it was a critical part of ancient 
philosophies.
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Abstract  Although most researchers acknowledge that subjective well-being 
(SWB) is multiply determined, little research and theory simultaneously consid-
ers the effects of many types of determinants, located at many different levels of 
analysis. Guided by a six-level model of “optimal human being”, we tested the 
hypothesis that psychological need-satisfaction, a positive Big Five trait profile, 
good personal goal-progress, high self-esteem, positive social support, and a hap-
piness-conducing cultural membership would each uniquely predict SWB. These 
hypotheses were confirmed, supporting the hierarchical perspective and irreduci-
bility assumption that under-girded the research. Implications for SWB theory and 
interventions, and for the task of integrating the many different types of personal-
ity constructs that exist, are discussed.

Keywords  Subjective well-being  •  Personality hierarchies  •  Culture

8.1 � Introduction

Subjective well-being (SWB) remains a growth industry in the contemporary 
research scene. As just a sampling of recent activity, research has investigated the 
psychometric components (Pavot and Diener 2004; Schwarz and Strack 1999), 
temporal resolution (Sandlik et al. 1993), functional concomitants (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 2005a, b), longitudinal course (Clark et al. 2003), personality/demographic 
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correlates (Argyle 1999), and cultural conditionality of SWB (Diener et al. 1995), 
as well as many other topics. In part spurred by the positive psychology movement 
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), this work contributes to an increasingly 
complete picture of the nature and causes of SWB (Pavot and Diener 2004; Ryan 
and Deci 2000a, b; Sheldon 2004).

However, one topic that has received almost no research attention is the 
multi-level nature of SWB—that is, the fact that SWB is simultaneously influ-
enced by variables at many different levels of the person and world. Of course, 
most researchers would agree that SWB is multiply-determined, by factors rang-
ing vertically from biological to cognitive to personality to social (for example, as 
acknowledged in the chapter organization of the book Well-being: The foundations 
of hedonic psychology, edited by Kahneman et al. 1999). Still, to date, few theo-
retical or predictive frameworks have attempted to address many of these levels of 
analysis at the same time. How do they all contribute to influence peoples’ expe-
rienced mood and sense of satisfaction? Are some levels more important than oth-
ers, and others less important? More typically, researchers focus on just one level 
of analysis, elaborating upon ideas and measures located primarily at that level 
(Staats 1999).

This article proposes a new way to conceptualize and test the multi-determi-
nation idea—namely, by measuring representative factors at major levels of 
organization that influence the human personality (i.e., needs, traits, goals, self-
systems, social systems, and cultural systems; explicated below), and comparing 
their effects upon SWB. Our general hypothesis was that important and previously 
efficacious predictor variables derived from each level of analysis should, when 
combined together into a single prediction equation, each have unique main effects 
upon SWB. This “irreducibility hypothesis” is based on the assumption that the 
SWB-relevant constructs and processes identified by researchers at each level of 
human science are all valid—each level provides independent information regard-
ing human thriving, and thus each should uniquely predict SWB. To use a concrete 
example, the positive effects of social support should not be explainable in terms 
of a person’s positive goals, or his/her positive traits, or his/her high self-esteem; 
the phenomenon that has been studied by social support researchers is more than 
these.

An advantage of this multi-systemic approach is that it can provide a tool for 
evaluating the relative importance of a particular level of analysis, compared to 
other levels of analysis upon which one might instead focus attention. If the effects 
of a previously important predictive factor at a particular level of analysis fail to 
survive in such a “destructive testing” approach (Anderson and Anderson 1996), 
then one might legitimately question the relevance of that factor and/or level of 
analysis for understanding that phenomenon—perhaps research attention should 
focus elsewhere. Conversely, this approach may provide a tool for identifying 
the most important factors and levels for understanding a particular phenomenon 
(here, SWB). Which predictors, located at which level of analysis, emerge as most 
essential? The potential relevance of such data for designing SWB-relevant inter-
ventions and public policies should be clear.
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8.1.1 � Hierarchical Frameworks for Viewing Behavior  
and Personality

As a framework for the inquiry we drew from the hierarchical model of causal 
influences upon human behavior and well-being that was proposed by Sheldon 
(2004). This model formalizes the fact that behavior and feeling can be influ-
enced by manifold levels of reality ranging from atomic to molecular to cellular 
to organic to neuronal to nervous-systemic to cognitive to personality to social to 
cultural. Each level of organization was said to emerge from the functioning of the 
level below, but also to have reciprocal top-down effects upon lower-level func-
tioning (see also Sperry 1993). In his analysis of optimal human being (i.e., the 
determinants of well-being and thriving), Sheldon (2004) focused primarily on the 
top three levels of this hierarchy, namely, the personality, social, and cultural lev-
els, in the process identifying the constructs at each level shown to have influence 
on well-being. Personality processes received special attention, as potentially the 
most relevant of all for thriving; in particular, universal psychological needs, vary-
ing personality traits, varying goals and intentions, and varying self-images and 
self-concepts, were each the subject of a chapter. Each of these four aspects of 
personality will be considered in greater detail.

8.1.1.1  The Four Tiers of Personality. 

The four aspects of personality depicted in Fig.  8.1 are based on McAdams’ 
(1995, 1996) proposals. McAdams argued that traits/dispositions, goals/motives, 
and selves/self-narratives are three distinct and important “tiers” of personal-
ity theory and organization. Each level addresses issues that the other levels do 
not. None of them are determined by the others, and thus information from each 
of the levels is necessary for a complete understanding of a person (i.e., motive 
effects upon behavior are more than mere trait and self-concept effects, self-con-
cept effects are more than mere trait and motive effects, and so on). Furthermore, 
McAdams and Pals (2006) argued that the field of personality psychology is no 
longer well-served by attempts to reduce different aspects of personality to one 
another, instead calling for simultaneous and integrated consideration of all 
of them together. One goal of this research is to test McAdams’ claim that con-
structs at these three levels of personality have effects that are independent and 

Fig. 1   Six levels of the 
person relevant to optimal 
human being (Sheldon 2004)
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non-reducible to each other, by hypothesizing that they should all have simultane-
ous effects upon SWB.

The three levels identified by McAdams (1996) involve domains of individ-
ual difference. However, Sheldon (2004) argued that foundational and evolved  
(i.e. species-typical) human nature also needs to be considered for a complete pic-
ture (see McAdams and Pals 1996, for related theorizing). What are the most basic 
personality processes upon which individual differences rest? In considering this 
fourth level Sheldon discussed universal biophysical requirements, psychological 
needs, social-cognitive mechanisms, and socio-cultural practices—all thought to 
be inborn propensities that do not vary across individuals, although they may of 
course vary in their expression.

Notably, the four levels of personality presented in Fig.  2 do not necessarily 
form a functional hierarchy, as in Carver and Scheier’s (1982, 1998) control theory 
model of personality. Thus, traits do not necessarily serve goals, goals do not nec-
essarily serve self-concepts, and self-concepts do not necessarily serve social rela-
tions. Neither do the four levels represent a causal sequence, leading in domino 
sequence from low to high, or from high to low. Thus, for example, we would not 
expect goal effects to mediate self effects, or self effects to mediate social rela-
tion effects. Instead, the levels are merely viewed as distinct facets of the person, 
each of which contains information that cannot be gotten from the other facets 
(McAdams 1996, 2000). Thus, the current research is simply an exploration of 
four important facets of personality, in conjunction with information concerning 
social and cultural contexts, as predictors of a single construct, namely, SWB.

What personality constructs are most predictive of SWB? In reviewing the cor-
responding research literatures, Sheldon (2004) concluded that the highest degree 
of optimality or thriving may occur when a person: (1) experiences much satis-
faction of basic psychological needs (at the species-typical or foundation level of 
personality), (2) evidences low levels of neuroticism and also high levels of other 
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and perhaps openness (at the trait 
or dispositional level of personality), (3) achieves many of his/her personal goals, 
especially self-concordant personal goals (at the goal or intentional level of per-
sonality), and (4) feels much self-esteem and proximity to desired future selves (at 
the self and self-concept level of personality).

In the current research we simultaneously compared the associations of all of 
these constructs upon SWB. We did this in two steps: by first (1) comparing the 
relative efficacy of two or more candidate constructs within each conceptual level 
for predicting SWB, in order to select the strongest predictor to represent that 
level of analysis, and then by (2) comparing between all of the thereby-designated 
predictors, one from each level, as simultaneous predictors of global concurrent 
SWB. Consistent with the “irreducibility hypothesis,” we expected that the best 
predictors within each level would uniquely predict SWB when pitted against the 
best predictors from the other levels.

Notably, our preliminary step of identifying two candidate predictors at each 
level and letting them compete for variance might capitalize unduly on chance, or 
upon data characteristics irrelevant to our conceptual purposes. Nevertheless we took 
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such an approach in the current study, hoping to illustrate a method for beginning 
to consolidate and prioritize disparate constructs within personality psychology. 
Although the conclusion that “X is a better predictor of Y than Z” must be taken with 
caution within any particular study, over time, multiple researchers’ reports should 
cumulate to a clear understanding of the relative importance of various predictors. In 
short, making initially reasonable choices of constructs to examine, then following 
through with those comparisons, may ultimately be the best way to bring greater 
order to the “zoo” of partially overlapping predictors in personality psychology.

8.1.1.2  Two Higher Levels: Social Relations and Cultural Influences. 

Again, Sheldon (2004) also considered two trans-personality levels of analysis, 
namely, social relations and culture. These higher levels of organization emerge 
from the interactions of multiple personalities, and contain information that goes 
beyond the properties of the constituent personalities. In order to evaluate the asso-
ciations of the social relations level of analysis upon SWB, in the current studies we 
examined participants’ perceived social support and autonomy support. Of course, 
social support has long been known to be important for many kinds of psychological 
health and coping outcomes (Lakey and Lutz 1996; Sarason et al. 2001). Similarly, 
the social-level factor of autonomy support, which is the extent that important oth-
ers grant one choice and input rather than trying to coerce and control one, has 
been shown to be beneficial for outcomes as diverse as learning, intrinsic motiva-
tion, creativity, mood, and psychological vitality (Deci and Ryan 2000; Sheldon  
et al. 2003). Again, we first compared the predictive efficacy of these two variables, 
and then moved forward with the strongest predictor to the second, cross-level phase 
of the analysis.

“Culture” can be defined in terms of the shared norms, traditions, and values 
of a large group of interacting personalities that have emerged over time (Geertz 
1974). Of course, cultural syndromes can have important influence upon many dif-
ferent aspects of human behavior and experience (Markus et al. 1996). In order 
to address this top level of the Fig. 2 model, we sampled participants in two very 
different cultures: The U.S. and Singapore. The U.S. is considered to be a pro-
totypically individualist (i.e. modern and individual-centered) culture, whereas 
Singapore is considered to be a fairly collectivist (i.e., traditional and group-cen-
tered) culture (Diener et al. 1995; Triandis 1997). Asian collectivist cultures typi-
cally evidence lower mean levels of well-being compared to western cultures, and 
Diener et al. (1995) showed specifically that national well-being in Singapore 
is considerably lower than national well-being in the U.S. Consistent with the 
irreducibility hypothesis and with past SWB findings (Diener et al. 1995), we 
expected that cultural group would have its own main effects upon SWB, inde-
pendently of the other five predictors. Based on previous research on the inter-cor-
relations of culture, personality, and well-being (Diener and Suh 1999), cultural 
membership should still have an effect on SWB even after all of the lower-level 
effects have been accounted for.
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To summarize, even though there is likely some empirical overlap between 
some of the constructs examined (i.e., competence need-satisfaction is likely cor-
related with goal progress, and so on), we expected that each identified construct 
would uniquely predict SWB, because each ultimately refers to a different level 
of organization within the human personality. To find support for this hypothesis 
would indicate that goal effects cannot be reduced to need effects, that trait effects 
cannot be reduced to goal effects, and so on; all of these perspectives will be 
required for a truly comprehensive model of personality and SWB.

8.1.1.3  The Role of Inter-Level Consistency. 

Sheldon (2004) also suggested that SWB is affected not only by the contents of 
(or conditions within) the differing levels of the person, but also, by the relations 
between the levels of the person, independently of their contents. The implica-
tion is that one can have a good profile of characteristics at each level but still not 
achieve optimality because the different levels of oneself are not well-integrated 
(i.e., a conflicted young woman is pursuing positive goals and self-images that 
are nevertheless inconsistent with her also-positive traits and social relationships). 
Conversely, one can be well-integrated between levels, but still not thrive because 
of what the levels contain (i.e., a sociopath whose personality is well-organized 
nevertheless suffers because of his many negative personality characteristics). 
Ideally, one has both factors going for one; i.e., one is both “organismically” and 
“systemically” integrated (Sheldon and Kasser 1995).

Thus, we asked participants to consider how each level of themselves (needs, 
traits, goals, selves, and social supports) relates to, or functions with respect to, 
each other level. We predicted that inter-level consistency would have its own inde-
pendent main effect upon SWB, above the significant main effects of the predictors 
at each level of analysis. Again, this would support Sheldon’s (2004) contention that 
SWB is a combination of both the person’s profile of characteristics within the dif-
ferent levels of analysis, and, the degree of functional linkage between those levels.

8.2 � Methods

8.2.1 � Participants and Procedure

Initial participants were 328 introductory psychology students at the University of 
Missouri (MU) and 237 introductory management students at the National 
University of Singapore (NUS).1 Although NUS is somewhat more selective in its 

1  A portion of this dataset was used by Sheldon and Niemiec (in press). However, none of the 
relations in this article have been reported before.
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admission and is located in a larger urban center compared to MU, both universi-
ties are large public institutions that draw students from all over their respective 
nations. Also, both classes were large lecture topic-introductions, attracting a wide 
variety of students from within each University. Thus, these convenience samples 
seemed reasonably representative of the two cultures from which they were drawn. 
Thirty-two participants (22 Americans and 10 Singaporeans) were dropped 
because there was missing data on at least one of the 15 primary study variables, 
resulting in a final N of 533 consisting of 306 Americans (114 men and 192 
women) and 227 Singaporeans (133 men and 94 women). Because of the differing 
gender proportions within the two samples, gender will be co-varied out of the pri-
mary models below.

U.S. participants completed the survey using a web-based format, and 
Singaporean participants completed the survey in group testing sessions using a 
paper-and-pencil format. Although web-based survey methodologies are still rela-
tively new, initial research indicates that data from such surveys are largely equiv-
alent to paper-and-pencil data (Birnbaum 2000; Stanton 1998). Both surveys were 
administered in English, which is the official language of instruction at NUS. The 
measures were all presented in the same order to Singaporean participants: First, 
the SWB measures (i.e. the “dependent measures”) were presented, followed by 
the need-satisfaction measures, the personality trait measures, the goal measures, 
the self measures, and finally the social support measures. Thus, following SWB 
the order of presentation of the predictor variables moved from low to high in the 
Fig.  8.1 hierarchy. Approximately half of the U.S. participants also received the 
measures in this order, and the other half first rated SWB and then rated the pre-
dictor variables moving from high to low in the Fig.  8.1 hierarchy. Although it 
had some main effects, order of measures did not interact with the primary results, 
below, and will not be considered further.

8.2.2 � Measures

8.2.2.1  SWB 

SWB was measured by summing positive affect and life-satisfaction and subtract-
ing negative affect (Diener 1994; see Bettencourt and Sheldon 2001; Sheldon and 
Elliot 1999; Sheldon and Kasser 2001; Sheldon and Krieger 2004; Sheldon et al. 
2004). The SWB questions were framed in terms of “how much you feel this way, 
in general in your life,” and administered with a 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely) 
scale. Affect was measured via the 20-item Positive affect/negative affect scale 
(PANAS; Watson et al. 1988); items include “interested,” “nervous,” “atten-
tive,” and “upset.” Coefficient alpha for positive and negative affect were 0.75 
and 0.81 respectively (0.64 and 0.88 in the U.S. sample, and 0.79 and 0.84 in the 
Singaporean sample). Life-satisfaction was measured via the 5-item Satisfaction 
with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985), using the same scale; an example item is “in 
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most ways, my life is close to my ideal” (alpha = 0.86; 0.85 and 0.83 in the U.S. 
and Singapore). Supporting the validity of combining the three variables, principal 
component analysis showed that positive affect, negative affect (recoded) and life-
satisfaction loaded on a single factor accounting for 54 % of the variance (load-
ings = 0.77, 0.62, and 0.81, respectively). Coefficient alpha for the 25-item SWB 
variable was 0.89.

8.2.2.2  Need-Satisfaction. 

As one way of assessing psychological need-satisfaction we employed the 
Basic Psychological Needs scale (BPNS; Deci et al. 2001). This 21-item scale 
assesses the extent to which participants feel autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness, the three primary psychological needs postulated by self-determi-
nation theory (Deci and Ryan 2000). The scale contains items such as “I feel 
free to express my ideas and opinions” (autonomy), “Most days, I feel a sense 
of accomplishment from what I do” (competence), and “people in my life care 
about me” (relatedness). In addition, we employed the 9-item need-satisfaction 
scale used by Sheldon et al. (2001) in their study of “most satisfying events” 
(MSEs). This scale also assesses autonomy, competence, and relatedness, via 
items similar to the BPNS. Both scales addressed “life in general.” Aggregate 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness measures were computed by standard-
izing and averaging the two measures of each construct (alphas  =  0.73, 0.79, 
and 0.74, respectively, for the whole sample; for the U.S. sample, alphas were 
0.76, 0.77, and 0.73, and for the Singaporean sample, alphas were 0.69, 0.73, 
and 0.72).

8.2.2.3  Personality Traits. 

Participants were administered two short Big Five measures. One was the 
Gosling et al. (2003) Ten Item Personality Measure (TIPI), which presents par-
ticipants with ten pairs of synonymous traits (i.e., “extraverted, enthusiastic” and 
“sympathetic, warm”) and asks them to rate how well the pair applies personally, 
using a 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly) scale. Two pairs assess each of 
the Big Five traits, one containing two directly-worded traits and the other two 
oppositely-worded items. The other short Big Five measure was the set of 15 sin-
gle trait adjectives (referred to as the STA measure), three for each of the big five 
traits, that was used by Sheldon et al. (1997) (example adjectives are “orderly,” 
“talkative,” and “curious”). This measure was also administered with a 7-point 
scale. Aggregate extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
openness measures were computed by standardizing and averaging the two meas-
ures of each construct (all alphas were 0.75 or more for the full sample and both 
sub-samples, except for agreeableness, with alphas of 0.66 in the full sample and 
0.62 and 0.69 in the sub-samples).
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8.2.2.4  Goals and Intentions. 

Positive goal conditions were measured in two ways: by assessing the self-
concordance of personal goals (i.e., the extent personal goals are motivated 
by interests and identifications rather than by internal and external pressures; 
Sheldon 2004; Sheldon and Elliot 1999), and by assessing the participant’s suc-
cess in achieving those goals. For U.S. participants these ratings were based on 
a single important self-generated personal goal towards which the participant is 
striving, and for Singaporean participants these ratings were based on four self-
generated personal goals (Emmons 1999). To assess self-concordance, participants 
rated why they strive, in terms of four reasons: external (because I have to or my 
situation demands it), introjected (because I’d feel guilty, anxious, or ashamed if 
I didn’t), identified (because I identify with it, even when its not fun and enjoya-
ble), and intrinsic (because it is intrinsically interesting or challenging). As in past 
research (Sheldon and Elliot 1999; Sheldon and Kasser 1995, 2001), a single self-
concordance score was computed by summing the intrinsic and identified ratings 
and subtracting the external and introjected ratings (see Sheldon 2004, for more 
discussion of the self-concordance construct). To assess success at goals, partici-
pants rated “how well I have done in the past,” using a 1 (not at all) to 5 (very 
much) scale. These ratings constituted the goal-progress variable. Singaporean 
success ratings were averaged over the four goals (alpha = 0.56); reliabilities were 
not computed for the goal variables because the U.S. measure was based on only  
one goal.

8.2.2.5  Self and Self-Feelings. 

To assess positive conditions at the self level of personality, we employed 
two measures. The first was the 10-item Rosenberg self-esteem measure 
(Rosenberg 1965), which contains items such as “I take a positive attitude 
toward myself.” A 7-point scale was used for this measure (alpha = 0.90; 0.83 
and 0.92 in the U.S. and Singapore, respectively). The second measure was 
based on an assessment of participants’ “possible selves” (Markus and Ruvolo 
1989). All participants first wrote (or typed) a most desired future possible 
self (i.e., “an image of yourself in the best possible future”) and a most feared 
future possible self (i.e., “an image of yourself in the worst possible future”). 
Participants then rated “how close are you already to each possible self,” “how 
likely is it that each self will come to be,” and “to what extent do you feel that 
you can control whether or not you will become each possible self?”, using 1 
(not very) to 5 (extremely) scales. Preliminary analyses revealed that the ability 
to control becoming the feared self was uncorrelated with the other five ratings 
in both samples, thus this item was excluded. After recoding the two remaining 
feared possible self ratings, a “positive possible self” variable was created for 
each participant by averaging the five ratings (alpha = 0.68; 0.65 and 0.72 in the 
U.S. and Singapore, respectively).
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8.2.2.6  Social Support. 

To assess positive conditions at the social relations (or interpersonal) level 
of analysis, we also used two measures. One was based on the Sarason et al. 
(1987) brief social support measure. Specifically, participants rated how sat-
isfied they are with their overall social support regarding six issues, using a 1 
(very dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied) scale. The six issues included items such 
as having “People who can distract you from your worries when you feel under 
stress” and having “People who care about you, regardless of what is happening 
to you.” The six responses were averaged to form a “social support” composite 
(alpha = 0.90; 0.92 and 0.88 in the U.S. and Singapore, respectively). The sec-
ond measure was based on the six-item version of the perceived autonomy sup-
port scale (Black and Deci 2000; Williams et al. 1999), which assesses the extent 
to which authorities and other important persons support the participant’s right 
to make their own choices. It contains items such as “this person listens to how I 
would like to do things” and “this person provides me with choices and options.” 
In the U.S. sample, participants responded with respect to mother, father, and 
one other influential older adult. In the Singapore sample, participants responded 
with respect to “two important people who are most involved in your life.” A 
five-point scale was employed. An aggregate “autonomy-support” score was 
computed by averaging across the six items and persons rated (alphas = 0.91 in 
both samples).

8.2.2.7  Culture. 

The effects of cultural membership were assessed using a dummy variable 
coded 0 (U.S.) or 1 (Singapore). Notably, our only explicit prediction regarding 
culture was that Singaporean cultural membership would have a negative main 
effect upon SWB, which would persist with the other predictors in the equa-
tion. However, we also examined the data for other informative patterns consist-
ent with the literature. In addition to being lower on SWB, it seemed likely that 
Singaporean participants would also evidence lower means on at least some of 
the predictor variables, particularly need-satisfaction (Sheldon et al. 2001), self-
esteem (Heine et al. 2001), and goal self-concordance and progress (Oishi and 
Diener 2001).

Beyond mean differences, a potentially more important issue for our theoreti-
cal approach was, “should cultural membership interact with any of the predictors 
in relation to SWB?” At first glance it seems that a universalist perspective would 
say “no;” however, a more differentiated view suggests that different constructs at 
a particular level of analysis (i.e., self-esteem versus achieved ego-identity, at the 
self-level of analysis, or conscientiousness versus agreeableness, at the trait level 
of analysis) might well have different sized (but still significant) effects within dif-
ferent cultures, without invalidating the universalist argument that self-level con-
structs matter within every culture. Based on past research, it seemed possible that 
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self-esteem (Diener et al. 2003) and goal self-concordance and progress (Oishi 
and Diener 2001) would have different effects upon SWB in the U.S. versus 
Singapore. However, because some other studies have not found such differences 
(Sheldon et al. 2004; Sheldon et al. 2001), we had no firm expectations concerning 
culture x predictor interactions.

8.2.2.8  Inter-Level Consistency. 

Six items were used in order to assess the inter-level consistency of the var-
ious aspects of the person. First, participants were presented with brief defini-
tions of traits, goals, selves, and immediate social environment (i.e., “traits” 
were defined as “your habitual ways of acting and reacting in the world,” “goals” 
were defined as “your conscious values, purposes, and objectives,” “selves” 
were defined as “the dominant self-images and self-concepts you live inside,” 
and “social environment” was defined as “your primary social relationships and 
social network”). Participants then rated “whether each area of your life is con-
sistent or inconsistent with each of the other areas. Does each particular area of 
your life, taken as a whole, tend to harmonize with, or conflict with, each other 
area?” The areas were juxtaposed two at a time, resulting in six items; the scale 
was 1 (“very different or inconsistent”) to 5 (“very similar or consistent”). The 
items were averaged to create an “inter-level consistency” variable (alpha = 0.82; 
0.84 and 0.80 in the U.S. and Singapore, respectively). Notably, we did not ask 
participants to rate the consistency of the various parts of themselves with foun-
dational psychological needs, because these needs are assumed not to vary across 
individuals.

8.3 � Results

8.3.1 � Analysis Plan

After presenting descriptive statistics and preliminary correlational and factor 
analyses, we first compare the candidate constructs within each level as predic-
tors of SWB. That is, at the organismic needs level, which is the strongest pre-
dictor—autonomy, competence, or relatedness need-satisfaction? At the trait level, 
does neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness, openness, or conscientiousness best 
predict? Also, does progress or self-concordance best predict at the goal level, 
does self-esteem or having a positive possible self best predict at the self level, and 
does general social support or autonomy support best predict at the social relations 
level? After identifying the best predictor at each level, we then proceed to com-
pare the “winners” as simultaneous predictors of the SWB criterion. Finally, we 
examine the effects of the inter-level consistency variable, and consider potential 
interactions.
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8.3.2 � Preliminary Analyses

Table  8.1 contains descriptive statistics for the major study variables, and also 
presents variable means split by sample. As can be seen, the Singaporean sam-
ple was significantly lower on every variable except perceived autonomy-support 
and neuroticism. Notably, the cultural mean differences in SWB, need-satisfaction, 
and self-esteem are consistent with previous published research (i.e., Diener et al. 
1995; Diener et al. 2003; Heine et al. 2001; Sheldon et al. 2001) and with current 
study hypotheses.

As a second preliminary analysis we computed the correlations between 
the major study variables (not tabled). Two patterns were noteworthy. The first 
concerns the correlations between the 14 predictors and SWB—all 14 correla-
tions were positive (all rs > 0.20, 12 rs > 0.40) and significant (all ps < 0.01). 
Thus, the assumption that all of these predictors should have relevance for SWB 
(Sheldon 2004) received preliminary support. The second pattern concerns the 
91 correlations among the 14 predictors. These correlations were also uniformly 
positive and mostly significant, suggesting considerable common variance 
among them.

To evaluate the nature of this overlap, we conducted a principal components 
analysis of the 14 predictors. Three components with eigenvalues greater than one 
emerged. After varimax rotation, the first factor was defined by the three need-sat-
isfaction variables, by extraversion, conscientiousness, and neuroticism (reversed), 

Table 8.1   Descriptive statistics for major study variables

Entire sample U.S. sample Singaporean 
sample

Mean S.D. Mean Mean

SWB 4.74 1.50 5.07 4.29
Autonomy needsat 3.68 0.58 3.80 3.50
Competence needsat 3.64 0.66 3.77 3.46
Relatedness needsat 3.97 0.64 4.12 3.77
Neuroticism 3.30 1.07 3.34 3.27
Extraversion 4.76 1.20 4.90 4.58
Agreeableness 5.21 0.84 5.36 5.02
Conscientiousness 5.25 1.13 5.08 5.38
Openness 5.09 0.99 4.92 5.21
Self-concordance 2.65 2.81 2.98 2.20
Goal-progress 3.90 0.71 4.74 3.28
Self-esteem 5.26 1.06 5.39 5.09
Positive possible self 1.21 1.09 1.97 1.56
Social support 4.15 0.75 4.26 4.00
Autonomy support 4.04 0.66 4.07 4.01
Inter-level consistency 3.80 0.62 3.90 3.67

Note All U.S./Singapore means are significantly different at the 0.01 level or greater, with the 
exception of autonomy-support and neuroticism
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and by self-esteem, goal-progress, and having a positive possible self. Relatedness 
need-satisfaction cross-loaded on the second factor, which was also loaded upon 
by agreeableness, social support, and autonomy-support. The third factor was 
defined by goal self-concordance and openness to experience. The second factor 
might be interpreted as a “positive sociality” factor and the third factor might be 
interpreted as a “growth orientation” factor. The first factor is broader, and may 
represent a group of personality factors that have relevance to positive disposition, 
optimism, and well-being. Notably, essentially the same factor structure emerged 
when an oblique rotation was employed, thus we do not present this oblique 
solution.

8.3.3 � Identifying the Best Predictor at Each Level

To evaluate the relative strength of the candidate predictors at each of the five con-
ceptually derived levels of personality, we conducted five analyses in which SWB 
was regressed upon the predictors at each level. In the need-satisfaction analysis, 
competence satisfaction was the strongest predictor (ß = 0.45, p < 0.01); related-
ness (ß = 0.26, p < 0.01) and autonomy (ß = 0.15, p < 0.01) were also signifi-
cant, replicating past studies of the simultaneous effects of the three needs (Reis 
et al. 2000; Sheldon et al. 2001). In the trait analysis, neuroticism was the strong-
est predictor (ß = −0.43, p < 0.01); extraversion (ß = 0.20, p < 0.01), conscien-
tiousness (ß = 0.21, p < 0.01), agreeableness (ß = 0.15, p < 0.01), and openness 
(ß = 0.07, p < 0.05) were also significant, consistent with Sheldon’s (2004, p. 186) 
suggestion that all five traits have relations with SWB. In the goals analysis, pro-
gress (ß = 0.43, p < 0.01) and self-concordance (ß = 0.16, p < 0.01) were both 
significant, consistent with prior goal research (Sheldon and Elliot 1999; Sheldon 
and Houser-Marko 2001). In the self analysis, self-esteem (ß =  0.60, p  <  0.01) 
and positive possible self (ß =  0.22, p < 0.01) were both significant, and in the 
social relations analysis, social support (ß = 0.40, p < 0.01) and autonomy support 
(ß = 0.24, p < 0.01) were both significant. The latter two sets of results are also 
consistent with prior findings in the literature.

8.3.4 � Primary Analysis

In sum, the analyses above suggest that high competence need-satisfaction, low 
neuroticism, good goal progress, high self-esteem, and high social support, are the 
best predictors within each level. To test the hypothesis that each would uniquely 
predict SWB, we next conducted a hierarchical regression analysis. Cultural mem-
bership was entered at step 1, and gender at step 2, to ensure that any culture dif-
ferences are not due to the differing gender compositions in the two samples. The 
five conceptual predictors were then entered as a block at step 3, followed by the 
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inter-level consistency measure at step 4. Table 8.2 contains the results of the anal-
ysis. As can be seen, cultural membership was significant at step 1, an effect which 
remained significant when gender was controlled at step 2 (gender itself was non-
significant). More importantly, all five primary predictors were significant at step 
3, uniquely predicting SWB. Finally, at step 4, the inter-level consistency measure 
was also significant. Notably, all of the earlier predictors remained significant also 
at step 4. The total variance (R2) accounted for at step 4 was 0.691, and the R2 for 
the number of independent variables in the equation was 0.687.

8.3.5 � Supplementary Analyses

8.3.5.1  Omitting the Winnowing Step. 

We further considered the possibility of entering all 14 initial predictors into the 
equation at the same time. We found that neither autonomy nor relatedness need-
satisfaction was significant, nor were extraversion, openness, nor conscientious-
ness. However, agreeableness, goal self-concordance, positive possible self, and 
autonomy support all made significant contributions, suggesting that the potential 
positive benefits of the trait, goal, self, and social relations levels are not exhausted 
by the single representative construct used. Still, the additional variance explained 
by adding these four constructs was quite modest (R2 = 0.71 vs. 0.69 in the pri-
mary model), suggesting that not much was missed by omitting them. Also worthy 
of note, inter-level consistency remained significant in the 14-predictor analysis.

Table 8.2   Hierarchical regressions predicting SWB

Entire sample U.S sample Singaporean 
sample

Predictor variables ß ΔR2

Step 1 0.07**
Cultural membership −0.26**
Step 2 0.002
Cultural membership −0.25**
Gender 0.05
Step 3 0.62**
Cultural membership −0.09**
Gender 0.07** 0.08* 0.05
Competence needsat 0.30** 0.28** 0.28**
Neuroticism −0.27** −0.34** −0.15**
Goal progress 0.08** 0.08* 0.05
Self-esteem 0.23** 0.18** 0.33**
Social support 0.16** 0.14** 0.18**
Step 4 0.01**
Inter-level consistency 0.09** 0.07*** 0.13**

Note *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,  ***p < 0.10
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8.3.5.2  Culture by Predictor Interactions. 

Table 8.2 also contains the coefficients that emerged when the analysis was con-
ducted in each country separately. As can be seen, some of the coefficients varied 
somewhat between the two samples. However, a supplementary analysis entering 
interaction product terms at a fifth step of the primary regression analysis revealed 
that there was only one significant culture X predictor interaction: as can be seen 
in Table  8.2, the negative association of neuroticism with SWB was somewhat 
smaller in the Singaporean than the U.S. sample (p < 0.01). We do not attempt to 
interpret this potentially chance finding.

8.3.5.3  Predictor by Predictor Interactions. 

Further supplementary analyses also examined predictor x predictor inter-
actions. For example, might the combination of high goal progress and high 
self-esteem be especially beneficial? All possible pairings of the five primary pre-
dictors yielded 10 interaction product terms, which were employed in a repetition 
of the Table 8.2 analysis in which the product terms were entered at a fifth step. 
However, only one of these 10 effects was significant (namely, the neuroticism x 
self-esteem coefficient was significant and negative, suggesting that self-esteem 
is less beneficial when combined with high neuroticism). Overall, however, it 
appears that the effects of particular constructs do not depend on constructs at the 
other levels of analysis.

8.4 � Discussion

Despite the huge volume of research on SWB that has appeared in the two decades 
since Diener’s (1984) landmark Psychological Bulletin article, there have been few 
attempts to consider many possible determinants of SWB simultaneously. This has 
left the field in some disarray. How do the large number of constructs and predic-
tors thus far examined relate to each other, relate to SWB itself, and/or moderate 
each other’s influence upon SWB? Does any research area, or type of construct, 
have the “inside track” to explaining what makes for a happy person? Might 
some levels of analysis or types of constructs be eliminated as non-essential, or 
be subsumed by other levels of analysis or types of construct? Questions such as 
these must be addressed if we are ever to approach an integrated yet parsimonious 
understanding of human thriving (Staats 1999).

In the current studies we began to address such questions, applying the 6-level 
model of person-in-context proposed by Sheldon (2004). As depicted in Fig. 8.1, 
this model asserts that optimality (here, SWB) is multiply determined, by factors 
at many different levels of the person ranging from biological to cultural. In par-
ticular, the model distinguishes between four potentially hierarchical aspects of 
personality (needs, traits, goals, and selves) and two higher levels of organization 
within which personality is embedded (the relations between personalities, and 
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membership within a culture; see also McAdams and Pals 2006). Furthermore, 
the model asserts that all of these levels should have relevance for understanding 
SWB—none of them are reducible to each other.

The model led us to the testable hypothesis that representative constructs at 
each level of analysis would uniquely explain SWB. In a preliminary step, the 
most effective predictor of SWB was identified at the lower five levels of Fig. 8.1: 
namely, competence need-satisfaction, low neuroticism, good goal-progress, posi-
tive self-esteem, and ample social support. In a second and more important step, 
these five predictors were entered into a competition to predict SWB, along with 
a sixth factor of cultural membership (U.S. vs. Singapore), along with a measure 
of inter-level consistency. All of these measures had significant influence; despite 
the fact that the predictor variables were positively correlated, they nevertheless 
could each tell us something about SWB that the other variables could not, consist-
ent with McAdams’ (1996, 2000, 2006) and Sheldon’s (2004) claims regarding the 
irreducibility of each tier of personality. Thus, for example, the effects of self-level 
variables cannot be accounted for just by measuring personality traits, goal attain-
ments, need-satisfaction, social relations, and cultural memberships; self-level 
measures are necessary for a complete picture. The same is true for the other levels.

As expected, the cultural membership effect also remained significant at the last 
step of the analysis, although its effects were significantly weakened. This finding 
suggests that culture has irreducible top-down effects upon its members, effects that 
cannot be completely accounted for by the important personality-level constructs that 
we examined. It also suggests that east/west cultural differences in SWB represent 
more than mere response biases, modesty norms, or scale usage differences, since 
the effects of such differences upon self-report SWB should have been accounted by 
the inclusion of so many other self-report measures in the equation. Notably, Diener 
and Suh (1999) have also argued that cross-cultural differences in the desirability and 
familiarity of SWB constructs do not account for national differences in SWB.

Another finding worthy of comment is that a measure of inter-level consist-
ency had independent effects upon SWB. This supports the idea that the overall 
self-consistency (or functional integrity) of a person’s multi-level system has an 
influence upon his or her SWB, beyond the effects of positive conditions at each 
level considered separately (Sheldon and Kasser 1995). This result implies that no 
matter how positive a person’s characteristics, he or she will be even better off if 
those characteristics are also functionally consistent (i.e., if the formerly conflicted 
young woman manages to get her positive traits and goals lined up with her posi-
tive self-image and social supports). Conversely, having a consistent and coherent 
system may be less beneficial if the contents that are being integrated are them-
selves sub-optimal (i.e., the afore-mentioned highly integrated sociopath).

The current results have potentially important implications for SWB and posi-
tive psychological interventions (Joseph and Linley 2004; Ruini and Fava 2004). 
Specifically, they suggest that many levels of the person should be targeted, for 
maximal effect. Of course, some characteristics may be more modifiable than 
others. For example, the big five traits may be least susceptible to alteration via 
interventions, whereas psychological need-satisfaction (i.e., feelings of autonomy, 
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competence, and relatedness in one’s daily life) may be more readily modified. 
Similarly, social supports may be more readily alterable than cultural membership. 
Another caveat to the “target every level” conclusion is that it may be pragmati-
cally unfeasible to try to change all aspects of a person at once.

Fortunately, effecting change at just one or two levels of a person may often be 
enough to create cascading positive effects upon other levels of that person. For 
example, Deci and Ryan (2000) proposed that when psychological needs are satis-
fied (at the organismic level of personality), people gain the internal resources to 
make positive changes of many different kinds. Obviously, more research is needed 
to test the intriguing idea that some levels of personality offer more tractable inter-
vention-targets than others, and the further idea that influencing only one or two 
levels may sometimes be enough to bring about positive change at other levels.

8.4.1  Limitations. 

The studies reported herein have a number of limitations. First, only two cultural 
groups were examined, one representing individualistic and the other collectivis-
tic cultures. It would be useful to generalize the results to other exemplars of these 
groups, to further affirm that (1) important constructs at each level of analysis have 
main effects within every culture, and that (2) cultural membership itself continues to 
have effects even after lower-level predictors are accounted for. Relatedly, our meas-
ures were all “western” in focus, representing prominent constructs that have been 
researched within the American and European traditions. It would be advantageous 
to employ alternative measures of SWB which take into account possible differences 
in the meaning and construction of happiness in different cultures (Diener and Suh 
1999). Another limitation is that only a few constructs were employed at each level 
of analysis, in some ways confounding construct content with construct level; also, 
in some cases, shortened measures of these constructs were employed. Thus, future 
research will be required to more confidently identify the most efficacious predic-
tors at each level, and to confirm that their effects hold up to the most-efficacious 
predictors at other levels. Finally, all constructs were measured by self-report, raising 
the possibility that common method variance is playing an inordinately strong role. 
However, we felt it worthwhile to begin this new type of inquiry using the typical 
self-report scales employed by researchers within each “level.” Still, future research 
should seek to tap alternative sources of information beyond self-report.

8.5 � Conclusion

These data support the six-level model of optimal human being presented in 
Fig. 8.1 (Sheldon 2004), showing that positive need-satisfaction, personality traits, 
personal goals, self-evaluations, social supports, and cultural membership all make 



158 K. M. Sheldon and T. H. Hoon

unique contributions to SWB. It appears that none of these effects are reducible to 
the other effects, just as proponents of the constructs typically assume (McAdams 
and Pals 2006). The data also indicate that the degree of consistency between the 
different levels of a person makes a difference for SWB, independently of the con-
tents of each level. Thus, we suggest that the model may provide a useful tool for 
integrating across theories of personality and social structure, as well as for inte-
grating across diverse theories of SWB.

References

Adams GR, Montemayor R, Callotta TP (eds) (1996) Psychosocial development during adoles-
cence: progress in developmental contextualism. Sage, London

Adams GR, Shea J, Fitch SA (1979) Toward the development of an objective assessment of ego-
identity status. J Youth Adolesc 8:223–237

Anderson CA, Anderson KB (1996) Violent crime rate studies in philosophical context: 
a destructive testing approach to heat and southern culture of violence effects. J Pers Soc 
Psychol 70:740–756

Argyle M (1999) Causes and correlates of happiness. In: Kahneman D, Diener E, Schwarz N 
(eds) Well-being: the foundations of hedonic psychology, Russell Sage Foundation, New 
York, pp 353–373

Baker R, Siryk B (1984) Measuring adjustment to college. J Couns Psychol 31:179–189
Benet-Martinez V, Karakitapoglu-Aygun Z (2003) The interplay of cultural syndromes and per-

sonality in predicting life satisfaction: comparing Asian Americans and European Americans. 
J Cross Cult Psychol 34:38–60

Birnbaum MH (ed) (2000) Psychological experiments on the internet. Academic, San Diego
Black A, Deci E (2000) The effects of instructors’ autonomy support and students’ autonomous 

motivation on learning organic chemistry: a self-determination theory perspective. Sci Educ 
84:740–756

Cohen J, Cohen P (1983) Applied multiple regression/correlation analysis for the behavioral sci-
ences. Erlbaum, Hillsdale

Costa PT Jr, McCrae RR (1992) NEO-PI/FFI manual supplement. Psychological Assessment 
Resources, Odessa

Deci EL, Ryan RM (2000) The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-
determination of behavior. Psychol Inq 11:227–268

Deci EL, Ryan RM, Gagne M, Leone DR, Usunov J, Kornazheva BP (2001) Need satisfac-
tion, motivation, and well-being in the work organizations of a former Eastern bloc country: 
a cross-cultural study of self-determination. Pers Soc Psychol Bull 27:930–942

Diener E (1984) Subjective well-being. Psychol Bull 95:542–575
Diener E (1994) Assessing subjective well-being: progress and opportunities. Soc Indic Res 

31:103–157
Diener E, Diener M, Diener C (1995) Factors predicting the subjective well-being of nations. 

J Pers Soc Psychol 69:851–864
Diener E, Emmons R, Larsen R, Griffin S (1985) The satisfaction with life scale. J Pers Assess 

47:1105–1117
Diener E, Oishi S, Lucas RE (2003) Personality, culture, and subjective well-being: emotional 

and cognitive evaluations of life. Annu Rev Psychol 54:403–425
Diener E, Suh EM (1999) National differences in subjective well-being. In: Kahneman D, 

Diener E, Schwarz N (eds) Well-being: the foundations of hedonic psychology. Russell Sage 
Foundation, New York, pp 434–452

Emmons RA (1999) The psychology of ultimate concerns. Guilford, New York



1598  The Multiple Determination of Well-Being

Gosling SD, Rentfrow PJ, Swann WB Jr (2003) A very brief measure of the big five personality 
domains. J Res Pers 37:504–528

Grolnick WS, Deci EL, Ryan RM (1997) Internalization within the family: the self-determination 
theory perspective. In: Grusec JE, Kuczynski L (eds) Parenting and children’s internalization 
of values: a handbook of contemporary theory. Wiley, New York, pp 135–161

Heine SJ, Kitayama S, Lehman DR (2001) Cultural differences in self-evaluation: Japanese read-
ily accept negative self-relevant information. J Cross Cult psychol 32:434–443

Heine SH, Lehman DR, Markus HR, Kitayama S (1999) Is there a universal need for positive 
self-regard? Psychol Rev 106:766–794

Joseph S, Linley A (2004) Positive therapy: a positive psychological theory of therapeutic prac-
tice. In: Linley PA, Joseph S (eds) Positive psychology in practice. Wiley, Hoboken, pp 
354–370

Kahneman D, Diener E, Schwarz N (eds) (1999) Well-being: the foundations of hedonic psychol-
ogy. Russell Sage Foundation, New York

Keyes CLM, Shmotkin D, Ryff CD (2002) Optimizing well-being: the empirical encounter of 
two traditions. J Pers Soc Psychol 82:1007–1022

Lakey B, Lutz CJ (1996) Social support and preventive and therapeutic interventions. In: Pierce 
GR, Sarason BR (eds) Handbook of social support and the family. Plenum series on stress 
and coping, Plenum Press, New York, pp 435–465

Lyubomirsky S, King LA, Diener E (2005a) Is happiness a good thing? the benefits of long-term 
positive affect. Psychol Bull 131:803–855

Lyubomirsky S, Sheldon K, Schkade D (2005b) Pursuing happiness: the architecture of sustain-
able change. Rev Gen Psychol 9:111–131

Marcia JE, Waterman AS, Matteson DM, Archer SL, Orlofsky J (1993) Ego identity: a handbook 
for psychosocial research. Springer, New York

Markus H, Ruvolo A (1989) Possible selves: personalized representations of goals. In: Pervin L 
(ed) Goal concepts in personality and social psychology. Erlbaum, Hillsdale, pp 211–241

McAdams DP (1995) What do we know when we know a person? J Pers 63:365–396
McAdams DP (1998) Ego, trait, identity. In: Westenberg PM, Blasi A (eds) Personality devel-

opment: theoretical, empirical, and clinical investigations of Loevinger’s conception of ego 
development. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Mahwah, pp 27–38

McAdams DP (1996) Personality, modernity, and the storied self: a contemporary framework for 
studying persons. Psychol Inq 7:295–321

McAdams DP, Pals J (2006) A new big five: fundamental principles for an integrative science of 
personality. Am Psychol 61:204–217

McGregor I, Little B (1998) Personal projects, happiness, and meaning: on doing well and being 
yourself. J Pers Soc Psychol 74:494–512

Oishi S, Diener E (2001) Goals, culture, and subjective well-being. Pers Soc Psychol Bull 
27:1674–1682

Pavot W, Diener E (2004) Findings on subjective well-being: applications to public policy, clini-
cal interventions, and education. In: Linley PA, Joseph S (eds) Positive psychology in prac-
tice. Wiley, Hoboken, pp 679–692

Robbins RJ (1994) An assessment of perceptions of parental autonomy support and control: 
child and parent correlates. Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Department of Psychology, 
University of Rochester

Rosenberg M (1965) Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton

Ruini C, Fava GA (2004) Clinical applications of well-being therapy. In: Linley PA, Joseph S 
(eds) Positive psychology in practice. Wiley, Hoboken, pp 371–387

Ryan RM, Deci EL (2000) On happiness and human potentials: a review of research on hedonic 
and eudaimonic well-being. Annu Rev Psychol 52:141–166 (Annual Reviews, Inc, San 
Diego, CA)

Ryan RM, Deci EL (2000b) Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, 
social development, and well-being. Am Psychol 55:68–78



160 K. M. Sheldon and T. H. Hoon

Sandvik E, Diener E, Seidlitz L (1993) Subjective well-being: the convergence and stability of 
self-report and nonself-report measures. J Pers 61:317–342

Sarason BR, Sarason IG, Gurung RAR (2001) Close personal relationships and health outcomes: 
a key to the role of social support. In: Sarason BR, Duck S (eds) Personal relationships: 
implications for clinical and community psychology. Wiley, New York, pp 15–41

Sarason IG, Sarason BR, Shearin EN, Pierce GR (1987) A brief measure of social support: prac-
tical and theoretical implications. J Soc Pers Relat 4:497–510

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

Seligman MEP, Csikszentmihalyi M (2000) Positive psychology: an introduction. Am Psychol 
55:5–14

Sheldon KM (2004) Optimal human being: an integrated multi-level perspective. Erlbaum, 
Mahwah

Sheldon KM The interface of motivational science and personality: self-concordance, quality 
motivation, and multi-level personality integration. To appear in Shah J, Gardner W (eds) 
Handbook of motivational science. Guilford (in press)

Sheldon KM, Elliot AJ (1999) Goal striving, need-satisfaction, and longitudinal well-being: the 
self-concordance model. J Pers Soc Psychol 76:482–497

Sheldon KM, Elliot AJ, Kim Y, Kasser T (2001) What’s satisfying about satisfying events? com-
paring ten candidate psychological needs. J Pers Soc Psychol 80:325–339

Sheldon KM, Elliot AJ, Ryan RM, Chirkov V, Kim Y, Wu C, Demir M, Sun Z (2004) Self-
concordance and subjective well-being in four cultures. J Cross Cult Psychol 35:209–233

Sheldon KM, Houser-Marko L (2001) Self-concordance, goal-attainment, and the pursuit of hap-
piness: can there be an upward spiral? J Pers Soc Psychol 80:152–165

Sheldon KM, Kasser T (1995) Coherence and congruence: two aspects of personality integration. 
J Pers Soc Psychol 68:531–543

Sheldon KM, Kasser T (2001) Getting older, getting better? personal strivings and personality 
development across the life-course. Dev Psychol 37:491–501

Sheldon KM, Krieger L (2004) Does law school undermine law students? examining changes in 
goals, values, and well-being. Behav Sci Law 22:261–286

Sheldon KM, Niemiec C (2006) Its not just the amount that counts: balanced need-satisfaction 
also affects well-being. Manuscript under review

Sheldon KM, Ryan RM, Rawsthorne L, Ilardi B (1997) “True” self and “trait” self: cross–role 
variation in the big five traits and its relations with authenticity and well–being. J Pers Soc 
Psychol 73:1380–1393

Sheldon KM, Ryan RM, Reis HR (1996) What makes for a good day? competence and auton-
omy in the day and in the person. Pers Soc Psychol Bull 22:1270–1279

Sperry RW (1993) The impact and promise of the cognitive revolution. Am Psychol 48:878–885
Staats AW (1999) Unifying psychology requires new infrastructure, theory, method, and a 

research agenda. Rev Gen Psychol 3:3–13
Stanton JM (1998) An empirical assessment of data collection using the internet. Pers Psychol 

51:709–725
Triandis H (1997) Cross-cultural perspectives on personality. In: Hogan R, Johnson J, Briggs S 

(eds) Handbook of personality psychology. Academic, San Diego, pp 440–465
Watson D, Tellegen A, Clark L (1988) Development and validation of brief measures of positive 

and negative affect: the PANAS scales. J Pers Soc Psychol 54:1063–1070
Williams GC, Cox EM, Kouides R, Deci EL (1999) Presenting the facts about smoking to 

adolescents: the effects of an autonomy supportive style. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 
153:959–964



161

Abstract  Different orientations to happiness and their association with life 
satisfaction were investigated with 845 adults responding to Internet surveys. 
We measured life satisfaction and the endorsement of three different ways to be 
happy: through pleasure, through engagement, and through meaning. Each of 
these three orientations individually predicted life satisfaction. People simultane-
ously low on all three orientations reported especially low life satisfaction. These 
findings point the way toward a distinction between the full life and the empty life.

Keywords  Empty life  •  Eudemonia  •  Flow  •  Full life  •  Hedonism  •  Life  
satisfaction  •  Meaning

9.1 � Introduction

Philosophers and psychologists have long been concerned with the good life and 
how it can be achieved (Guignon 1999; Russell 1930, 1945). Often they pro-
pose a sovereign principle to be followed in order to be happy. So, the doctrine 
of hedonism—maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain—was articulated thou-
sands of years ago by Aristuppus (435–366 BCE) who championed immedi-
ate sensory gratification (Watson 1895). Hedonism was elaborated by Epicurus 
(342–270 BCE) into the edict of ethical hedonism, which holds that our funda-
mental moral obligation is to maximize our experience of pleasure. Early Christian 
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philosophers denounced hedonism as inconsistent with the goal of avoiding sin, 
but Renaissance philosophers such as Erasmus (1466–1536) and Thomas Moore 
(1478–1535) argued that it was God’s wish that people be happy, so long as they 
did not become preoccupied with ‘‘artificial’’ ways of achieving pleasure. Later 
British philosophers like David Hume (1711–1776) and Jeremy Bentham (1748–
1832) used the doctrine of hedonism to lay the foundation for utilitarianism, which 
was ushered into psychology as the underpinning of psychoanalysis and all but the 
most radical of the behaviorisms. Hedonism is alive and well today in the name of 
a new field—hedonic psychology (Kahneman et al. 1999). At least in the modern 
Western world, the pursuit of pleasure is widely endorsed as a way to achieve sat-
isfaction: “Don’t worry—be happy.”

Standing in contrast to hedonism is another venerable tradition that can be 
traced to Aristotle’s (384–322 BCE) notion of eudemonia—being true to one’s 
inner self (demon). According to this view, true happiness entails identifying one’s 
virtues, cultivating them, and living in accordance with them (Aristotle 2000). 
Aristotle considered sensual pleasure as touted by the hedonists to be vulgar. 
Similar positions were advanced by John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) and Bertrand 
Russell (1872–1970) and undergird more modern psychological notions such as 
Rogers’ (1951) ideal of the fully-functioning person, Maslow’s (1970) concept of 
self- actualization, Ryff and Singer’s (1996) vision of psychological well-being, 
and Deci and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination theory. Uniting eudemonic empha-
ses is the premise that people should develop what is best within themselves and 
then use these skills and talents in the service of greater goods—including in par-
ticular the welfare of other people or humankind writ large. Again, in the modern 
world, the pursuit of a meaningful life is widely endorsed as a way to achieve sat-
isfaction: “Be all that you can be,” and “Make a difference.”

As implied, different psychological traditions have respectively addressed these 
two principles of achieving satisfaction. Often these traditions have proceeded 
independently from one another, with confusion introduced by the tendency of 
those working within each tradition to claim “happiness” as a label for their sub-
ject matter and to deny—if only implicitly—its use by those in the other camp.1 
Sometimes the debate becomes explicit, and we see investigators playing off the 
merits of pleasure and meaning as routes to the psychological good life (e.g., 
Compton et al. 1996; Waterman 1993). Research suggests that both points of view 
can be supported by data (Ryan and Deci 2000).

We extend this line of work by simultaneously examining the pursuit of pleasure 
and the pursuit of meaning as different routes to happiness. The unique contribution 
of our research is to consider a third orientation to happiness: the pursuit of engage-
ment (Seligman 2002). Here we have been influenced by Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) 

1 I n the present chapter, we use “happiness” in its broadest sense to include hedonic features but 
also fulfillment and contentment (cf. Myers 1992; Seligman 2002). We follow Diener's (1984) 
lead in defining “life satisfaction” as a summary appraisal of the quality of one's life regardless of 
how it is achieved (cf. Pavot and Diener 1993).
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writings on flow: the psychological state that accompanies highly engaging activi-
ties. Time passes quickly. Attention is focused on the activity. The sense of self is 
lost. The aftermath of the flow experience is invigorating.

In his studies of eudemonia, Waterman (1993) initially equated the flow state 
with eudemonia (which he termed personal expressiveness) but then concluded 
from his data that flow represented an “amalgam” of hedonic and eudemonic 
features. We suggest instead that flow is distinct. Flow is not the same as sensual 
pleasure. Indeed, flow is nonemotional and arguably nonconscious. People may 
describe flow as enjoyable, but this is an after-the fact summary judgment; “joy” 
is not immediately present during the activity itself. So, flow differs from hedon-
ism, in which positive emotional experience is front-and-center (Csikszentmihalyi 
1999). At least at any given point in time, flow and pleasure may even be 
incompatible.

Although the pursuit of a meaningful life can at times produce flow for some 
individuals—e.g., those volunteering in a hospice or a soup kitchen—not all flow-
producing activities are meaningful in the sense of connecting an individual to a 
greater good (consider playing bridge or Scrabble), and not all meaningful activi-
ties entail the total absorption that defines flow. For example, each of us does com-
mittee work at our university. At its best, this work is meaningful, but we have yet 
to lose ourselves in its performance.

We report here an empirical investigation of these three ways of being happy. 
The following questions guided our inquiry:

•	 Are these three orientations to happiness empirically distinguishable individual 
differences;

•	 Is an orientation to pleasure incompatible with an orientation to engagement, as 
implied by the characterization of the flow state as noncognitive and nonemotional, 
or is it possible for the same person to pursue these different ways of being happy;

•	 Do these three orientations each contribute to life satisfaction, or are some more 
important than others; and

•	 Are there interactions between or among these orientations with respect to life 
satisfaction; that is, does their joint presence predict more life satisfaction than 
expected from the individual components, and, conversely, does their joint 
absence predict less than expected life satisfaction?

9.2 � Method

9.2.1 � Participants

Research participants were two groups of adult volunteers who completed meas-
ures on-line. During initial instrument development, 180 respondents participated, 
and for the main study, 845 respondents participated. Demographic characteristics 
of these two samples are summarized in Table 9.1.
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Table 9.1   Demographic characteristics of samples

Instrument development  
sample (n = 180) (%)

Main sample  
(n = 845) (%)

Age (years)
18–20 27 15
21–24 15 10
25–34 18 19
35–44 17 21
45–54 16 24
55–64 6 8
65+ 1 3

Gender
Male 38 28
Female 62 72

Education
<High school 1 1
High school graduate 5 9
Some college 44 31
Associates degree 5 6
Baccalaureate 17 24
>Baccalaureate 28 29

Marital status
Married/living as 31 45
Single 58 39
Widowed 1 1
Divorced 10 15

Ethnicity
African American 4 3
Asian American 3 3
Latino/a 3 2
White 82 86
Other 8 6

U.S. citizen 76 85

Town of residence
Farm 1 1
Country 6 12
Suburban 19 26
Small city (<50 K) 16 17
Medium city (<100 K) 15 15
Large city (<500 K) 16 16
Very large city (>500 K) 27 13

Political leaning
(1 = liberal,  
7 = conservative)

M = 3.55 (SD = 1.85) M = 3.37 
(SD = 1.84)
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9.2.2 � Measures

9.2.2.1 � Orientations to Happiness

To develop the Orientations to Happiness measure used in this study, 12 face-
valid items reflecting each of the three orientations were initially drafted by the 
authors and refined in a focus group of college students (n =  15) enrolled in a 
positive psychology class at the University of Pennsylvania. Each item required 
a respondent to answer on a 5-point scale the degree to which the item applied 
(“1  =  very much unlike me” through “5  =  very much like me”). Items tap-
ping pleasure and meaning resemble those used in previous research contrast-
ing hedonic versus eudemonic orientations (cf. King and Napa 1998; McGregor 
and Little 1998). Items measuring engagement were based on Csikszentmihalyi’s 
(1990) characterization of the flow state as self-less absorption in ongoing 
activity.

Along with demographic questions, the initial 36-item Orientations to 
Happiness measure was placed on the Internet and completed by participants in 
the instrument development sample (n = 180). Internal consistencies of the three 
subscales formed by averaging the respective items, were satisfactory (pleasure 
α = 0.84, flow α = 0.77, and meaning α = 0.88) and exceeded the subscale inter-
correlations, which nonetheless were of moderate magnitude (mean r  =  0.51). 
These results suggested that the three orientations to happiness are distinguishable 
but related.

To sharpen the distinctions among the subscales, the six items in each subscale 
with the highest item-total correlations were chosen, and a revised 18-item meas-
ure was created and placed online along with demographic questions to be com-
pleted by participants in the main study (n  =  845). The revised version of this 
scale is presented in Table 9.2. Subscale means were calculated by averaging the 
relevant items.

9.2.2.2 � Satisfaction with Life Scale

The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) (Diener et al. 1985) consists of five items 
which measure the individual’s evaluation of satisfaction with life in general (e.g., 
“I am satisfied with my life,” and “If I could live my life over, I would change 
almost nothing”). Respondents select one of seven options (ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”) for each question. Responses were averaged to pro-
vide a total life satisfaction score. Research has established acceptable psychomet-
ric properties for the SWLS (Diener 1994). In the current study, the SWLS was 
skewed toward the right, meaning that most respondents were relatively happy (cf. 
Diener and Diener 1996; Myers and Diener 1995).
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9.2.3 � Procedure

All measures were placed online at www.positivepsychology.org/ strengths along 
with demographic questions (age; gender; education; marital status; ethnicity; U.S. 
citizenship; size of one’s town of residence, from 1 = farm through 7 = very large 
city; and liberal-versus-conservative political leaning assessed by a single 7-point 
scale, from 1 =  liberal to 7 = conservative). On the first page of the web site, a 

Table 9.2   Orientations to happiness subscale items and factor loadings (n = 845)

Eigenvalue Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

4.96 2.80 1.60

 % of variance 28 16 9

Life of meaning
02. M y life serves a higher purpose 0.75 0.01 0.08
05. �I n choosing what to do, I always take into  

account whether it will benefit other people
0.54 0.01 0.32

11. �I  have a responsibility to make the world  
a better place

0.79 −0.01 0.05

12. �M y life has a lasting meaning 0.82 0.01 0.17
14. W hat I do matters to society 0.73 0.01 0.11
17. �I  have spent a lot of time thinking about what  

life means and how I fit into its big picture
0.57 0.11 0.01

Life of pleasure
03. �L ife is too short to postpone the pleasures  

it can provide
0.22 0.68 0.12

08. �I  go out of my way to feel euphoric 0.12 0.60 0.36
13. �I n choosing what to do, I always take into  

account whether it will be pleasurable
0.00 0.75 0.01

15. �I  agree with this statement: “Life is short—eat  
dessert first”

−0.01 0.71 −0.01

16. �I  love to do things that excite my senses 0.16 0.74 0.01
18. � For me, the good life is the pleasurable life −0.01 0.79 0.00

Life of engagement
01. �R egardless of what I am doing, time passes  

very quickly
0.23 0.00 0.48

04. �I  seek out situations that challenge my skills  
and abilities

0.40 0.12 0.51

06. �W hether at work or play, I am usually “in a zone”  
and not conscious of myself

0.00 0.01 0.75

07. �I  am always very absorbed in what I do 0.13 0.01 0.78
09. �I n choosing what to do, I always take into account  

whether I can lose myself in it
0.16 0.41 0.49

10. �I  am rarely distracted by what is going  
on around me

0.12 0.00 0.61

Note Numbers in front of items correspond to order in the final Orientations to Happiness measure. 
Entries in bold represent the factor on which item loaded most highly

http://www.positivepsychology.org/
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short description of the study including its purpose and its approximate time com-
mitment was provided.

This web site also includes other psychological measures and provides individ-
ualized feedback about an individual’s top scores on these other measures upon 
completion of all measures (feedback on the Orientations to Happiness meas-
ure was not provided). The feedback feature is apparently attractive to potential 
respondents and may explain why we did not need to advertise the survey. To pre-
serve respondent anonymity, we did not track how individuals came across our 
survey on the Internet. They may have learned about it by following a link on the 
Positive Psychology Webpage, by following links on other webpages, or by hear-
ing about it from previous respondents or from our media interviews.

According to a recent study of Internet users by the UCLA Center for 
Communication Policy (Lebo 2003), more than 70  % of Americans use the 
Internet. Although certain limitations exist, Internet surveys provide researchers 
with the opportunities to recruit efficiently large and diverse samples at relatively 
little cost (Birnbaum 2000, 2004; Kraut et al. 2004; Schonlau et al. 2002).

9.3 � Results

For the main sample (n = 845), a principal components analysis of the 18 items 
in the revised Orientations to Happiness measure, using varimax rotation, pro-
vided strong support for the a priori assumption that it assessed three different ori-
entations to the good life. Three factors were identified with eigen-values greater 
than 1.00, and each of the 18 items loaded most strongly on a factor along with 
the other items intended to assess the same orientation (Table  9.2). Consistent 
with this analysis, internal consistencies of the three subscales were satisfactory 
and exceeded the scale intercorrelations (Table 9.3). Subscale means, created by 
averaging the appropriate items, could range from 1 to 5. Each had a slight skew. 
Nevertheless, each subscale yielded a range of scores.

There were no significant demographic variations in life satisfaction other than 
being married (Table 9.3). However, several modest demographic correlates of the 
Orientations to Happiness subscales were found. Those who were younger, less 
educated, or unmarried were somewhat higher in their endorsement of an orien-
tation to pleasure—as Aristotle might have predicted. Ethnic minorities, chiefly 
African Americans and Asian Americans, scored somewhat higher than Whites on 
orientation to meaning.

Considered individually, each of the orientations to happiness predicted life 
satisfaction, from small (pleasure) to moderate (engagement, meaning) degrees 
(Table 9.3). A hierarchical multiple regression predicting life satisfaction was then 
computed (Table  9.4), entering in the first step the demographic variables (age, 
education, gender [1 = male, 2 = female], marital status [married = 1 or not = 0], 
politics [1 = conservative, 7 = liberal], US citizenship [yes = 1 or no = 1], size 
of home town [1 =  farm, 7 = very large city], and ethnicity [White = 1 versus 
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Table 9.3   Intercorrelations among measures (n = 845)

Pleasure Engagement Meaning Life satisfaction

Pleasure –
Engagement 0.31* –
Meaning 0.18* 0.46* –
Life satisfaction 0.17* 0.30* 0.26* –
Age −0.22* 0.07 0.00 −0.09
Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) 0.09 −0.06 −0.03 0.06
Politics (1 = conservative, 7 = liberal) −0.02 −0.08 −0.10 −0.05
Education −0.19* 0.05 0.08 −0.01
Married (0 = no, 1 = yes) −0.17* 0.01 −0.03 0.17*
Home town size 0.07 0.05 0.05 −0.05
White (0 = no, 1 = yes) −0.07 −0.11 −0.18* −0.06
U.S. citizen (0 = no, 1 = yes) −0.03 −0.10 −0.08 0.01
M 3.20 3.05 3.42 4.93
SD 0.84 0.72 0.88 1.37
α 0.82 0.72 0.82 0.90
Skew −0.09 0.08 −0.32 −0.73

*p < 0.001

Table 9.4   Hierarchical 
multiple regression predicting 
life satisfaction (n = 845)

β

Step 1
Age −0.17*
Education 0.01
Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) 0.08**
Politics (1 = conservative, 

7 = liberal)
−0.05

Home town size −0.06
U.S. citizen (0 = no, 1 = yes) 0.02
Married (0 = no, 1 = yes) 0.24*
White (0 = no, 1 = yes) −0.01

R2 = 0.066**
Step 2
Pleasure −0.11**
Engagement −0.24*
Meaning −0.17*

ΔR2 = 0.116*
Step 3
Pleasure × engagement −0.04
Pleasure × meaning −0.03
Meaning × engagement 0.00

ΔR2 = 0.004
Step 4
Pleasure × engage-

ment × meaning
−2.50**

ΔR2 = 0.006**

Note Predictors in steps 1 and 2 were normalized (see text). β 
weights are for the final model
*p < 0.001; **p < 0.05



1699 O rientations to Happiness and Life Satisfaction

not = 0]), in the second step by the subscales measuring the three orientations to 
happiness, in the third step the two-way product terms between the orientations 
(i.e., all possible pairs of three orientations), and in the last step the three-way 
product (pleasure × engagement × meaning).

Following the guidelines of Aiken and West (1991), we centered the predic-
tors in the first two blocks by normalizing them and computed interactions by 
multiplying the relevant normalized scores, but we did not center these product 
terms or the criterion. Multicollinearity diagnostics were well within acceptable 
limits. The overall regression was significant (R2  =  0.19, F [15,829]  =  13.15, 
p < 0.001). Above and beyond the influence of demographic variables, the “main” 
effects of the three orientations (all of which were significant predictors in the final 
model), and the two-way interactions (none of which was statistically significant), 
the three-way interaction—entered in the last step—was statistically significant, 
although small in its absolute effect.

We therefore limited our attention to the three-way interaction. To interpret it, 
we grouped the respondents in various ways on each of the three subscales (e.g., 
low versus high, low versus medium versus high, quartiles, quintiles, deciles, and 
so on) and graphed life satisfaction scores as a joint function of these groupings. 
No matter how we grouped the respondents, the same patterns emerged: (a) some-
what higher life satisfaction scores for respondents simultaneously near the top of 
all three Orientations to Happiness subscales; and (b) notably lower life satisfac-
tion scores for respondents simultaneously near the bottom of all three subscales. 
Figure 9.1 is a representative composite, where respondents simultaneously low on 
all three orientations (who have what might be called the “Empty Life”) reported 
the least life satisfaction, whereas those simultaneously high on all three orienta-
tions (who have what can be identified as the “Full Life”) reported the greatest life 
satisfaction.

Fig. 9.1   Mean life satisfaction scores along the continuum of the empty life versus the full life. 
Groups were created by identifying respondents simultaneously in the top 90 % of each of the 
three subscales, simultaneously in the top 80 % of each, and so on
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9.4 � Discussion

Drawing on past theory and research, we distinguished three possible orientations 
to happiness (Seligman 2002). The present study found that these orientations 
are distinguishable, that they are not incompatible and thus able to be pursued 
simultaneously, and that each is individually associated with life satisfaction. As 
previous research has shown, either hedonism or eudemonia can accompany a sat-
isfying life, and so too can engagement.

Our interest was in people’s endorsement of these orientations to happiness, 
and we did not ascertain whether those who said they believe in pursuing pleas-
ure actually have more sensually gratifying experiences than those who do not, 
whether those who supported engagement as an orientation to happiness more 
frequently lose themselves in highly absorbing activities, or whether those who 
agreed with items reflecting a life of meaning are more likely to perform service 
to others. We intend to pursue such questions in further research, using a version 
of Waterman’s (1993) procedure that asks respondents to report on “activities of 
importance” and their features.

We also intend to study these orientations and their relationship to life satis-
faction over time. We assume that given orientations shape conduct and thereby 
produce more or less happiness, but the cross-sectional design of the present study 
does not allow this notion to be tested. In particular, we need to investigate the 
alternative interpretation of our data that a satisfying life leads to a diverse behav-
ioral repertoire that includes pleasurable, engaging, and meaningful activities (cf. 
Fredrickson 2001). Although only trends in the present sample, we found it inter-
esting that the respondents with the fullest life were more likely than those in other 
groups to be older, to be married, and to be more highly educated—all factors that 
arguably open doors to diverse and satisfying experiences.

The present research nonetheless extends theory in several ways, suggesting in 
particular that an orientation to engagement differs from orientations to pleasure or 
to meaning. Also, an orientation to pleasure is not as strong an individual predic-
tor of life satisfaction as orientations to engagement or to meaning. But neither is 
pleasure irrelevant to life satisfaction, because it represents value added to a life 
rich in engagement and meaning and value subtracted from a life deficient in these 
respects. The Full Life as we have defined it predicts life satisfaction somewhat 
beyond the sum of its parts, and the Empty Life predicts notably less.

Many psychologists who study pleasure seem unconvinced that it can be 
increased, positing a genetically influenced set point of affectivity to which 
most of us return following hedonically laden experiences, either good or bad 
(Brickman and Campbell 1971; Kahneman 1999). Perhaps the immutabil-
ity of our ability to experience pleasure explains why its pursuit can be futile 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1999). In contrast, a life of engagement seems more under 
deliberate control (Massimini and Delle Fave 2000), as does a life of meaning 
(Frankl 1963). As positive psychology turns its attention to interventions that cul-
tivate the good life, perhaps interventions that target engagement and meaning will 
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prove most fruitful (Linley and Joseph 2004). However, we would not want to rule 
out all attempts to increase pleasure, and perhaps the way to boost pleasure is to 
follow one implication of the present results that pleasure-enhancing techniques 
like savoring be incorporated into those that increase engagement and meaning 
(Linville and Fischer 1991). Perhaps increased pleasure can occur as a happy by-
product of such interventions.

Besides our cross-sectional design, let us note an additional limitation of our 
research, specifically our strategy of obtaining research participants. Although 
increasingly common in psychological research, samples obtained from the World 
Wide Web are often criticized because of the special characteristics of respond-
ents. Individuals need to have access to a computer and the ability to use it. They 
need to be interested enough to spend time answering questions. But contrast our 
web sample with those obtained from typical psychology subject pools and ask 
which provides a sounder basis for generalization. Our respondents ranged across 
the adult years and different levels of formal education. Men and women were rep-
resented. Many were married. They lived in all parts of the United States or came 
from many different countries. Our main sample included more than 100 (14 %) 
non-White respondents. Respondents fell at all points along the conservative-
liberal political spectrum. Without belaboring the point, we observe that Internet 
samples are at least as diverse as those recruited from psychology subject pool 
samples at colleges or universities (Birnbaum 2000, 2004; Kraut et al. 2004; Lebo 
2003; Lenhart 2000; Schonlau et al. 2002).

Many of the individuals who simultaneously scored low on all three orienta-
tions were likely depressed, anxious, or otherwise distressed. These are the people 
that clinical psychology has studied for 50 years, grouping everyone else together 
as “normal” (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). We suggest that a distinc-
tion can be made along the continuum from the mere normal to the supernormal. 
Investigating those people who have particularly high life satisfaction may well 
reveal ways of improving the well-being of all of us (Diener and Seligman 2002).
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Abstract M artin Seligman, in his very popular book Authentic Happiness 
(Seligman 2002), argued that authentic happiness is derived from three major sets 
of experiences in life, namely experiencing pleasantness regularly (the pleasant 
life), experiencing a high level of engagement in satisfying activities (the engaged 
life), and experiencing a sense of connectedness to a greater whole (the meaning-
ful life). In this chapter, we maintain that balance in life contributes significantly to 
subjective well-being. Balance contributes to subjective well-being because of the 
satisfaction limit that people can derive from a single life domain. People have to 
be involved in multiple domains to satisfy the full spectrum of human development 
needs. Different life domains tend to focus on different human developmental needs. 
More specifically, balance contributes to subjective well-being because subjective 
well-being can only be attained when both survival and growth needs are met. High 
levels of subjective well-being cannot be attained with satisfaction of basic needs or 
growth needs alone. Both needs have to be met to induce subjective well-being.

Keywords  Balanced life  •  Life satisfaction  •  Subjective well-being  •  Happiness  • 
Balance  •  Need satisfaction  •  Survival versus growth needs

Recently, Seligman and Royzman (2003) have argued that authentic happiness 
is grounded in three traditional theories, namely hedonism theory (the pleasant 
life), desire theory (the engaged life), and objective list theory (the meaningful 
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life). Happiness, based on Seligman’s interpretation of hedonism, is a matter of 
maximizing feelings of pleasure and minimizing feelings of pain. Hedonism has 
its modern conceptual roots in Bentham’s utilitarianism (Bentham 1978) and its 
manifestation in American consumerism. More recently, according to Seligman 
and Royzman, the research by Danny Kahneman—the Nobel Prize winner in 
economics—conceptualized happiness through momentary experiences of pleas-
ures. Kahneman uses the Experience Sampling Method (ESM) to measure hap-
piness (Kahneman 1999). This method involves having researchers beep their 
subjects at random during the day and asking how much pleasure or pain they are 
experiencing at the moment. Based on these momentary perceptions of positive 
and negative affect, Kahneman extrapolates approximate total happiness points 
over the week. Thus, happiness as “objective happiness” for a given time period 
is computed by adding up subjects’ on-line hedonic assessments of all the indi-
vidual moments that comprise that period. Seligman’s theory of authentic happi-
ness (Seligman 2002) takes into account hedonism in that part of what makes a 
happy life a pleasant life. Happiness in the present involves paying attention to 
bodily pleasures and enhancing these pleasures. Seligman provides good advice 
on how people can enhance their pleasures through habituation (i.e., spreading 
out the events that produce pleasure far enough to generate a craving), savoring 
(i.e., indulging the senses), and mindfulness (i.e., becoming acutely aware of the 
surrounding).

Desire theory (the engaged life) focuses on gratification, not pleasure. It goes 
beyond hedonism. Desire theory holds that happiness is a matter of getting what 
you want (Griffin 1986), with the content of the want left up to the person who 
does the wanting. Desire theory subsumes hedonism when what we want is lots 
of pleasure and little pain. However, desire theory holds that fulfillment of a 
desire contributes to one’s happiness regardless of the amount of pleasure (or dis-
pleasure). Desire may be in the form of wanting truth, illumination, and purity. 
These desires are very different from bodily pleasures. The desire theory criterion 
for happiness moves from hedonism’s amount of pleasure felt to the somewhat 
less subjective state of how well one is engaged/absorbed and how well one’s 
desires are satisfied. Seligman (2002) provides plenty of advice to his readers on 
how to enhance gratification by engaging in activities that generate flow experi-
ence (cf. Csikszentmihalyi 1999). Thus, in addition to experiencing pleasure (the 
pleasant life), people can experience desire fulfillment through engagement (the 
engaged life).

Objective List theory (Nussbaum 1992; Sen 1985) maintains that happiness 
consists of a human life that achieves certain things from a list of worthwhile pur-
suits such as career accomplishments, friendship, freedom from disease and pain, 
material comforts, civic spirit, beauty, education, love, knowledge, and good con-
science. Thus, leading a meaningful life is key to happiness. The meaningful life is 
not necessarily subjective as is the pleasant life (and the engaged life). Leading a 
meaningful life is at least objective. The person who lives a meaningful life is one 
that serves what is larger and more worthwhile than just the self’s pleasures and 
desires.
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Thus, Seligman (2002) holds that there are three distinct kinds of happiness: 
the Pleasant Life (pleasure), the Engaged Life (engagement), and the Meaningful 
Life (virtue). Seligman’s theory of authentic happiness attempts to synthesize all 
three theories of happiness. The Pleasant Life is about happiness in hedonic sense. 
The Engaged Life is about happiness through engagement, and the Meaningful 
Life is about happiness by achieving virtue. Seligman and his colleagues (Peterson 
et al. 2005) conducted two studies to test the notion that people who score highly 
on the three dimensions of authentic happiness (life of pleasure, life of engage-
ment, and life of meaning) score high on traditional measures of life satisfaction, 
and vice versa. The first study involved 180 adult volunteers who participated in a 
on-line survey. The goal of that study was to develop the measures capturing the 
three dimensions of authentic happiness. The second study involved 845 respond-
ents who completed an on-line survey. The results of this study show that respond-
ents scoring simultaneously high on all three dimensions reported significantly 
higher life satisfaction than those who scored low on the same dimensions. Thus, 
these results provided some support for Seligman’s theory of authentic happiness.

The attempt in this chapter is to argue that Seligman’s theory of authentic hap-
piness misses another important criterion of happiness, namely achieving bal-
ance in life. That is, to achieve “authentic happiness,” people have to experience a 
pleasant life, a good life, a meaningful life, plus a balanced life. Thus, the attempt 
described in this chapter can be described as developing a foundation for a theory 
of the balanced life.

10.1 � Balance and Imbalance

Imbalance is defined as a state reflecting satisfaction or fulfillment in a focused 
domain (e.g., work, family) that ultimately leads to negative affect in other 
domains. Consider the following scenario involving a career woman only a few 
years out of college. She received a degree in accounting and joined a major con-
sulting firm. To prove herself to her employer, she worked more than 60 h a week. 
She did not have much of a social life. Then she dated her college friend, and a 
year-and-a-half later they got married and started a family. Currently, she has a 
6 months baby girl, and she remains devoted to her job. She puts the same number 
of hours in her job as she did before giving birth. Lately, she realizes that she is 
failing as a mother and wife too. Her job is consuming more time at the expense of 
her family. Although she feels good about her job, she feels a great deal of stress 
related to her role as mother and wife. This is a classic situation of imbalance 
between work and family life. Of course, balance is restored between work and 
family life if our subject decides to take action and engage in activities allowing 
her to experience a reasonable amount of satisfaction from both work and family 
domains.

We define balance as a state reflecting satisfaction or fulfillment in several 
important domains with little or no negative affect in other domains. Research on 
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imbalance between work and family roles has shown that work-family role con-
flict is associated with life dissatisfaction (e.g., Bedeian et al. 1988; Collins and 
Killough 1989; Edwards and Rothbard 2000; French and Caplan 1973; Fu and 
Shaffer 2001; Holaham and Gilbert 1979; Lewis and Cooper 1987; Parasuraman  
et al. 1992; Sekaran 1986; Sturges and Guest 2004; Wiley 1987) as well as low 
martial and family satisfaction and symptoms of low mental and physical well-
being (e.g., Bedeian et al. 1988; Buell and Breslow 1960; Caplan et al. 1975; 
French and Caplan 1973; Parasuraman et al. 1992; Sekaran 1986; Steffy and 
Ashbaugh 1986; Wiley 1987; Zohman 1973). The family-work conflict occurs 
when one domain consumes resources needed for another domain.

With respect to balance, there is some evidence suggesting that people are 
more satisfied with life when the source of the satisfaction derives from multiple 
life domains than a single domain. For example, Marks and McDermid (1996) 
described a theory of role balance that suggests that people who have well-bal-
anced role systems, which they conceptualize as full engagement in and enjoy-
ment of all roles, have higher levels of well-being. Using a sample of employed 
mothers, they showed that those who were more “role balanced” and enjoyed 
“every part of their life equally well” reported less role overload, had higher 
self-esteem, and lower depression levels. Bhargava (1995) conducted a study in 
which subjects were asked to discuss life satisfaction of others. Most subjects 
inferred life satisfaction of others as a direct function of their satisfaction in mul-
tiple domains. They calculated happiness by summing satisfaction across several 
important domains—the more positive affect in multiple domains, the higher the 
subjective well-being. Additional evidence comes from a study conducted by Chen 
(1996) who found that those who believe they will achieve some of their goals 
(and receive satisfaction from multiple domains) report higher levels of life satis-
faction than those who do not believe that they will achieve these goals.

This balance phenomenon has several implications. First, the strategy implies 
that “putting all your eggs in one basket” may not be effective in enhancing sub-
jective well-being. That is, one should not allow one life domain to overwhelm 
one’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction with life. It is best to be invested emotionally 
in several domains. Doing so allows one to compensate for the dissatisfaction of 
some domains with satisfaction of other domains.

Frisch (2006, Chaps. 3 and 4) has addressed the issue of “putting all your eggs 
in one basket” by recounting the story of a patient named Carol. Carol put all her 
energy into caring for her children. She did not do anything significant in terms of 
leisure and recreation. She hardly saw any adult friends, although her friends were 
very important at one point in her life. Frisch assessed Carol’s situation as putting 
all her emotional eggs in the one basket of family life. This is a dangerous strategy 
because if things go wrong in Carol’s family life, she is likely to feel depressed. 
And this is exactly what happened. She over-invested herself in the family domain.

To overcome this problem, Frisch’s recommends the use of the “happiness 
pie” and “vision quest” techniques (Frisch 2006, Chaps. 3 and 4). These tech-
niques are methods to allow psychotherapy clients to establish some meaningful 
goals and priorities in their lives. The therapist asks the client to draw a picture of  
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his or her life in terms of a pie chart. Overall happiness is the pie composed of 
particular slices that make up overall happiness. Some slices are larger than others 
because they are more important. The therapist instructs the client to think about 
16 areas of life, namely physical health, self-esteem, philosophy of life, standard 
of living, work, recreation, learning, creativity, helping activities, love relationship, 
friendships, relationships with children, relationships with relatives, home, neigh-
borhood, and community. The therapist then asks the client to “draw a picture of 
what areas seem to dominate your life most now. In other words, where is most 
of your time and mental energy going?” If the picture drawn turns out to be a pie 
with one or two life domains (e.g., work), then the therapist guides the client to do 
some soul searching and develop a new pie that reflects new priorities concern-
ing what the client really wants out of life. The therapist is guided by the balance 
principle—the more balanced the pie is, the more likely that the client can experi-
ence life satisfaction and happiness.

The vision quest technique is used as a follow-up to the happiness pie exer-
cise. The goal here is to clarify the client’s goals and priorities in life. The client 
is instructed to go over each of the 16 life domains and identify goals the person 
would like to achieve during one’s “limited time on earth.” After doing so, the cli-
ent is urged to select about five goals that are considered to be the most important 
lifetime goals. For example, Frisch cites how one client identified specific lifetime 
goals in the area of health, play and friendship, love, work, self-esteem, and spir-
itual life. The client started out by admitting that the only life domain that really 
mattered was work, work, and more work.

A social psychologist and happiness researcher recommends: “don’t let your 
entire life hinge on one element” (Niven 2000, p. 71). He asserts: “Your life is 
made up of many different facets. Don’t focus on one aspect of your life so much 
that you can’t experience pleasure if that one area is unsettled. It can become all 
you think about, and it can deaden your enjoyment of everything else—things you 
would otherwise love (p. 71).”

Based on the preceding discussion, we develop our first theoretical postulate. It 
can be stated as follows:

Postulate 1 People who have balance in their lives (life satisfaction stemming 
from multiple life domains) are likely to experience higher levels of subjective 
well-being than those who have imbalance (life satisfaction stemming from a sin-
gle life domain).

10.2 � How do People Achieve Balance in Their Lives?

We identified a major pathway that people experience to achieve balance. This path-
way involves need satisfaction limits and satisfaction of survival plus growth needs 
(see Fig. 10.1). We will describe these concepts of balance in some detail next.

The two concepts of balance to subjective well-being (need satisfaction lim-
its and satisfaction of survival plus growth needs) are all grounded in the need 
satisfaction approach to subjective well-being (e.g., Kosenko et al. 1990; Sirgy 
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2002, pp. 34–36; Sirgy et al. 1995). This approach is developed using concepts 
propagated by Maslow (1954, 1970), McClelland (1961), Herzberg (1966), and 
Alderfer (1972). For an excellent review of the research using the need satisfac-
tion approach in organizational psychology and management, see O’Brien (1986), 
Roberts and Glick (1981), and Salanick and Pfeffer (1977).

10.3 � Need Satisfaction Limits

We believe that the psychological explanation of how balance contributes to sub-
jective well-being is directly related to the principle of need satisfaction limits. 
We maintain that satisfaction from one life domain can contribute only a limited 
amount (a quota) of positive affect to subjective well-being. The basic tenet of the 
need satisfaction approach (e.g., Alderfer 1972; Herzberg 1966; Maslow 1954, 
1970; McClelland 1961) is that people have a variety of developmental needs they 
seek to fulfill (developmental needs such as biological, safety, social, esteem, self-
actualization, knowledge, and beauty-related needs), and the more they satisfy 
these needs the more they feel good about their lives. That is, those who are more 
successful in satisfying their developmental needs are likely to experience greater 
happiness and life satisfaction than those who are less successful. Those who are 
more successful do so because they are effective in organizing their lives in man-
ageable domains (e.g., work life, family life, leisure life, love life) and participate 
actively in these domains.

How do people organize their lives to fulfill their developmental needs? To 
satisfy their biological needs, people engage in a variety of activities such as eat-
ing right, exercising regularly, having regular check-ups, having regular sex, and 
so on. The events related to those activities and their outcomes generate a certain 
amount of satisfaction and dissatisfaction. These affective reactions are organ-
ized and stored in memory in certain life domains such as health, love, residen-
tial, and family (see Table 10.1). When a person is asked how he feels about his 
health life, it is likely that he will reflect on his affective experiences in relation 
to health-related activities such as eating right, exercising regularly, having regu-
lar check-ups, and so on. When the same person is asked about his love life, he 
reflects about his affective experiences related to love, romantic relationships, and 
sex. When asked about his residential life, he reflects on those experiences related 
to the use of his residence, his neighborhood, and community.

Fig. 10.1   How balance 
contributes to subjective 
well-being

Balance
Subjective
well-being 

Need
satisfaction 

limits

Satisfaction 
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Social psychologists such as Lewin (1951) and organizational psychologists 
(e.g., Danna and Griffin 1999; Rice et al. 1985; Seeman 1967) have long recog-
nized that affective experiences are segmented in “life spheres,” or what QOL 
researchers refer to as life domains. Thus, a person may have affective experiences 
segmented in relation to education, family, health, job, friends, and romantic rela-
tionships, among others. Memory (conscious, subconscious, and unconscious) 
is likely to be divided into life domains, and within each domain the person has 
deep-seated cognitions reflecting affective experiences in that domain.

Note that although most life domains are organized and structured around one 
focal set of needs (biological, safety, social, etc.), they reflect affective experiences 
related to satisfaction of other needs. For example, many think leisure life involves 
a set of activities dealing with one’s social needs. Those activities serve not only 
to satisfy one’s social needs but also a variety of other needs such as the need for 
aesthetics and creativity (see Table 10.1). Developmental needs (biological, safety, 
social, etc.) are satisfied through activities engaged in certain life domains. The life 
domains shown in the table are for illustrative purposes only. They are not meant 
to capture all life domains. It should be noted that different people segment their 
affective experiences differently. For example, a person actively engaged in politi-
cal activities may have a “political life,” which may be absent for many others.

This is an important point that brings us back to the notion that subjective 
well-being is not simply cumulative positive minus negative affect—irrespective 
of the source. It is the satisfaction of human developmental needs, the full range 
of needs—not a handful of selected needs. One cannot substitute positive affect 
related to one need with another need. To illustrate the satisfaction limit with an 
arithmetic example, suppose that a woman’s level of subjective well-being is 50 
(on a scale varying from −100 to +100). This means that she is relatively happy 
with life. The source of this moderate degree of happiness comes from five key 
domains—work, leisure, family, community, and neighborhood. Now let us focus 
on work life. She has +15 points of satisfaction. The satisfaction limit in the work 
domain is +10. In other words, only 10 out of the 15 could contribute to subjec-
tive well-being. She is +5 over the limit in her work domain. Only so much of that 
satisfaction can contribute to her overall life satisfaction. Why? Because satisfac-
tion from work life may reflect the satisfaction of only a subset of human develop-
mental needs, not the full range of these needs.

There are a number of measures of subjective well-being that are based on the 
notion that life satisfaction is the sum of the satisfaction of various life domains 
and possibly moderated by the salience of these domains (e.g., Alfonso et al. 
1996; Andrews and Withey 1976; Campbell et al. 1976; Frisch 2006; Hall 1976). 
For example, Alfonso et al. produced an Extended Satisfaction with Life Scale 
(ESWLS), using five items for each eight domains (social, sex, self, family, relation-
ships, work, physical, and school). The sum composite of all the domain satisfaction 
correlated highly with general life satisfaction. The nomological validity of these 
measures provides evidence to the theoretical notion of need satisfaction limits.

Furthermore, evidence of the need satisfaction limits comes from a body of 
evidence showing that materialism is negatively correlated with life satisfaction 
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(see Wright and Larsen 1993, for a meta-analysis of the research findings). Here, 
materialistic people can be viewed as imbalanced in that they regard wealth and 
material possessions to be most important in life. Materialistic people who are 
successful hoarding material wealth may feel successful and happy with their 
material life. But there is so much happiness that can be extracted from the mate-
rial domain. Placing undue emphasis on making money is likely to lead them to 
neglect their family, their place in the community, their social life, and so forth. 
This neglect is likely to create negative affect in family, neighborhood, social, 
leisure, and spiritual life. Negative affect from these other domains, in turn, 
adversely affects subjective well-being. The overall result is that materialistic peo-
ple are less happy than their less materialistic counterparts.

Additional evidence for the need satisfaction limits comes from a longitudinal 
study involving several hundred Harvard graduates over a forty-year period. The 
study showed that happiness, external play, objective vocational success, mature 
inner defenses, good outward marriage, all correlate highly (Valliant 1977). In 
other words, those who are happy the most seem to be satisfied with multiple life 
domains in which each domain contributes to the satisfaction with different devel-
opmental needs. External play reflects satisfaction with social, esteem, intellectual, 
and aesthetics needs; objective vocational success reflects satisfaction with basic 
economic needs as well as family, safety, esteem, and self-actualization needs; 
mature inner defenses may relate to esteem and self-actualization needs; and good 
outward marriage relate to biological, family, safety, and social needs. Thus, happy 
people are likely to have their development needs more met than the less happy.

As a sign of acceptance of the notion of satisfaction with the full spectrum 
of human developmental (=QOL) are policies developed by the United Nations 
Development Programme(UNDP). The UNDP develops policies based on the 
concept of human development that reflects basic and higher-order needs a la 
Maslow (United Nations Development Programme 1998). The UNDP’s Human 
Development Index (HDI) is based on this concept. The HDI measures the overall 
achievements in a country along three dimensions of human development: longev-
ity, knowledge, and a decent standard of living.

Based on the preceding discussion, we develop our second theoretical postu-
late. It can be stated as follows:

Postulate 2 Balance contributes to subjective well-being because of the satis-
faction limit that people can derive from a single life domain. People have to be 
involved in multiple domains to satisfy the full spectrum of human development 
needs. Different life domains tend to focus on different human developmental needs.

10.4 � Satisfaction of Survival Plus Growth Needs

One can argue that high levels of life satisfaction or subjective well-being cannot 
be achieved by satisfying only survival needs or growth needs. Balance is achieved 
when both sets of needs are sufficiently met.
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Fredrickson and Losada (2005) have empirically demonstrated that people 
who flourish (have a high level of subjective well-being) tend to experience a 
ratio of 4.3 of positive to negative affect, whereas normal people average a 2.5 
ratio. People who languish (low levels of subjective well-being) have a much 
lower ratio of positive to negative affect. The authors argue that positive emotions 
are evolved psychological adaptations that increased human ancestors’ odds of 
survival and reproduction. In contrast, negative affect narrows behavioral urges 
toward specific actions that were life-preserving for human ancestors (e.g., fight 
and flight responses). Positive affect widens the array of thoughts and action such 
as play and exploratory behavior, which in turn contributes to generativity and 
behavioral flexibility. In other words, negative emotions serve the survival needs 
(e.g., biological, safety, and economic needs), whereas positive emotions serve 
higher-order (growth) needs such as social, esteem, self-actualization, knowledge, 
and aesthetics needs. Survival needs are associated with negative than positive 
affect. Conversely, growth needs are associated with positive than negative affect. 
Human flourishing is associated with high ratio of positive to negative affect. 
Both positive and negative affect are necessary because positive affect reflects the 
satisfaction of growth needs and negative affect reflects the satisfaction of survival 
needs.

Much research has been done to demonstrate this principle in the context of 
organizational psychology and management (e.g., Herzberg 1966; O’Brien 1986; 
Roberts and Glick 1981; Salanick and Pfeffer 1977). For example, the two-factor 
theory (Herzberg 1966) posits that job satisfaction is affected by two sets of fac-
tors, namely hygiene and motivation factors. Hygiene factors are related to sur-
vival needs (e.g., pay, working conditions, collegiality, and corporate policies). 
In contrast, motivation factors are related to growth needs (e.g., achievement pro-
grams, recognition awards, career advancement opportunities, corporate owner-
ship and profit sharing). The two-factor theory argues that job satisfaction can be 
enhanced by developing conditions and programs at work that serve to satisfy both 
survival needs (e.g., biological, safety, and economic needs) and growth needs 
(e.g., social, esteem, self-actualization, knowledge, and aesthetics needs). For 
excellent reviews of much of the research in this area, see O’Brien (1986), Roberts 
and Glick (1981) and Salanick and Pfeffer (1977).

Additional evidence of this principle comes from research in industrial/organi-
zational psychology on work-life balance. For example, research in that area has 
found that organizational values supportive of work-family balance and organi-
zational work-family balance programs can bring about balance between work 
and family life (e.g., Burke 2001, 2003; Ezra and Deckman 1996; Madsen 2003). 
Work-family balance programs include alternative work schedules, telecommut-
ing, wellness classes, and caregiver services. Furthermore, factors in the family 
domain (e.g., spousal support) were found to play a significant role in reducing 
work-family conflict (Bedeian et al. 1986). The basic idea here is that subjec-
tive well-being can be significantly enhanced through successful performance at 
work (satisfaction of higher-order needs). However, employees cannot be highly 
successful if they neglect their health and their family responsibilities. Health and 
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family responsibilities are related to lower-order needs. Therefore, work-life bal-
ance programs are designed to enhance subjective well-being by helping employ-
ees become successful at work while helping them take care of their health and 
family responsibilities.

Additional suggestive evidence of the viability of the principle of satisfac-
tion of survival plus growth needs come from cultural psychology. Consider the 
notion of the Ying and Yang, which is popular in East Asian cultures. The Ying 
and Yang concept posits that subjective well-being can be achieved by keeping 
a good balance between positive and negative emotions (Kitayama and Markus 
2000). The adage is to remain calm, undisturbed, and not agitated. Thus, the Ying 
and Yang is balance between fulfillment of physical (lower-order needs) and spir-
itual needs (higher-order ones). Kitayama and Markus report findings from Japan 
about correlations between positive and negative affect. These correlations were 
mostly positive and significant (in contrast to negative correlations among U.S. 
subjects).

Further cross-cultural evidence of the combined effect of both lower- and 
higher-order needs on subjective well-being comes from studies that examined 
the relationship between income and happiness. For example, Veenhoven (1995) 
hypothesized that money enhances happiness when it contributes to the satisfac-
tion of basic needs (e.g., food, shelter, and clothes). Study findings indicate that 
within societies there is a relationship between income and satisfaction at the 
lower end of the scale only, and that relationship is strong in poorer countries and 
weak in rich countries. Oishi et al. (1999) found that satisfaction with self-esteem 
and with freedom were stronger correlates of life satisfaction in richer nations.

Based on the preceding discussion, we develop our third theoretical postulate. 
It can be stated as follows:

Postulate 3 Balance contributes to subjective well-being because of subjec-
tive well-being can only be attained when both survival and growth needs are 
met. High levels of subjective well-being cannot be attained with satisfaction of 
basic needs or growth needs alone. Both needs have to be met to induce subjective 
well-being.

10.5 � Toward a Program of Research of Balance

The three postulates about balance and how it affects subjective well-being can 
be viewed as a foundation for a possible theory of balance. Readers may ask why 
we do not report an empirical study to provide direct evidence of our theoreti-
cal model. Our response is that we have provided much “suggestive” evidence of 
three postulates to help researchers conduct a formal program of research in this 
area. Direct evidence cannot come from one study but from a program of research 
involving many studies conducted in a variety of contexts with a variety of pop-
ulations in a variety of cultures and countries. To do so, we would like to offer  
suggestions that can help formalize this program of research.
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10.6 � Developing Hypotheses and Suggesting Methods  
and Measures for Testing

We theorized that people who have balance in their lives (life satisfaction stem-
ming from multiple life domains) are likely to experience higher levels of subjec-
tive well-being than those who have imbalance (life satisfaction stemming from 
a single life domain) [Postulate 1]. That balance contributes to subjective well-
being because of the satisfaction limit that people can derive from a single life 
domain. People have to be involved in multiple domains to satisfy the full spec-
trum of human development needs. Different life domains tend to focus on dif-
ferent human developmental needs [Postulate 2]. Furthermore, balance contributes 
to subjective well-being because of subjective well-being can only be attained 
when both survival and growth needs are met. High levels of subjective well-being 
cannot be attained with satisfaction of basic needs or growth needs alone. Both 
needs have to be met to induce subjective well-being [Postulate 3]. These theo-
retical postulates can be stated in terms of testable hypotheses as follows: People 
experiencing high levels of satisfaction from multiple life domains are likely to 
report higher levels of subjective well-being than people experiencing high levels 
of satisfaction stemming from a single domain. However, this hypothesis does not 
account for the affect in the remaining life domains. Hence we need to qualify the 
hypothesis as follows: People experiencing high levels of satisfaction from multi-
ple life domains (with the remaining domains reflecting neutral affect) are likely 
to report higher levels of subjective well-being than people experiencing high lev-
els of satisfaction stemming from a single domain (with the remaining domains 
reflecting neutral affect). Note that the first theoretical postulate does not address 
the issue of compensatory mechanism among various life domains. The notion of 
compensation refers to the process by which people sum the positive and negative 
evaluations of the various life domains to arrive at an overall evaluation of life. 
Thus, any negative evaluations of certain domains can be neutralized (or compen-
sated) by positive evaluations in other domains (e.g., Andrews and Withey 1976; 
Campbell et al. 1976). The reader should note that we do no assume a compensa-
tory mechanism in achieving balance. In other words, the theory does not address 
what happens when the remaining life domains have significant amounts of nega-
tive affect. We only assume neutrality.

But then one can argue that the effect may be simply due to the accumulation 
of positive affect. Positive affect from multiple domains should produce greater 
subjective well-being than positive affect from a single domain. Again, this may 
occur as a direct function of compensation (e.g., Andrews and Withey 1976; 
Campbell et al. 1976). And again, the reader should note that our first postulate 
of balance does not address this notion of cumulative affect. To rule out the effect 
of cumulative affect, we rephrase the hypothesis as follows: People experienc-
ing moderate levels of satisfaction from multiple life domains (with the remaining 
domains reflecting neutral affect) are likely to report higher levels of subjective 
well-being than people experiencing high levels of satisfaction stemming from a 
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single domain (with the remaining domains reflecting neutral affect). Note that the 
way we phrased this hypothesis implies that the sum of the positive affect in mul-
tiple domains in question should be equivalent to the positive affect score from a 
single domain. Thus, we should phrase the hypothesis in a way to control for the 
possible confound of cumulative affect. Furthermore, our first theoretical postulate 
implies that people who experience high levels of satisfaction in a single domain 
versus multiple domains regard those domains as highly salient. Therefore, we 
need to further rephrase the hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 1 People experiencing moderate levels of satisfaction from multi-
ple life domains (regarded as highly salient, with the remaining domains reflect-
ing neutral affect) are likely to report higher levels of subjective well-being than 
people experiencing high levels of satisfaction stemming from a single domain 
(regarded as highly salient, with the remaining domains reflecting neutral affect).

Suggestive evidence to the hypothesis comes from a study conducted by Diener 
et al. (1985) that demonstrated small doses of positive affect (low in intensity) 
contributed more to subjective well-being than infrequent but large doses of posi-
tive affect (high in intensity). However, Diener et al. did not use the balance con-
cept to explain the study findings.

Given our statement of Hypothesis 1 as the most concrete and operational 
form of Postulate 1, how do we go about empirically testing this hypothesis? 
This hypothesis can be tested using measures sensitive enough to capture the 
level of intensity of positive affect in a variety of life domains with additional 
measures capturing the perception of salience of these domains. Of course, the 
dependent measure should capture subjective well-being, life satisfaction, or 
overall happiness. The data have to be based on several large-scale samples to 
ensure wide variability of scores in positive affect and domain salience. The 
samples have to involve different populations from different cultures and coun-
tries. The demographic profile of these samples have to be representative of their 
respective populations, and the samples’ demographics have to equivalent across 
cultures and countries. The survey items have to be constructed in such a way 
to avoid the response bias commonly found in life satisfaction surveys in which 
respondents report higher levels of positive affect than normal (e.g., Schwarz and 
Strack 1999).

With respect to Postulate 2, we theorized that people who have balance in their 
lives (life satisfaction stemming from multiple life domains) are likely to experi-
ence higher levels of subjective well-being than those who have imbalance (life 
satisfaction stemming from a single life domain). That balance contributes to sub-
jective well-being because of the satisfaction limit that people can derive from a 
single life domain. People have to be involved in multiple domains to satisfy the 
full spectrum of human development needs. Different life domains tend to focus on 
different human developmental needs. How do we operationalize this theoretical 
postulate in terms of a concrete hypothesis? The emphasis of this postulate is the 
notion that satisfaction in multiple domains ensures the satisfaction of a variety of 
human developmental needs than satisfaction in a single domain. Hence, we can 
put forth a mediating hypothesis as follows:
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Hypothesis 2a People experiencing moderate levels of satisfaction from mul-
tiple life domains (regarded as highly salient, with the remaining domains reflect-
ing neutral affect) are likely to experience satisfaction of a wide range of human 
developmental needs (e.g., biological, economic, family, safety, social, esteem, 
actualization, aesthetic, and intellectual needs). In contrast, people experiencing 
high levels of satisfaction from a single domain (regarded as highly salient, with 
the remaining domains reflecting neutral affect) are likely to experience satisfac-
tion of a small range of needs.

Hypothesis 2b People experiencing satisfaction of a wide range of human 
developmental needs (e.g., biological, economic, family, safety, social, esteem, 
actualization, aesthetic, and intellectual needs) are likely to experience higher lev-
els of subjective well-being than people experiencing satisfaction of a small range 
of needs.

Testing hypotheses 2a and 2b require the use of additional measures related to 
satisfaction of human developmental needs al la Maslow. One particular measure 
we can recommend is the Sirgy et al. (1995) measure of life satisfaction that is 
conceptualized in terms of Maslow’s need hierarchy theory.

With respect to Postulate 3, we theorized that balance contributes to subjective 
well-being because subjective well-being can only be attained when both survival 
and growth needs are met. High levels of subjective well-being cannot be attained 
with satisfaction of basic needs or growth needs alone. Both needs have to be met 
to induce subjective well-being. We can operationalize Postulate 3 by fine tuning 
Hypothesis 2b as follows:

Hypothesis 3 People experiencing satisfaction of both lower- (e.g., biological, 
economic, family, and safety needs) and higher (e.g., social, esteem, actualization, 
aesthetic, and intellectual needs)—order human developmental needs are likely 
to experience higher levels of subjective well-being than people experiencing sat-
isfaction of with either lower-order or higher-order needs solely. This hypothesis 
can easily be tested by grouping satisfaction of the human developmental needs in 
terms of lower-order versus higher-order need satisfaction.

10.7 � Conclusion

To reiterate, Seligman (2002), argued that authentic happiness is derived from 
three major sets of experiences in life, namely experiencing pleasantness regularly 
(the pleasant life), experiencing a high level of engagement is satisfying activities 
(the engaged life), and experiencing a sense of connectedness to a greater whole 
(the meaningful life). We posed the question: what about the balanced life? We 
maintain that balance in life contributes significantly to authentic happiness, sub-
jective well-being, or life satisfaction.

We introduced in this chapter the concept of balance and its role in subjective 
well-being. We argued that people who have balance in their lives (life satisfac-
tion stemming from multiple life domains) are likely to experience higher levels 
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of subjective well-being than those who have imbalance (life satisfaction stem-
ming from a single life domain). That balance contributes to subjective well-being 
because of the satisfaction limit that people can derive from a single life domain. 
People have to be involved in multiple domains to satisfy the full spectrum of 
human development needs. Different life domains tend to focus on different 
human developmental needs. Furthermore, balance contributes to subjective well-
being because of subjective well-being can only be attained when both survival 
and growth needs are met. High levels of subjective well-being cannot be attained 
with satisfaction of basic needs or growth needs alone. Both needs have to be met 
to induce subjective well-being.

Although research evidence was cited to support many of the theoretical 
notions involving the balanced life, we encourage happiness researchers to subject 
all of the theoretical propositions to rigorous, empirical tests. We suggested spe-
cific hypotheses translated from the theoretical postulates that can aid researchers 
conduct empirical testing. We also offered some methodological suggestions. Only 
through good science and empirical research can we come closer to understanding 
the true dimensions of authentic happiness.
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Abstract  The terms ‘quality-of-life’, ‘well-being’ and ‘happiness’ denote  
different meanings; sometimes they are used as an umbrella term for all of value, 
and at other times to denote special merits. This paper is about the specific mean-
ings of the terms. It proposes a classification based on two bi-partitions; between 
life ‘chances’ and life ‘results’, and between ‘outer’ and ‘inner’ qualities. Together 
these dichotomies imply four qualities of life: (1) livability of the environment, 
(2) life-ability of the individual, (3) external utility of life and (4) inner apprecia-
tion of life. This fourfold matrix is applied in three ways: firstly to place related 
notions and alternative classifications, secondly to explore substantive meanings in 
various measures for quality of life and thirdly to find out whether quality-of-life 
can be measured comprehensively. This last question is answered in the negative. 
Current sum-scores make little sense. The most inclusive measure is still how long 
and happily people live.

Keywords  Quality of life  •  Utility  •  Happiness  •  Well-being

There are many words that are used to indicate how well we are doing. Some of 
these signify overall thriving; currently the terms ‘quality of life’ and ‘well-being’ 
are used for this purpose, and sometimes the word ‘health’.1 In the past the terms 
‘happiness’ and ‘welfare’ were more commonly used. There are several problems 
with these terms.

One problem is that these terms do not have an unequivocal meaning. 
Sometimes they are used as an umbrella for all that is good, but on other occa-
sions they denote specific merit. For instance: the term ‘well-being’ is used to 

1  The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being”.
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denote the quality of life-as-a-whole and to evaluate life-aspects such as dwelling 
conditions or employment chances. Likewise, the phrase ‘quality-of-life’ refers in 
some contexts to the quality of society and in other instances to the happiness of 
its citizens. There is little view on a consensus on the meaning of these words; 
the trend is rather to divergence. Over time, connotations tend to become more 
specific and manifold. Discursive communities develop their own quality-of-life 
notions.

The second problem is in the connotation of inclusiveness. The use of the 
words as an umbrella term suggests that there is something as ‘overall’ quality 
of life, and that specific merits can be meaningfully added in some wider worth; 
however, that holistic assumption is dubious. Philosophers have never agreed on 
one final definition of quality-of-life, and in the practice of empirical quality-of-
life measurement we see comparisons of apples and pears.

The above problem of many meanings is partly caused by the suggestion of 
inclusiveness. One of the reasons why the meanings become more specific is that 
the rhetoric of encompassingness crumbles when put to practice. The broad over-
all meaning appears typically unfeasible in measurement and decision making. 
Hence connotations tend to become more specific and diverse. As a result, rhetoric 
denotation of the overall good requires new terms periodically. New expressions 
pop up as against more narrow meanings. For instance, in the field of healthcare 
the term ‘quality of life’ emerged to convey the idea that there is more than mere 
quantity of survival time. Likewise, the word ‘well-being’ came into use in con-
trast to sheer economic ‘welfare’.2 Yet, in the long run these new term fall victim 
to their success. Once they are adopted as a goal for policy, analysts and trend 
watchers start extracting palpable meanings and make the concepts ever more 
‘multi-dimensional’.

Obviously, this communicative practice causes much confusion and impedes 
the development of knowledge in this field. In reaction, there have been many 
proposals for standard definitions.3 Unfortunately, this has not really helped. 
Firstly, such scientific definitions hardly affect the common use of language. 
Secondly, they add to the confusion, because scholars are not able to agree on 
one meaning either, for instance, McCall (1975) defines quality-of-life as ‘neces-
sary conditions for happiness’, while Terhune (1973) defines it as subjective sat-
isfaction itself. Likewise, Colby (1987) describes well-being as ‘adaptive 
potential’, whereas Jolles and Stalpers (1978, p. 31) define it as ‘basic commend 

2 I n the Netherlands in the 1970s, the ‘limits to growth’ movement used the slogan ‘not welfare, 
but well-being’ (In Dutch: Geenwelvaartmaarwelzijn). In this context, the capriciousness of the 
term is emphasized. Interestingly, the term was soon taken over by social workers, who came to 
call their services ‘well-being work’. Hereby, the term well-being came to denote a very limited 
meaning, in fact far more limited than economic welfare, which denotes all goods and services 
produced in society. Still the suggestion of encompassivenes remained, much to the pleasure of 
the profession.
3  For an overview of the various definitions of ‘quality of life’ see: Fernandez-Ballesteros 
(1996). A review of definitions of happiness canbe found with Veenhoven (1984, pp. 16–17).
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to life’. Elsewhere I have listed fifteen definitions of happiness (Veenhoven 1984, 
pp. 16–17). Recently Noll (1999) listed many meanings of quality of life in 
nations.

Since we cannot really force the use of words, we can better try to clarify their 
meanings. An analytic tool for this purpose is proposed in this article. First a four-
fold classification of qualities of life is presented (Sect. 11.1). By means of this 
taxonomy common terms and distinctions are placed (Sect. 11.2). The matrix is 
then used to chart substantive meanings in common measures of the good life 
(Sect. 11.3). Next the question is raised whether we can meaningfully speak about 
comprehensive quality of life (Sect. 11.4).

11.1 � Grouping Qualities of Life

Terms like ‘quality of life’, ‘well-being’ and ‘happiness’ denote evaluations. When 
sorting out what kind of evaluation they aim at, we must establish what thing is 
evaluated by what standard.

11.1.1 � Quality of What Life?

In the case of ‘quality of life’ the object of evaluation is ‘life’. Mostly that life 
is an individual life, the quality of life of a person. Yet the term is also used for 
aggregates, for instance when we speak about the quality-of-life of women. In that 
case the term refers usually to the average of individuals. Sometimes the term is 
used in reference to humanity as a whole. In this context the object of evaluation is 
mostly the average individual, and the long-term destiny of the species. The evalu-
ation then concerns ‘human life’, rather than ‘human lives’.

The term ‘quality of life’ does not refer exclusively to human life. It is also 
used for animals, for instance in discussions about conditions of slaughter cattle. 
At a higher level of abstraction it is also used for all life. Quality of life is then 
the condition of the entire ecosystem. Ecological propagandists like this confusion 
of object matter, because it suggests that protection of endangered species is also 
good for the individual human.

The terms ‘well-being’ and ‘happiness’ denote even more varied objects of 
evaluation, because they are also used in reference to social systems. When speak-
ing about the ‘public well-being’ or the ‘happiness of the nation’ we often aim at 
the collective level, how well society functions and maintains itself. Propagandists 
also exploit this ambiguity, in this case as a means to disguise differences in inter-
est between individuals and society.

In this paper I focus on the quality of individual human lives. As we will see, 
that is difficult enough.
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11.1.2 � What Quality of Life?

The aim of this paper is to chart the specific meanings denoted by terms like ‘qual-
ity-of-life’, so we must explore what qualities are implied by the term quality. This 
requires an exploration of the ‘varieties of the good’.

A classic distinction is between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ quality of life. The 
first refers to the degree that a life meets explicit standards of the good life, as 
assessed by an impartial outsider. For instance the result of a medical examination. 
The latter variant concerns self-appraisals based on implicit criteria, for example, 
someone’s subjective feeling of health. These qualities do not necessarily corre-
spond; someone may be in good health by the criteria of his doctor, but neverthe-
less feel bad. On the basis of this distinction, Zapf (1984, p. 25) has proposed a 
fourfold classification of ‘welfare’ concepts. When conditions of life score well 
on objective measures and subjective appreciation of life is positive, he speaks of 
‘well-being’; when both evaluations are negative he speaks of ‘deprivation’. When 
objective quality is good, but subjective appreciation is negative, the term ‘disso-
nance’ is applied, and the combination of bad conditions and positive appreciation 
is labeled ‘adaptation’.

Though elegant, these distinctions have not proven particularly useful. The tax-
onomy does not explain much. The main reason is that the difference is more in 
observation than in substance. Objective health-assessment aims at the same quali-
ties as subjective appraisals, though by different means. Further the labeling gives 
rise to misunderstanding. The word ‘objective’ suggest indisputable truth, whereas 
the term ‘subjective’ is easily interpreted as a matter of arbitrary taste. This sug-
gestion is false, the fact that income can be measured objectively does not mean 
that its value is beyond question.

11.1.2.1 � Chances and Outcomes

A substantively more relevant distinction is between opportunities for a good life 
and the good life itself. This is the difference between potentiality and actuality. 
I refer to this as ‘life-chances’4 and ‘life-results’. Opportunities and outcomes are 
related, but are certainly not the same. Chances can fail to be realized, due to stu-
pidity or bad luck. Conversely, people sometimes make much of their life in spite 
of poor opportunities.

This distinction is quite common in the field of public-health research. Pre-
conditions for good health, such as adequate nutrition and professional care are 
seldom mixed up with health itself. Much research is aimed at assessing the rela-
tionships between these phenomena; for instance by checking whether common 
nutritional advice really yields extra years lived in good health.

4 I n sociology, the term ‘life-chances’ is used in the more limited meaning of access to scarce 
resources in society.
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Yet in social policy discussions means and ends are less well distinguished. For 
instance, in the Netherlands the term ‘well-being’ is used for both social services, 
i.e. state pensions, as well as for the expected effects, satisfied citizens. This is not 
just sloppy thinking, it is also an expression of the ideology that there is quality to 
be found in the welfare society.

11.1.2.2 � Outer and Inner Qualities

A second difference is between ‘external’ and ‘internal’ qualities. In the first case 
the quality is in the environment, in the latter it is in the individual. Lane (1994) 
made this distinction clear by telling ‘quality of society’ from ‘quality of persons’. 
Likewise Musschenga (1994, p. 182) discerned ‘quality of the conditions for 
living’ from ‘the quality of being human’.

This distinction is also quite commonly made in public health. External pathogens 
are distinguished from inner afflictions, and researchers try to identify the mech-
anisms by which the former produce the latter, and the conditions in which this is 
more and less likely. Yet again this basic insight is lacking in many social policy dis-
cussions. For instance, in the current discourse on city renewal the word ‘quality-of-
life’ is used both for clean streets and feelings of being home in the neighborhood. 
All the research that found negligible relationships has not changed this use of words.

11.1.3 � Four Qualities of Life

The combination of these two dichotomies yields a fourfold matrix. This classifi-
cation is presented in Scheme 11.1. The distinction between chances and results is 
presented vertically, the difference between outer and inner qualities horizontally.

Scheme 11.1   Four qualities of life
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11.1.3.1 � Two Kinds of Life Chances

In the upper half of the scheme we see two variants of potential quality of life, 
with next to the outer opportunities in one’s environment, the inner capacities to 
exploit these. The environmental chances can be denoted by the term livability, the 
personal capacities with the word life-ability. This difference is not new. In sociol-
ogy the distinction between ‘social capital’ and ‘psychological capital’ is some-
times used in this context. In the psychology of stress the difference is labeled 
negatively in terms of ‘burden’ and ‘bearing power’.

Livability of the Environment. The left top quadrant denotes the meaning of 
good living conditions. Often the terms ‘quality-of-life’ and ‘well-being’ are used 
in this particular meaning, especially in the writings of ecologists and sociologists. 
Economists sometimes use the term ‘welfare’ for this meaning. Another term is 
‘level of living’.

‘Livability’ is a better word, because it refers explicitly to a characteristic of the 
environment and does not have the limited connotation of material conditions. One 
could also speak of the ‘habitability’ of an environment, though that term is also 
used for the quality of housing in particular. Elsewhere I have explored that con-
cept of livability in more detail (Veenhoven 1996, pp. 7–9).

Life-Ability of the Person. The right top quadrant denotes inner life-chances. 
That is: how well we are equipped to cope with the problems of life. This aspect of 
the good life is also known by different names. The words ‘quality of life’ and 
‘well-being’ are also used to denote this specific meaning, especially by doctors 
and psychologists. There are more names however. In biology the phenomenon is 
referred to as ‘adaptive potential’. On other occasions it is denoted by the medical 
term ‘health’, in the medium variant of the word,5 or by psychological terms such 
as ‘efficacy’ or ‘potency’. Sen (1992) calls this quality of life variant ‘capability’. 
I prefer the simple term ‘life-ability’, which contrasts elegantly with ‘livability’.

11.1.3.2 � Two Kinds of Life-Results

The lower half of the scheme is about the quality of life with respect to its outcomes. 
These outcomes can be judged by their value for one’s environment and value for 
oneself. The external worth of a life is denoted by the term ‘utility of life’. The inner 
valuation of it is called ‘appreciation of life’. These matters are of course related. 
Knowing that one’s life is useful will typically add to the appreciation of it. Yet not 
all useful lives are happy lives and not every good-for-nothing really cares. This dif-
ference has been elaborated in discussions on utilitaristic moral philosophy, which 
praises happiness as the highest good. Adversaries of that view hold that there is more 
worth to life than just pleasures and pains. Mill (1863) summarized that position in 
his famous statement that he preferred an unhappy Socrates to a happy fool.

5  There are three main meanings of health: The maxi variant is all the good (WHO definition), 
the medium variant is life-ability, and the mini-variant is absence of physical defect.
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Utility of Life. The left bottom quadrant represents the notion that a good life 
must be good for something more than itself. This presumes some higher values. 
There is no current generic for these external turnouts of life. Gerson (1976, p. 
795) referred to these kinds as ‘transcendental’ conceptions of quality of life. 
Another appellation is ‘meaning of life’, which then denotes ‘true’ significance 
instead of mere subjective sense of meaning. I prefer the more simple ‘utility of 
life’, admitting that this label may also give rise to misunderstanding.6 Be aware 
that this external utility does not require inner awareness. A person’s life may be 
useful from some viewpoints, without them knowing.7

Appreciation of Life. Finally, the bottom right quadrant represents the inner out-
comes of life. That is the quality in the eye of the beholder. As we deal with con-
scious humans this quality boils down to subjective appreciation of life. This is 
commonly referred to by terms such as ‘subjective well-being’, ‘life-satisfaction’ 
and ‘happiness’ in a limited sense of the word.8 Life has more of this quality, the 
more and the longer it is enjoyed. In fairy tales this combination of intensity and 
duration is denoted with the phrase ‘they lived long and happily’.

11.1.4 � Similar Distinctions in Other Disciplines

This categorizing can be clarified using some analogies. Similar conceptual dis-
tinctions can be found in biology, economics and systems theory.

11.1.4.1 � Biology

In evolutionary biology, external living conditions are referred to as the ‘biotope’ 
or ‘habitat’. A biotope can be more or less suitable (livable) for a species, depend-
ing on e.g. availability of food, shelter and competition. Inner capabilities to sur-
vive in that environment are called ‘fitness’. This latter term acknowledges that 
capabilities must meet (fit) environmental demand. Unlike moral philosophers, 
biologists see no quality in capacity that is not functional.

This chance-constellation is seen to result in ‘adaptation’, and good adaptation 
is seen to manifest in ‘survival’. As evolutionary biologists focus on species rather 
than on individual specimen, they mean mostly survival of the species. Hence the 
success of an individual life is mainly judged by its procreation. Once genes have 
been passed on, the external utility of an individual life is often little more than 
that of a prey for another creature.

6  A problem with this name is that the utilitarians used the word utility for subjective apprecia-
tion of life, the sum of pleasures and pains.
7  Frankl’s (1946) logo-therapy aims to make people believe in meanings of their life they do not 
see.
8  This quality-of-life is the subject of the Journal of Happiness Studies.
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At the individual level good adaptation is seen to manifest in a relatively long 
life. An organism that perishes prematurely has adapted less well than the one 
that completed its programmed lifetime. In higher animals, good adaptation also 
reflects in hedonic experience. Continuous stress and pain is indicative of poor 

Scheme 11.2   Comparable concepts in a biology, b economics, c system theory
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adaptation. As humans are capable of reflecting on their experiences, their feel-
ings of pleasure and pain condense into overall appraisals of happiness. So, human 
adaptation manifests in long and happy living. Though inner experience is no 
great issue in biology, this idea is implied in its logic.

These biological concepts are summarized in Scheme 11.2a.

11.1.4.2 � Economics

In economic thought, the equivalent of the life situation for a person is the market 
for a business. As a person’s situation can be more or less livable, so a market can 
be more or less exploitable. Successful exploitation of market chances requires 
‘capital’, both financial capital to buy materials and machinery and human capital 
to run the enterprise. Capital is, for a business, what ‘capability’ is for an individ-
ual. These chances can result in economic success. At the business level this is 
‘profit’, which is analogous to an individual’s ‘appreciation of life’.9 At the soci-
etal level business success can contribute to public wealth, and thereby to social 
and cultural evolution. This is analogous to an individual’s ‘utility of life’. These 
economic analogies are presented in Scheme 11.2b.

11.1.4.3 � System Theory

Finally there is also an analogy with system theory, the main concepts of which 
are ‘input’, ‘throughput’ and ‘output’. In this thinking, ‘input’ is the system’s envi-
ronment, in particular the things the system can extract from that environment. 
Without any input, the system cannot function and perishes. The richer the input 
is, the better, and the more in line it is with the system’s needs. Good input for a 
system is what a ‘livable’ situation is for an individual.

System theory acknowledges that environmental supply alone is not enough to 
keep the system going. The system must actively process the input. This is com-
monly called ‘throughput’. The capacity to do this job is an inner quality of the 
system. This system capability is analogous to ‘life-ability’ of a person.

In system theory the term ‘output’ denotes all results of system activity. Part of 
that output is external and serves as input for other systems. This is analogous to 
the ‘utility of life’. Another part of the output is used for system preservation. This 
concerns inner effects and belongs to the right bottom quadrant.

For an individual, system maintenance involves first of all survival. Since bio-
logical organisms cannot live forever, that boils down to living a relatively long 
life. In higher organisms, system-preservation also manifests in how well they 
feel. As noted above, affective appraisals function as feedback mechanisms in 

9  This analogy fits to the extent that the profit of a firm also reflects the degree to which func-
tional demands for the business are met. Yet unlike functional needs for human functioning these 
demands are not fixed genetically and nor are they linked so closely to affect-like signals.
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higher animals, positive affect typically signaling that things are going well. In 
humans these appraisals are condensed into estimates of overall ‘happiness’. So, 
in humans, good output manifests at the individual level in long and happy living. 
These parallel notions are presented in Scheme 11.3.

11.2 � Ordering Concepts of the Good Life

With the help of this matrix we can now place the various notions about the good 
life. I will start with an overview of concepts that neatly fit the quality quadrants 
(Sect. 11.2.1). Next I will mention some common notions that overlap quadrants 
(Sect. 11.2.2). Finally I confront the matrix with some other classifications of 
qualities of life (Sect. 11.2.3).

11.2.1 � Meanings Within Quality-Quadrants

Most discussions of the good life deal with more specific values than the four 
qualities of life discerned here. Within each of the quadrants there is a myriad of 
sub-meanings, most of which are known under different names. It would need 
a voluminous tome to record all the terms and meanings used in the literature. 
I present some of the main variants below. The main points are summarized in 
Scheme 11.3.

11.2.1.1 � Aspects of Livability

Livability is an umbrella term for the various qualities of the environment, which 
seem relevant for meeting human needs. In rhetoric use, the word refers mostly to 
specific kinds of qualities which typically root in some broader perception of the 
good society. The circumstantial qualities that are emphasized differ widely across 
contexts and disciplines.

Ecologists see livability in the natural environment and describe it in terms of 
pollution, global warming and degradation of nature. Currently, they associate liv-
ability typically with environmental preservation. City planners see livability in 
the built environment and associate it with sewer systems, traffic jams and ghetto 
formation. Here the good life is seen as a fruit of human intervention.

In the sociological view society is central. Firstly, livability is associated 
with the quality of society as a whole. Classic concepts of the ‘good society’ 
stress material welfare and social equality, sometimes equating the concept 

Scheme 11.3   Some sub-meaning within quality-quadrants. 2.1. a Fit with Brock’s classification. 
b Fit with McCall’s classification

◄



206 R. Veenhoven

more or less with the welfare state. Current notions emphasize close networks, 
strong norms and active voluntary associations. The reverse of that livability 
concept is ‘social fragmentation’. Secondly, livability is seen in one’s posi-
tion in society. For long the emphasis was on ‘under-class’ but currently atten-
tions shifts to ‘outer-class’. The corresponding antonyms are ‘deprivation’ and 
‘exclusion’.

11.2.1.2 � Kinds of Life-Ability

The most common depiction of this quality of life is absence of functional 
defects. This is ‘health’ in the limited sense, sometimes referred to as ‘negative 
health’. In this context doctors focus on unimpaired functioning of the body, 
while psychologists stress the absence of mental defects. In their language, qual-
ity of life and well-being are often synonymous with mental health. This use of 
words presupposes a ‘normal’ level of functioning. Good quality of life is the 
body and mind working as designed. This is the common meaning used in cura-
tive care.

Next to absence of disease one can consider excellence of function. This 
is referred to as ‘positive health’ and associated with energy and resilience. 
Psychological concepts of positive mental health involve also autonomy, reality 
control, creativity and inner synergy of traits and strivings. A new term in this con-
text is ‘emotional intelligence’. Though originally meant for specific mental skills, 
this term has come to denote a broad range of mental capabilities. This broader 
definition is the favorite in training professions.

A further step is to evaluate capability in a developmental perspective and to 
include acquisition of new skills for living. This is commonly denoted by the term 
‘self-actualization’; from this point of view a middle-aged man is not ‘well’ if he 
behaves like an adolescent, even if he functions without problems at this level. 
Since abilities do not develop in idleness, this quality of life is close to the ‘activ-
ity’ in Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia (Ostenfelt 1994). This quality concept is 
also currently used in training professions.

Lastly, the term ‘art of living’ denotes special life-abilities; in most contexts 
this quality is distinguished from mental health and sometimes even attributed to 
slightly disturbed persons. Art of living is associated with refined tastes, an ability 
to enjoy life and an original style of life.

11.2.1.3 � Criteria for Utility of Life

When evaluating the external effects of a life, one can consider its functionality for 
the environment. In this context, doctors stress how essential a patient’s life is to 
its intimates. The life of a mother with young children is valued as higher than the 
life of a woman of the same age without children. Likewise, indispensability at the 
workplace figures in medical quality of life notions.
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At a higher level, quality of life is seen in contributions to society. Historians 
see quality in the addition an individual can make to human culture, and rate for 
example the lives of great inventors higher than those of anonymous peasants. 
Moralists see quality in the preservation of the moral order, and would deem the 
life of a saint to be better than that of a sinner.

In this vein the quality of a life is also linked to effects on the ecosystem. 
Ecologists see more quality in a life lived in a ‘sustainable’ manner than in the life 
of a polluter. In a broader view, the utility of life can be seen in its consequences 
for long term evolution. As an individual’s life can have many environmental 
effects, the number of such utilities is almost infinite.

Apart from its functional utility, life is also judged on its moral or esthetic 
value. Returning to Mill’s statement that he preferred an unhappy Socrates to a 
happy fool, Mill did not say this just because Socrates was a philosopher whose 
words have come down to us; it was also because he admired Socrates as an 
outstanding human being. Likewise, most of us would attribute more quality 
to the life of Florence Nightingale than to that of a drunk, even if it appeared 
that her good works had a negative result in the end. In classic moral philoso-
phy this is called ‘virtuous living’, and is often presented as the essence of ‘true 
happiness’.

This concept of exemplaric utility sometimes merges with notions of inner life-
ability, in particular in the case of self-actualization.

Self-development is deemed good, even if it might complicate life. In some 
philosophies of life, reaching a state of enlightenment is more important than 
departing from it.

This quality criterion is external; the individuals need not be aware of their per-
fection or may actually despise it. It is an outsider that appraises the quality of the 
individual’s life on the basis of an external criterion. In religious thinking such a 
judgement is made by God on the basis of eternal truth, in post-modern thought it 
narrated by self-proclaimed experts on the basis of local conviction.

Clearly, the utility of life is not easy to grasp; both the criteria and those who 
would judge are multifarious. Later we will see that this prohibits comprehensive 
measurement of this quality of life. This quadrant is typically the playground of 
philosophers.

11.2.1.4 � Appreciation of Life

Humans are capable of evaluating their life in different ways. As already noted, 
we have in common with all higher animals that we can appraise our situation 
affectively. We feel good or bad about particular things and our mood level 
signals overall adaptation. As in animals these affective appraisals are auto-
matic, but unlike other animals humans can reflect on that experience. We have 
an idea of how we have felt over the last year, while a cat does not. Humans 
can also judge life cognitively by comparing life as it is with notions of how it  
should be.



208 R. Veenhoven

Most human evaluations are based on both sources of information, that is: 
intuitive affective appraisal and cognitively guided evaluation. The mix depends 
mainly on the object. Tangible things such as our income are typically evaluated 
by comparison; intangible matters such as sexual attractiveness are evaluated by 
how it feels. This dual evaluation system probably makes the human experiential 
repertoire richer than that of our fellow-creatures.

In evaluating our life we typically summarize this rich experience in overall 
appraisals. For instance we appreciate domains of life. When asked how we feel 
about our work or own marriage, we will mostly have an opinion. Likewise, most 
people form ideas about separate qualities of their life, for instance how challeng-
ing their life is and whether there is any meaning in it. Such judgments are made 
in different time-perspectives, in the past, the present and in the future. As the 
future is less palpable than the past and the present, hopes and fears depend more 
on affective inclination than on cognitive calculation.

Mostly such judgments are not very salient in our consciousness. Now and 
then they pop to mind spontaneously, and they can be recalled and refreshed when 
needed. Sometimes however, life-appraisals develop into pervasive mental syn-
dromes such as depression or ennui.

Next to aspects of life we also evaluate life-as-a-whole. Jeremy Bentham 
(1789) thought of this form of evaluation as a type of ‘mental calculus’, and cur-
rently most scholars in the field also see it as a cognitive operation. For instance 
Andrews and Withey (1976) suggest that individuals compute a weighed average 
of earlier life-aspect evaluations, while Michalos’ (1985) multiple discrepancy the-
ory presumes comparisons of life as it is with various standards of how it should 
be. Many philosophers see it as an estimate of success in realizing one’s life-plan 
(e.g. Nordenfelt 1989).

Yet there are good reasons to assume that overall life-satisfaction is mostly 
inferred from affective experience (Veenhoven 1997, pp. 59–61). One reason 
is that life-as-a-whole is not a suitable object for calculative evaluation. Life 
has many aspects and there is usually not one clear-cut ideal model to compare 
with. Another reason seems to be that affective signals tend to dominate, seem-
ingly cognitive appraisals are often instigated by affective cues (Zajonc 1980). 
This fits the theory that the affective system is the older in evolutionary terms, 
and that cognition works as an addition to that navigation system rather than as a 
replacement.

This issue has important consequences for the significance of subjective appre-
ciation as a criterion for quality-of-life. If appreciation is a matter of mere com-
parison with arbitrary standards, there is little of value in a positive evaluation; 
dissatisfaction is then an indication of high demands. If, however, happiness sig-
nals the degree to which innate needs are met, life-satisfaction denotes how well 
we thrive.

Whatever the method of assessment, the fact that we are able to come to an 
overall evaluation of life is quite important. Later on we will see that this is the 
only basis for encompassing judgments of the quality of life.
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11.2.2 � Meanings in Broader Words for the Good Life

With the help of the taxonomy given above, we can now clarify the substantive 
meaning of several further terms. This enumeration is not exhaustive; the goal is to 
illustrate this approach.

11.2.2.1 � Adjustment

This term came into use in the 1960s, in particular in gerontologic studies of 
‘adjustment to old age’, and was used interchangeably with ‘adaptation’. These 
words were soon ousted by phrases like ‘morale’, ‘psychological well-being’ and 
‘life-satisfaction’. The term referred to personal qualities; hence it belongs in the 
right side of our matrix. Adjustment denotes how well a person deals with life, and 
refers both to equipment and success. Hence the concept does not fit one quadrant, 
but covers both life-abilities and life-appraisals. In the diagram this is indicated by 
two equally dark quadrants.

11.2.2.2 � Art of Living

The expression ‘art of living’ refers, first of all, to a person’s life-ability and there-
fore belongs in the right-top quadrant. As noted above, the term depicts mostly the 
quality of a life-style, typically refined Epicurianism, but sometimes the wisdom of 
simple living is also valued as artistry. This main meaning is reflected in the dark 
colored quadrant. Yet the term bears other connotations, capacity is often associated 
with its intended results, hence art of living tends to be equated with happiness, 
or at least with sensorial gratification. Further, the life of a life-artist is sometimes 
valued as a piece of art in itself, which has some external utility. For instance, we 
see quality in the life of Casanova, even though the man himself seems not to have 
been particularly happy. The adjunct connotations of the word are indicated in gray.

11.2.2.3 � Deprivation

The word ‘deprivation’ refers to shortfall of something. When used in an absolute 
sense it means failure to meet basic human needs, when used in a relative sense 
it means being less well off than others. The word is typically used in the latter 
meaning, while suggesting the former. Current specifications of this notion are 
‘poverty’ and ‘social exclusion’.

In most contexts the lack is in external conditions of life, and concerns access 
to income, power and prestige. In social policy this kind of deprivation is typically 
met with redistribution of these scarce resources. This main meaning belongs in 
the livability quadrant.
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Sometimes the word also refers to deficiency in ones capacity to stand up for 
oneself. The political cure for this problem is ‘empowerment’, common ingredi-
ents of which are general education, political training and boosting of self-esteem. 
The latter adjunct definition belongs in the life-ability quadrant.

Usually these conditions are associated with the expected outcome for individu-
als, that is with ‘happiness’. Hence measures of deprivation often include items 
on dissatisfaction, depression and suicidal ideation. Enjoyment of life in spite of 
objective deprivation is seen as an anomaly. As we have seen above, in Zapf’s con-
ceptual schema it is labeled ‘resignation’.

11.2.2.4 � Happiness

I will now continue the earlier discussion on the connotations of the word ‘happi-
ness’. As noted in the introduction of this paper, the word has often been used as 
a generic term for all worth and is in this sense synonymous with comprehensive 
‘quality-of-life’ or ‘well-being’. In the later discussion of inner outcome notions, 
the word came back in two, more narrow forms, first as a label for all subjective 
appraisals of life, and second, as the overall evaluation of life as a whole. The lat-
ter use of the word is most common in present day ‘social indicators research’.

Beyond this main denotation of the word, there are still further adjunctive 
uses of the term. This appears for example in the well known definition of hap-
piness given by Tatarkiewicz (1975, p. 16) as “…justified satisfaction with life”. 
The adjective ‘justified’ means that mere enjoyment of life does not constitute 
(true) happiness if it occurs in objective situations, for example a prisoner cannot 
be really happy. Similarly Tatarkiewicz would not call someone happy when the 
evaluation is based on misperception, such as in the case of the simpleton ‘Happy 
Hans’, or when the enjoyment is derived from a useless life. The word happiness is 
also used to denote desirable living conditions (top left) and for personal qualities 
such as health and resilience (top right). So all the other quadrants are marked grey.

11.2.3 � Difference with Other Classifications of Qualities  
of Life

This is of course not the first attempt to chart concepts of the good life. A few 
examples will show how this matrix differs from other taxonomies.

Philosopher Dan Brock (1993, pp. 268–275) also tried to grasp “the broadest 
conception of.. what makes a life go best”. He distinguishes three main concepts: 
(1) the degree to which life fits current values and ideals, (2) the degree to which 
life fits the individuals preferences, and (3) the degree to which the individual 
enjoys life subjectively. He denotes the first concept as ‘objective’ and the other 
two as ‘subjective’. Brock insists on the difference between satisfaction of prefer-
ences (contentment in my terminology) and hedonic enjoyment (mood level).
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These meanings are plotted in Scheme 11.4a using our matrix. The difference is 
not so much in the appreciation quadrant, but in the other three. Brock’s classifica-
tion is less differentiated, and shovels all the objective meanings onto one heap. 
As he is mainly concerned with health care, one can imagine that he leaves out 
societal livability. Yet he does not distinguish either between ‘capability for life’ 
and ‘utility of life’, though this distinction is quite relevant for medical decisions.

Sandoe (1999) proposes a similar classification, which also separates reali-
zation of preferences and hedonic experience. The difference is that his ‘objec-
tive’ qualities limit to the development of potentials. His refers to that quality as 
‘Perfectionism’. This is what I referred to as ‘self-actualization’. In the matrix it is 
a part of the life-ability quadrant.

Storrs McCall (1975) also distinguishes two main concepts of quality of life. 
Next to happiness itself he emphasizes conditions for happiness. In his view life 
has also quality if the necessary social conditions are available, even if an indi-
vidual fails to exploit these chances or opts not to use them. Happiness is seen 
to result from need-gratification, and hence the necessary conditions are linked to 
basic human needs. In this concept human nature is the major yardstick, and not 
normative ideals. Consequently, the utility quadrant remains empty in this case. 
Since McCall does not distinguish between external and internal requisites, the 
two top quadrants are merged. See Scheme 11.4b.

11.3 � Ordering Measures of the Good Life

The last decades have witnessed a surge in empirical research on the good life, 
in particular in the fields of social indicators research and medical quality of life 
assessment. This has produced a wealth of measures. Testbanks contain hundreds 
of them. See for instance Cummins (1994), Spilker (1996) and Veenhoven (2000a).

Most of these measures are ‘multi-dimensional’ and are used to assess different 
qualities of life. Typically, the scores on the different qualities are presented sepa-
rately in a ‘quality-of-life profile’. Often they are also summed in a ‘quality-of-life 
score’ Next, there are also ‘uni-dimensional’ measures, which focus on one specific 
quality. Such single qualities are often measured by single questions. For instance, the 
condition of cancer patients is also measured by simply asking them where they stand 
between the best and worst they have ever experienced (Bernheim and Buyse 1983).

A lively discussion about the pros and cons of these measures is still going on. 
This discussion is dominated by psychometricians, who focus very much on fac-
tor loadings, reliability issues and inter-test correlations. There is less attention 
for matters of substance, so there is no clear answer to the question of what these 
measures actually measure. One of the reasons for this deficiency is a lack of a 
clear taxonomy of the qualities of life.

Now we have a classification of meanings, we can give it another try. Below I 
will first outline which of these qualities figure in measures that claim to cover the 
good of life inclusively (Sect. 11.3.1). Next I will explore whether there are meas-
ures that fit one of the four qualities of life separately (Sect. 11.3.2).
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11.3.1 � Meanings in Comprehensive Measures of Quality  
of Life

As there are so many measures of the good life, I cannot review them all. Four 
examples must suffice to illustrate the approach. The examples are taken from 
different research fields: (a) medical ‘quality of life’ research, (b) psychologi-
cal ‘well-being’ research, (c) sociologically oriented research on ‘welfare’ and 
(d) socio-economic studies of national ‘development’.

a.	 Example of a Medical Quality of Life Index 
One of the most common measures in medical quality of life research is the ‘SF-
36 Health Survey’ (Ware 1996). It is a questionnaire on the following topics:

•	 physical limitations in daily chores (10 items)
•	 physical limitations to work performance (4 items)
•	 bodily pain (2 items)
•	 perceived general health (6 items)
•	 vitality (4 items)
•	 physical and/or emotional limitations to social functioning (2 items)
•	 emotional limitations to work performance (3 items)
•	 self characterizations as nervous (1 item)
•	 recent enjoyment of life (4 items)

Ratings on the first four topics are grouped in a ‘Physical Component 
Subscore’, ratings on the last four topics in a ‘Mental Component Sub-score’. 
These components are added into a ‘Quality of life Total score’.

Most elements of this scale refer to performance potential and belong in the 
life-ability quadrant right top. This will be no surprise, since the scale is aimed 
explicitly at health. Still, some of the items concern outcomes rather than potency, 
in particular the items on recent enjoyment of life (last on the list). Pain and bad 
feelings are typically the result of health defects. Happiness is clearly also an out-
come. As a proper health measure, the SF-36 does not involve outer qualities. So 
the left quadrants in Scheme 11.4a remain empty.

Several other medical measures of quality of life do involve items about envi-
ronmental conditions that belong in the livability quadrant. For instance, the 
‘Quality Of Life Interview Schedule’ by Ouelette-Kuntz (1990) is about availability 
of services for handicapped persons. In this supply centered measure of the good 
life, life is better the more services are offered and the more greedily they are used. 
Likewise, the Quality of Life Index for cancer patients (Spitzer et  al. 1981) lists 
support by family and friends as a quality criterion. Some medical indexes also 
include outer effects that belong to the utility quadrant. Some typical items are: 
continuation of work tasks and support provided to intimates and fellow patients.

Scheme 11.4   Meanings measured by a Ware’s SF 36 Health Survey, b Cummins’ ‘Comprehen-
sive quality of life scale’, c Allardt’s ‘Dimensions of Welfare’: having, loving, and being, d the 
UNDP’s ‘Human Development Index’

◄
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b.	 Example of a Psychological Well-Being Scale 
Cummins (1993) sees quality of life (QOL) as an aggregate of ‘objective’ and 
‘subjective’ components. Each of these components is divided into the following 
seven domains:

•	 material well-being: measured by income, quality of house and possessions.
•	 health: measured by number of disabilities and medical consumption.
•	 productivity: measured by activities in work, education and leisure
•	 intimacy: contacts with close friends, availability of support
•	 safety: perceived safety of home, quality of sleep, worrying
•	 place in community: social activities, responsibilities, being asked for advice
•	 emotional well-being: opportunity to do/have things wanted, enjoyment of life

Overall QOL is measured using a points system, objective QOL using simple 
scores, subjective QOL using satisfaction with domains weighted by perceived impor-
tance of domains. Finally the scores on objective and subjective QOL are added.

The objective scores of this list represent typically life-chances, though the 
safety items are subjective appraisals. This item is therefore placed between brack-
ets in Scheme  11.4b. Most of the items concern environmental chances and are 
placed in the livability quadrant left top. Two items concern inner capabilities and 
are placed in the life-ability quadrant top right.

The subjective scores all refer to how the individual appreciates these aspects of 
life, and belong in the enjoyment quadrant bottom right. The Cummins scale has no 
items on overall satisfaction with life. The logic of his system produces the somewhat 
peculiar item ‘How satisfied are you with your own happiness?’ (item 7 SQOL).

The bottom left quadrant remains empty in this interpretation; however, some 
of the life-chance items can also be seen as indicative of outer results. The meas-
ures of ‘place in community’ imply not only better access to scarce resources, but 
can also denote contribution to society. Likewise, the productivity item may not 
only tap ability to work, but also the results of it. For this reason these items are 
placed in brackets in the meaning quadrant.

c.	 Example of a Sociological Measure of Individual Quality of Life 
One of the first attempts to chart quality of life in a general population was the 
made in the Scandinavia ‘Study of comparative welfare’ under the direction of 
Erik Allardt (1976). Welfare was measured using the following criteria:

•	 income
•	 housing
•	 political support
•	 social relations
•	 being irreplaceable
•	 doing interesting things
•	 health
•	 education
•	 life-satisfaction
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Allardt classified these indicators using his, now classic distinction, between 
‘having’, ‘loving’ and ‘being’. This labeling was appealing at that time, because it 
expressed the rising conviction that welfare is more than just material wealth, and 
because it fitted modish notions drawn from humanistic psychology. Though it is 
well known, the classification has not proven to be very useful.

These indicators can also be ordered in the fourfold matrix proposed here. See 
Scheme 11.4c. Most of the items belong in the left-top quadrant because they con-
cern pre-conditions for a good life rather than good living as such, and because 
these chances are in the environment rather than in the individual. This is the case 
with income, housing, political support and social relations. Two further items also 
denote chances but these are internal capabilities. This is the health factor and 
level of education. These items are placed in the top-right quadrant of personal 
life-ability. The item ‘being irreplaceable’ belongs in the utility bottom left quad-
rant. It denotes a value of life to others. The last two items belong in the enjoy-
ment bottom right quadrant. ‘Doing interesting things’ denotes appreciation of an 
aspect of life,10 while life-satisfaction concerns appreciation of life as a whole.

d.	 Example of a Measure of Socio-Economic Development Lastly an illustra-
tion using measures used in cross-national comparisons of quality of life. 
The most commonly used indicator in this field is the ‘Human Development 
Index’. This index was developed for the United Nations Development 
Program which describes the progress in all countries of the world in 
its annual ‘Human Development Reports’ (UNDP 1990). The Human 
Development Index is the major yardstick used in these reports. The basic var-
iant of this measure involves three items; note that we deal now with scores 
drawn from national statistical aggregates instead of individual responses to 
questionnaires:
•	 public wealth, measured by buying power per head.
•	 education, as measured by literacy and schooling.
•	 life-expectancy at birth

Later variants of the HDI involve further items:

•	 gender-equality measured by the so-called ‘Gender empowerment index’ 
which involves male–female ratios in literacy, school enrolment and income.

•	 poverty measured by prevalence of premature death, functional illiteracy 
and income deficiencies.

In a theoretical account of this measure the UNDP says to focus on how devel-
opment enlarges people’s choice, and there by their chances for leading long, 
healthy and creative lives (UNDP 1990, p. 9).

When placed in our fourfold matrix, this index can be seen to have three meanings. 
See Scheme 11.4d. Firstly, it is about living conditions, in the basic variant of material 

10  ‘Doing interesting things’ can also be seen as a quality in itself, especially when the person 
does not like it. In this interpretation this item should be placed in the utility quadrant, because it 
represents some kind of perfection.
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affluence in society, and in the additions also of social equality. These items belong in 
the top left quadrant. In the case of wealth it is acknowledged that this environmental 
merit is subject to diminishing utility, however, this is not so with the equalities.

Secondly, the HDI includes abilities. The education item belongs in the top 
right quadrant. Though a high level of education does not guarantee high mental 
health or art of living, it means that many citizens at least have basic knowledge. 
Lastly, the item ‘life-expectancy’ is an outcome variable and belongs in the bottom 
right quadrant. The bottom left quadrant remains empty. The UNDP’s measure of 
development does not involve specific notions about the utility of life.

The HDI is the most concise measure of quality of life in nations. Extended 
variants in this family provide more illustration; for instance, Naroll’s (1984, 
p.  73) ‘Quality of Life Index’ includes contributions to science by the country, 
which fits the utility quadrant. The index also includes suicide rates, which belong 
to the appreciation quadrant.

11.3.2 � Measures for Specific Qualities of Life

Next to these encompassing measures of quality of life there are measures that 
denote specific qualities. These indicators can also be mapped on the matrix. 
Again some illustrative examples will suffice. Scheme 11.5 presents are overview.

11.3.2.1 � Measures of Livability

Environmental life-chances are measured in two ways, by the possibilities embod-
ied in the environment as a whole, and by relative access to these opportunities. The 
former measures concern the livability of societies, such as nations or cities. These 

Scheme 11.5   Inclusive measures for specific qualities of life
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indicators are typically used in developmental policy. The latter are about relative 
advantage or deprivation of persons in these contexts, and are rooted mostly in the 
politics of redistribution. These chance estimates are seldom combined.

Contents. Measures of livability of society concern first nations; an illustrative 
example is Estes’ (1984) ‘Index of Social Progress’. This measure involves aspects 
such as wealth of the nation, peace with neighbors, internal stability and democ-
racy. The physical habitability of the land is also acknowledged. There are similar 
measures for quality of life in cities (e.g. Kunz and Siefer 1995) and regions (e.g. 
Korczak 1995). There are also livability counts for more or less ‘total’ institutions 
such as army bases, prisons, mental hospitals and geriatric residences.

Measures of relative deprivation focus on differences among citizens for such 
things as income, work and social contacts. Differences in command of these 
resources are typically interpreted as differential access to scarce resources (e.g. 
Townsend 1979).

All these measures work with points systems and summate scores based 
on different criteria in some way. A part of the measures is based on objective 
assessments and is typically derived from social statistics. Others also include self-
reports about living conditions and depend for this purpose on survey data.

Limitations. These inventories cannot really measure livability comprehen-
sively. Firstly the two kinds are seldom combined; secondly both labor under seri-
ous limitations.

Limitation number one is that the topics in these inventories do not exhaus-
tively cover environmental conditions. The indexes consist of some tens of topics 
that are deemed relevant and happen to be measurable. The inventories obviously 
lack sections on conditions we do not know of as yet. Note for example, that the 
list of environmental pathogens is growing each year. Further, not all the condi-
tions we are aware of are measurable. For instance, there are no measures for 
highly valued qualities like ‘social solidarity’ and ‘cultural variety’.

Problem number two is the significance of topics that are included. Since there is 
no complete understanding of what we really need, we can only guess at the impor-
tance of a topic. Though it is evident that we need food and shelter, it is questiona-
ble whether we need holidays and a welfare state. The choice of topics to include in 
a livability index is not based on evidence that we cannot thrive without something, 
but on the researcher’s preconceptions of the good life. Elsewhere I have proposed 
gauging the significance of livability topics by their observed effects on health and 
happiness (Veenhoven 1996). The case of the welfare state can be used to illustrate 
that point. Several livability inventories include expenditures on social security, e.g. 
Naroll’s (1984, p. 73) ‘Quality of Life Index’. Yet people appear not to thrive any 
better in nations with high social security expenditures than in comparable nations 
where state social security is modest (Veenhoven 2000b). Freedom appears to add 
more to happiness, in particular economic freedom (Veenhoven 2000c).

Problem number three is the degree of opportunities required, how many 
should an environment provide to be livable? With respect to food and tempera-
ture we know fairly well what amounts we need minimally and what we can use 
maximally. Yet, on matters of safety, schooling, freedom and wealth we know 
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little about minimum and possible maximum needs. Lacking this knowledge, most 
indexes assume that more is better.

Problem number four is that the significance of opportunities is not the same 
for everybody, but depends on capabilities. For instance, freedom in nations 
appears to add to happiness only when people are well educated (Veenhoven 
2000c). This means that topics should be given weights according to conditions. In 
practice that is hardly feasible.

Lastly there is the problem of aggregation. The aim is inclusion of all relevant 
opportunities, but the practice is a summing of a few topics. The assortment of 
topics differs considerably across inventories, and it is not clear whether one col-
lection is better than another. In fact each ideology of the good life can compose 
its own livability index.

Together this means that inclusive assessment of livability is not feasible. The 
best we can do is to make profiles of conditions deemed promising. Livability 
sum-scores make little sense.

11.3.2.2 � Measures of Life-Ability

Capabilities for living are also measured in different ways. First, there is a rich tra-
dition of health measurement, which roots the healing professions. Second, there 
is a trade in skill measurement, which serves selection within education and at 
work. Thirdly, capacities are also measured by performance at school and work.

Contents. Measures of health are, for the greater part, measures of negative 
health. There are various inventories of afflictions and functional limitations, sev-
eral of which combine physical and mental impairments. Assessments are based 
on functional tests, expert ratings and self-reports. The above mentioned SF-36 is 
an example of the latter kind of measure. In the self-report tradition general health 
is also measured by single questions. For an overview of these health measures see 
Spilker (1996). Next there are also some inventories for positive health, mainly 
self-report questionnaires in the tradition of personality assessment. Jahoda (1958) 
made the first selection of healthy traits. Verba (1988) reports a later attempt.

Measures of skillfulness concern mostly mental abilities, many of which are 
parts of so called ‘intelligence tests’. Performance tests can be considered to be 
‘objective’ assessment. A new offspring of this tradition is testing for ‘emotional 
intelligence’ (Mayor and Salovy 1993),11 which is mostly a matter of ‘subjective’ 
self-reporting. Next there are numerous tests for proficiency at work and in leisure, 
such as laying bricks or playing cards.

Lastly, many abilities manifest in real life success. School success is measured 
in years schooling and by the level of schooling achieved. People who do badly 
at school or received no formal education in all probability lack several neces-
sary abilities. In developing nations literacy is a common topic. Life-ability is also 
inferred from apparent success at work and in love.

11  The well known Bar-on (1997) EQ-tests measures positive mental health.
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Limitations. As in the case of livability, these measures do not provide a com-
plete estimate of life-ability. Again the measures are seldom combined, and we 
meet the same fundamental limitations.

Firstly, we cannot grasp all human capabilities; there are limitations to what we 
can conceive and what we can measure. Possibly the current measurement repertoire 
misses some essential talents, in particular aptitudes required for new challenges.

Secondly, we are again uncertain about the significance of topics in the invento-
ries. Possibly some of the things we learn in school are irrelevant. Valued positive 
mental health traits may actually be detrimental for coping with the problems of 
life. Unlike the case of livability, there is some significance testing in this field. 
Intelligence tests in particular are gauged by their predictive value for success 
at school and at work. Yet this validation criterion is not the most appropriate in 
this context, because success at school and work does not guarantee a happy life. 
Many of the other ability-tests available lack any validation.

Thirdly, it is typically unclear how much of the ability is optimal, more is not 
always better. As there are limitations to skill acquisition, it is the right mix that 
counts.

Fourthly, the functionality of abilities is contingent to the situation and fit with 
other traits. For instance, assertiveness is more functional in an individualistic 
society than in a collectivist culture, and fits better with an autonomous personal-
ity than in a dependent character.

Lastly, we cannot adequately estimate general ability by adding up test-scores. 
Though psychometrists dream about a general ability factor, this seems to be a sta-
tistical epi-phenomenon rather than a reality. So, also in this case we had better 
limit ourselves to quality profiles.

11.3.2.3 � Measures for Utility of Life

There are many criteria for evaluating the usefulness of a life, of which only a few 
can be quantified. When evaluating the utility of a persons life by the contribution 
that life makes to society, one aspect could be good citizenship. That quality can be 
measured by criteria such as law abidance and voluntary work. I have not yet seen 
examples of such measures. When the utility of a life is measured with its effect on 
the environment, consumption is a relevant aspect. There are several measures of 
‘green living’. It is less easy to quantify moral value. Though it is not difficult to 
see that some people’s lives stand out, there are no tools to rate the common man.

On some criteria we have better information at the aggregate level. 
Wackernagel et al. (1999) measure of ecological footprint indicates the degree to 
which citizens in a country use irreplaceable resources. Patent counts per country 
give an idea of the contribution to human progress and state participation in UN 
organizations could be seen as an equivalent of good citizenship.

Unlike the foregoing qualities of life, there have been no attempts to measure 
utility comprehensively. The obvious reason is that the criteria are too vague and 
varied. Utility is easier to conceive than to measure.
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Comprehensiveness is less of a problem when utility is measured subjectively. 
We can then assess the degree to which someone thinks of their life as useful. 
There are several questionnaires that measure subjective sense of meaning. 
Chamberlain and Zika (1988) review some of these. These questionnaires do not 
measure actual usefulness of life, but rather the person’s satisfaction with his per-
ception of the matter. Though these feelings may have some reality basis, the 
measures say more about the subjective appreciation of life; because the utility of 
one’s life is so difficult to grasp, judgment is easily overshadowed by how much 
one likes or dislikes life.12

11.3.2.4 � Measures of Appreciation of Life

It is easier to measure the subjective enjoyment of life. Since this is something 
people have in mind, we can simply ask them.13 Interrogation is mostly done by 
direct questioning via an interview or a written questionnaire. Since the focus is on 
‘how much’ the respondent enjoys life rather than ‘why’, the use of qualitative 
interview methods is limited in this field. Most assessments are self-reports in 
response to standard questions with fixed response options. There are various 
questionnaires, as well as numerous single items. Incidentally, subjective well-
being is assessed by less obtrusive methods, such as analysis of diaries and projec-
tive tests.

Contents. Many of these measures concern specific appraisals such as satisfac-
tion with one’s sex life or perceived meaning of life. As in the case of life-chances, 
these aspects cannot be meaningfully added in a whole, firstly, because satisfac-
tions cannot be assessed exhaustively and secondly, because satisfactions differ in 
significance. Yet humans are also capable of overall appraisals. As noted earlier, 
we can estimate how well we feel generally and report on that. So, encompassive 
measurement is possible in this quality quadrant.

There are various ways to ask people how much they enjoy their life-as-a-
whole. One way is to ask them repeatedly how much they enjoy it right now, and 
to average the responses. This is called ‘experience sampling’. This method has 
many advantages, but is quite expensive. The other way is to ask respondents to 
estimate how well they feel generally or to strike the balance of their life. Almost 
all the questions ever used for this purpose are stored in the ‘Catalog of Happiness 
Measures’, which is part of the ‘World Database of Happiness’ (Veenhoven 
2000a).

12  This is commonly referred to as the ‘top-down’ effect in evaluations of life. e.g. Diener 
(1984).
13  Subjective well-being is also inferred from non-verbal cues, such as smiling, and from signs 
of despair such as suicide and excessive risk taking. Unfortunately, these ‘objective’ indicators 
appear to fit subjective reports rather badly. Physical measures are not available; the ‘hedometer’ 
still waits for invention.
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Questions on enjoyment of life typically concern the current time. Most ques-
tions refer to happiness ‘these days’ or ‘over the last year’. Obviously the good life 
requires more than this, hence happiness must also be assessed over longer peri-
ods. In several contexts we must know happiness over a lifetime, or better, how 
long people live happily. Remember the above discussion of this criterion in the 
context of biology and system theory.

At the individual level it is mostly difficult to assess how long and happily peo-
ple live, because we know only when they are dead. However, at the population 
level the average number of years lived happily can be estimated by combining 
average happiness with life-expectancy. For details of this method see Veenhoven 
(1996).

Limitations? There are doubts about the value of these self-reports, in par-
ticular about interpretation of questions, honesty of answers and interpersonal 
comparability. Empirical studies, however, show reasonable validity and reli-
ability, for the details see Veenhoven (1996, pp. 19–22; 1998) and Schyns (in 
preparation).

There are also qualms about comparability of responses across cultures, and 
hence about the above-mentioned estimate of happy years of life. It is claimed 
that questions are differently understood and that response bias differs system-
atically in countries. These objections have also been checked empirically and 
appeared not to carry any weight. Many of these checks are reported in Veenhoven 
(1993).

In this case there is no problem of summation, the answer to the question about 
appreciation of life-as-a-whole suffices.

11.4 � Can Quality of Life be Measured Inclusively?

As noted in the introduction, terms like ‘quality-of-life’ and ‘well-being’ were cir-
culated to denote overall worth of life. Hence the introduction of these terms was 
followed by attempts to measure the goodness of life comprehensively. We have 
considered the meanings addressed by these inventories in Sect. 11.2.1. All assess 
overall quality of life by summing different merits and in these summations the 
qualities discerned are merged. This adding of apples and pears yields a great vari-
ety of fruit salads, each with their special flavor and devotees. Unfortunately this 
trade makes little sense.

Why Cross-Quadrant Sum-Scores Make No Sense 
Firstly, three of the four separate qualities in my scheme cannot be measured 

comprehensively. Above I have argued that exhaustive assessment is not possi-
ble in the cases of livability, life-ability and utility of life. Only happiness can be 
measured completely, because it is an overall judgment in itself. Where most of 
the components are incomplete, the sum cannot be complete either. Hence, sum-
scores are always selective, and therefore say more about a good life than about 
the good life.
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Secondly, one cannot meaningfully add ‘chances’ and ‘outcomes’. A happy 
and productive life is no better when lived in a perfect environment by a well-
endowed person, than when realized in difficult circumstances by someone who is 
handicapped.

Thirdly, sum-scores fail to appreciate the functional relationships between 
the qualities of life discerned. The value of environmental opportunities 
depends on personal capacities. An orchestra may be well equipped with vio-
lins, but if its members are horn players the musical performance will still 
be poor. Likewise, the worth of life-abilities depends on the environmen-
tal challenges for which they are needed. It is their fit that counts, rather than  
the mere amounts.

These contingencies are acknowledged in some concepts, for instance, Gerson 
(1976) defines quality-of-life as ‘harmony’ of self-interest and transcendent util-
ity. Yet this is easier said than measured. Firstly, such harmony can hardly be 
quantified, for instance, the fit of individual and environmental potentialities can-
not be observed as such, at best we can infer fit from resulting enjoyment of life. 
Secondly, there is mostly not one best fit, but several fitting configurations, for 
example collectivist and individualistic arrangements can be equally harmonious 
but still represent quite different qualities.

The above problems could partly be met if one restricts oneself to the 
few conditions and capabilities of which the mutual fit can be estimated, 
for instance if we focus on sheer material subsistence. This is close to the 
‘basic needs approach’, which is said to have formed the basis of the Human 
Development Index (UNDP 1990). Yet the HDI does not really solve the prob-
lem either.

11.4.1 � Why There is Most in Happiness

When human capacities fit environmental demands, there is a good chance that 
human needs are gratified. Only bad luck or willful deprivation can block that 
outcome. Gratification of basic needs will manifest in a stream of pleasant expe-
riences. Biologically this is a signal that we are in the ‘right pond’. In human con-
sciousness this manifests in good mood, and subsequently in satisfaction with life 
as a whole.

So, happiness is both a merit in itself, and indicative of good life-chances. 
Subjective happiness implies two things: firstly that the minimal conditions for 
humans thriving are apparently met, secondly that the fit between opportunities 
and capacities must be sufficient. Hence happiness says more about the quality of 
life-chances than the sum-scores do.

This means that at least three of the four qualities of life can be meaningfully 
summarized by the degree and duration of happiness. This is how the good life 
is characterized in the closing sentence of many fairy tales: “They lived happily  
ever after”.
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11.4.2 � Why Happiness is Not All

The proposed fourfold matrix visualizes the main limitation of that view: ignoring 
the utility quadrant. As noted above, a life can be happy but not useful or useful 
but not happy. Though these qualities often go together, they do not necessarily so.

11.5 � Discussion

This exercise started with a discussion of the confusion surrounding words for ‘the 
good life’. As a remedy I proposed a fourfold matrix classification of the qualities 
of life. This taxonomy was used to clarify the substantive meanings denoted by 
current words and measures. This worked, though it was often not possible to place 
current notions in one particular quadrant. One can see this as a weakness, i.e. the 
scheme does not fit current concepts, or as strength, it denotes new meanings.

Now there are more classifications of quality of life, which are also used to 
structure this complex field. In Sect. 11.2.3 we have reviewed a few. Is this one 
any better? It would be too much to review all the alternative classifications. Let 
it suffice to note that the major distinctions in the field are between ‘objective’ and 
‘subjective’ qualities and along disciplinary kinds; e.g. economic, social and psy-
chological well-being. A great advantage of the proposed fourfold matrix is that 
it makes more sense theoretically. The distinction between ‘chances’ and ‘results’ 
positions the merits in a functional perspective, the distinction between ‘livability’ 
and ‘life-ability’ brings the contingencies to mind. As such, this taxonomy helps us 
to see that overall quality of life cannot be seen as summed merits, but must rather 
be conceived as merit-configurations.

11.5.1 � Elusive Utilities

In this taxonomy the ‘utility’ quadrant is the most problematic. The criteria are 
quite diverse and elusive. One can see use in anything. Contrary to happiness there 
is no link with demands of human nature. The matter is in fact unmeasurable.

In an earlier paper on this subject I therefore left the category out. This left me 
with a simpler three-step scheme of (1) livability, (2) life-ability and (3) life apprecia-
tion (Veenhoven 2000d). This is in line with the utilitarian idea that the ultimate value 
is in the greatest happiness of the greatest number. Bentham will nod in his glass case.

Though clear cut, that 3-step scheme misses an important class of qualities. 
That is, the values that override sheer functionality and enjoyment. It is not pos-
sible to weave these meanings in as contributions to the happiness of other people, 
because many of them have no effect on happiness. The best I can do is acknowl-
edge the existence of these many qualities, and mark the morass on my map. 
Without forewarning we get stuck in it over and over again.
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11.5.2 � Significance of Happiness

I concluded that the most comprehensive measure for quality of life is how long 
and happy a person lives. Though happiness was not proclaimed as the only qual-
ity criterion, it was presented as the best available summary indicator. Note that 
this is not a statement of belief, but a conclusion based on assumptions about the 
nature of happiness.

I acknowledge that subjective appreciation of life is not all, because happiness 
does not guarantee that other possible values are met. That latter position must be 
nuanced in two ways: both in favor and against.

The favorable nuance is that happiness and utility do go together quite often. 
Both outcomes draw on the same opportunities. Useful living also requires tolera-
ble environmental conditions and fair individual capabilities, in many cases similar 
ones to happiness. Further, objective utility is at least partly reflected in subjective 
awareness, and as such is part of the appraisal of life as-a-whole.

In contrast, subjective enjoyment of life is not always appropriate in the given 
conditions. Though happiness works as a compass, it is not always an infallible 
tool for orientation. I do not deny that happiness results sometimes from cognitive 
distortion or chemical intoxication. Still, this is the exception rather than the rule, 
and in the long run dysfunctional happiness will destroy itself. So this problem 
applies more to short term happiness than to happy life years.

11.5.3 � Guide for Research

The taxonomy does more than just map different qualities of life. It can also be 
used to help explore their interrelations. The first step is to distinguish qualities of 
life as different phenomena; the next steps will be to chart causal effects. As such 
the scheme suggests interesting research lines. One thing we can determine is those 
conditions for happiness that also promise desirable external effects. Since there 
are probably more ways to happiness, we can then select the most ‘useful’ one.

11.6 � Conclusion

One cannot meaningfully speak about ‘quality of life’ at large. It makes more 
sense to distinguish four qualities: (1) livability of the environment, (2) life-ability 
of the person, (3) utility of life for the environment, and (4) appreciation of life by 
the person. These qualities cannot be added, hence sum-scores make little sense. 
The best available summary indicator is how long and happily a person lives.
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Abstract  The progress of nations is widely believed to enhance the happiness 
of their people. However, whether progress, as currently defined and derived, is 
increasing happiness and well-being in rich nations is problematic. The paper 
explores the relationship between economic growth and human development and 
the use of subjective measures of both life satisfaction and social quality of life as 
indicators of progress, noting the complex nature of well-being and the differences 
between personal and social perspectives. It questions whether widely used, sim-
ple measures are adequate, and whether greater happiness should, in any case, be 
regarded as the ultimate goal of progress.

Keywords  Happiness  •  Life satisfaction  •  Progress  •  Quality of life  •  Subjective 
well-being

12.1 � Introduction

Notions of progress are closely linked to notions of happiness. The Western world-
view is dominated by these concepts, which are becoming increasingly global in 
their influence. Progress is about making life better, and a happier life is an impor-
tant ingredient of a better life. Progress can take many forms: better health and 
education, greater equality and freedom, more choice and opportunity, less con-
flict and suffering, for example. However, progress in the modern era is principally 
defined in material terms—a rising standard of living—and measured as growth in 
per capita Gross National Product (GNP) or Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

This paper is not primarily concerned with the nature of happiness. Rather it 
focuses on the measurement of progress, and the use for this purpose of measures 
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of happiness and life satisfaction—and related (but not identical) qualities such as 
subjective well-being (SWB) and quality of life (QoL).

There are good grounds for equating progress with economic growth. On the 
face of it, many aspects of human development appear to be closely associated 
with material progress. For example, in a study of 101 nations, Diener and Diener 
(1995) found that wealth was significantly correlated with 26 of 32 indices of 
QoL, chosen to reflect a wide range of universal human values (including hap-
piness, equality, human rights and social justice). Only two—suicide and carbon 
dioxide emissions (an environmental indicator)—were adversely associated with 
wealth. The correlation between per capita GDP and total QoL (the mean value of 
the 32 QoL variables) was 0.79 (p < 0.001). Almost two-thirds (62 %) of the vari-
ance in the total QoL of nations could be explained by income. In another study, 
Diener and Suh (1997) noted that per capita purchasing power of nations was so 
closely related to a composite Advanced QoL Index (made up of variables such 
as physicians per capita, savings rate, income equality and environmental treaties) 
(r = 0.91, p < 0.001), that many would be led to ‘accept the notion that economic 
indicators are sufficient and that we do not need any further indicators’.

By the standard of material progress the world has done extraordinarily well 
over the past two centuries. Economic growth has been a global phenomenon since 
the early 19th century, raising living standards and life expectancy in all continents 
(Maddison 1995, 2000). The average annual growth in world per capita real income 
has been about 20 times greater since 1820 than it was in the preceding eight centu-
ries. Average world GDP per capita increased 8-fold between 1820 and 1992.

However, growth has been much faster in the West than in ‘the Rest’ (Maddison 
1995). Since 1820, per capita income has increased 13-fold in Western Europe, 
17-fold in its Western offshoots (US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand), 10-fold 
in Southern Europe, 6-fold in Eastern Europe (where income fell after the col-
lapse of communism), 7-fold in Latin America, 6-fold in Asia and Oceania, and 
3-fold in Africa. Africa’s average per capita income was about the same in 1992 as 
that in Western Europe in 1820. There are, of course, marked differences between 
countries within the same region; Japan’s per capita income rose almost 28-fold 
between 1820 and 1992 to rank third behind the United States and Switzerland.

It is in this pattern of growth that a fundamental problem with material pro-
gress emerges—growing global inequality. According to Maddison (1995, 2000), 
the economic ‘edge’ the West had over ‘the Rest’ was about 2:1 in 1820 and it 
has continued to grow since. The ratio of incomes between the richest and poorest 
regions was less than 3:1 in 1820, and grew steadily to 16:1 in 1992. The long-
term divergence between the richest and poorest countries is even greater, increas-
ing from over 3:1 to 72:1.

This pattern of unequal progress has two important global implications for 
QoL. The first is environmental: along with population growth, the major causes 
of global environmental degradation are extreme poverty, on the one hand, and 
excessive consumption, on the other (World Commission on Environment and 
Development 1987, pp. 1–23). The environmental sustainability of economic 
progress is important for long-term QoL. A wide range of indicators shows that, 
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globally, we are still moving away from ecological sustainability, not towards it 
(Eckersley 1998a).

For example, the Living Planet Index of the World Wide Fund for Nature (1998), 
based on an assessment of forest, freshwater and marine ecosystems, declined by 
about 30 % between 1970 and 1995, ‘meaning that the world has lost nearly a third 
of its natural wealth in that time’. WWF also says that, globally, consumption pres-
sure, a measure of the impact of people on natural ecosystems based on resource 
consumption and pollution data, is increasing by about 5 % a year. At this rate, con-
sumption pressure will double in about 15 years. The United Nations Environment 
Program (1997), in its first review of the global environmental outlook, says that 
the earth’s environment is continuing to degrade. ‘Significant environmental prob-
lems remain deeply embedded in the socio-economic fabric of all societies in all 
regions. Progress towards a global sustainable future is just too slow.’

The second point about the current global pattern of growth is its striking inap-
propriateness given the evidence that material progress continues to have much 
to offer poorer nations, but appears to be increasingly irrelevant, even hostile, to 
well-being in rich nations. For example, Wilkinson (1994, 1998, 1999) has shown 
that in rich nations, health is influenced more by income distribution than aver-
age income levels. Diener and Diener (1995) found a ‘ceiling effect’ with many 
of their QoL variables, with increasing income conferring large benefits at low 
income levels, but little if any benefit at high income levels. Max-Neef (1995) has 
proposed a ‘threshold hypothesis’ for the relationship between economic growth 
and human welfare: for every society there seems to be a period in which eco-
nomic growth (as conventionally measured) brings about an improvement in QoL, 
but only up to a point—the threshold point—beyond which, if there is more eco-
nomic growth, QoL may begin to deteriorate.

Further evidence of a weakening nexus between growth and well- being 
comes from the development of new measures of progress, such as the Index of 
Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) and Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), 
that adjust GDP for a range of social, economic and environmental factors that 
GDP either ignores or measures inappropriately (Eckersley 1998a; Halstead 1998; 
Hamilton 1998). These include income distribution, unpaid housework and volun-
tary work, loss of natural resources, and the costs of unemployment, crime and 
pollution. These ‘GDP analogues’ show that trends in GDP and social welfare, 
once moving together, have diverged since the 1970s in all (Western) countries for 
which they have been constructed. While per capita GDP has continued to climb, 
the GPI and ISEW have levelled off or fallen.

In contrast with this situation of developed nations, UNICEF says that for at 
least one billion people in the developing world, material progress holds out the 
hope of adequate food, clean water, safe sanitation, decent housing, reliable health 
care, and at least a basic education (Adamson 1993). ‘This is a definition of pro-
gress which remains entirely valid’, it says. ‘And it is one with which the rest of 
the world must keep faith.’ UNICEF says efforts by governments to meet basic 
human needs have been less than all-out. And yet by any realist standard, the 
progress made in the developing world in the last 40 years has been remarkable. 



230 R. Eckersley

In little more than one generation, average real incomes have more than dou-
bled; child death rates have been more than halved; malnutrition rates have been 
reduced by about 30 %; life expectancy has increased by about a third; the pro-
portion of children enrolled in primary school has risen from less than a half to 
more than three-quarters; and the percentage of rural families with access to safe 
water has risen from less than 10 % to more than 60 %. The task to meet minimum 
human needs is, UNICEF says, more achievable now than ever before.

However, there are important qualifications to this conventional picture of the 
benefits of material progress:

•	 Not all the gains are a product of increasing wealth. Many social changes have 
accompanied economic growth, but have not necessarily been a direct conse-
quence of growth, or have had impacts independent of growth. These include 
the growth of scientific knowledge, technological innovation, advances in social 
justice and equality, and an expanded role of government in improving living 
conditions (in health, hygiene, education and welfare support, for example). 
These changes contributed greatly to increasing human well-being.

•	 Some of the improvements in health and well-being have become cheaper with 
time as knowledge has increased and technology improved. Extra years of life 
cost less now than they used to (Wilkinson 1998). Furthermore, it can take only 
a little wealth to produce improvements in health and education standards, as 
the oft-cited example of the Indian State of Kerala shows (Sen 1993). Despite a 
low per capita GDP, Kerala has substantially increased life expectancy and lit-
eracy and reduced birth rates through a strong commitment to public health and 
education.

•	 Periods of rapid economic growth can be associated with diminished QoL, 
even in early stages of development. In a study of England during the Industrial 
Revolution, Szreter (1997) demonstrates that rapid economic growth, far from 
leading inevitably to development, can result in the ‘four Ds’ of disruption, dep-
rivation, disease and death, because of its impact on social and political stability 
and order.

Some of these (and other) considerations are reflected in a study by Easterly 
(1997), using 95 QoL indicators covering seven areas—individual rights and 
democracy, political instability and war, education, health, transport and commu-
nication, class and gender inequality, and ‘bads’ such as crime and pollution—
over up to four time periods from 1960 to 1990. Easterly wanted to see if, as he 
expected, ‘life during growth gets better’. Consistent with other research, virtually 
all the indicators showed QoL across nations to be positively associated with per 
capita income. However, when he analysed the data further to take account of vari-
ous ‘country effects’, he found growth had an impact on QoL that was significant, 
positive and more important than exogenous shifts for only a few of the 95 indi-
cators. While Easterly speculates that the most plausible explanation is that there 
are long and variable time lags that prevented the detection of the ‘true’ relation-
ship between growth and improvements in life, he admits disappointment: ‘For the 
large majority of indicators, I am unable to detect a medium- run improvement in 
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life during growth’. Life is getting better, he says, not primarily because of growth, 
but because of time.

This said, my central concern in this paper is not to challenge concepts of pro-
gress as may be evident in differences between developing and developed nations 
today, or between developed nations 200  years ago and now. It is to examine 
whether the current dominant strategy of Western nations of continuing to base 
progress so fundamentally on economic growth is the best approach to improving 
human welfare.

Economic growth is the driving dynamic of modern societies. Current govern-
ment policy is underpinned by the belief that wealth creation comes first because it 
increases our capacity to meet other, social objectives. This is a model of progress 
as a pipeline: pump more wealth in one end and more welfare or well-being flows 
out the other. However, any consideration of progress must address the core issue 
of whether, where and in what ways economic growth, as currently defined and 
derived, is making people happier. It must also ask if the pursuit of happiness is, in 
itself, a sufficient goal of progress.

Within this broad context of material progress, the paper examines in detail 
two different subjective measures of QoL—personal and social—and how they 
are shaped by objective social conditions. QoL relates to total well-being, the 
condition or state of being well, contented and satisfied with life. Personal QoL 
(or SWB) reflects an individual’s cognitive and affective evaluation of his or her 
life. Social QoL, however, may be a more diffuse perception, reflecting people’s 
assessment of average personal QoL and/or how social conditions are affecting 
personal QoL—that is, how well society and social institutions are meeting human 
needs and desires. Social QoL might combine, say, a judgement of whether peo-
ple in general are more satisfied with an observation on whether the gap between 
rich and poor is widening, or whether people are working harder, which will then 
affect people’s personal QoL.

12.2 � Subjective Personal Quality of Life

Given that QoL includes how people think and feel about their lives, it has been 
argued that attempts to measure well-being must include people’s own subjective 
judgement as well as the objective factors that influence QoL (Diener and Suh 
1997; Diener et al. 1999). As already noted, many QoL indices are correlated to 
economic performance indicators. However, the correlations are much stronger 
for objective QoL measures than for subjective measures. Indeed, one of the most 
striking findings of research into SWB is the often small correlation with objective 
resources and conditions (Diener and Suh 1997; Diener et al. 1999). One recent 
estimate is that external circumstances account for only about 15 % of the variance 
in SWB (Diener et al. 1999).

This applies to income: there does not appear to be strong causal connection 
between income and happiness (Myers and Diener 1995, 1996; Diener et al. 1999). 
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Thus, the proportion of people in developed nations who are happy or satisfied 
with their lives has remained stable over the past several decades, even though they 
have become, on average, much richer. Only in the poorest countries is income 
a good indicator of SWB. In most nations the correlation is small, with even the 
very rich being only slightly happier than the average person. People in rich coun-
tries are happier than those in poor nations, but the differences may be due, at 
least in part, to factors other than wealth, such as literacy, democracy and equality. 
Increased income matters to SWB when it helps people meet basic needs; beyond 
that the relationship becomes more complex.

In a recent review of research on SWB, Diener et al. (1999) conclude that there 
is no simple answer to what causes happiness. Instead, there is a complex inter-
play between genes and environment, between life events and circumstances, cul-
ture, personality, goals and various adaptation and coping strategies. QoL has been 
defined as ‘the gap between a person’s expectations and achievements’ (Calman, 
cited in Katschnig et al. 1997, p. 10). The evidence suggests that people adjust 
goals and expectations and use illusions and rationalisations to maintain over-
time a relatively stable, and positive, rating of life satisfaction or QoL. In other 
words, as Cummins (1998, 2000a; Cummins and Nistico, under review) argues, 
life satisfaction is held under homeostatic control. This does not mean that social, 
economic and political developments do not affect SWB, but that the relationship 
between the objective and subjective realms is not linear. For example, Cummins 
(2000b, c) has shown that under normal conditions there is only a very weak rela-
tionship between income or health and SWB. However, under adverse conditions 
such as sustained financial hardship or chronic, serious ill health, homeostasis 
breaks down and SWB falls to below-normal levels.

The nature of SWB presents an important limitation on the use of standard 
measures of happiness or life satisfaction as a way of assessing and comparing 
national performance and progress: the measures represent a ‘buffered’ view of 
reality and so present a false, or at least incomplete, picture of social conditions 
(note how often the word ‘illusion’ occurs in this discussion). A detailed critique 
of the measures is beyond the scope of this paper. Veenhoven (for example, 1991, 
1996, 1999) has presented a cogent and comprehensive defence of measures of life 
satisfaction and happiness as social indicators. However, I want to give several, 
different illustrations of their limitations as measures of progress.

Pusey (1998) asked ‘middle Australians’, who were the winners and losers 
from ‘the economic change that Australia has experienced over the last 15 years or 
so’. The proportion saying ‘people like me’ were losers was considerably smaller 
than that for ‘ordinary people generally’, ‘people in the middle’ or ‘wage and sal-
ary earners’, while the proportion saying ‘people like me’ were winners was corre-
spondingly higher than for the other categories. In other words, people responded 
more positively when they were asked to classify themselves as winners or losers.

Surveys of people’s perceptions of health services consistently reveal wide-
spread satisfaction (like surveys of life, about 80 % claim to be satisfied). Yet qual-
itative studies have shown that many people mitigate negative experiences, which 
are then translated into expression of satisfaction, and so remain effectively hidden 
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in patient satisfaction surveys (Williams 1994; Williams et al. 1998). Many sur-
veys of health services, Williams (1994) argues, provide only an illusion of con-
sumer satisfaction, ‘producing results which tend only to endorse the status quo’. 
Are surveys of life satisfaction doing the same?

The positive bias in life satisfaction measures is also evident if we compare sat-
isfaction levels with other survey findings, including of mental health. Public sur-
veys in Australia consistently indicate that about 5 % of people, or less, say they 
are unhappy or dissatisfied with their lives (Eckersley 2000a). Yet in other sur-
veys, about 20 % of people agreed their lives were ‘coming apart at the seams’—
a rather stronger statement about QoL than admitting to dissatisfaction, one 
would think (Eckersley 1988). Mental health surveys show that almost 20  % of 
Australians experienced mental health problems in previous 12 months (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 1998).

To take another example, this time focusing on young people, a recent survey 
found 89 % per cent of students aged 13–15 in Victoria, Australia, were satisfied 
with ‘their life in general these days’ (Gatehouse Project, Centre for Adolescent 
Health, Melbourne; personal communication with George Patton). However, 
another study, again in Victoria and undertaken at about the same time, found 
25–40  % of students 11–18 experienced in the previous 6  months feelings of 
depression, worries about weight, worries about self-confidence, troubles sleep-
ing, and not having enough energy (Waters et al. 1999). A survey of students aged 
11–15 in 28 mostly European countries reported similar findings: while the vast 
majority (over 90 % in many nations) reported feeling healthy and happy, signifi-
cant minorities (reaching majorities for some countries, ages and complaints) admit-
ted to ‘feeling low’ and having headaches and stomach aches at least once a week, 
and to feeling tired most days of the week (Currie et al. 2000). To take 15-year-old 
American and Swedish girls as examples, 49  % and 45  %, respectively, reported 
feeling low at least once a week, 38 and 32 % feeling tired in the morning four or 
more times a week, and 57 and 53 % having a headache at least once a week.

In contrast to the findings of the stability of life satisfaction over time, there 
is good evidence that psychosocial problems including substance abuse, depres-
sion and suicidal behaviour have increased among young people in almost all 
Western nations over the past 50  years (Rutter and Smith 1995). Some of these 
increases are large by epidemiological standards. In Australia, for example, the 
male youth suicide rate has more than tripled and the rate of drug-overdose deaths 
has increased more than six-fold over recent decades (Eckersley 1997, 1998b). 
Implicit in notions of progress is the expectation that the young are the major ben-
eficiaries; the evidence suggest they are, instead, paying most of the price.

The comparison between health and SWB can be taken further. The two con-
ditions are related, but while it is, by definition, impossible to measure SWB 
objectively, this is possible with health. This gives us an insight into how and why 
subjective responses can differ from objective measures of the same thing. In gen-
eral population samples, SWB correlates significantly with self-reported health, 
but not objective health (Diener et al. 1999). And subjective health does not neces-
sarily correlate well with objective health.
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People will claim good health even in the face of chronic illness and severe 
disability (Blaxter 1997). Indigenous Australians report similar or better health 
than other Australians, but their death rates are about three times higher and their 
average life expectancy is 20  years lower (Mathers and Douglas 1998). In the 
1991–1993 World Values Survey, 79 % of people in the US rated their health as 
good or very good; in Japan, only 44 % did (Basanez et al. 1998; variable 83). Yet 
the Japanese have a life expectancy about four years longer than Americans, plac-
ing them at opposite ends of the life-expectancy spectrum of developed nations. 
Self-reported health can vary across cultures and over time because of differences 
in perceptions and expectations of health, making comparisons between different 
populations problematic.

Beyond—or perhaps part of—the illusions and other cognitive devices we use 
to maintain life satisfaction is the ‘mask’ we all present to the outside world—the 
public face which hides a different private person. This mask may conceal most in 
those individuals who outwardly appear happiest and most successful, those whom 
modern society most celebrates and holds up for admiration. A review of a biog-
raphy of the famous American entertainer, Danny Kaye, described the book as ‘a 
thorough study of a cruelly mean-spirited, sadly insecure manic depressive who 
came across to the world at large as a generous, outgoing, happy and well-adjusted 
fellow’ (Gottfried 1995).

Erikson Bloland (1999), in a study of her famous father, the celebrated psycholo-
gist Erik Erikson, contrasts the public man—charismatic, confident, concerned, 
compassionate, an authority on the psychological development of children and 
adolescents—with the private person—insecure, vulnerable, plagued by feelings 
of self-doubt and inadequacy, stricken by his inability to soothe and comfort his 
own children. She notes how often fame and success mask a sense of personal fail-
ure and isolation, and are driven by a longing for human connection and intimacy. 
Erikson Bloland (a psychoanalyst) discusses the psychology of the need to idealise 
others as well as the need to be idealised. She suggests people hide behind the illu-
sion that they are larger than life out of fear of acknowledging to others how needy 
and inadequate they sometimes feel. ‘The need to appear larger than life—like the 
need to believe in the superhuman status of others—helps us to cope in a frighten-
ing universe, but it also limits our capacity for intimacy.’ The difference between the 
public and private person raises an interesting question: if we measured, say, Danny 
Kaye’s or Erik Erikson’s SWB or happiness, which person would we be measuring?

I want to stress that my intention in raising these matters is not to argue that 
standard measures of happiness or life satisfaction are invalid or meaningless. The 
contrasting findings cited above are not necessarily incompatible. Life satisfaction 
is only one dimension of SWB, distinct from pleasant and unpleasant affect (moods 
and emotions) which are, in turn, partly independent of each other (Myers and 
Diener 1995; Diener et al. 1999). So the studies are not measuring the same quality.

Another factor is that life satisfaction surveys are measuring point prevalence, 
the mental health studies 12 or 6-month prevalence. A third consideration is 
that, given that relatively high SWB is normal, we may need to regard the group 
in the middle of life satisfaction scales (5–15  % of people), not just those who 
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are unequivocally unhappy or dissatisfied, as being psychologically vulnerable. 
Nonetheless, the comparisons show that measures of personal QoL do not present 
a complete and accurate picture of the relationships between social conditions and 
well-being.

In summary then, there are several aspects of measures of SWB or happiness 
that present a problem for their use as indicators of progress—of whether life is 
getting better or worse. These are the relative stability of SWB despite dramatic 
social, cultural and economic changes in recent decades; the complex, non-linear 
relationship between objective conditions and subjective states; and the positive 
biases in measures of SWB.

12.3 � Subjective Social Quality of Life

The concerns about the use of personal QoL to measure national progress point 
to the need for other subjective measures of QoL. Social (or societal) QoL relates 
to people’s perceptions, not of their own lives, but of life in their community or 
nation, of how they think people in general are faring. I have argued elsewhere 
that this is a quite different category of measurement (Eckersley 1999a, 2000a). 
Subjective measures of social QoL appear to have been used much less often than 
personal measures such as life satisfaction and happiness.

Because it is an attempt to assess progress, the central questions about social 
QoL have been framed to identify trends, not states. This may be a crucial differ-
ence: we are not attempting to measure how full a glass of water is, but whether 
the level is rising or falling. This is what matters in seeking to evaluate progress. 
It is also an easier judgement to make because the question includes a benchmark 
or standard—QoL at some time in the past—which is usually absent in questions 
about states.

In marked contrast to studies of how people feel about their own lives, polls 
of how they feel about social trends yield much more negative findings. A June 
1997 national poll found that 52 % of Australians believed ‘the overall quality of 
life of people in Australia, taking into account social, economic and environmen-
tal conditions and trends’ was getting worse. Only 13 % thought life was getting 
better; 33 % said it was staying about the same and 2 % did not know or did not 
answer (Eckersley 1998a, 1999a, 2000a). In a May 1999 poll, the proportion of 
people saying life was getting better increased to 24 % and that saying it was stay-
ing about the same rose to 38 %, while the percentage saying it was getting worse 
fell to 36 %; 2 % did not know or answer (Eckersley 1999a, 2000a). Demographic 
differences, small in 1997, also widened in some cases—for example, differences 
between low and high income groups in the percentage saying life was getting bet-
ter rose from 10 to 21 % points (see Fig. 12.1).

The same question was asked again in January 2000, this time by The Australian 
newspaper (personal communication with Mike Steketee, national affairs editor, 
The Australian, Sydney; The Weekend Australian, 17–18 June 2000, p. 22). The 
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percentage saying life was getting better had again risen, to 31 %. The percentage 
choosing worse was almost unchanged at 34 %, while that saying life was about 
the same fell to 34 %; 1 % were uncommitted. The same market research company, 
Newspoll, conducted all three QoL polls, using a random telephone survey of 1,200 
Australians aged 18 and over in all Australian States and in both city and country 
areas. The results were weighted to reflect the population distribution.

In a follow up to the QoL trend question in the 1999 poll, people were asked 
‘in about what decade do you think overall quality of life in Australia has been 
at its highest’: 24 % chose the 1990s, 25 % the 1980s, 23 % the 1970s, 13 % the 
1960s, 6 % the 1950s, and 2 % before the 1950s. Not surprisingly, the results were 
strongly age-related, with people tending to spread their choice over the decades 
they have personally experienced (see Fig.  12.2). There was a good fit between 
the responses to the two questions: most of those who choose the 1990s as the 
best decade also thought life was getting better; those who choose the 1980s as the 
best decade were most likely to think QoL was staying about the same; and most 
of those who thought the 1970s or earlier were the best time believed QoL was 
declining (see Table 12.1).

As already noted, QoL questions based on a social, rather than personal, per-
spective appear to be rare. The only comparable question I have found so far was 
used in the US in 1999 as part of a wide-ranging survey of Americans’ views on 
the last and next century (Pew 1999). Despite a generally upbeat mood, only a 
minority (44 %)said life in America had got better since the 1950s (30 % worse, 
26 % same/don’t know). Consistent with general differences between personal and 
social perspectives, however, 63 % said their own lives were better than the lives 
of their families in the 1950s.

Fig. 12.1   Percentage saying 
life is getting better, by 
household income (Eckersley 
1999a)
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While the Australian polls do not offer an explanation for the improvement in 
public mood in the past 2–3 years, the result is consistent with other recent sur-
vey findings (Eckersley 1999a). Electoral anger and resentment, pronounced in 
the mid-1990s, appear to have abated, turning instead into indifference. The pub-
lic standing of different occupations suggests that trust in those with financial and 
political power and influence—politicians, lawyers, business executives, bank 
managers and journalists—bottomed in 1997–1998 and is now rising again.

Mackay (1999) says that, superficially Australians are quite chirpy, but the 
mood is fragile and co-exists with a pessimism that still runs deep in the national 
psyche. He attributes the better spirits to a tendency to disengage from a difficult 
and complex national agenda and focus on the personal domains of life; an adap-
tation to the changes reshaping Australian society; the long-awaited pull of the 
new millennium; and Australia’s continuing strong economic performance. These 
trends could explain, not only the overall lift in social QoL, but also the widening 
income gap in perceptions, with those who are well-off showing less concern for 
the worse-off, better able to enjoy the ‘good life’, and reaping more benefits from 
the economic changes taking place.

The improvement in public perceptions between mid-1999 and early 2000 
could reflect a continuation of the longer-term trend and/or the effect on 
people’s mood of the holiday season and celebration of the new century and 
millennium. The 2000 poll was conducted on 14–16 January, in the middle of 
Australia’s summer holiday season, which extends from Christmas to Australia 
Day on 26 January. It is a time when Australians focus on the beach, parties, 
international cricket tests, the Australian Open tennis competition and other 
pleasant distractions from the business of life (so reinforcing the trend Mackay 
has detected).

To summarise, it would appear that questions about social QoL are tapping 
public perceptions about long-term trends. However, people’s opinions are influ-
enced by personal attributes and circumstances and relatively short-term shifts in 
social conditions and public mood. Ideally, we would like to measure some ‘base-
line’ perception about social QoL that does not fluctuate too much over the short 
term. But perhaps there is no such thing, and subjective assessments of overall 
QoL are just that, with people’s views of the long term varying over the short term 
as their moods and perceptions alter. Only a long time series will allow us to deter-
mine if there is a long-term change in perceptions.

Table 12.1   Perceptions of quality of life and best decade, 1999

Decade Response (%) 1990s 1980s 1970s 1960s 1950s Before 1950s

Better 51 18 11 14 10 11
Same 40 47 34 33 33 21
Worse 9 34 54 50 55 66
None/don’t know 1 1 2 4 3 2

Percentage choosing each decade who think life is getting better, worse or staying the same 
(Eckersley 1999a)
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12.4 � Social Quality of Life and Progress

While subjective measures of personal QoL are biased towards the positive, it is 
possible those of social QoL are biased in the other direction (Eckersley 1999a, 
2000a). Perceptions of social QoL could reflect a worldview jaundiced by dysto-
pian images of the future, the media’s focus on bad news, and a tendency to take 
improvements in QoL for granted and to focus instead on aspects of life that have 
deteriorated or have not met rising expectations. Nevertheless, there is evidence 
that perceptions of social QoL are grounded in changes in the nature of modern 
life, both fundamental and specific, objective and subjective. Even the often dark 
visions many people have of humanity’s future could be, in part, an expression of 
anxieties about the present which may be ill-defined, but nonetheless deeply felt; 
by projecting these concerns into the future, they can described in fictional, more 
concrete forms (Eckersley 1999b).

Diener and Suh (1997) note that the central elements of well-being are based 
on the context of people’s most important values and goals: ‘SWB is most likely 
to be experienced when people work for and make progress towards personal 
goals that derive from their important values.’ Similarly, perceptions about social 
QoL appear to be fundamentally about values, priorities and goals—both per-
sonal and national—and the degree of congruence between them. The relationship 
between social QoL and values emerges from both quantitative and qualitative 
research in Australia and the US, which I have described elsewhere (Eckersley 
1999a, 2000a).

Some research makes this link explicit; more usually it is implicit in people’s 
unease about the moral state of modern society. The research suggests a deep ten-
sion between people’s professed values and the lifestyle promoted by modern 
Western societies. Many people are concerned about the greed, excess and materi-
alism they believe drive society today, underlie many social ills, and threaten their 
children’s future. They are yearning for a better balance in their lives, believing 
that when it comes to things like freedom and material abundance, they don’t seem 
to ‘know where to stop’ or now have ‘too much of a good thing’.

Recent polling in the US has added to this picture of moral angst (Gallup 1999). 
It found that 49 % of Americans believed there was a moral crisis in the US, while 
another 41 % believed there were major moral problems. Asked about the changes 
in moral and cultural values since the 1960s, 32 % thought that on the whole the 
changes had been good because the country had become more tolerant, while 64 % 
thought they were bad because it had become too permissive. Only 23 % admitted 
to being optimistic about future moral and ethical standards in the US, while 43 % 
were pessimistic. Another survey, of Americans’ assessment of the last and next 
centuries, also found that their misgiving about their country today were focused 
on the moral climate, ‘with people from all walks of life looking sceptically on the 
ways in which the country has changed both culturally and spiritually’ (Pew 1999).

These concerns persist despite a more buoyant public mood in the US today 
compared to the mid-1990s—71  % of Americans were satisfied ‘with the way 
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things are going in the US at this time’ in February 1999, an all-time high and up 
from 24 % in January 1996 (by May 1999, the proportion had dropped to 51 %, 
but rose again to 69 % in January 2000) (Gallup 1998–2000). There is a prevailing 
sense that the past century has been one of economic and technological triumph 
for America, and an optimism that this will continue in the century ahead (Pew 
1999).

The moral qualms may not, however, be new. The Gallup data suggest that 
moral pessimists have always outnumbered optimists, at least as far back as the 
1970s, although the gap between them has widened (Gallup 1999). And while, in 
another survey, only 32 % professed to be satisfied with the honesty and standards 
of behaviour of American s, and 63 % were dissatisfied, the results do not reveal 
a marked shift in sentiment between the early 1960s and late 1990s (Washington 
Post/Kaiser/Harvard 1998). On the other hand, in the same survey, the 1950s 
easily top scored as the decade, between the 1920s and 1990s, in which people 
thought American values and morals were particularly good: 28  % chose the 
1950s, with nominations declining on either side (only 3 % chose the 1990s). And 
asked if young people today had as strong a sense of right and wrong as they did, 
say, 50 years ago, 78 % of Americans said ‘no’ in 1998, compared to only 34 % in 
1952.

A confounding influence on these results is that most people tend to see them-
selves as more moral than other people (Halpern 1995; see Eckersley 2000a, 
for examples of this). When they see others transgress, they tend to hold them 
morally responsible; when they themselves transgress, they tend to blame the 
circumstances, and to regard the transgression as an exception rather than a 
‘falsification’ of their values. Halpern says this tendency might help to explain 
the historical tendency of most generations to see the world in a state of moral 
decline. This illusion—perhaps another of those used to maintain SWB—could 
be an important source of negative bias in social QoL. Nevertheless, the moral 
trends that worry people, such as increasing consumerism and individualism, are 
also real.

So if perceptions about QoL are linked to perceptions about morality and eth-
ics, and while survey results indicate a widespread dismay about moral standards 
today, the evidence is mixed about whether this dismay is increasing. We also have 
to remember that being subjective assessments, the benchmarks are also likely to 
change over time: what is considered moral today is not necessarily what was con-
sidered moral in the past. Indeed, given the general trend towards greater moral 
autonomy, plurality and tolerance, we might have expected perceptions of moral 
standards to have improved (that they haven’t might be further evidence of a nega-
tive bias in moral judgments about society).

Beyond the abstract dimension of morality, surveys reveal more tangible 
dimensions to people’s concerns about ‘progress’ and its impact on QoL, both per-
sonal and social. These are consistent with findings about perceived overall social 
QoL, but are not apparent in the trends in personal QoL.

The 1999 survey of QoL in Australia asked people to rate the importance of 
several factors in improving their own personal QoL (Eckersley 1999a). It found 
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that 75 % rated as very important ‘being able to spend more time with your fam-
ily and friends’ and 66 % ‘having less stress and pressure in your life’. Only 38 % 
rated as very important ‘having more money to buy things’ and 36 % feeling they 
were ‘doing more for the community’. The 2000 survey by The Australian news-
paper framed this question in a different way, asking people if there was more or 
less of these factors in people’s lives now compared to ten years ago (Steketee, 
personal communication). Despite the festive season, 91 % said there was more 
stress and pressure; 68  % said people had less time to spend with family and 
friends; 51 % said there was less caring for the needs of the community; but 49 % 
said people had more money to buy things (see Table 12.2).

In response to other questions in The Australian poll, 55  % said the distri-
bution of wealth in Australia was less fair now than 10  years ago (10  % more 
fair, 28 % no difference); 83 % agreed the rich were getting richer and the poor 
poorer (13 % disagreed); 57 % said there was a greater proportion of rich peo-
ple in Australia now compared to ten years ago and 70  % a greater proportion 
of poor people; 70 % said they would prefer ‘the gap between the rich and the 
poor to get smaller’ over ‘the overall wealth of Australia to grow as fast as pos-
sible’ (28 % preferred growth); 79 % said Australians workers were less secure 
in keeping their jobs compared to ten years ago (10  % more secure, 9  % no 
difference).

There are other streams of research that also raise, although more indirectly, 
questions about contemporary social conditions and trends and whether they rep-
resent ‘progress’. Modern western culture is characterised by individualism, con-
sumerism, economism and the ‘postmodern’ qualities of relativism, pluralism, 
transience, ambivalence, ambiguity, fragmentation and contingency. Many of these 
characteristics would appear, on the basis of the psychological literature, to be 
harmful to well-being through their influence on values, goals, expectations and 
other qualities important to well-being such as hope, purpose, meaning, belonging, 
predictability and coherence (Eckersley 1999a, 2000b).

Arguably, modern Western culture promotes inappropriate and conflicting 
values and goals, encourages unrealistic expectations, and makes other qualities 

Table 12.2   Perceptions of trends in QoL factors over last 10 years

Response
Stress and pressure  
in people’s lives

Money to  
buy things

Caring for the Needs  
of the community

Time to spend with  
family and friends

Lot more 66 16 10 7
Little more 25 33 24 14
Total more 91 49 34 21
Little less 1 20 24 34
Lot less 2 19 27 34
Total less 3 39 51 68
Uncommitted 6 12 15 11

Percentage saying there is more or less of each factor in Australia now compared to ten years ago 
(Mike Steketee, The Australian, Sydney; personal communication)
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harder to achieve. As consumerism (which drives economic growth) reaches 
increasingly beyond the acquisition of things to the enhancement of the person, 
the goal of marketing becomes not only to make people dissatisfied with what 
they have, but also with who they are. A great deal of consumption today (beyond 
meeting basic needs) is morally located within what have traditionally and uni-
versally been regarded as vices: pride (self-centredness), envy and avarice, to say 
nothing of lust and anger. Virtues such as moderation, patience, prudence (good 
sense) and compassion have little place in a world of hyper-consumerism.

Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996; Kasser in press) have shown that people for 
whom ‘extrinsic goals’ such as fame, fortune and glamour are a priority in life 
tend to experience more anxiety and depression and lower overall well-being than 
people oriented towards ‘intrinsic goals’ of close relationships, self-acceptance and 
contributing to the community. People with extrinsic goals tend to have shorter 
relationships with friends and lovers, and relationships characterized more by 
jealousy and less by trust and caring. Referring to ‘a dark side of the American 
dream’, the authors say that the culture in some ways seems to be built on pre-
cisely what turned out to be detrimental to mental health.

In more recent research, Kasser and a colleague have also demonstrated signifi-
cant correlations between materialistic values and social alienation (Khanna and 
Kasser, in preparation; personal communication with Tim Kasser, Knox College, 
Illinois). One of the two measures of alienation they used was a 12-item scale that 
included statements such as, ‘In order to relate to others, I often have to put on a 
mask’, and ‘I’m not in tune with most people around me’. Similarly, Saunders and 
Munro (2000) found consumerism and materialism were positively correlated with 
depression, anxiety and anger; materialism was also negatively correlated with life 
satisfaction. While these correlations do not prove that materialism and related 
values cause a deterioration in well-being, they do suggest their cultural promo-
tion is not conducive to it. The cause-effect relationship is likely to be complex 
and two-way. In any event, these findings are hard to reconcile with the belief that 
material progress in already rich nations is improving QoL.

There is often an assumption, explicit or implicit, in the SWB literature that 
happiness is an unqualified good, and the more happiness the better. While the 
desire for happiness seems to be part of human nature, the importance attached 
to happiness, what we believe it to be and how it is found are shaped by culture. 
The Greek philosopher, Epicurus, and later philosophers such as John Locke, 
stressed the importance of prudence to happiness. Today, as Csikszentmihalyi 
(1999) observes, our notion of a happy life ‘amounts to little more than a thought-
less hedonism, a call to do one’s thing regardless of consequences, a belief that 
whatever feels good at the moment must be worth doing’. Even if this is not the 
path to ‘true’ happiness, there can be no denying the power of the deception. And 
even if we accept that the pursuit of happiness is a legitimate goal, we should still 
question the extent to which we focus on maximised happiness (like maximised 
wealth) as the bottom line of progress, the supreme good.

Part of the conflict inherent in modern notions of progress concerns the social 
contract on which all societies rely—the ever-present tension between individual 
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and social goals, between private and public good. From a social perspective, for 
example, is the individual pursuit of happiness compatible with the preservation 
of liberty, the price of which, the proverb tells us, is eternal vigilance? Democratic 
freedom relies on a sense of collective, not individual, agency, on pursuing a com-
mon vision based on shared values, not maximising individual choice in order to 
maximise personal satisfaction.

Individualism is closely correlated with SWB (Veenhoven 1999). But while 
individualism can be personally liberating and socially invigorating, taken far 
enough it can also be personally isolating and socially fragmenting. Balance is 
crucial for optimal social functioning: individual freedoms, rights and privileges, 
however much they might contribute to personal happiness, need to be balanced 
by social bonds, obligations and responsibilities.

The tension between happiness and other qualities is also apparent at the indi-
vidual and species level. Consider some of the qualities associated with SWB 
and happiness (Myers and Diener 1995, 1996; Diener et al. 1999; Cummins and 
Nistico, under review). From an evolutionary perspective, if happiness is the goal 
towards which we strive, and if it is as closely related to extroversion as research 
suggests, why aren’t we all highly extroverted? Conversely, given that neuroticism 
makes us unhappy, why wasn’t it selected out of human nature long ago? Clearly 
introversion and neuroticism—characterised by a more cautious, questioning, 
doubting, brooding, worrying approach to life—have survival value. Self-esteem, 
optimism and autonomy—all associated with SWB and happiness—can become 
counter-productive or dysfunctional when they become too detached from the real-
ities of life and an individual’s abilities and circumstances; they need to be kept in 
check. The depressive phase of bipolar depression is undoubtedly debilitating; but 
the mania, with its wildly exaggerated self-regard, can be even more destructive to 
individuals and those close to them.

Headey and Wearing (1988) argue that a sense of relative superiority appears 
to be a normal and important aspect of human psychology, crucial to well-being. 
However, they note that it can have costs as well as benefits in that people might 
filter out information about poor performance and consequently fail to take correc-
tive action. They point out that research has found that depressed people are more 
realistic in assessing their own performance than people who are not depressed. 
Diener et al. (1999) cite a range of research that links SWB to positive illusions 
such as self-deceptions, excessive optimism and over-estimated personal control. 
It seems, then, that life demands we maintain a balance between a realistic and 
fantastic view of ourselves. We should be sceptical of any notion that doing ‘the 
right thing’—for oneself, for others, or for society as a whole—is always compat-
ible with wanting to be happy.

In summary, social QoL measures appear to reflect social conditions and trends 
that personal measures of SWB tend to mask. These broader issues are relevant 
to measuring national performance and progress. The marked difference between 
the personal and social measures does, presumably, tell us something important. 
While people’s perceptions of social QoL may be distorted by media and other 
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influences, the evidence suggests they are not distant and detached, but reflect 
deeply felt concerns about modern life.

The short-term fluctuations may limit the usefulness of social QoL as a 
measure of long-term progress; only further research will answer this ques-
tion. However, it is worth noting that the volatility is less marked than with the 
question about satisfaction ‘with the way things are going in the US’, mentioned 
above. The effect of asking about QoL trends, as opposed to states, also warrants 
examination. Finally, the broader view of QoL represented by the social perspec-
tive raises the issue of whether greater happiness is, in itself, an adequate goal of 
progress.

12.5 � Conclusion

Surveys of people’s attitudes highlight different dimensions of public perception 
depending on their focus and the wording of the questions asked. How people 
feel about their own lives is different from how they feel about society in general. 
Views on trends can differ from those on states. Some attitudes to life are remarka-
bly stable, changing little over decades; others are volatile, swinging from troughs 
to peaks in cycles of a few years, even less. Public opinion can reflect people’s 
personal resilience, adaptability and capacity to find a measure of fulfillment and 
satisfaction whatever their circumstances; it can also reveal their tendency to ‘edit’ 
what they will admit about themselves—even to themselves.

There may not be a simple, easy way of measuring QoL in a way that allows 
us to say whether, on the whole or all things considered, life is getting better or 
worse. GDP does not do it, nor life expectancy. Subjective measures are important, 
supplying a crucial dimension missing from objective indicators, but we need to 
be very clear about what they are measuring. The standard questions about life 
satisfaction and happiness tell us something—but not everything we need to know. 
Asking about overall social QoL, as distinct from personal QoL, may be useful, 
but this remains to be established.

Modern notions of progress centre around economic growth. The problems 
with growth, as it is currently measured and derived, are that it is increasing ine-
quality among nations; it is environmentally unsustainable; and, contrary to its 
central objective, it does not seem to be making people happier, at least in nations 
that are already rich. Measuring progress needs to take many things into account: 
economic gains must be assessed against environmental losses; issues of equity 
between and within nations and generations need to be addressed; measures of 
personal happiness and SWB should be weighed against perceptions of social con-
ditions and trends; a path of progress that is appropriate and beneficial at one stage 
of human development can be inappropriate and costly at another.

At a time when governments the world over seem to be captive to an ideology 
of growth, this is an important message to heed.
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Abstract  After four decades of research, scholars of happiness continue to 
debate its causes. While it is generally agreed that a combination of internal and 
external factors play a role, predicting happiness well remains a challenge. Recent 
research has proposed that social capital may be a vital factor that has been over-
looked. This paper attempts to address that omission. According to Coleman’s 
(Am J Sociol 94:S95–S120, 1988) seminal work, three dimensions of social capi-
tal exist: (1) trust and obligations, (2) information channels, and (3) norms and 
sanctions. Using bootstrap hierarchical regression on data from the Canadian 
General Social Survey of Social Engagement Cycle 17 (2003), we identified 
blocks of social capital variables described by Coleman, as well as an additional 
factor of belongingness. Even after controlling for major demographic and indi-
vidual characteristics, the majority of these blocks show significant relationships 
with happiness. Our findings support social capital as an important piece in pre-
dicting happiness.
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13.1 � Introduction

The pursuit of happiness is an important personal goal that has attracted the atten-
tion of many social scientists across various disciplines around the world. In 1967, 
Warner Wilson summarized the characteristics of a happy person as follows: 
‘young, healthy, well-educated, well-paid, extroverted, optimistic, worry-free, 
religious, married, with high self-esteem, high job morale, modest aspirations, of 
either sex and of a wide range of intelligence’ (p. 294). Wilson’s observations have 
led to four decades of research on happiness. Many researchers have re-examined 
the factors suggested by Wilson (Argyle 2001; Diener et al. 1999; Frey and Stutzer 
2002). Recent research has proposed that social capital may be a vital factor that 
has been overlooked (Diener and Oishi 2004; Helliwell 2006). Social capital refers 
to individual resources accumulated through interpersonal activities that help to 
develop a strong social network and ties among individuals and their community 
(Leung 2002).

The purpose of this paper is to examine the relationship between happiness and 
different forms of social capital. A review of the happiness literature will iden-
tify important correlates of happiness. The literature on social capital will then be 
examined. Finally, extant literature on the potential relationship between happiness 
and social capital will be presented to construct a theoretical framework and to 
generate hypotheses about the relationship between happiness and social capital. 
Following Bjornskov (2003) and Frey and Stutzer (2002), we use the terms ‘happi-
ness’, ‘life satisfaction’, and ‘well-being’ interchangeably. However, it is acknowl-
edged that each of these terms can be defined in different ways and may contain a 
variety of components.

13.2 � Review of Literature

13.2.1 � Correlates of Happiness from Previous Research

Most research on happiness has focused on the relationship between external fac-
tors and the level of happiness as summarized by Argyle (2001), Diener et al. 
(1999), Dolan et al. (2008), and Frey and Stutzer (2002). Aside from the basic 
demographic factors such as age, race, and sex that are commonly discussed, hap-
piness has been found to have significant relationships with other external fac-
tors such as having a job, being married (rather than being single, divorced, or 
separated), good health, and having a religion. Education has a small but signifi-
cant correlation with happiness. Associations between the above demographics 
and external factors and happiness, however, fail to fully account for why people 
are happy. “[T]heories that focus only on external influences on SWB [Subjective 
Well Being] ignore a substantial source of variation in happiness reports” accord-
ing to Diener et al. (1999, p. 227). Diener et al. (1999) cited studies that revealed 
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demographic variables such as age, sex, income, race, education, and marital sta-
tus accounted for only 8–20  % of the variance in explaining happiness. Diener  
et al. (1999, p. 294) concluded, “The past 30 years of research have shown that all of 
the demographic factors taken together do not account for much variance in SWB”.

Furthermore, individual factors such as genetics (Lykken and Tellegen 1996 
as cited in Argyle 2001), optimism, a sense of personal control, self-esteem, and 
extraversion (Myers and Diner 1995) have also been found to be related to happi-
ness; while neuroticism appears to be associated with unhappiness (Argyle 2001). 
However, even after the inclusion of individual factors along with demographic 
and external factors described above, researchers still cannot fully account for 
what contributes to happiness. Some other important component(s) remain miss-
ing. Despite of the suggestion by some researchers (e.g., Diener and Oishi 2004 
Helliwell 2006) that social capital may be an important missing variable to explain 
happiness, hardly any research has examined this in an organized fashion.

13.2.2 � Social Capital

Social capital is “the idea that individuals and groups can gain resources from their 
connections to one another (and the type of these connections)” (Paxton 1999,  
p. 89). Most research on social capital stems from Coleman’s (1988) seminal work 
(Furstenberg 2005; Paxton 1999), suggesting three major forms of social capital: 
(1) trust and obligations; (2) information channels; and (3) norms and sanctions.

Coleman initially suggested that trust was based on the understanding help 
received from other people is like a “credit slip” issued to the helper and that 
an obligation on the part of the person who received help is implied. Coleman 
believed trust will vanish if the expected obligation is not fulfilled.

More recent literature suggests Coleman’s category of trust may be defined too 
narrowly. Allum et al. (2012), Paldam (2000) argued that the dimension of trust 
actually consists of two dimensions: generalized trust (trust in people in general) 
and special trust (trust in known people or particular institutions). Paxton (1999) 
also suggested that trust was not a single dimension but consisted of trust in indi-
viduals and trust in institutions. There is support in the literature to distinguish the 
two types of trust. Hudson (2006), for instance, found evidence among Europeans 
of a positive relationship between people’s well-being and trust in institutions. Rus 
and Iglic (2005) found that entrepreneurs in Slovenia relied more on institutional 
trust while business relationships in Bosnia centred on interpersonal trust.

As a second form of social capital, Coleman suggested that information chan-
nels involve an individual gaining more information by knowing more people and 
developing closer ties with others. Coleman gave a couple of general examples to 
show how social relations can be used to obtain information (1988). The litera-
ture has elaborated on Coleman’s idea and suggested two main forms of informa-
tion channels: social relationships through contacts with family and friends (e.g., 
Lelkes 2006; Powdthavee 2008); and civic engagement such as participation in 
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a sports organization or a professional association, and membership in voluntary 
organizations (e.g., Bjornskov 2006; Putnam 2000).

The third major form of Coleman’s social capital consists of effective norms 
and sanctions that can promote actions beneficial for common goals, and constrain 
actions not desired by society. For example, Coleman suggested “effective norms 
that inhibit crime make it possible to walk freely outside at night in a city…” 
(1988, p. 104) There is very little in the literature assessing this form of social 
capital, although Bjornskov (2006) measured social norms by asking respondents 
whether behaviour such as accepting bribes and cheating on taxes can be justi-
fied. The theoretical construction of norms and sanctions appears to be the most 
abstract amongst the dimensions of social capital postulated by Coleman.

13.2.3 � Happiness and Social Capital

The literature has provided evidence that there may be relationships between hap-
piness and social capital, although no study has investigated all three types of 
social capital as defined by Coleman.

13.2.3.1 � Trust and obligations

Trust, measured in a variety of ways such as trusting most other people and trusting 
public institutions, was strongly related to happiness in a review of over 100 happi-
ness studies by Dolan et al. (2008). Bjornskov (2006), using an international sample 
of more than 80 countries, found a positive relationship between generalized social 
trust (“In general, do you think that most people can be trusted, or can’t you be too 
careful?”) and life satisfaction. Hudson (2006) found a positive relationship between 
well-being and trust in institutions such as the law, the national government, and the 
UN among EU member countries. Empirical relationships between happiness and 
obligations have yet to be explored. We believe we may be the first to examine this.

13.2.3.2 � Information Channels

 There are correlations with happiness for the social type of information chan-
nels. Time spent seeing family and friends (Lelkes 2006; Powdthavee 2008), and 
talking to neighbours (Peasgood 2007) have been found to be positively associ-
ated with happiness. Socializing with people was also related to happiness in the 
review by Dolan et al. (2008), although one study (Martin and Westerhof 2003, as 
cited in Dolan et al. 2008) found that socializing with family was related to life 
satisfaction but socializing with friends was not.

Since Coleman’s work on information channels, Putnam (2000) distinguished 
two forms of civic engagement which he named civic participation (membership 
in organizations) and political participation (voting, following political discussion, 
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signing petitions, etc.). In the review by Dolan et al. (2008), belonging to organi-
zations and engaging in volunteer work was correlated with higher levels of hap-
piness in some studies but not others. Although Bjornskov (2006) included an 
indicator for civic participation to examine its relationship with well-being and 
found a negative association, the relationship between happiness and political par-
ticipation has not been explored. This will be examined in the present study.

13.2.3.3 � Norms and Sanctions

The theoretical construction of norms and sanctions appears to be the most abstract 
amongst the dimensions of social capital postulated by Coleman, so empirical 
approximations have been more difficult to create. The only study of which we 
are aware that empirically examined the relationship between norms and happi-
ness was Bjornskov (2006). As proxies for social norms, Bjornskov used questions 
about whether dishonest behaviour such as bribery or cheating on taxes can ever be 
justified, and found no significant relationship between such norms and happiness.

13.2.3.4 � Sense of Belonging

After Coleman’s initial work, the literature discussed a sense of belonging as a 
form of social capital. For example, this has been explored in relation to health 
outcomes (Fujiwara and Kawahi 2008a; Maycock and Howat 2007) and children’s 
school achievement (Clift Gore 2005; Maeroff 1998). However, minimal effort can 
be found in the literature to examine the relationship between happiness and sense 
of belonging as a form of social capital. An exception is the study by Fujiwara and 
Kawachi (2008b) who found a significant negative relationship between depres-
sion and sense of belonging to one’s community. To our knowledge, the relation-
ship between happiness and sense of belonging measured at different levels has 
not been discussed in the literature.

13.2.4 � Bjornskov’s Study: Critique

The only study of which we are aware that attempted to investigate all three forms 
of social capital in relation to happiness was provided by Bjornskov (2006). Using 
data from a number of countries, Bjornskov identified three dimensions of social 
capital consistent with Coleman’s theory, which he named social trust, associa-
tional activities, and social norms. Bjornskov’s regression analysis showed that 
social trust was the only factor to have a significant positive relationship with life 
satisfaction. Associational activities (which can be considered information chan-
nels in Coleman’s words) had an unexpected negative relationship with life satis-
faction, while the social norms factor had no significant relationship.

Although Bjornskov’s use of empirical variables to represent each of the three 
forms of social capital suggested by Coleman was very informative, his study did 
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not take into account certain important dimensions of social capital. For example, 
Bjornskov used only a single survey question to represent social trust with no indica-
tor for institutional trust. Furthermore, his study provided no measure of obligations, 
which has been considered an important aspect of social capital (Dasgupta 2005; 
Parks-Yancy et al. 2008). As for information channels, although Bjornskov discussed 
the relationship between life satisfaction and organization membership (civic participa-
tion), he examined neither political participation nor contacts with family and friends.

There is clearly a need for more research to investigate the relationship between 
different forms of social capital and happiness. The aim of this study is to conduct 
such an examination, encompassing measures for all three facets of social capital 
and building upon work conducted by Bjornskov (2006) and others.

13.3 � Method

13.3.1 � Participants

For Statistics Canada’s 2003 general social survey (GSS), Cycle 17 (2004), 24,951 
individuals aged 15–80 or over were interviewed. The greatest percentage of par-
ticipants was aged 40–44, with 50.8 % female participants, and 60.8 % currently 
married. Most participants came from Ontario (38.5  %), 7.6  % came from the 
Atlantic regions, 24.0  % from Quebec, and 16.5  % from the Prairie provinces. 
Household income ranged from less than $5,000 to over $100,000, with a mean 
of between $50 and 60,000. 12.4 % of participants experienced unemployment in 
the past year. The sample was chosen to reflect the total population of Canada. The 
data reported here use the sample weights provided by Statistics Canada which 
reflect the population distribution (Statistics Canada 2004) to ensure accurate esti-
mation of population parameters. After accounting for missing observations, the 
sample size is 15,660.

13.4 � Measures

13.4.1 � General Social Survey on Social Engagement, 2003

The present study uses data collected by Statistics Canada in 2003 from the gen-
eral social survey (GSS) cycle 17. The focus of this survey was social engage-
ment, involving 24,951 participants who are 15  years of age and older across 
the 10 Canadian provinces, excluding residents of Northwest Territories, Yukon, 
and Nunavut, and full-time residents of institutions (Statistics Canada 2004). 
Questions from GSS cycle 17 covered a wide range of topics about age, sex, 
marital status, well-being, cultural background, social participation, political 
participation, education, activities, and housing characteristics.



25313  Searching for Happiness: The Importance of Social Capital

13.4.1.1 � Survey Questions: Variables to Measure Social Capital

Questions were selected from the GSS survey to assess the social capital variables 
described above. Seven questions were used to represent two forms of trust: social 
trust (trust in family members, neighbours, and strangers), and institutional trust 
(confidence in the police, the health care system, banks, and business). Fourteen 
of the survey questions were used to proxy for obligations: six different forms of 
help received, and eight different forms of help given. Questions related to infor-
mation channels were divided into four groups: contact with relatives, contact with 
friends, political participation, and civic participation. Four questions were used to 
approximate social norms, including feeling safe to walk alone after dark, feeling 
safe to be home alone after dark, trusting someone living close by to return a lost 
wallet, and trusting a stranger to return a lost wallet. Questions on sense of belong-
ing (to the community, to the province, and to Canada) were also considered. See 
“Appendix A“ for a list of the original survey questions.

13.5 � Results

Bootstrap hierarchical regression (based on Statistics Canada’s original method of 
bootstrapping) was used to assess whether social capital variables were related to hap-
piness. These regression analyses control for the influence of all other blocks when 
assessing a particular block. Eight control variables were included as a block, as previ-
ous research has found them to be associated with happiness: age, sex, region of resi-
dence, marital status, unemployment status, household income, self-assessed health, 
and score on mastery scale. In addition, ten blocks of variables representing the social 
capital items were entered into the regressions. These were social trust, institutional 
trust, obligations (help received), obligations (help given), information channels (rela-
tives), information channels (friends), information channels (political participation), 
information channels (civic participation), norms and sanctions, and sense of belong-
ingness. The variables that make up each of these blocks can be seen in Table 13.1.

Results for the block of control variables indicated a significant effect, F(11, 
189)  =  106.95, p  <  0.001, supporting previous work that these variables are 
indeed important to consider in predicting happiness.

Regression results for the block consisting of social trust reached significance, 
F(3,197) = 9.00, p < 0.001. Trust in family was significant, t = 4.58, p < 0.001, 
but trust in neighbours, t = 1.54, NS and trust in strangers, t = −1.61, NS were 
not. This suggests that the more a person trusts family, the higher the happiness 
level. Trust in others does not seem to factor into one’s happiness.

For institutional trust there was a significant effect, F(4,196)  =  16.72, 
p < 0.001. This was accounted for by a significant effect for confidence in police, 
t =  4.05, p < 0.001, confidence in the health care system, t =  2.72, p =  0.007, 
confidence in banks, t = 2.83, p = 0.005, and a non-significant tendency to have 
confidence in businesses, t = 1.92, p = 0.056. In all cases, greater trust was asso-
ciated with greater happiness.
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Table 13.1   Summary statistics of weighted variables

Variable blocks Variable names Continuous and ordinal 
variables

Standard error Binary  
variables

Mean Scale % of yes

Dependent  
variable

Happiness 4.40 1–5 0.005

Control  
variables

Age 7.33 1–15 0.001
Male 49.2
Married 60.8
Atlantic 7.6
Quebec 24.0
Ontario 38.5
Prairies 16.5
Health 3.74 1–5 0.007
Income 8.82 1–12 0.019
Unemployed 12.4
Mastery_scale 18.78 0–28 0.029

Social trust Trust_family 4.76 1–5 0.004
Trust_neighbourhood 3.73 1–5 0.007
Trust_stranger 2.23 1–5 0.008

Institutional  
trust

Trust_police 3.20 1–4 0.005
Trust_healthcare 2.87 1–4 0.006
Trust_banks 2.87 1–4 0.006
Trust_business 3.05 1–4 0.005

Obligations:  
help received

Rhelp_chores 22.4
Rhelp_transportation 25.5
Rhelp_childcare 10.8
Rhelp_teaching 29.1
Rhelp_emotion 41.5
Rhelp_other 7.3

Obligations:  
help given

Ghelp_chores 37.2
Ghelp_transportation 44.7
Ghelp_childcare 24.1
Ghelp_teaching 43.0
Ghelp_emotion 56.0
Ghelp_other 12.8
Ghelp_volunteer 33.6
Ghelp_donate 73.3

Information  
channels:  
relatives

Relative_see 2.98 1–5 0.009
Relative_phone 3.51 1–5 0.008
Relative_close 3.13 1–5 0.009

Information  
channels: 
friends

Friend_close 3.05 1–5 0.008
Friend_other 4.48 1–5 0.010
Friend_see 3.64 1–5 0.007
Friend_phone 3.56 1–5 0.008

(continued)
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Results for the block of obligations (help received) reached significance, 
F(6,194)  =  5.20, p  <  0.001, but the block of obligations (help given) did not, 
F(8,192)  =  1.35, NS. Examining the individual variables reveals that receiving 
help in domestic chores did not reach significance, t = 1.17, NS, nor did receiving 
help with transportation, t = 0.30, NS, nor receiving help with childcare, t = 0.06, 
NS Receiving teaching help from someone was not significant, t = −0.97, NS, nor 
was receiving other help not listed, t = −0.54, NS. The only significant individ-
ual help received variable was receiving emotional support, t = −4.87, p < 0.001. 
This means that people who received emotional help were less happy than those 
who did not. Other types of help received did not relate to level of happiness.

Turning to information channels, contact with relatives reached significance, F(3, 
197) = 17.98, p < 0.001 as did contact with friends, F (4, 196) = 10.37, p < 0.001. 
This was accounted for by having relatives one feels close to, t = 7.19, p < 0.001 but 
not the amount of contact one had with relatives by phone, t = −1.06, NS. For friends, 
there was a significant effect for the number of close friends, t = 2.58, p = 0.011, for 
the number of non-close friends, t = 2.12, p = 0.035 and frequency of seeing friends, 
t = 3.91, p < 0.001, but not for frequency of phoning friends, t = 0.50, NS.

Variable blocks Variable names Continuous and ordinal 
variables

Standard error Binary  
variables

Mean Scale % of yes

Information  
channels: 
political  
participation

Search_political 26.1
Volunteer_political 3.0
Contact_newspaper 12.7
Sign_petition 28.0
Boycott_product 20.1
Attend_meeting 21.7
Participate_demonstra-

tion
6.3

Information  
channels:  
civic partici-
pation

Member_proforg 25.1
Member_political 4.7
Member_sports 29.0
Member_education 17.9
Member_religious 16.8
Member_school 16.6
Member_service 8.0
Member_other 5.7

Norms and  
sanctions

Walk_alone 4.06 1–5 0.007
Home_alone 2.83 1–4 0.003
Wallet_close 3.09 1–4 0.007
Wallet_stranger 1.87 1–4 0.007

Belonging-ness Belong_community 3.49 1–5 0.010
Belong_province 3.87 1–5 0.009
Belong_Canada 4.21 1–5 0.009

Table 13.1   (continued)
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As for political participation information channels, there was a significant 
effect, F(7, 193) = 2.40, p = 0.022. This was accounted for by a significant effect 
of searching for information about a political issue, t = −2.08, p = 0.039. There 
was a non-significant trend for contacting a newspaper to express one’s views, 
t = −1.84, p = 0.068, but none of the other individual variables were significant: 
for volunteering for a politica1 group or party, t =  1.27, NS, for signing a peti-
tion, t = 0.17, NS, for boycotting a product, t = −1.17, NS, for attending a public 
meeting, t = −1.46, NS, and for taking part in a demonstration, t = −0.23, NS. 
This suggests that having searched for information on a political issue and hav-
ing expressed one’s view by contacting a newspaper are negatively correlated with 
happiness. The other variables do not seem to be related to happiness level.

People who engaged in civic participation information channels (e.g., were 
members of political, religious, or educational organizations) were no more happy 
than people who did not engage in such behaviour, F(8, 192) = 1.39, NS.

The block measuring norms and sanctions was borderline significant, F(4, 
196) = 2.46, p = 0.047. There was a significant effect for feeling safe walking alone, 
t = −2.08, p = 0.039 and a non-significant trend for feeling safe being home alone, 
t = 1.94, p = 0.054. The safer a person felt walking alone after dark the less happy 
the person reported being. The less worried a person was about being home alone the 
happier he/she felt. Believing that a lost wallet would be returned by someone who 
lived close by, t = 1.34, NS or by a stranger, t = 0.95, NS were not significant.

Having a sense of belonging (to the community, the province, and to Canada) 
was found to be a significant predictor of happiness, F(3,197) = 63.74, p < 0.001. 
This was accounted for by a significant effect of feeling one belongs to one’s com-
munity, t = 11.31, p < 0.001 and of a feeling of belonging to Canada, t = 3.14, 
p = 0.002. There was no significant effect for a feeling of belonging to one’s prov-
ince, t = 1.26, NS The stronger the sense of belonging to the community and to 
Canada, the higher the reported happiness.

Table  13.2 shows the F-statistics of the different blocks of variables. 
Coefficients and t-statistics of each variable are contained in “Appendix B”.

Table 13.2   F-statistics of variable blocks: bootstrap hierarchical regression model

Variable blocks F statistics Prob  > F 

Control variables F (11, 189) = 106.95 0.0000
Social trust F (3, 197) = 9.00 0.0000
Institutional trust F (4, 196) = 16.72 0.0000
Obligations: help received F (6, 194) = 5.20 0.0001
Obligations: help given F (8, 192) = 1.35 0.2228
Information channels: relatives F (3, 197) = 17.98 0.0000
Information channels: friends F (4, 196) = 10.37 0.0000
Information channels: political  

participation
F (7, 193) = 2.40 0.0223

Information channels: civic  
participation

F (8, 192) = 1.39 0.2009

Norms and sanctions F (4, 196) = 2.46 0.0468
Belongingness F (11, 189) = 63.74 0.0000



25713  Searching for Happiness: The Importance of Social Capital

13.6 � Discussion

The goal of this project was to assess whether social capital has a role in explain-
ing people’s happiness. We found significant relationships between happiness and 
each of three types of social capital suggested by Coleman (1988), namely trust 
and obligations, information channels, and norms and sanctions. Furthermore, we 
identified sense of belonging as an additional form of social capital that can pre-
dict happiness.

Trust is one of the defining elements of social capital (Coleman 1988; Putnam 
1995), and our findings support Bjornskov’s (2006) conclusion that trust is an 
essential element of life satisfaction. Our work goes beyond Bjornskov’s study 
by illustrating that both trust in people and trust in institutions are independently 
related to happiness. Institutional trust in the police, the health care system, banks, 
and business people are all shown to be positively related to happiness, implying 
an important relationship between the well being of citizens and their level of trust 
in both the public and private sectors of society, as also reported by Hudson (2006) 
and Rus and Iglic (2005).

In terms of social and personal trust, our analysis showed that this has an impor-
tant relationship with happiness, but only trust in people within one’s family was 
significant. Family likely plays an important role in better living within Canadian 
society, but the fact that trust in neighbours and strangers doesn’t play a role may 
support Putnam’s argument that people are feeling disconnected (Putnam 2000).

According to Coleman (1988), trust is built upon people’s obligations for each 
other through help given and received. While help given appeared to have no sig-
nificant relationship with happiness, help received was shown to have a significant 
negative relationship with happiness in the form of emotional support received. 
Perhaps a person who has received emotional support has experienced difficult 
times in life, and is likely to be less happy. The fact that people did not feel espe-
cially happy giving help to others begs the question of the truth of an oft-repeated 
notion that being altruistic is actually a rational or selfish way to make oneself feel 
good (e.g., Cialdini et al. 1997). For instance, some research in public economics 
has proposed that acts of charity and gift-giving generate a “warm glow” and are 
done in order for the givers to feel good about themselves (e.g., Allgood 2009; 
Mayo and Tinsley 2009). The empirical results from our study cast some doubt 
over this suggestion. More research is needed to further explore the potentially 
complex relationship between obligations and happiness.

Three of the four forms of information channels included in our analysis 
were found to have significant relationships with happiness. Consistent with 
most of the findings from the literature about time spent seeing friends (Lelkes 
2006; Powdthavee 2008; cf Martin and Westerhof 2003, as cited in Dolan et al. 
2008), our results showed that a strong social network of friends appeared to 
be an important factor related to one’s happiness, including seeing friends and 
having more friends. Furthermore, having more relatives that a person feels 
close to was also found to be positively related to happiness. This supports both 
Coleman’s (1988) and Putnam’s (2000) contentions about the importance of 
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social connections. Being involved in political activities was related to happi-
ness, but in a negative direction. The people who searched for information about 
a political issue reported less happiness than those who didn’t get involved. 
A possible explanation for this result is that people who actively searched for 
political issues may have become more aware of problems around the world, 
hence are likely to be less happy. Another possibility is that people do not search 
for information about a particular political issue unless they feel worried or dis-
contented about it, otherwise they just do not bother getting involved. If this 
were the case, it would support Putnam’s (2000) idea that on the whole, today’s 
citizens are apathetic about the world around them. This interpretation may be 
further supported by our finding that organizational membership is not related 
to level of happiness, and Bjornskov’s (2006) finding of a negative relationship 
between happiness and organizational membership.

Another category of social capital defined by Coleman is social norms and 
sanctions. Bjornskov used questions about whether dishonest behaviour such as 
cheating on taxes can ever be justified as proxies for norms and sanctions, and 
found no significant relationship with life satisfaction. Unlike Bjornskov’s find-
ing, the block of norms and sanctions variables in our analysis was found to have 
a significant correlation with happiness. Feeling safe alone in one’s home was 
associated with feeling happier. However, counter intuitively, feeling safe walking 
alone correlated with feeling less happy. We believe this is due to multicollinear-
ity and is an artefact of the statistical process. Perhaps controlling for all other 
variables previously entered in the hierarchical regression rendered feeling safe 
walking alone non-significant. This explanation is supported by the finding that 
when examined in separate analyses including only the four norms and sanctions 
factors, the variable feeling safe walking alone was a significant positive predictor 
of happiness.

A form of capital suggested by the literature is sense of belonging (e.g., Clift 
Gore 2005; Maeroff 1998; Maycock and Howat 2007; Morrow et al. 2002). Our 
results showed a positive relationship between happiness and sense of belong-
ing to one’s local community and to Canada (but not to one’s province). Sense of 
belonging appears to be an important dimension of social capital to complement 
Coleman’s original suggestions and needs to be further explored.

In short, this study has identified measures for social capital in the forms of 
trust and obligations, information channels, norms and sanctions, and belong-
ingness that are related to happiness. Our results confirm our hypothesis that 
social capital is a vital piece of information for predicting happiness. While peo-
ple may not be able to change their internal or external characteristics, some 
aspects of their social may be modifiable. In addition to demographic and indi-
vidual factors such as age, income, and health conditions, future research should 
include variables representing social capital when exploring what accounts for 
happiness.
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Appendix A: Description of Variables

Dependent variable

Happiness

1	 very unhappy
2	 somewhat unhappy
3	 no opinion
4	 somewhat happy
5	 very happy

Control variables

Age

1	   15–17
2	   18–19
3	   20–24
4	   25–29
5	   30–34
6	   35–29
7	   40–44
8	   45–49
9	   50–54
10	 55–59
11	 60–64
12	 65–60
13	 70–74
14	 75–79
15	 80 years and over

Male

1	 male
0	 female

Married

1	 married or living common law
0	 otherwise

Atlantic

1	 living in Atlantic
0	 otherwise
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Quebec

1	 living in Quebec
0	 otherwise

Ontario

1	 living in Ontario
0	 otherwise

Prairie

1	 living in Prairie
0	 otherwise

Health

In general, would you say your health is…?

1	 poor
2	 fair
3	 good
4	 very good
5	 excellent

Income

Annual personal income of the respondent

1	 no income
2	 less than $5,000
3	 $5,000–$9,999
4	 $10,000–$14, 999
5	 $15,000–$19,999
6	 $20,000–$29, 999
7	 $30,000–$39, 999
8	 $40,000–$49, 999
9	 $50,000–$59, 999
10	$60,000–$79, 999
11	$80,000–$99, 999
12	$100,000 or more

Unemployed

Unemployed at any time in the past 12 months?

1	 yes
0	 no
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Mastery_scale
A 28-point ascending scale to indicate the amount of control over life as perceived 
by the respondent

Social trust

How much do you trust each of the following group of people?
People in your family
People in your neighbourhood
Strangers

1	 cannot be trusted at all
2	 
3	 
4	 
5	 can be trusted a lot

Institutional trust

How much confidence do you have in:

…the police?
…the health care system?
…banks?
…local merchants and business people?

1	N o confidence at all
2	N ot very much confidence
3	 Quite a lot of confidence
4	 A great deal of confidence

Obligations: help received

In the past month did anyone help you:

by doing domestic work, home maintenance or outdoor work?
by providing transportation or running errands?
by helping with child care?
by teaching, coaching or giving you practical advice?
by giving you emotional support?
by helping you in some other way?

Obligations: help given

In the past month did you help anyone:

by doing domestic work, home maintenance or outdoor work?
by providing transportation or running errands?
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by helping with child care?
by teaching, coaching or giving you practical advice?
by giving someone emotional support?
by helping a person in some other way?
did you do unpaid volunteer work for any organization?
did you donate money or goods to any organization or charity?

1	 yes
2	 no

Information channels: relatives

In the last month, how often did you see relatives (outside of people you live 
with)?

In the last month, did you communicate with relatives by telephone?

1	 not in the last month
2	 once a month
3	 a few time a month
4	 a few times a week
5	 every day

How many relatives do you feel close to?

1	 1 or 2
2	 3–5
3	 6–10
4	 11–20
5	 more than 20

Information channels: friends

How many close friends do you have?
How may other friends do you have who are not relatives or close friends?

1	 1 or 2
2	 3–5
3	 6–10
4	 11–20
5	 more than 20

In the last month, how often did you see your friends?
In the last month, how often did you communicate with your friends by telephone?

1	 not in the last month
2	 once a month
3	 a few time a month
4	 a few times a week
5	 every day
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Information channels: political participation

In the past 12 months, have you done any of the following activities:

…searched for information on a political issue?
…volunteered for a political party?
…expressed your views on an issue by contacting a newspaper or a politician?
…signed a petition?
…boycotted a product or chose a product for ethical reasons?
…attended a public meeting?
…participated in a demonstration or march?

1	 yes
2	 no

Information channels: civic participation

In the past 12 months, were you a member or participant in:

a union or professional association?
a political party or group?
a sports or recreation organization (such as hockey league, health club, golf club)?
a cultural, education or hobby organization (such as theatre group, book club, 

or bridge club)?
a religious-affiliated group (such as church youth group, choir)?
a school group, neighbourhood, civic or community association (such as PTA, 

alumni, block parents, neighbourhood watch)?
a service club or fraternal organization (such as Kiwanis, Knights of Columbus, 

the Legion)?
any other type of organization that you have not mentioned?

1	 yes
0	 no

Norms and sanctions

How safe do you feel from crime walking alone in your area after dark?

1	 very unsafe
2	 somewhat unsafe
3	 reasonably safe
4	 does not walk alone
5	 very safe

When alone in your home in the evening or at night, do you feel:

1	 very worried
2	 somewhat worried
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3	 never alone
4	 not at all worried

If you lost a wallet or purse that contained two hundred dollars, how likely is it to 
be returned with the money in it if it was found:

by someone who lives close by?
by a complete stranger?

1	 not at all likely
2	 don’t know
3	 somewhat likely
4	 very likely

Belongingness

How would you describe your sense of belonging to:
…your local community?
…your province?
…Canada?

1	 very weak
2	 somewhat weak
3	 don’t know
4	 somewhat strong
5	 very strong

Appendix B: Coefficients and Standard Errors of Bootstrap 
Hierarchical Regression Model

 
Variables Coef. Std. err. t P > |t| Conf interval

Age −0.0101439 0.002236 −4.54 0 −0.01455 −0.00574
Male −0.0437977 0.01512 −2.9 0.004 −0.07361 −0.01398
Married 0.1682807 0.013712 12.27 0 0.141242 0.195319
Atlantic 0.0005923 0.018215 0.03 0.974 −0.03533 0.036511
Quebec −0.013001 0.021074 −0.62 0.538 −0.05456 0.028555
Ontario −0.0242927 0.01726 −1.41 0.161 −0.05833 0.009743
Prairie −0.0274024 0.01942 −1.41 0.16 −0.0657 0.010893
Health 0.1285453 0.007092 18.13 0 0.114561 0.14253
Income 0.0044611 0.002752 1.62 0.107 −0.00097 0.009889
Unemployed −0.0248472 0.018304 −1.36 0.176 −0.06094 0.011247
Mastery_scale 0.031246 0.001811 17.26 0 0.027676 0.034816
Trust_family 0.0624439 0.01364 4.58 0 0.035546 0.089341
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Variables Coef. Std. err. t P > |t| Conf interval

Trust_neighbour 
hood

0.0112093 0.00728 1.54 0.125 −0.00315 0.025564

Trust_stranger −0.010892 0.006762 −1.61 0.109 −0.02423 0.002442
Trust_police 0.0400792 0.009892 4.05 0 0.020573 0.059586
Trust_healthcare 0.0241841 0.0089 2.72 0.007 0.006635 0.041734
Trust_banks 0.0235579 0.008325 2.83 0.005 0.007142 0.039974
Trust_business 0.0214546 0.011182 1.92 0.056 −0.00059 0.043504
Rhelp_chores 0.0157004 0.013369 1.17 0.242 −0.01066 0.042064
Rhelp_ 

transportation
0.0042811 0.014273 0.3 0.765 −0.02386 0.032427

Rhelp_childcare 0.0008789 0.01598 0.06 0.956 −0.03063 0.032391
Rhelp_teaching −0.0149689 0.01544 0.97 0.333 −0.04541 0.015475
Rhelp_emotion −0.0672723 0.013823 −4.87 0 −0.09453 −0.04001
Rhelp_other −0.0116746 0.021439 −0.54 0.587 −0.05395 0.030601
Ghelp_chores 0.0026329 0.012383 0.21 0.832 −0.02178 0.027051
Ghelp_ 

transportation
0.0110134 0.012106 0.91 0.364 −0.01286 0.034886

Ghelp_childcare 0.0244669 0.013143 1.86 0.064 −0.00145 0.050385
Ghelp_teaching 0.0075806 0.01401 0.54 0.589 −0.02005 0.035207
Ghelp_emotion −0.0201869 0.013653 −1.48 0.141 −0.04711 0.006736
Ghelp_other −0.0312004 0.016897 −1.85 0.066 −0.06452 0.002119
Ghelp_volunteer 0.0079876 0.014288 0.56 0.577 −0.02019 0.036163
Ghelp_donate −0.0070713 0.015085 −0.47 0.64 −0.03682 0.022676
Relative_see 0.0043683 0.006127 0.71 0.477 −0.00771 0.01645
Relative_phone −0.0077681 0.007298 −1.06 0.288 −0.02216 0.006624
Relative_close 0.0397616 0.005531 7.19 0 0.028856 0.050668
Friend_close 0.0178798 0.00693 2.58 0.011 0.004214 0.031546
Friend_other 0.0136832 0.006443 2.12 0.035 0.000978 0.026388
Friend_see 0.026618 0.006807 3.91 0 0.013194 0.040042
Friend_phone 0.0037556 0.00747 0.5 0.616 −0.01098 0.018486
Search_political −0.0288868 0.013917 −2.08 0.039 −0.05633 −0.00144
Volunteer_political 0.0484995 0.038122 1.27 0.205 −0.02668 0.123674
Contact_ 

newsppaper
−0.0365304 0.019897 −1.84 0.068 −0.07577 0.002705

Sign_petition 0.0022113 0.013377 0.17 0.869 −0.02417 0.02859
Boycott_product −0.0177564 0.015198 −1.17 0.244 −0.04773 0.012214
Attend_meeting −0.0207156 0.014142 −1.46 0.145 −0.0486 0.007173
Partcipate_ 

demonstra
−0.0053966 0.023462 −0.23 0.818 −0.05166 0.040869

Member_proforg −0.0299317 0.011586 −2.58 0.01 −0.05278 −0.00709
Member_political 0.0405098 0.028646 1.41 0.159 −0.01598 0.096998
Member_sports 0.002438 0.012828 0.19 0.849 −0.02286 0.027734
Member_ 

education
−0.0092161 0.01514 −0.61 0.543 −0.03907 0.020639

Member_religious 0.0177512 0.015761 1.13 0.261 −0.01333 0.048831
Member_school −0.0110948 0.01585 −0.7 0.485 −0.04235 0.020161
Member_service 0.0018436 0.021482 0.09 0.932 −0.04052 0.044206
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Variables Coef. Std. err. t P > |t| Conf interval

Member_other 0.006251 0.024377 0.26 0.798 −0.04182 0.054321
Walk_alone −0.0131691 0.006327 −2.08 0.039 −0.02565 −0.00069
Home_alone 0.0350363 0.018074 1.94 0.054 −0.0006 0.070677
Wallet_close 0.0097042 0.00723 1.34 0.181 −0.00455 0.023962
Wallet_stranger 0.0060467 0.006336 0.95 0.341 −0.00645 0.018541
Belong_ 

community
0.064539 0.005706 11.31 0 0.053287 0.075791

Belong_province 0.0082137 0.006538 1.26 0.21 −0.00468 0.021107
Belong_Canada 0.0195731 0.006226 3.14 0.002 0.007297 0.03185
Constant 1.970661 0.095658 20.6 0 1.782028 2.159294

Number of observations  =  15,660; Population size  =  15,961,659; 
Replications = 200; Design df = 199; F(61,139) = 34.10; Prob  > F = 0.0000; 
R-squared = 0.1977
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Abstract I n a review of recent cross-cultural evidence on happiness and well-
being, the authors identified substantial cultural variations in (1) cultural meanings 
of happiness, (2) motivations underlying happiness, and (3) predictors of happiness. 
Specifically, in North American cultural contexts, happiness tends to be defined in 
terms of personal achievement. Individuals engaging in these cultures are motivated 
to maximize the experience of positive affect. Moreover, happiness is best predicted 
by self-esteem. In contrast, in East Asian cultural contexts, happiness tends to be 
defined in terms of interpersonal connectedness. Individuals engaging in these cul-
tures are motivated to maintain a balance between positive and negative affects. 
Moreover, happiness is best predicted by perceived embeddedness of the self in a 
social relationship. Directions for future research are discussed.

The present chapter is concerned with cross-cultural variations and similarities 
of happiness and subjective well-being. In the contemporary literature, subjective 
well-being is typically defined as an overall cognitive appraisal of the quality of 
one’s own life (see e.g., Diener 2000 for a review). Happiness is an emotional con-
comitant to this overall judgment. Defined in this general way, happiness is likely 
to be universal and more or less equally valued across different cultures (e.g., 
Ryan et al. 1996; Ryff and Keyes 1995). Indeed, people everywhere are likely 
to prefer the desirable over the undesirable and the pleasant over the unpleasant 
(Diener et al. 1995a; Michalos 1991; Veenhoven 1991). However, it is also likely 
that exactly what constitutes the good and the valuable varies substantially across 
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cultures (Diener and Suh 2000; Kitayama and Markus 2000). As a consequence, 
we may expect considerable cross-cultural variations in meanings of happiness 
(i.e., what might constitute happiness), motivations underlying happiness (i.e., 
what people might try to do to achieve happiness), and predictors of happiness 
(i.e., what factors might predict happiness).

14.1 � Theory: Culture and Happiness

14.1.1 � Cultural Perspective

In psychology, emotions have often been seen as universal and biologically deter-
mined (Ekman 1992). More recently, however, a number of culturally oriented 
psychologists have emphasized the critical role of public meanings (folk theories 
and common- sense) and practices (daily routines and scripts) in shaping emotions 
(Benson 2000; Bruner 1990, 1996; Kitayama 2002; Markus and Kitayama 1991a; 
Shweder and Sullivan 1993). These meanings and practices constitute local “ways 
of life”, which as a whole define a culture (Bruner 1990).

These culturally oriented theorists have argued that emotions are not the direct 
outcome of physiological or neurological mechanisms. Rather, emotions are 
always situated and embedded in specific cultural contexts. Accordingly, they 
are fully saturated with cultural meanings (Kitayama et al. 2004b). This analy-
sis implies, for example, that what happiness means might vary considerably 
across cultures (Diener and Suh 2000; Kitayama and Markus 2000). Thus, peo-
ple in different cultures might categorize quite different sorts of positive events 
and experiences as instances of happiness. Underlying this cross-culturally diver-
gent construal and experience of emotion is a set of culturally shared ideas about 
personhood—namely, these about what is the self, what self one would hope to be, 
and what social relations one should have with other selves.

14.1.2 � Happiness in East and West

Markus and Kitayama (1991a, 2004; Kitayama and Markus 2000) have called 
ideas about personhood the cultural models or construals of self, and suggested 
that these models of self are implicated in all aspects of psychological processes 
evoked in social life including cognition, emotion, and motivation. Their analysis is 
informed by in-depth analyses of two broadly defined regions of the world, namely, 
European-American cultures and East Asian cultures. Although each cultural region 
is diverse by itself and, therefore, there is likely to be considerable within-regional 
variations, it remains to be the case that each of the two regions has historically 
shared substantial amount of pertinent ideas, practices, and social institutions.

Specifically, in European and North American cultures such as the American 
middleclass culture there is a strong belief in the independence and autonomy 
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of the self. The self is believed to be the center of thought, action, and motiva-
tion. It is bounded and separate from other such selves. Social relations are quite 
important; yet, they are constructed in accordance with the fundamental assump-
tion about the independence of each self. Specifically, they are based on choice of 
each self to enter such relations. These ideas are widely distributed in European-
American cultural contexts and, in fact, they are quite instrumental in organizing 
daily practices, routine discourses and narratives, and institutions of these contexts.

Given the independent model, the most central aspect of the self is a set of 
internal attributes. Individuals are therefore highly motivated to find and affirm the 
positivity of these attributes. This implies that happiness in European-American 
cultures is likely to hinge critically on the affirmation of positive attributes of the 
self. Moreover, happiness itself is often construed as one of those internal attrib-
utes that are to be pursued and attained via personal striving. In other words, hap-
piness is likely to be constructed as personal achievement.

In contrast, in East Asian cultures, there is a contrasting assumption about the 
connectedness and interdependence of self with others. The self-in-relationship-
with-others is believed to be the locus of thought, action, and motivation. The 
symbolic boundary between the self and other such selves is blurred and con-
stantly negotiated through social interaction. Personal selves are quite important; 
yet, they are constructed in accordance with the fundamental assumption about the 
interdependence of the selves involved. For example, in East Asian cultural con-
texts, strong personal egos appear to emerge through identification with significant 
others or rebellion against them, both of which involve an immersion into close 
interpersonal relations. Ideas about the interdependent nature of human being are 
quite widespread in East Asian cultures. Moreover, these ideas are often underly-
ing the practices, daily routines, discourses and social institutions that, as a whole, 
define the social realities of these cultural contexts.

Individuals in East Asian cultural contexts are highly motivated to adjust and 
fit themselves to the pertinent social relations. Commitments to social roles, social 
obligations, and readiness to respond to social expectations are all manifestations 
of this socially oriented motivation for realizing an interdependent self (Morling 
et al. 2002; Weisz et al. 1984). This implies that happiness in East Asian cultures is 
likely to depend crucially on the realization of positive social relationship of which 
the self is part. Personal happiness often damages social relationship. For example, 
emphasizing a success of the self may lead to jealousy and envy by others. The per-
sonal form of happiness is therefore often perceived to be tainted and incomplete, 
and as a consequence, there is no strong desire to pursue personal happiness at the 
expense of social harmony. Instead, happiness is seen as an inter-subjective state 
that is grounded in mutual sympathy, compassion, and support. In short, happiness 
is constructed as realization of social harmony (Kitayama and Markus 2000).

The foregoing analysis offers some important implications regarding the nature 
of happiness in different cultural contexts. Specifically, recent evidence suggests 
that there are systematic cross-cultural differences in three domains, namely: 
(1)  cultural meanings of happiness, (2) motivations underlying happiness, and 
(3) correlates of happiness. We now turn to a review of this empirical evidence.
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14.2 � Empirical Evidence

14.2.1 � Cultural Meanings of Happiness

Happiness may be defined as a positive emotional state that is most general and, 
thus, not restricted to any specific circumstances or events (Kitayama et al. 1995a, 
2000). Defined in this broad term, happiness is likely to be universal. Although 
happiness is experienced as unqualified, this experience itself is embedded in spe-
cific socio-cultural contexts and circumstances and, therefore, is likely to be highly 
contingent on these contexts and circumstances. In accordance with the foregoing 
analysis on culture and self, we propose that happiness is encompassed in a rich 
associative network that is largely culture dependent and, thus, cross-culturally 
variable.

Specifically, in North America happiness may most typically be construed as 
a state contingent on both personal achievement and positivity of the personal 
self. Negative features of the self and negative feelings are thus perceived to be a 
hindrance against positivity and happiness. In contrast, in East Asia happiness is 
likely to be construed as a state that is contingent on social harmony and, thus, on 
a balance among different selves in a relationship.

These cultural views of happiness are grounded in historically nurtured ideolo-
gies and religious ideas. It is easy, for example, to identify some close affinities 
between the European-American view of happiness as personal achievement and 
the Protestant worldview (Kitayama and Markus 1999). According to this world-
view, individuals are predestined to be either “select” or “doomed” (Weber 1930). 
The belief in predestination, in turn, generates a strong desire for affirming the 
self as worthy, competent, true to the intent of the God and, thus, as “select”. 
Affirmation of personal worthiness (“me” as smart, friendly, kind, etc.) may there-
fore serve as a quite effective buffer against anxiety of a negative prospect of the 
self as “doomed” (e.g., “me” as dumb, stupid, and ugly). Along with other ideas 
such as person as commodity, social relations as market, and personal choice as 
a God-given right, the Protestant view of personhood has historically encouraged 
the construal of happiness as personal achievement and as a state that is contingent 
on the affirmation of personal self.

Likewise, there are some close links between the East Asian view of hap-
piness as realization of social harmony and certain Asian strands of ideas as 
revealed in Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. All these ideologies and world-
views emphasize a holistic world order where everything is assumed to be con-
nected with everything else. In particular, what is good in personal domains are 
often assumed to lead to certain social problems (Kitayama and Markus 1999; Suh 
2002). There is an explicit recognition, for example, that a personal success may 
entail a negative consequence by inviting someone’s jealousy. Likewise, what is 
bad personally is often seen as a cause for certain positive social consequences. A 
personal failure, for example, may be an opportunity for receiving social support 
and compassion from others. These dialectic views of the world in general and of 
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happiness in particular, are part and parcel of the happiness as that results from 
social harmony and social balance.

In the recent years, some researchers have empirically investigated the culturally 
divergent meanings of happiness. These studies suggest that whereas in European-
American cultures positivity and negativity are often seen as contradictory, in East 
Asian cultures they are seen as complementary. For example, Ji et al. (2001) pre-
sented Chinese and American participants with graphs representing either a linear 
or nonlinear trend and asked them to indicate which graph might best represent 
the change of happiness in the life. Whereas Chinese respondents were likely to 
choose a nonlinear graph, Americans were likely to choose a linear graph.

A similar point has been made in recent studies that examine cross-culturally 
different associations between positive and negative emotions. Bagozzi et al. 
(1999) measured the intensity of pleasant and unpleasant emotions and found that 
whereas these two types of emotions were negatively correlated in the U.S., they 
were positively correlated in China and Korea. Hence, Americans experience posi-
tive and negative emotions as bipolar opposites, but East Asians appear to experi-
ence these emotions in a more simultaneous fashion. Kitayama et al. (2000) found 
a similar pattern with a different measure. These researchers asked American 
and Japanese participants to report how frequently they experience some differ-
ent types of positive and negative emotions. Some emotions were interpersonally 
engaging (e.g., friendly feelings, ashamed), but some others were interpersonally 
disengaging (e.g., pride, angry). Still some others were general ones that are much 
less specific in their antecedents and consequences (e.g., calm, elated, happy). The 
correlations between the positive and negative emotions are shown in Fig.  14.1. 
For the most part, they are highly negative in the U.S., but in Japan, most of them 

Fig. 14.1   Correlations 
between positive and 
negative emotions in Japan 
and the United States. 
(Fig. 2 in Kitayama et al. 
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are positive. On the basis of this evidence, Kitayama and colleagues speculate that 
people in independent cultures (e.g., Americans) may be motivated to maximize 
pleasant emotions and minimize unpleasant emotions, but people in interdepend-
ent cultures (e.g., Japanese) may be motivated to maintain a balance between 
positivity and negativity. We now turn to a discussion on cultural differences in 
motivation involved in happiness.

14.2.2 � Motivations Underlying Happiness

If the meaning of happiness is cross-culturally divergent, it is likely that motiva-
tions implicated in happiness are also likely to vary. Specifically, in cultures where 
happiness is construed to be a personal achievement, individuals are likely to be 
highly motivated to affirm positive personal attributes as an integral part of their 
pursuit of happiness. In contrast, in cultures where happiness is construed to be a 
realization of social harmony, there will be little or no strong desire for achieving 
personal happiness insofar as there is an explicit recognition that doing so is likely 
to hinder the realization of social harmony and thus of a more socially grounded 
form of happiness (Diener et al. 1995b).

Quite consistent with this analysis, a growing body of literature on self-serving 
motivations across cultures has demonstrated that Americans are much more 
likely than Asians to seek and confirm positive internal attributes of the self. The 
cross-cultural difference in self-serving or self-enhancing motivations has been 
demonstrated in causal attribution of success and failure (Kitayama et al. 1995b), 
self-referent judgments (Heine and Lehman 1995; Markus and Kitayama 1991b), 
judgment about ingroup (Conner-Snibbe et al. 2003), and readiness to accept 
either positive or negative feedback about the self (Heine et al. 2001; Kitayama 
et al. 1997). Summarizing this literature, Hiene et al. (1999) note that the tendency 
toward positivity of the self is constantly reinforced and required to be a respect-
able cultural member in North America, but probably not in Japan.

Evidence also suggests that Americans are more likely than Asians to actively 
seek to achieve personal happiness. For example, Kitayama et al. (2000) found 
that Americans are far more likely than Japanese to reportedly experience positive 
emotions. This evidence is consistent with evidence from a large-scale interna-
tional survey that shows that the average levels of subjective well-being are much 
higher in individualist cultures than in collectivist cultures (Diener et al. 1995). 
More recently, Oishi (2002) suggests that the cross-cultural difference observed 
here is unlikely to be due to any difference in actual emotional experience. Instead 
it seems to be due largely to a motivated tendency of Americans to remember posi-
tive emotional experience (see also Diener et al. 2002).

Instead of pursuing personal happiness, Asians may be strongly motivated to 
seek more communal or intersubjective forms of happiness. In a recent cross-
cultural survey (Morling et al. 2003), Japanese pregnant women were more 
likely than their American counterparts to seek and rely on advice, opinions 
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and judgments of their close others such as their partner, parents and doctors. 
Moreover, evidence suggests that individuals with Asian cultural heritage are more 
prone than those with European-American heritage to use expectations by close 
others in organizing their own behaviors (Iyenger and Lepper 1999). It is likely, 
then, that Asians are more likely than European-Americans to be concerned with 
approvals by close others (Kitayama et al. 2004a). It may then be predicted that 
care and support by close others are likely to be directly implicated in the happi-
ness of many Asians.

14.2.3 � Predictors of Happiness

Depending on the cultural meanings of happiness and the corresponding moti-
vations underlying happiness, there should be quite divergent sets of factors 
that predict happiness in different cultures. Specifically, our analysis suggests 
that whereas in European-American cultures factors that are related to personal 
achievement should be the primary predictor of happiness, in East Asian cultures 
those that are linked to realization of social harmony should serve as much more 
reliable predictors of happiness.

The factors that are almost always correlated with happiness in North American 
cultures are personal accomplishment (e.g., Emmons 1986, 1991) and self-esteem 
(Campbell 1981; Diener and Diner, 1995; Diener et al. 1985). Taylor and Brown 
(1988) argue that perception of one’s positivity, even when it is illusory, can con-
tribute to mental health.

In other cultural contexts, especially in East Asian contexts, however, the sig-
nificance of self-esteem is questionable. Diener and Diener (1995) investigated 31 
countries and found that self- esteem is more strongly correlated with subjective 
well-being in individualistic (e.g., European-American) cultures than in collec-
tivistic (e.g., East Asian) cultures. We have suggested that in these latter cultures, 
happiness is grounded in social harmony and connectedness. In these cultures, 
then, factors that are related to social harmony should more reliably predict hap-
piness (Endo 1995; Kitayama and Markus 2000; Suh et al. 1998). Consistent with 
this reasoning, Suh et al. (1998) have shown that positive affect enhances the feel-
ings of happiness in North America, but it is other, more social factors (such as 
adapting to social norms and fulfilling relational obligations), that increase happi-
ness in East Asia. These social factors contribute to social harmony.

More recent studies have simultaneously examined both self-esteem and 
social harmony in predicting happiness. In one such study, Oishi and Diener 
(2001) asked European-American and Asian-American participants to list five 
important goals they hope to accomplish in the next one month. The participants 
then judged the extent to which each goal was related to independence (i.e., an 
attainment of one’s own fun or enjoyment). One month later, participants evalu-
ated their satisfaction with life during the past one month. They also judged the 
extent to which each goal had been achieved. As can be seen in Fig. 14.2, for the 



276 Y. Uchida et al.

European-American sample, happiness increased as more independent goals were 
achieved. In contrast, for the Asian sample, happiness increased instead as a func-
tion of the achievement of goals that were rated to be less independent (and there-
fore probably more interdependent, e.g., bringing happiness to parents).

A similar point has been made by Kitayama et al. (2000). These researchers 
asked American and Japanese participants to report how frequently they experi-
ence interpersonally engaging positive emotions—emotions resulting from social 
harmony (e.g., friendly feelings), interpersonally disengaging positive emotions—
emotions resulting from personal achievement (e.g., pride, self-esteem), and 
general positive emotions (e.g., happy, calm, elated, relaxed). The correlations 
among these emotions, shown in Fig. 14.3, indicate that in the U.S., the reported 
frequency of experiencing general positive emotions (e.g., happy) is more closely 
correlated with the reported frequency of experiencing disengaging positive emo-
tions (e.g., pride) than with the frequency of experiencing engaging positive 

20

22

24

26

28

low mid high

GoalAccomplishment

Asian American

high independent
related goal

low independent
related goal

low mid high

Goal Accomplishment

European American

tim
e 

2(
on

e 
m

on
th

 la
te

r)
 s

at
is

fa
ct

io
n

Fig. 14.2   Adjusted monthly satisfaction as a function of goal attainment for Asian Americans 
and European-Americans with high and low independent goal pursuit. (Modified version of 
Fig. 1 in Oishi and Diener 2001.)

Fig. 14.3   Predicting 
general positive emotions 
as a function of engaging 
emotions (e.g., friendly 
feelings) and disengaging 
emotions (e.g., self-esteem) 
in the US and Japan. (The 
data reported in Kitayama et 
al. 2000.)
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emotions (e.g., friendly feelings). In contrast, in Japan, the frequency of experi-
encing general positive emotions was more strongly correlated with the frequency 
of experiencing engaging positive emotions than with the frequency of experi-
encing disengaging positive emotions. This data pattern suggests that whereas in 
European-American cultures personal achievement is a primary antecedent of hap-
piness, in Asian cultures, social harmony may be more important.

Some other studies have made the same point with trait measures. In one of the 
earlier studies of this type, Kwan et al. (1997) examined the relative importance 
of self-esteem and relationship harmony to attain life satisfaction in Hong Kong 
and the U.S. These researchers found that in the U.S., self-esteem was the only 
predictor of life satisfaction, but in Hong Kong, relationship harmony was equally 
important in predicting life satisfaction. More recently, Uchida et al. (2001) exam-
ined both self-esteem and perceived emotional support from close others as poten-
tial predictors of happiness. These researchers found that in two different Asian 
cultures (Japan and the Philippines) both self-esteem and perceived emotional 
support were equally predictive of happiness. As predicted, however, in the U.S. 
happiness was reliably predicted only by self-esteem (see Fig.  14.4). It is likely 
that in independent cultures emotional supports such as encouragement, compas-
sion, and sympathy often carry ambivalent meanings: They may signify both the 
worthiness of the self and the weakness of the self. As a consequence, emotional 
supports may contribute to happiness only to the extent that they do not threaten 
self-esteem. Quite consistent with this line of analysis, Uchida et al. (2001) found 
that in the American sample, the effect of perceived emotional support on happi-
ness was entirely mediated by self-esteem.

14.3 � Conclusions

In this chapter, we have shown some substantial cross-cultural variations in hap-
piness. Overall, in European-American cultures happiness tends to be defined and 
experienced as personal achievement, in East Asian cultures it tends to be defined 

Fig. 14.4   Predictors of 
happiness in Japan, the 
Philippines, and the United 
States. (Modified version of 
Fig. 1 in Uchida et al. 2001)
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and experienced as a realization of social harmony. Three lines of research (i.e., 
cultural meanings of happiness, happiness-related motivations, and predictors of 
happiness) have converged to provide empirical evidence for this analysis. Yet, 
there are some significant issues that must be addressed in future work.

To begin with, Norasakkunkit and Kalick (2002) have argued that there is an 
inherent bias in the concept of well-being that is tacitly embedded in convention-
ally used measures of emotional distress in favor of independent goals and their 
social-cognitive constituents (i.e., self-enhancing tendencies). Given this standard, 
those with interdependent selves (i.e., Asians) may be judged to be less healthy 
and emotionally more distressed than those with independent selves (European-
Americans). Future work in this area may benefit from an effort to develop 
culture-specific measures of happiness and well-being.

Moreover, it is important to extend the analysis of happiness to mental illness. 
Although it is likely that factors related to happiness and subjective well-being are 
also related to other aspects of health (i.e., physical health) and illness in general, 
this point has yet to be examined in cross-cultural contexts. It is well known that 
mental illness can take quite divergent forms across cultures (e.g., Al-Issa and 
Oudji 1998; Kirmayer 1991; Kleinknecht et al. 1997; Kleinman and Good 1985; 
Marsella et al. 1996). Correspondingly, effective strategies of health-related inter-
ventions may also be different. Thus, future work may seek to find the specific 
forms of interventions that are culturally appropriate and, thus, effective.

In conclusion, empirical work over the last decade has provided initial evi-
dence for the hypothesis that happiness and well-being are significantly grounded 
in socio-cultural modes of being a person and interacting with others. This by no 
means denies universal underpinnings of happiness and well-being. However, it 
does mean that any adequate understanding of seemingly universal factors can 
never be complete without taking into account culture-dependent ways in which 
such factors are realized and allowed to shape happiness and well-being.
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Abstract  This chapter examines to what extent the concept of happiness is 
complementary to the United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) human 
development approach in the evaluation of poverty, wealth and development. 
The deconstruction of UNDP’s discourse on and its measurement of these con-
cepts show that its perspective is highly arbitrary. Poverty is exclusively defined 
as lack and state of ill-being, inferior to wealth regarded as a state of abundance 
and well-being. Development then becomes a teleological process trying to pro-
mote well-being through abundance. Yet, this external perspective of UNDP on 
well-being is questioned by the subjective perception of the individuals them-
selves. Happiness studies—which define happiness as the degree to which an 
individual judges the overall quality of his life-as-a-whole favorably—prove that 
higher levels of UNDP’s development indicators are not necessarily better for sub-
jective well-being. Despite methodological and conceptual problems, happiness 
studies discover that the individuals’ perception of poverty, wealth and develop-
ment can differ considerably from UNDP’s perspective. Increased income, better 
objective health and higher levels of education do not automatically lead to greater 
happiness. Furthermore, additional dimensions essential for human happiness are 
detected by the research, yet not taken into account by UNDP. A country rank-
ing comparison between the two approaches confirms the different visions of well-
being. The integration of a happiness indicator in its analysis of poverty, wealth 
and development is thus indispensable for UNDP in order to correct its analytical 
and also practical approach to development.

Keywords  Happiness  •  Subjective perception  •  Well-being  •  Indicator  •  Poverty  • 
Human development  •  United Nations Development Program (UNDP)
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“If this development project had never been put into place here, we would be far 
happier!” 1.

15.1 � Introduction

The above quotation shows a low degree of subjective appreciation of a develop-
ment project, which perfectly fulfills UNDP’s (United Nations Development 
Program) criteria of a successful development implementation. Nevertheless, the 
vision of well-being applied by the project contradicts the subjective perception of 
well-being of the targeted population. Despite development activities, people do not 
feel happier. The individual perception of happiness thus seems an important evalua-
tion tool in the realm of development. This essay examines, to what extent happiness 
is a complementary device to UNDP’s analysis of poverty, wealth and development.

For this purpose, the essay is divided into three main sections. The first sec-
tion analyses UNDP’s perspective on poverty, wealth and development through 
its discourse on and its measurement of these three concepts. The second section 
presents and defines the concept of happiness. The third section then applies the 
concept of happiness to the three dimensions of UNDP’s development approach, 
detects and examines further dimensions important for human happiness, and 
eventually compares the country rankings of UNDP and happiness studies.

Happiness studies are still in their infancy. Consequently, the idea of measuring 
happiness often harvests mere smiles. However, although it might be too optimistic 
to integrate a happiness indicator in the realm of development immediately, a more 
extensive research on the subject can support this new initiative in the medium and 
long term, and stimulate thoughts and debates. We have to think the unthinkable 
and throw ourselves into the adventure in order to achieve progress in this vital field 
‘human happiness’ for the research and the practice in the realm of development.

15.2 � UNDP’s Perspective on Poverty, Wealth 
and Development

The document which accounts best for UNDP’s perspective on poverty, wealth 
and development is the annual Human Development Report (HDR), first intro-
duced in 1990. This report represented a temporary peak of the expansion of new 
development paradigms throughout the 20th century, shifting the focus of devel-
opment away from the purely monetary focus on the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). The origins of this movement can be traced back as far as 1954, when the 
“Report on International Definition and Measurement of Standards and Levels of 
Living” proposed twelve components in order to provide a comprehensive picture 

1  This comment was made in 2001 by a man affected by a local development project in the 
periphery of the city Sucre in Bolivia.
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of standards of living and thus of poverty, wealth and development (Noorbakhsh 
1998, p. 517). During the 1960s and 1970s, an increase in depletion of resources 
and environmental degradation brought about the so-called social indicator move-
ment in its search for alternative measures that would provide a more compre-
hensive understanding of human well-being (Noorbakhsh 1998, p. 517). After 
the 1980s when structural adjustment programs—despite growing poverty and 
inequality—brought the economy back onto the centre stage of development, 
UNDP reacted to by integrating dimensions of human well-being which do not 
necessarily figure in income-related variables (Sen 1999, p. 14).

The conceptual framework of the HDR is the so-called capability approach. 
This theoretical backbone of UNDP seeks “to put people back into the centre of 
development” (UNDP quoted in Hicks 1997, p. 1283) recognizing that human 
beings are the primary ends as well as principal means of development (Anand 
and Sen 2000, p. 83). Development should hence be centered on enhancing their 
achievements, freedoms, and capabilities. “It is the life they lead that is of intrin-
sic importance, not the commodities or income that they happen to possess.” 
(Anand and Sen 1994, p. 1) The ultimate aim is human well-being. According to 
the capability approach, this well-being is achieved through a process of expand-
ing the real freedoms that people enjoy (Sen 1999, p. 3). Freedom is intrinsically 
good and thus an objective for the development process. It is a “constitutive role 
of development” (Sen 1999, p. 36). At the same time, “development as freedom” 
(Sen 1999, p. 36) changes the individual from an object to a subject and agent of 
this process, which can shape its own destiny instead of being primarily a pas-
sive recipient of the benefits of cunning development programs (Sen 1999, p. 11). 
Freedoms hence also have an instrumental role of development (Sen 1999, p. 36).

This approach puts human efforts, skills and talents, i.e. human capital, above 
physical capital (Anand and Sen 2000, pp. 83/84), and hence human development 
above economic development. The latter’s role in development is not lost, but it 
has changed. Instead of being the primary end of development, economics is one 
of the principal means to achieve human well-being and happiness. Human devel-
opment is thus motivated by the search for freedom, dignity and well-being of 
individuals in all societies (Fukuda-Parr 2002, p. 4).

This conceptual framework, and thus UNDP’s enlarged vision on wealth, pov-
erty and development, merits great recognition and must be considered a major 
and successful leap in development analysis and politics. Yet, at the same time, it 
leads to a very particular vision of poverty, wealth and development, as UNDP’s 
discourse on and its measurement of the three concepts illustrate.

15.2.1 � Discourse

A discourse always represents a choice of words which intrinsically implies a way 
of looking at, feeling and understanding the world. It is never neutral but secretly 
carries an epistemology. A deconstruction of UNDP’s discourse on poverty, 
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wealth and development thus detects its Weltanschauung concerning these 
concepts.

UNDP equates poverty with disease, high infant mortality, low life expectancy, 
malnutrition, hunger, lack of access to water, education, knowledge, public and 
private resources, housing, clothes, and security (UNDP 2005)—in other words 
with lack and deficiency. It contemplates exclusively what poor people do not have 
and what they are not. Hence, poverty is an anomaly compared to a standard norm 
seen as natural, i.e. it is denaturalized. In terms of happiness this means that poor 
people are unhappy.

The natural norm of reference to which poverty is compared emerges out of 
UNDP’s ideally developed individual, which is “affluent, healthy and well edu-
cated individual” (Ryten 2000, p. 7). This state of reference is one of abundance, 
i.e. the state of wealth, a state that allows for individual well-being.

This dichotomy between the victims of poverty and deficiency which suffer 
from ill-being on the one side, and the wealthy, modern, western, scientific, bureau-
cratic people enjoying well-being on the other (Grillo and Stirrat 1997, p. 13) fol-
lows a clear hierarchy, which judges poverty an inferior state of life than wealth.

Based on this perspective UNDP deducts the concept of development, which it 
sees as a process from the inferior state of poverty and ill-being towards the supe-
rior state of wealth and well-being. Development is thus a teleological process 
according to which, in terms of well-being, quantity is quality, i.e. more is auto-
matically better, and maximized indicators necessarily mean optimized well-being.

UNDP does include into the HDR the perception of poverty by the poor and 
also the phenomenon of the ‘new poverty’ in developed countries. This enlarges 
the concepts providing individual definitions from outside UNDP. However, this 
recognition is still based on the same dichotomy of poverty, deficiency and ill-
being on the one side, and wealth, abundance and well-being on the other.

15.2.2 � Measurement

Concerning the measurement of poverty, wealth and development, UNDP’s 
main indicator, the Human Development Index (HDI), reflects the same 
Weltanschauung.

This indicator reflects the mathematical average of three human development 
dimensions (UNDP 2005, p. 352) and is presented on a scale from zero to one, 
one being the perfect state of human development. One dimension is the decency 
of the living standard measured through the GDP per capita. A second dimen-
sion is health, measured in terms of life expectancy at birth. The third dimension 
is education, calculated through adult literacy—for two thirds—and the average 
school enrolment of adults above 25 years—for one third. This composition mir-
rors UNDP’s arbitrary perspective on poverty, wealth and development.

First, its reductionist approximation through a simple average (Ryten 2000, p. 
3) suggests that a perfectly developed individual is about 16  years old, affluent, 
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healthy, well educated, has a given life expectancy at birth and an income attrib-
uted independently of age, has no sex and no occupation, and lives nowhere and 
everywhere in a country (Halis 1994, p. 2). This state of development is the norm 
of reference against which the other individuals are measured. The bigger the 
discrepancy to this state of development, the poorer the individual is considered. 
UNDP’s perspective of dichotomy becomes evident.

Second, UNDP has chosen minimum and maximum values for each of the three 
human development dimensions (UNDP 2005, p. 352) which form the mathemati-
cal basis. For life expectancy, 25 and 85 years were chosen, for literacy and school 
enrolment 0 and 100 % respectively, and concerning the income component, 100 
and 40,000 US$ form the determination points. If those points change, the HDI 
changes as well and thus puts countries further away or closer to the development 
optimum. In 1991, by choosing 71 instead of 75 years of life expectancy, China 
would have improved her index from 0.72 to 0.78 (Kelley 1991, p. 318).

These values represent thus a norm of reference. The level of poverty is defined 
in comparison to the highest possible end points. Hence, the HDI is a ‘catch-up 
indicator’ which makes operational sense only for those far away from these end 
points. The state of development of those close to these optimum values is consid-
ered as adequate (Veenhoven 2004, p. 15). The higher the numerical level of the 
HDI, the better it is considered for people’s well-being. But the fact that UNDP 
has situated the norm of reference high increases the likelihood that individuals 
and countries fall short of the norm and are thus categorized as poor.

The only dimension, where UNDP agrees that more is not unlimitedly better 
for individual well-being is the variable of income. UNDP does take into account a 
diminishing utility of income from 5,120 US$ upwards. For example, if an income 
rises by 2,000 US$ from 3,120 US$ to 5,120 US$, the IDH rises by 0.1286. If it rises 
by the same amount but from 5,120 US$ to 7,120 US$, the HDI rises only by 0.0057. 
An increased income does thus not proportionally contribute to human development.

A third problem that UNDP faces is the fact that it has selected three human 
development dimensions, and thus excludes others which might also be impor-
tant for the concept, such as human rights and political participation (Fukuda-Parr 
2002, pp. 5–6), inequalities (Kelley 1991, p. 320), gender issues (Bardhan and 
Stephan 2000, pp. 191–195), the environment (Neumeyer 2001, pp. 104–114) as 
well as good governance and corruption. However, for UNDP these other dimen-
sions are either not important, or they are supposed to be indirectly represented 
through the income variable. Yet, by reducing human development to only three 
dimensions, UNDP largely misses out on on the multidimensionality of pov-
erty and wealth (Rahman et al. 2005, p. 3). It is true that, since 1991, UNDP has 
increasingly integrated other dimensions in the HDR (UNDP 2005, pp. 221–222), 
but they have not been included in the HDI.

Despite its successful extension of the development perspective, UNDP 
remains too selective in its HDI and thus provides an arbitrary image of an 
ideal state of development and thus of poverty and wealth, ill-being and well-
being. Certainly, the HDI as well as any other kind of externally defined indica-
tor on well-being will never be able to avoid their partiality, incompleteness and 
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reflection of the values of its creators. But this means, as long as people are not 
directly asked for their opinion, UNDP’s perspective on ill- and well-being might 
not necessarily correspond to their subjective perception of these concepts.

This is where happiness studies become important. They can help identify 
whether people’s individually perceived level of well-being correspond to the one 
identified externally by UNDP. If perceptions diverge, happiness studies represent 
a complementary device for UNDP’s analysis of wealth, poverty and development 
and consequently its perspective on ill- and well-being. The degree of correspond-
ence between UNDP’s perception and subjective perceptions of well-being—from 
now on called happiness—is examined now (for an overview, refer to Table 15.1 at 
the end of the essay). First, however, happiness has to be defined more precisely.

15.3 � Happiness: The Concept, Its Methodology  
and Its Problems

The reflection on happiness is as old as humanity itself. Herodotus and Aristotle 
theorized about eudemonia as the best possible and flourishing life (Veenhoven 
1984, p. 15), Thomas Aquinas and the Christian discourse in general defined it as 
“proximity to God” (Diener Suh 1999, p. 434). As different as the understanding 
of the concept was, happiness was commonly treated as happ (luck), i.e. as being 
determined by a force outside the human being hardly to be influenced (McMahon 
2006, p. 7). This changes with Enlightenment which put forward the conviction 
that the individual is responsible and wise enough to chose their own destiny with-
out the a dependence on a king or God. Happiness became thus a concept attain-
able for all that could be reached in the ‘here’ and ‘now’. The fact that “we can 
be happy, we will be happy, we should be happy” (McMahon 2006, p. xii) turned 
happiness into a value of society and laid the basis for our modern welfare state.

Yet, throughout history confusion exists around the terms happiness, subjec-
tive well-being, life satisfaction, and quality of life. This confusion has continued 
in the scientific debate and consensus has never emerged (Veenhoven in Strack 
et al. 1991, p. 8). However, whilst there might be differences of meaning, for the 
purpose of this essay these concepts are used interchangeably. Happiness is then 
defined as: “degree to which an individual judges the overall quality of his life-as-
a-whole favorably” (Veenhoven 1984, p. 22). The degree is measured on a scale 
from zero to ten, ten being the highest degree attainable.

Happiness can be measured for life-as-a-whole but also for the various domains 
of life, such as work, social relationships etc. Important is to approach research 
with the open happiness question in order to avoid any biased predetermina-
tion of domains and thus allow for a maximum of subjectivity (Veenhoven in 
Karma and Karma 2004, p. 298). Furthermore, happiness consists of a “hedonic 
level” (Veenhoven 1991, p. 2) on the one side, and of a “level of contentment” 
(Veenhoven 1984, p. 27) on the other. While the former represents the mood of 
the moment, which is evaluated through unconscious cognitive activity, the latter 
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is happiness in the long term, which is judged by a conscious, voluntary cogni-
tive activity including past, present and future (Layard 2005, p. 74). Happiness is 
thus a global term which contains people’s different evaluations concerning their 
lives, the events affecting them, their bodies and brains, and their living conditions 
(Diener 2005, p. 4) However, research has shown that the influence of external 
factors, such as living conditions, is far more important for individual happiness 
than internal factors, such as personality (Diener 1984, p. 565).

It is obvious that this complex and rather vague concept of happiness provokes 
methodological and conceptual problems which have to be taken into account.

Concerning the methodology, the validity of the answers is questionable. 
People might never think about happiness as such and thus not have an opinion 
at all. Their answers might also reflect rather desires rather than reality, leading 
to self-defense or cliché answers. However, research proves that people do think 
about happiness regularly and that they have a rather definitive idea of what hap-
piness is (Veenhoven in Karma and Karma 2004, p. 298). Some distortion can be 
observed (Ibid.), especially through a general overrepresentation of happiness and 
a “sense of relative superiority” (Heday and Wearing 1988, p. 497). But the influ-
ence is generally very weak.

As far as the credibility of the results is concerned, people fear that the data 
might not be stable enough through time since happiness depends on mood swings 
(Veenhoven 2004, p. 19). Research, however, proves a high stability in case of 
repetition (Veenhoven 1984, p. 41). Also, people suspect measurement errors 
(Veenhoven in Karma and Karma 2004, p. 298) and interview biases (Veenhoven 
1984, p. 55). This phenomenon does certainly influence the results. Yet, it is a phe-
nomenon common to all social sciences, not happiness studies exclusively.

The biggest problem seems to be the comparability of happiness between indi-
viduals and countries. Individuals might have different scales of happiness in 
mind. A degree of six out of ten might mean different things to different people. 
Moreover, people can perceive objectively different situation as identical or vice 
versa (A. Parducci quoted in Rojas 2004, p. 10). However, these doubts are not 
confirmed by happiness research. The individual experience of happiness seems to 
be similar for everyone, just like phenomena such as hunger and pain (Veenhoven 
in Karma and Karma 2004, p. 299).

Concerning comparison between countries, critiques refer to language biases or 
cultural differences. Americans might generally declare themselves happier than 
Japanese people, whose society underlines modesty (Frey and Stutzer 2001, pp. 
33/34). Some studies in bilingual countries showed no linguistic bias whilst others 
prove the contrary. Research findings are not yet uniform.

As far as conceptual problems with happiness in general are concerned, cri-
tiques blame happiness to be a Western ideology (Bruckner 2000). However, first 
of all, it is a universal concept. Certainly, its content might vary—happiness in 
the eyes of a Buddhist is different from happiness perceived by an Islamic fun-
damentalist and by utilitarian Bentham—but the concept as such is universally 
valid. Second of all, an ideology assumes the potential to attain a perfect state of 
happiness. This, however, will never be the case. Unhappiness will always remain 
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prominent; happiness can thus never be absolute. Moreover, a certain degree of 
unhappiness might be important to appreciate happiness.

It is true however, that happiness can be dangerous, if it is pursued as the only 
value of society. Dictatorial regimes, for example, can base their legitimacy on the 
happiness of society.

Lastly, there is a problem with the geographic focus of happiness research 
which deals almost exclusively with happiness in developed countries. The deficit 
of research on developing countries implies not only a lack of rich information, 
but also obstructs a comparative analysis on happiness on the international level.

Happiness studies are not free of problems. It is obvious that individual cognitive 
processes are highly complex and thus far from being understood. Also, the concept 
of happiness as such is confronted with heavy critiques. Some doubts cannot be dis-
carded. On the other hand, many critiques are proved wrong by this research. These 
observations have to be taken into account. They can contribute to a flourishing 
debate. Unfortunately, critiques have led more or less automatically to the refusal 
of the concept of happiness as a whole. While this concept is still in its infancy, it 
merits the benefit of the doubt. The observations to follow on happiness studies and 
their perspective on poverty, wealth and development illustrate that these studies 
have a strong case and need to be integrated a lot more in the realm of development.

15.4 � Application of ‘Happiness’ in the Analysis of Poverty, 
Wealth and Development

In order to illustrate the differences between UNDP’s and the happiness studies’ 
perspective on poverty, wealth and development, this chapter first examines the 
three human development dimensions from both angles and then considers addi-
tional dimensions that seem to be important for individual happiness.

15.4.1 � Income and Happiness

The income component can be divided into GDP and personal income. As we have 
seen, for both types UNDP suggests a positive correlation between higher revenue 
and happiness, though with diminishing utility. Happiness studies, on the contrary, 
give a far more nuanced account of this relation.

Concerning GDP, they find out that this measure counts disaster positively. 
For example, natural disasters, criminality and divorce—despite their negative 
impact on happiness—contribute through fixing measures to an increase in GDP. 
UNDP’s economic hero is thus a terminal cancer patient who is going through 
a costly divorce, and the happiest event is an earthquake or a hurricane (Cobb 
et  al. 1995, p. 65). Furthermore, GDP does not include goods and services that 
do not pass through the market (Lane 2000, p. 104), such as work in households 
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or communities (Association Redefining Progress 2005). Yet, this economy of 
love, compassion, reciprocity and solidarity (F. Brancho in Karma and Karma 
2004, p. 434) is highly important for human happiness. GDP makes no distinction 
between the desirable and the undesirable, or costs and gains in terms of human 
happiness (Cobb et al. 1995, p. 60). This observation undermines UNDP’s convic-
tion that the maximum of income is necessarily the optimum for happiness.

As far as personal income is concerned, happiness studies detect a similar 
phenomenon. The “Easterlin paradox” (Layard 2005, p. 3) discovers that in the 
United States and in Western Europe, despite a doubling in personal income 
since 1945, the level of individual happiness had hardly or not at all increased. 
Sometimes it had even diminished (Easterlin 1995, p. 38). A study of Switzerland, 
for example,—a country categorized by UNDP with a high level of human devel-
opment and with the 5th position concerning PIB per capita—shows a generally 
positive relation between income and happiness. However, it also reveals that this 
relation is not linear and sometimes even negative. The richest quintile, for exam-
ple, is less happy than the quintile before (Leu et al. in Stutzer 2004, pp. 89–109). 
Psychologists explain this paradox with three theories. First, the theory of aspira-
tion states that a rise in living standards increases personal aspirations in income. 
Hence, monetary needs and desires can never be fully satisfied (Easterlin 2001, 
p. 481). Consequently, happiness rises less rapidly, the higher personal income 
is. Second, the theory of social comparison is based on the observation that the 
human being is a social animal. Our desires and pleasures thus have their ori-
gin in society. We measure them in relation to society; we don’t measure them 
in relation to objects that serve for their gratification (Karl Marx quoted in Frey 
and Stutzer 2003, p. 11). When this social norm of reference rises and personal 
income stays the same, the individual is more likely to feel “relatively deprived”, 
even though its personal situation has not changed (Runciman 1966, p. 11). Given 
the human desire to be relatively superior to others (Heady and Wearing, 1988), 
this social comparison is generally made upwards (Stutzer 2004, p. 91)—i.e. with 
those members of society with whom the individual still has to catch up—and 
hence leads to so-called “frustrated achievers” (Graham 2004, p. 13) with a lower 
level of happiness. Third, the theory of adaptation reveals that individuals adapt to 
their income and thus always needs an increase in order to satisfy their needs and 
desires. This “hedonic treadmill” (Layard 2005, p. 48) renders joy a mere transi-
tory state (Stutzer 2004, p. 91) and lowers individual happiness.

In a happiness study in Mexico—a country very close to UNDP’s category of 
medium human development (UNDP 2005, p. 220)—55  % of the respondents 
are ‘poor’ by UNDP definitions. However, only around 5  % declared that they 
did not have a happy life. The study did reveal a positive correlation between 
personal income and happiness, yet, this relation was not linear. The rate of 
increase in happiness diminished with a rising personal income (Rojas 2004, p. 
7). The study detects an extremely high percentage of “happy poor” people and 
a relatively high rate of “unhappy rich” people (Ibid., p. 5). The explanation for 
the Mexican case might lie in the theory of basic needs. This approach assumes 
that not everything is relative. Some needs are fundamental to human life, such 
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as subsistence, protection and affection (Nic Marks in Karma and Karma 2004, 
p. 322). Their satisfaction increases individual happiness. The high rate of happy 
poor people seems to suggest that these individuals are happy to be able to satisfy 
their absolute needs. They do not compare themselves to other members of society 
whose standard of living they aspire to. The relative character of income seems to 
become more important for the unhappy rich people.

These studies challenge UNDP’s perspective of an exclusively positive rela-
tion between income and happiness and suggest a relation of a far more complex 
nature. There are people whose life, according to UNDP, is marked by poverty 
and ill-being. Yet they declare themselves highly happy. Equally, there are peo-
ple whose life, according to UNDP, is coined by wealth and well-being. However, 
they declare themselves highly unhappy (Stutzer 2004, p. 105). This counts for 
developed as well as for developing countries. While happiness studies confirm 
UNDP’s perspective for the people who are unable to cover their basic needs, they 
reveal at the same time that people’s picture of poverty, wealth and thus devel-
opment does hence not necessarily correspond to that perspective. An integration 
of a happiness indicator could thus provide UNDP with valuable information on 
whether its development analysis and policy contribute to people’s well-being.

15.4.2 � Health and Happiness

UNDP is convinced that more health increases individual happiness. This is 
entirely confirmed by happiness studies. However, the latter make a distinction of 
two levels of analysis unknown to UNDP: the distinction between objective and 
subjective health. Objective health—the state of health as it is analyzed by an out-
side expert—is positively correlated with individual happiness. Life-threatening 
diseases such as cancer, HIV/AIDS, hepatitis and malaria, and diseases obstruct-
ing a normal functioning of the human body, such as rheumatism, generally have 
a negative impact on happiness (Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 13). Yet, this cor-
relation is relatively low, probably because of human adaptation to lots of diseases 
(Layard 2005, p. 69). The variable that is very highly correlated with happiness is 
subjective health, i.e. the state of health as it is perceived by the concerned indi-
vidual itself. Neurotics, for example, remember more respiratory symptoms than 
they had reported on a daily basis before (Diener et al. 1999, p. 287). This variable 
thus includes the physical condition and the emotional adaptation which explains 
why an individual can feel good despite a serious disease, and why it can feel bad 
despite objectively attested good health. Happiness studies hence offer an addi-
tional level of analysis important for human well-being.

A second hypothesis of UNDP is that a rising level of development increases 
the state of health, since it facilitates the prevention of disease, not least because of 
financial means. Indeed, a high level of human development does facilitate preven-
tion through education or increased income, which allowed eradicating diseases 
such as tuberculosis, cholera and typhus in the developed countries. However, 
these developed countries witness a new form of disease, the so-called “luxury 
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diseases”, which appear exclusively, increasingly widespread and more frequently 
in developed countries. Examples are depression, eating disorders, and heart 
attacks (Diener and Seligman 2004, pp. 13–16). Hence a higher level of develop-
ment as seen by UNDP simultaneously provokes this new type of disease among 
the rich and well-educated.

Moreover, a high level of economic development does not automatically guar-
antee a good state of health. There is, for example, no demonstrated link between 
the level of GDP and the mortality rate of a country. The USA witnesses a high 
economic growth but at the same time a high rate of premature mortality. Japan, 
Switzerland, France and Germany, on the other hand, have a weaker economic 
growth but also a lower rate of premature mortality.2 Similarly, countries like 
Vietnam, China, Sri Lanka, and Costa Rica are economically poor, but their popu-
lations are characterized by a high level of health (Sen 1999, p. 6). Contrary to the 
assumption of UNDP, healthy populations and populations characterized by a low 
level of health can thus be found everywhere on the GDP scale.

Third, UNDP exclusively measures life expectancy, but ignores the quality 
of the years lived. Happiness studies, on the contrary, suggest a measurement of 
happy life years (Veenhoven in Karma and Karma 2004, p. 304), an approach that 
adds the quality of years lived to UNDP’s quantitative perspective.

Lastly, happiness studies also reveal that happiness has a major influence on 
health. For example, they show that happy people show extremely little sign of 
mental disease (Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 16), that patients with an identical 
level of objective health lived longer when their self-confidence was higher (Layard 
2005, p. 23), and that optimists live about eight years longer than pessimists 
(T. Maruta quoted in Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 14). The relationship between 
health and happiness is thus bidirectional; a phenomenon not considered by UNDP.

UNDP’s position concerning health and well-being is incomplete. Undoubtedly, 
increased health does raise the level of well-being. But happiness research shows, 
that contrary to UNDP’s assumption more development does not necessarily lead to 
happiness and money does not buy health. Moreover, they add the quality of years 
lived as well as the mutual relationship between health and happiness to UNDP’s per-
spective, two crucial factors for human happiness. Happiness studies then represent 
a complementary tool for UNDP to analyze its perspective and policy of well-being.

15.4.3 � Education and Happiness

UNDP’s human development approach suggests that a higher level of education 
automatically leads to higher level of well-being, since it facilitates employment, 
revenue, creativity, and self-confidence. Happiness studies, however, provide a 

2  Jean-Daniel Rainhorn in his presentation in the margins of the seminar ‘Le défi social du 
développement, mondialisation, croissance, pauvreté et inégalités’, Institut Universitaire 
d’Etudes de Développement, Geneva, 9 February 2006.
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more nuanced perspective. They do confirm that education contributes to happi-
ness, especially when people enjoy little or no education. Yet once basic needs are 
met, the correlation becomes more multifaceted. Especially high levels of educa-
tion can cause unhappiness. The three relative theories presented in relation to the 
income component also explain the phenomenon in terms of education. The higher 
the level of education, the more likely people are to have increased aspirations, 
social comparisons and adaptation which lower the level of happiness (Michael 
Argyle in Kahnemann et al. 1999, p. 355). Moreover, if job offers do not match 
the level of education, frustration can emerge and have detrimental effects on 
happiness (ILO 2005, p. 321). Beyond the satisfaction of basic needs, happiness 
research suggests, contrary to UNDP’s assumption, that the correlation between 
education and well-being is not linear and sometimes even negative.

Also, happiness studies, as opposed to UNDP, take into consideration that 
the causality between education and happiness is bidirectional. Happiness can 
increase the individual performance in education. Happier people have, for exam-
ple, better results in school, a greater mental efficiency, higher autonomy and self-
confidence (Veenhoven 1984, p. 200).

UNDP is right to consider education to be one of the three main determinants of 
well-being, especially at low levels of human development. Yet, happiness studies 
with their more nuanced approach serve as an important device to find out in how 
far UNDP’s vision and the people’s subjective perception of well-being correspond.

15.4.4 � Other Dimensions Determining Individual Happiness

UNDP not only ignores important findings on the relation between the three human 
development dimensions and well-being. It also completely disregards other dimen-
sions that seem to determine individual happiness, as studies have found out. These 
include external factors, i.e. domains and conditions of life external to the individual, 
and internal factors, i.e. traits of character and personality of the individual itself. 
The following paragraphs thus illustrate that UNDP’s development analysis and pol-
icy could and should be completed through the integration of a happiness indicator.

15.4.5 � External Factors

15.4.5.1 � Social Relations

Human beings are social beings and thus prefer to be in company rather than being 
all by themselves. Happiness studies show that no or bad social relationships have 
a strong negative impact on happiness (Campbell 1981, p. 112). Equally, strong 
and positive social relations provide personal ties, support and feelings of belong-
ing and identity (Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 18). Receiving these elements, but 
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also to giving them to others increases individual happiness (E. Fromm in ibid.). 
It is hence little surprising, that most individuals that declare themselves happy 
in the studies on happiness have good social relationships (Diener and Seligman 
2004, p. 18). Especially marriage goes hand in hand with happiness (Frey and 
Stutzer 2003, p. 18). But the causality between social relations and happi-
ness is bidirectional. Studies show that happier people are more sociable (M.R. 
Cunningham in Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 20). Despite this great importance 
of this dimension, UNDP does not take it into account. The three human develop-
ment dimensions might represent an increased capacity to enter into social rela-
tions. However, the example shown that a divorce increase GDP illustrates that the 
relationship is far more complex.

15.4.5.2 � Work

The idea of human development is obsessed by the idea of full employment, 
where people are employed at any price without questioning the quality of those 
jobs (Bruckner 2000, p. 195). However, the quality of work is crucial for individ-
ual happiness. The determinants of happiness with work are intrinsic and extrin-
sic and include the opportunity to have control over personnel, the application of 
one’s capacities, the existence of objectives, the variety of tasks, the transparency 
and the sharing of information, the access to a revenue, the physical security, the 
supportive supervision, the opportunity to interpersonal contact, the social status 
of the occupation (Peter Warr in Kahneman et al. 1999, pp. 396/397), and the con-
tribution to larger society (Layard 2005, p. 62). Unemployment, on the contrary, 
fosters higher rates of depression and suicide (A. Kposow in Diener and Seligman 
2004, p. 12).

Moreover, the causality between work and happiness is of bidirectional char-
acter. Happy employees have a better performance at work, they are more produc-
tive, more punctual and more cooperative, and they show less absenteeism (Diener 
and Seligman 2004, pp. 10–12).

UNDP, however, reduces the correlation between work and well-being to the 
three dimensions of human development, which indirectly represent the dimen-
sion of work, since income, education and health are important preconditions or 
results of an employment. Yet, happiness studies show that the correlation is more 
complicated and that this dimension should be considered in the evaluation of 
well-being.

15.4.5.3 � Political and Societal Conditions

The political and societal environment of an individual has great effects on his/
her level of happiness. Inequalities, for example, have a considerable detrimental 
effect on happiness. Given the relative character of the individual living stand-
ards which has been shown, it is not surprising that inequalities foster a feeling 
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of deprivation and thus unhappiness. These inequalities can be endogenous to 
society—such as economic, cultural, ethnic or sexual minorities (Veenhoven 1984, 
p. 158)—or exogenous, i.e. new living standards formerly unknown are introduced 
from the outside (Runciman 1966, p. 24). Also, there can be a different tolerance 
level of inequalities. One study found that this level is considerably higher in the 
US than in Europe (Alesina et al. 2001, p. 1). It might also be less important in 
places where basic needs are not satisfied. Despite the importance of inequali-
ties for happiness and the complex nature of the relation, UNDP disregards this 
dimension.

The same observation can be made concerning political stability. Political trou-
bles, violence, civil disorder and war are negatively related with happiness. Given 
the physical and psychological hardship, this is little surprising (Veenhoven 1984, 
p. 167). Yet UNDP does not integrate this dimension in its development indicators. 
True, one could consider its human development dimensions indirect indicators 
for political stability. However, born in mind that disaster is counted positively in 
the GDP these indicators might be misleading.

Another dimension strongly related with happiness is human rights (Diener and 
Seligman 2004, p. 6). Individuals who live in countries where human rights are 
recognized declare themselves generally happier than individuals who live in other 
countries (Veenhoven 1984, p. 160). UNDP does increasingly integrate human rights 
in its annual human development reports. However, they do not feature in the HDI.

A dimension closely related to human rights is democracy. Due to the greater 
likelihood of benefits for the population and its active participation in the politi-
cal process (Frey and Stutzer 2001), this political system is highly correlated with 
happiness (R. Inglehart and H.-D- Klingeman quoted in Diener and Seligman 
(2004, p. 6). However, it seems as if it were rather certain criteria a political sys-
tem had to fulfill in order to guarantee happiness. These criteria include an effi-
ciency of social and political institutions, a high mutual trust and a low level of 
corruption (John Helliwell quoted in Graham 2004, p. 4). Hence democracy is not 
necessarily a good system to provide happiness, and other systems are not nec-
essarily bad ones. For example, happiness parachuted after the introduction of 
democracy in Eastern Europe after the fall of communism (John Helliwell quoted 
in Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 6).

UNDP does not take into account this dimension; and the example of the dif-
ferent countries with distinct political systems and levels of health renders its three 
human development dimensions little useful as indirect indicators, too.

15.4.5.4 � Security

Individual security is very likely to have a positive correlation with happiness. 
Studies confirm this hypothesis in the case of socioeconomic security (ILO 2005, 
p. 576). Yet, another study in 42 countries shows that a social safety net does not 
necessarily guarantee a higher level of happiness (Ouweneel 2002, pp. 167–192). 
What might be important to people is, instead of monetary safety, psychological 
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safety which is not provided by safety nets. Likewise, even though for this essay 
no correspondent studies have been found, given the results on violence and hap-
piness, physical security is highly likely to be positively correlated. However, 
UNDP disregards this dimension in its well-being analysis.

The list of external factors is far from being exhaustive. Only the most fre-
quently mentioned dimensions have been considered. Contrary to common 
assumptions, demographic factors, such as age and sex, have no significant influ-
ence on happiness (Diener et al. 1999, p. 581). It is then interesting to see, that 
UNDP takes a rather firm stand on the inclusion of these factors into its analysis of 
living standards and well-being.

15.4.6 � Internal Factors

For a long time, it was commonly assumed that the individual personality and 
hence the biological determination of traits of character is the most essential 
determining factor of happiness. However, happiness studies reveal that they 
only explain a minority of the variances in happiness (Diener 1984, p. 558). 
Notwithstanding, they are crucial for our analysis, since they decide on how exter-
nal factors are perceived and assimilated. Traits examined are self-confidence, 
internality, extraversion and ambition.

Self-confidence is one of the most important traits of character for happiness 
(Ibid.). It generally lifts individual satisfaction. And the causality is bidirectional. 
Research shows that confidence parachutes in times of unhappiness (R.M. Laxer 
in ibid., p. 559).

Another determining trait is internality, i.e. the tendency to attribute events to 
one self rather than to external causes. Happiness studies illustrate that, contrary 
to unhappy people, happy people are far more convinced of their capacity to influ-
ence their personal destiny (Veenhoven 1984, p. 354). The causality between inter-
nality and happiness is also bidirectional. Research demonstrates that the capacity 
to manage one’s life enhances the level of happiness.

Extraversion is another trait of personality highly influential on happiness. 
It involves the tendency to appreciate things. Its correlation with happiness is 
mutual. Happiness studies prove that higher happiness also allows for more open-
ness, as the case of social relations illustrated.

Lastly, ambition is an important trait of character. To set and to meet per-
sonal objectives increases happiness. The goals to be achieved have to repre-
sent a challenge, but should not be unreachable (Layard 2005, p. 73). Moreover, 
intrinsic goals seem to have a greater influence on happiness than extrinsic goals 
do. Physical attractiveness, celebrity and wealth are not positively related with 
happiness, whilst self-acceptance, affiliation, and help for the community are 
(Ed Diener and Mark Eunkook Suh in Kahneman et al. 1999, p. 445).

UNDP does not take into account these internal factors. It is true that their 
measurement is extremely difficult, but this difficulty should not lead to the 
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standpoint that what is hardly measurable should be completely ignored. These 
factors provide crucial information concerning the subjective evaluation of well-
being and UNDP’s analysis and policy to achieve the latter and should therefore 
be incorporated into UNDP’s development indicator.

The same conclusion can be drawn for all the dimensions detected by hap-
piness studies as well as the additional information concerning the three human 
development dimensions. Only the integration of a happiness indicator can render 
UNDP’s perspective on poverty, wealth and development and the respective policy 
applied a more comprehensive one.

15.4.7 � Comparison of Country Rankings:  
UNDP vs. Happiness Studies

The analysis of all the above dimensions has shown that UNDP’s perspective on 
ill- and well-being does not necessarily correspond to the subjective perception of 
the standard of living the affected individuals themselves have. This phenomenon 
is well illustrated through a comparison of the country rankings of UNDP and 
happiness studies.3

Certainly, this comparison implies some methodological problems. While the 
HDI ranking has continuously been updated since 1990, the happiness results 
date from a period from 1995 to 2005. Some of the data are thus not a result of 
research done over the last couple of months. Moreover, the number of studies in 
each country varies considerably. In Australia there have been fourteen studies car-
ried out, thirteen in Russia, eight in Hungary, six in Sweden, and five in Spain and 
Slovenia. In various European countries there have been four, three or two studies. 
The data of 38 countries is based on merely one single study. Furthermore, the 
HDI comprises 177 countries; 55 with a high, 86 with a medium, and 36 with a 
low human development. The happiness ranking on the other hand includes only 
91 countries, out of which only ten belong to the poorest UNDP category, 36 to 
the medium and 42 to the highest one. The representation is thus biased towards 
countries with a higher human development. Yet, despite its problems the happi-
ness ranking serves as a first approximation for our analysis and reveals surprising 
results.

The happiness average goes from 8.2 for Denmark down to 3.9 for Tanzania. 
In general terms, the happiness roughly follows the human development ranking. 
Most countries which UNDP classifies having a high level of human development 
can be found in the upper third of the happiness ranking as well, while countries 

3  The HDI country ranking of the year 2005 provides the necessary data for the UNDP rank-
ing (UNDP, 2005, pp. 219-222). As far as the happiness ranking is concerned, this essay uses 
the data accumulated by Ruut Veenhoven published on the World Database of Happiness 
(Veenhoven, 2006).
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with a medium human development are situated in the centre and those with a low 
human development towards the end of the happiness ranking. However, there are 
important exceptions.

First, there are countries that have a far better position in the happiness than 
in the HDI ranking. Colombia, for example, is found in the second position—
together with Switzerland—with a happiness average of 8.1. Guatemala acquires 
the 4th position—together with Austria and Iceland—with a happiness average 
of 7.8. And Mexico is in the 7th position—together with Australia, Finland and 
Sweden—all with a happiness average of 7.7. Other countries like Honduras, 
El Salvador, Venezuela and Brazil all have a position in the twenties. Nigeria also 
makes a great leap and can be found in position 41. The HDI ranking, however, 
gives them a place among the countries with a medium or even low human devel-
opment and thus a moderate or low level of happiness.

Second, there are countries which have a worse position in the happiness than 
in the HDI. The Baltic states, Hungary and Slovakia, for example, find themselves 
among the last 30 countries in the happiness ranking, whilst the HDI attests them 
a high level of human development. Also, Japan—positioned on 9th in the HDI 
ranking—France and Portugal—which are among the most developed countries 
according to UNDP—are only found in the middle of the happiness ranking, sur-
rounded by countries such as Uzbekistan, Taiwan, Peru and Iran.

Whilst Latin America achieves positions better than expected Eastern Europe 
surprises negatively. In Africa, Nigeria is the only big surprise—yet a positive one. 
These results indicate that poverty as defined by UNDP does not necessarily imply 
a state of deficiency and ill-being, and that wealth as defined by UNDP does not 
necessarily represent a situation of abundance and well-being. Two explanations 
are possible. Either people do not perceive their situation as one of poverty and 
wealth, or they do, but they take into consideration other dimensions to measure 
these concepts—dimensions UNDP disregards in its analysis. This redefinition of 
poverty and wealth then implies changes for the concept of development, which 
can no longer be seen as a teleological process from deficiency and ill-being to 
abundance and well-being. Yet, UNDP fails to consider these different perceptions 
and hence misses out a great deal of valuable information in its analysis of pov-
erty, wealth and development.

UNDP’s capability approach takes into consideration the potentials that exist 
in life, either the individual capacities or its surrounding conditions (Veenhoven in 
Karma and Karma 2004, p. 289). However, these capacities and conditions do not 
say anything about the real outcomes in life. The potential to be happy is very dif-
ferent from actually being happy (Gasper 2004 p. 24). In order to evaluate the real 
consequences of development dimensions on people’s well-being, the subjective 
perception of individuals has to be incorporated in the analysis. UNDP thus has 
to enlarge its approach from “having”, “being” and “doing” (Cobb 2000, p. 13) 
by the ‘feeling’ about ‘having’, ‘being’ and ‘doing’. Therefore, happiness studies 
are the complementary tool to UNDP’s development indicator in order to obtain 
a more comprehensive picture of ill- and well-being as well as the impacts of its 
respective policy approach.
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15.5 � Conclusion

This essay examined whether happiness is a complementary tool for UNDP’s 
analysis of poverty, wealth and development. The deconstruction of UNDP’s dis-
course and measurement revealed a perspective of poverty which centers on the 
notion of deficiency and ill-being, whereas wealth is considered a superior state 
of abundance and well-being. Consequently, development becomes a teleologi-
cal process towards well-being through the provision of profusion. Yet, happiness 
studies reveal that many people’s subjective perception of well-being, or happi-
ness, is different from UNDP’s vision.

Happiness, defined as the degree to which an individual judges the overall qual-
ity of his life-as-a-whole favorably, is a global term which contains people’s differ-
ent evaluations concerning their lives, the events affecting them, their bodies and 
brains, and their living conditions. Although methodological and conceptual prob-
lems remain acute, the concept discovers crucial information about the dimensions 
of human development. Contrary to UNDP’s assumption that maximizing levels of 
the HDI components always brings optimum results for people’s well-being, hap-
piness research illustrates that increased national and personal income and a higher 
level of education do not necessarily lead to greater happiness. Nor do they auto-
matically guarantee better health and thus a higher level of happiness. Correlations 
prove to be much more complex, especially once basic needs are met. Moreover, 
happiness studies discover other dimensions essential for human happiness which 
are largely ignored by UNDP. The comparison between the two country rankings 
eventually confirms that individuals perceive their state of living differently from 
UNDP’s perspective. Poverty is not exclusively a state of deficiency and ill-being, 
wealth is not necessarily a situation of abundance and well-being, and development 
is hence not automatically a teleological process providing greater well-being.

Analogue to UNDP’s capability approach, happiness represents an end and 
thus a constitutive part of development. Simultaneously, the implementation of the 
development process is likely to depend on the happiness of the people. This ren-
ders happiness a mean, i.e. an instrumental part of development. In order to obtain 
a comprehensive analysis of poverty, wealth and development, and to meaning-
fully engage in the promotion of people’s well-being, UNDP has to integrate the 
element of ‘feeling’ about ‘having’, ‘being’ and ‘doing’ as an evaluative tool. In 
the long term, only the inclusion of a happiness indicator can reflect the whole 
impact of UNDP’s policy and thus change its perspective from a ‘development as 
freedom’ to a ‘development as happiness’.
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Abstract R ecent social surveys of happiness (subjective well-being) have given a new 
stimulus to utilitarian political theory by providing a statistically reliable measure of 
the ‘happiness’ of individuals that can then be correlated with other variables. One gen-
eral finding is that greater happiness does not correlate strongly with increased wealth, 
beyond modest levels, and this has led to calls for governments to shift priorities away 
from economic growth and towards other social values. This chapter notes how the 
conclusions of this research help to address some of the traditional objections to utili-
tarianism. The question of how happiness research findings can be used to set happi-
ness-maximization goals for public policy needs careful examination, as the translation 
from research to policy is not always straightforward. Some empirical and ethical 
objections to this ‘new utilitarianism’ are raised. The complicating factors of public 
expectations of, and trust in, governments pose obstacles to any proposal that happi-
ness research may lead to changes in public policy and hence to ‘happier’ populations.

Keywords  Happiness  •  Public policy  •  Government  •  Utilitarianism

16.1 � Introduction

Recent research on happiness and subjective well-being has prompted a re-
examination of the traditional utilitarian principle that the maximization of happi-
ness should be adopted by governments as an aim of law and public policy. This is 
an old idea that reappears in various guises, for example:

Whatever the form or Constitution of Government may be, it ought to have no other object 
than the general happiness.
Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man (1790) (1996, p. 164).
A measure of government … may be said to be conformable to or dictated by the princi-
ple of utility, when … the tendency which it has to augment the happiness of the commu-
nity is greater than any which it has to diminish it.
Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789) 
(Warnock 1962, p. 33).
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The US Declaration of Independence of 1776 specifies ‘the pursuit of happi-
ness’ as one of the principal inalienable rights of all citizens. The 1942 Beveridge 
Report in the UK, which laid the groundwork for Britain’s welfare state, referred 
to ‘the happiness of the common man’ as the basic objective (Beveridge 1942, p. 
171). And, according to an influential, though Whiggish, history of New Zealand:

Social Security is … clearly an investment in the future personnel of industry as well as in 
the happiness of the citizenry (Sinclair 1991, p. 271).

For present purposes, I am mainly interested in that version of the happiness-
maximization principle that has re-emerged from research on happiness in the 
fields of psychology, sociology and economics over the last three decades. To reit-
erate the question, then, this article asks whether the maximization of happiness 
should be adopted by governments as an aim of law and public policy. I emphasize 
the word should, moreover, because the theory that I am considering here involves 
an ethical case for a re-evaluation of social-political aims. Let me illustrate this 
with a few quotes from the recent happiness literature.

People can and do experience lasting changes in their well-being as a result of life events. 
Appropriate public policies can increase the average level of subjective well-being, and it is 
conceivable that individuals, with greater knowledge of the social mechanisms governing 
their lives, might themselves deliberately choose courses of action that would permanently 
improve their happiness (Easterlin 2003a, italics added).
… [P]ublic policy should be about enhancing happiness or the welfare of people, now and 
in the future (Ng and Ho 2006, p. 1).
… [T]he greatest happiness principle deserves a more prominent place in policy making 
(Veenhoven 2004, p. 676).

Veenhoven (2004) gives one of the most carefully considered examples of this 
case for the application of happiness research to public policy, based on what he 
calls a ‘new utilitarianism’. He points out that a number of social factors over 
which governments have some authority and control (such as respect for the rule 
of law and civil rights, economic freedom, and tolerance of minorities) are posi-
tively correlated with popular happiness levels. He concludes that the happiness 
of a society could therefore be raised through the application of appropriate public 
policies, just as public health promotion requires appropriate policy actions.

Diener and Seligman (2004) put forward a well-researched case in favour of nations 
adopting systems of well-being indicators, partly to supplement existing economic indi-
cators. They do not argue that such social indicators should serve a prescriptive function 
in the field of public policy. They see them as serving an evaluative role in assessing the 
impact or success of national policies, and hence their conclusion is more modest than 
Veenhoven’s. In each case, though, the conclusion is based on retrospective data and on 
statistical correlations. We do not yet have prospective research that indicates a causal 
relationship between the implementation of a new policy and an effect on happiness.

The present discussion takes its impetus, then, from philosophical and social-
research literature. Apart from the well-known examples of the Kingdom of 
Bhutan’s policy of Gross National Happiness and the reference in the US 
Declaration of Independence to ‘the pursuit of happiness’, governments around 
the world have so far not yet firmly established happiness as an over-arching goal 
or evaluative criterion of public policy in practical terms. So, the question posed 
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here is a largely hypothetical one about the possible political applications of hap-
piness research. It considers some of the pragmatics of public policy, and some of 
the ethical and empirical questions that have yet to be addressed by any proposal 
to use happiness research to directly inform policy-making. As such, this chapter 
does not seek to take a fixed stand one way or the other, but it considers the ‘pros 
and cons’, poses some critical questions, and seeks to stimulate future theory and 
research on this question.

So, what are some of the key conclusions of happiness research that are said to 
have some relevance for public policy? Diener and Seligman (2004) provide a use-
ful literature review. Well-being surveys across nations have suggested that there 
are diminishing returns to incomes above US $10,000 per annum. Further, once 
other health and social factors that also correlate with both affluence and subjec-
tive well-being are statistically controlled, “the effect of income on national well-
being becomes nonsignificant” (Diener and Seligman 2004, p. 5). In fact, aggregate 
happiness-survey scores remained static in the USA and Japan, even after decades 
of strong economic growth; and the self-reported happiness of individuals does 
not increase into middle-age, even when incomes and wealth do. The communities 
with the highest subjective well-being or happiness are not, therefore, those who are 
the wealthiest, but rather those who enjoy good health, effective social and politi-
cal institutions, high trust and social cohesion, and low corruption. More pertinent 
to matters of government and policy, Diener and Seligman (2004) review research 
reports that have found correlations between subjective well-being and countries’ 
respect for human rights and freedoms, democratic institutions and political stability.

Below, I introduce some reasons for interpreting such results with caution. But, 
at face value, they appear to carry a message for policy-makers whose goals may 
have been focused narrowly on economic growth as an objective and less con-
cerned about health and social issues and about good governance. But, does it 
also mean that happiness surveys could become a tool for planning and evaluating 
public policy, and that happiness itself should be a goal of public policy and/or a 
means of assessing its success? To address this, we need a way of defining pub-
lic policy, and of understanding its aims and methods and how these are chosen 
and enacted. We also need to consider the bridge between social research and pol-
icy actions, as this may not be as simple and unobstructed as it may at first seem. 
Does research simply quantify pre-existing social problems and test hypotheses 
about their causes for policy-makers then to digest the results and take appropriate 
actions; or is the process of research somehow constructive of social problems and 
thus actively shaping political concerns? But, before we do that, let us consider 
how happiness researchers define happiness itself.

16.2 � How do Researchers Define Happiness?

Statistical data about the happiness of populations come from various surveys. 
This is usually done in the form of questions about how happy or how satisfied 
with life the respondent feels. It is a question about subjective well-being, but the 
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results tend to be fairly consistent and to correlate well with other measures of 
well-being factors. One might say that ‘happiness’ is whatever the survey respond-
ents think it is when asked, but researchers often see a need to define the term. 
Authors in this field have provided definitions that are quite diverse. Layard 
defines happiness as ‘feeling good—enjoying life and wanting the feeling to be 
maintained’ (2005, p. 12); and Myers calls it ‘a high ratio of positive to negative 
feelings’ (2004, p. 522). These definitions of happiness are the simplest, based on 
positive feelings, and are the closest to the traditional Benthamite meaning. Others 
take a slightly broader view, using the term ‘subjective well-being’ to encompass 
both an affective evaluation of oneself at present, as well as a rational evaluation 
of satisfaction with one’s life a whole. Frey and Stutzer point out that surveys can 
measure such subjective well-being, and that these measures ‘serve as proxies for 
“utility”’ (Frey and Stutzer 2002, p. 405).

Happiness, according to some psychologists, needs to be broken down into 
three strongly correlated, but independent, factors: subjective well-being, life sat-
isfaction, and absence of depression or anxiety. Subjective well-being is the moods 
or feelings that people have of joy or elation. Life satisfaction refers to qualities 
or circumstances of life, such as personal wealth, family relationships, commu-
nity participation, employment, goal achievement etc., that may cause satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction. And, finally, the absence of depression, anxiety, insecurity, etc., 
does not in itself constitute happiness or well-being, but is nonetheless an impor-
tant prerequisite (Argyle 2001).

There is another definition of happiness that deserves attention here, because it 
has been developed in the context of a discussion that addresses the same question 
as the present paper: the relevance of happiness to the aims of government. 
Veenhoven, who advocates a ‘new utilitarianism’ and argues that happiness can be 
promoted by public policy, defines happiness as ‘the overall enjoyment of your life 
as a whole’ (2004, p. 664). This sounds more like Aristotelian eudaimonia than 
Benthamite utility. In fact, the quote comes from a chapter in a volume on ‘posi-
tive psychology’ which explicitly seeks its historical and philosophical roots in 
Aristotelian ideas about character and virtue, and hence advocates a eudaimonic 
approach to ‘the good life’—in which happiness (as good feelings or satisfaction 
with life) would be only one dimension alongside ‘authenticity’, ‘continuous 
development’ and ‘the meaningful life’ (Jorgensen and Nafstad 2004).1

So, while each of the definitions of happiness may be sound enough in its own 
right, the happiness literature in economics and psychology proposes diverse defi-
nitions deriving from well-established, but rival, philosophical positions. Are we 
talking about subjective feelings of pleasure, as balanced against pain—or are we 
using the term in reference to a broader moral evaluation of ‘a good life’? Clearly, 
the happiness research field has diverging definitions of its key term, but this may 
be seen as a healthy diversity of opinion, rather than a fundamental flaw. And both 

1  The eudaimonic approach to happiness research is given more thorough discussion in a recent 
issue of the Journal of Happiness Studies (issue 1, 2008).
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the eudaimonism of the Aristotelian tradition and the utilitarianism of Bentham 
and Mill have one significant thing in common: they both hold up the potential 
for the realization of happiness/eudaimonia as an ultimate goal, achievable in this 
worldly life. It is neither an abstract ideal, nor something to be hoped for in an 
after-life. And both traditions have proposed that happiness is relevant to the ethics 
and goals of the individual and of the state.

The matter would become even more complicated if one were to include non-
western concepts of happiness. Bhutan, which has adopted the policy of Gross 
National Happiness, is officially a Buddhist state with a Buddhist concept of hap-
piness (Mancall 2004). Buddhism advocates a detachment from worldliness as 
a means to overcome suffering and to achieve enlightenment; and it is not really 
about individual happiness as an immediate or transient experience. By contrast, 
western utilitarianism and eudaimonism tend to be more oriented towards achiev-
ing life-satisfaction or pleasure in the world as we know it empirically.

16.3 � What is Public Policy?

So, while both eudaimonism and utilitarianism see happiness as an ultimate goal 
for the individual, they both also extend this goal, by aggregation, to the politi-
cal community as a whole. In his Politics, Aristotle argues that the state exists to 
ensure the survival of its members, but, more than that, it also exists to achieve 
‘the good life’ (eudaimonia). In a similar vein, Bentham says that the actions of 
governments can be evaluated in terms of the aggregate effects they have on peo-
ple’s happiness. Both assume that the goals of the state can be inferred from the 
goals of its members, by aggregation.

It should be noted at this point that some other prominent thinkers have rejected 
happiness as an ethical–political goal. Kant did not dismiss the importance of hap-
piness, but he did not see it as a suitable guide to moral reasoning, as it is too 
self-regarding. He preferred instead a deontological approach as expressed in his 
categorical imperative. More recently, Amartya Sen (1985) has extensively cri-
tiqued happiness and utilitarian ethics in relation to development policy, and he 
advances a theory of capabilities instead.

Nonetheless, contemporary happiness researchers promote happiness as a 
political goal based on correlations between social and institutional factors, over 
which governments have some control or influence, and subjective well-being. The 
latter, moreover, has been associated with other well-being factors, such as good 
health and longevity. Although real-world governments do not have ‘Ministries of 
Happiness’, it would appear logical to argue that, in as much as public policy can 
influence people’s happiness, governments have (at least) an interest in maximiz-
ing it—if not a moral obligation to do so. By this view, a low level of subjec-
tive well-being among some populations is as much a ‘problem’ for policy-makers 
as, say, poor public hygiene would be, even if it may require less urgent atten-
tion. And thus hypothetically a suitable happiness objective needs to be set, and 
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policy programmes put in place to achieve it. The UK Prime Minister’s Strategy 
Unit, for example, considered a paper on life-satisfaction and happiness research 
in 2002. This discussion paper concluded that there is ‘a case for state intervention 
to boost life satisfaction due mainly to evidence of direct impacts on life satisfac-
tion of government activities, together with strong evidence of the dependence of 
individuals’ wellbeing on the actions of others’ (Donovan and Halpern 2002, p. 4).

Such a case relies upon a rational-instrumental model of public policy. It main-
tains that scientific evidence of social conditions and problems is objective and 
that it leads logically to proposals for remedies. The job of the policy analyst is to 
examine alternative courses of action and to advise political decision-makers on 
the most economical or cost-effective option. This assumes that implementation 
of such a remedy is a technical process that has reasonably predictable outcomes, 
and that governments have the authority and the means to carry out the desired 
programmes. When it comes to something as inoffensive and universally desirable 
as happiness, moreover, how could anyone rationally object? Social researchers 
and policy technocrats could rule, provided we know it is making people happier.

Even if one cannot object to happiness per se, the instrumental model of pub-
lic policy that would see happiness research as translatable unproblematically into 
policy programmes, and hence into social outcomes, is not the only way in which 
to consider the role of policy. A second model of public policy could be called 
‘interactionist’. This considers the complex set of institutions and actors that 
form and perform policy as a system, with subsystems and feedback processes. 
By this model, policy involves more than just routinely-acting and stable hier-
archies, but depends also on the complex and less predictable effects of change-
able networks and complex governance structures, some of which occur outside 
the scope of state authority. For example, Rhodes (1996) talks about ‘governance 
as self-organizing networks’ operating across organizations in private enterprise, 
civil society and central and local government. These networks challenge rational, 
hierarchical models of government because they ‘become autonomous and resist 
central guidance’ (p. 667). Policy objectives from the centre may be modified, 
renegotiated, or even resisted, on such terrain. Such a model would place a notion 
like happiness onto complex and contestable territory. So any liberal-democratic 
polity would then need to consider how the ideal of happiness may be expressed 
within diverse communities, be they secular or fundamentalist, mainstream or 
minority-group, etc. Individual and cultural differences in values and policy priori-
ties regarding how people achieve happiness or ‘a good life’ would thus come to 
be relevant, and contestable, matters in such a policy-making process.

A third approach to public policy could be called the ‘constructivist’ model. By 
this model, the political process of ‘problem-formation’ is itself treated critically as 
problematic (e.g. Dean and Hindess 1998). Hence, social conditions are not sim-
ply objective states waiting passively to be measured by social researchers for the 
information of policy-makers. Rather, the surveying of communities, especially 
concerning something as subjective as happiness, actively constructs the aware-
ness of the phenomenon, and hence pre-forms the framework in which it may be 
treated as a ‘problem’ that legitimates political attention and governmental actions. 
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The constructivist approach is then also concerned with the ways in which policy 
instruments give effect to programmes that normalize certain predictable or calcula-
ble patterns of behaviour in the interests of, say, safety, financial prudence, healthy 
eating, or indeed happiness and well-being. Such a perspective takes a critical view 
of the power relations and strategies that enact programmes of problem-formation 
and normalization, treating them as interested and contingent, rather than as neutral 
and necessary. By this approach, then, one may ask how happiness research, once 
released into the domain of political actions, is actively reconstructing our under-
standing of our own well-being as a ‘problem’ that requires collective efforts and 
powers to address it; and also how the resultant debates and practices may serve to 
redirect values and behaviours into normative patterns. For example, a presumed 
governmental duty to maximize happiness could become implicitly an individual 
duty to be happy—and hence this may imply a moral failure in those who fall short 
of that, due to not following socially prescribed norms, and hence elicit a range of 
new constraints and imperatives around the lives of citizens who are construed as 
‘autonomous’, but whose ‘well-being’ is taken to be a collective concern.

My impression is that happiness researchers—like many other researchers in 
social sciences and public health—tend to assume the rational-instrumental model 
of public policy. The above discussion of alternative models does not invalidate 
the instrumental model in practice, though, and I am not privileging any one of 
them. After all, one would still expect well-formulated policies to have some 
rational grounding in evidence, to have clear instrumental goals with authorita-
tive backing, and to be performed by regulated systems that seek to achieve those 
goals. But the alternative models do call us to exercise, at the very least, some 
caution and modesty about understanding the complexity and subtlety of policy 
processes and their origins and outcomes. They help us to understand how some-
times well-intentioned political programmes can come to grief through public mis-
understanding and opposition, or how some critical reflexivity may be required in 
order to fully appreciate the complex and political nature of apparently technical 
processes of public policy.

To illustrate the complexity of the relationship between research findings 
and their application to policy, consider the case of obesity as a social problem. 
Obesity is a major concern for all affluent nations, it has well-known health risks, 
and it has worrying cost implications for governments and health-care systems. 
It would appear to be a simple matter to translate the mass of scientific evidence 
into effective public policy. After all, unfettered food production and consumption 
in affluent societies is only resulting in higher rates of obesity; so governments 
should take action where markets have failed. All they have to do, it would seem, 
is to encourage people to change their diets and to get more exercise. But the real-
ity is much more complex than that. Policy-makers are confronted with competing 
theories, complex and cross-cutting issues, huge vested interests, ideological disa-
greements, a multitude of possible interventions, and frequent resistance to per-
ceived government ‘interference’. Despite the growing sophistication of publicly 
available knowledge about obesity and its prevention, the rates of obesity seem not 
to decline (Lang and Rayner 2007).



310 G. Duncan

The skeptical note that this introduces is not meant to imply that either obesity-
reduction or happiness cannot or should not be a goal of public policy. It is only to 
suggest that the translation from social research into effective political action is often 
fraught with complexity and frustration. The next sections of this chapter take up the 
theme mainly from the point of view of utilitarian prescriptions for governments, 
rather than the Aristotelian perspective—partly to simplify and to shorten the discus-
sion, but also to recognize that the utilitarian approach appears to be the more com-
mon in the happiness research literature, especially among economists. The points 
arising from this discussion will show that the case for happiness as a goal of good 
government does run into complications, in the light of ethical and empirical issues.

The ensuing discussion will largely assume that public policy takes place in the 
environment of a developed nation with a good standard of governance, although 
the situation of developing or less stable countries will be taken into account when 
necessary.

16.4 � Traditional Objections to Utilitarianism

The findings of happiness research represent an interesting development in utilitar-
ian thought. Now, utilitarianism has become a diverse set of doctrines, and has had 
to adapt to numerous problems. One of the basic problems was that utility, being 
subjective and having no basis for interpersonal comparison, could not be meas-
ured. So, the Benthamite principle of utility (based on ‘the greatest happiness’) 
was, for the purposes of economics, stripped of its subjectivism by Samuelson’s 
principle of ‘revealed preference’. This meant that preferences are not regarded 
in subjective terms, but defined purely by the behavioral choices that consumers 
make in a market. This led some policy-makers to the idea that measures of aggre-
gate economic output or income could be used as proxies for the welfare of the 
people, as if greater consumption implicitly means greater happiness. (That is, if 
we get more of what we prefer, we must be better off.) It appears that this sim-
ple equation is no longer taken literally. United Nations guidelines on national 
accounts, for example, point out that GDP is an economic indicator, should not be 
used to stand for ‘well-being’, and is not supposed to represent directly the ‘utility’ 
that people may (or may not) derive from the consumption of goods (United 
Nations Statistics Division 2007). So, let us assume that utilitarianism, in the field 
of public policy, is not necessarily about the reduction of public values to eco-
nomic statistics—and hence that happiness research may now have something use-
ful to add to political deliberation and policy decision-making.

Furthermore, while Bentham had a theory about calculating and maximizing 
happiness, but lacked any interpersonally comparable data, contemporary happi-
ness researchers might claim that social surveys now supply data that is reasonably 
reliable and valid, thus filling that gap. Veenhoven (2004), for example, argues that 
happiness surveys are valid and reliable measures, and that the construct of happi-
ness that the surveys are using is interpersonally and cross-culturally comparable. 
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Hence, this research literature may be seen as giving new stimulus to utilitarian-
ism. Although some, especially in the American ‘positive psychology’ movement, 
as pointed out above, appear to take a more eudaimonistic approach to happiness, 
it is assumed here that contemporary happiness research is predominantly utilitar-
ian in its philosophical foundations. From a political point of view, it leads us to 
the conclusion that the results of happiness research, based on social surveys and 
multi-variate analyses, provide evidence of the personal, social and economic con-
ditions that are most likely to maximize happiness. This seems to result in a form 
of rule-utilitarianism which says that, if governments adopt certain policies and 
institutional practices, then people will be happier.

The precepts and prescriptions of contemporary happiness research have suc-
ceeded in overcoming some of the traditional objections to the political applica-
tions of utilitarianism. Relevant authors argue that happiness, as a mental state, is 
now measurable and can be enhanced through appropriate actions (Layard 2005; 
Veenhoven 2004), and so happiness surveys, results from which are now quite wide-
spread and available globally, provide the ability to observe and aggregate—and 
hence potentially to predict and even to enhance—people’s happiness. Below, I place 
in italics some common objections to utilitarianism, and immediately following is 
the kind of response that happiness researchers can plausibly give in reply.

Objection 1: So long as the person is ‘happy’—even if it requires the adminis-
tration of opiates—it does not matter if she is illiterate and malnourished.2

Happiness surveys find that greater happiness is correlated with good health, 
longevity and higher levels of educational achievement, and so it supports the 
pursuit of a wider range of well-being and development factors (see for example 
Easterlin 2003b), and the spectre of a starving, yet ‘happy’, person is nothing but 
a ‘straw man’ in this argument. Further, it is sensible to suppose that policies with 
a happiness goal may be quite different in a country where illiteracy and malnour-
ishment are widespread compared with a country where unmet needs are not as 
‘basic’ and which is instead concerned more with social inclusion in the context of 
material prosperity. It is thus unfair to attribute to happiness research literature a 
narrow subjectivism, devoid of interest in objective and variable social conditions.

Objection 2: ‘The greatest happiness’ of the majority may be sought by means that 
produce misery for a minority, or that at least involve some trade-off between people, 
in a way that violates our understandings of human rights or moral principles.3

2  ‘If a starving wreck, ravished by famine, buffeted by disease, is made happy through some 
mental conditioning (say, via the “opium” of religion), the person will be seen as doing well on 
this mental-state perspective, but that would be quite scandalous’ (Sen 1985, p. 188).
3  A typical hypothetical example used here would be that of a surgeon who has five patients 
whose lives depend on organ transplants. Should he dissect, and hence kill, one person with 
healthy organs to save five others? To do so would appear to maximize utility, but is also funda-
mentally wrong. A real-world example comes from the Kingdom of Bhutan, which espouses a 
policy of Gross National Happiness, but in 1991 rescinded citizenship from, and then expelled, 
its Nepalese-Hindi minority—about 100,000 people—who continue to languish in refugee 
camps. At the time of writing, a group of these refugees was resettling in my own community. 
Can the forced expulsion of an unwanted minority be justified by the happiness of the majority?
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Happiness research findings may suggest that the greatest gains in aggregate 
happiness can be made by attending to the well-being of society’s worst-off, espe-
cially those who are poor (by progressive taxation and redistribution, and by 
employment security) and those with mental illness (by improving mental health 
services) (Layard 2005). Furthermore, democratic societies that respect universal 
human rights tend to have happier people (Diener and Seligman 2004).4

Objection 3: ‘Happiness’ as an ultimate goal lacks adequate normative content, 
so a person may justify, say, gambling, taking drugs or spending his savings on the 
grounds that it makes him as happy as, or happier than, he would be if saving for 
retirement and adopting a healthy lifestyle.5

Happiness research (for example Easterlin 2003b) does inquire into which 
happiness-altering circumstances or behaviours avoid the effects of ‘adapta-
tion’ (a short-term boost in happiness, after which there is no long-term benefit), 
and hence can reach conclusions that reflect upon more ‘sustainable’ gains in 
well-being.

But, while the conclusions about social and political values that may be derived 
from happiness research can possibly withstand some of the standard objections to 
utilitarianism, there are other obstacles in the way of drawing the conclusion that 
these research results (regardless of how rigorous they may be) should be applied 
to public policy. To make this case, we can explore some logical, philosophical 
problems, as well as some potential empirical grounds that may lead us to ask 
whether public policy can achieve any further gains in happiness (as reflected in 
surveys).

The proposition that happiness should become an aim of public policy relies 
on two main types of assumption: an ethical assumption about political obliga-
tions, and an empirical assumption about effectiveness. The ethical assumption is 
basically that, because we have statistical analyses that show the conditions under 
which people are most likely to say that they are happy, then we ought to use col-
lective political means to maximize those conditions. The empirical assumption 
is that, by having governments make the policy reforms that appear to be needed, 
happiness-survey responses will improve. I will examine each in turn.

4  This is perhaps being too generous to Diener and Seligman, however, as their review article 
does contain the assertion that ‘… market democracies have much more well-being than totalitar-
ian dictatorships, so military expenditures that protect and extend democracy will increase global 
well-being’ (2004, p. 24). Published not long after the invasion of Iraq, this statement seems to be 
guilty of the kind of moral problem often associated with utilitarianism.
5  This is a version of one of oldest objections to utilitarianism. It may be put somewhat like this: 
Suppose playing tic-tac-toe gives me more pleasure than listening to Bach; then we would have 
to suppose that the former is of higher moral worth, in my case. There is something inherently 
wrong with this, and Mill struggled to get around the problem by arguing that, in the estimation 
of anyone with sufficient experience of both forms of pleasure, Bach would be the clear favour-
ite. So, similarly, we might argue that anyone with sufficient experience and knowledge of both 
will see that saving one’s money for retirement is morally superior, because it will bring greater 
lasting happiness, to spending one’s money in a casino.
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16.5 � Some Ethical Issues

The ethical claims for happiness as a political goal are often premised on the 
notion that happiness is a universally understood and desired goal. For Richard 
Rorty (1999), for example, the goal of giving all people ‘an equal chance of 
happiness’ is of prime importance and has an a priori status for which there are 
no rational, empirical or supernatural grounds. It is simply ‘a goal worth dying 
for’, about which there can be no further argument. While it may be true that 
all languages contain words like the basic idea of happiness as ‘good feelings’ 
(Wierzbicka 1999), however, the supposedly ‘self-evident’ idea that happiness is 
something all humans universally want may only be self-evident in the sense of 
being tautological. Happiness is defined as a good or desirable state and hence, 
purely by definition, it is good, or all desire it. Hence, the statement ‘happiness is a 
universal good’ is quite circular, and no more informative than saying ‘pain always 
hurts’.

We may be able to get a little further, though, by stating the conditions which 
appear to lead to a higher frequency of reports of high levels of happiness—just 
as it helps to know what is most likely to cause pain, so that we can avoid such 
things. Now, a common problem with any simplistic version of utilitarianism is 
the desire to leap from the possession of such facts to the claim that we ought 
to do something. So, while it may be perfectly ‘natural’—an observable fact of 
human behaviour—that we take steps to make our lives happier and to avoid pain, 
it should not automatically be assumed that this can be used as a fundamental 
principle of ethics. Certainly, those happiness researchers who use their empirical 
findings as premises for an ethical and political case may be guilty of overlook-
ing the extra logical steps needed. They generally do not stop to argue why the 
achievement of higher aggregate scores on happiness surveys is good (given that it 
would be circular simply to say that this result would be ‘good’ because it would 
signify that people are happier). The fact that we want to be happy does not ine-
luctably lead to the conclusion that happiness-maximization should be our ethical 
guide. Indeed, there are respectable branches of moral philosophy that argue that it 
should not be, and instead principles such as freedom, human rights, duties, virtue, 
capabilities or fairness may be more relevant.

I will not try to settle this particular philosophical debate, but simply present it 
as a problem worth considering. The grounds for happiness get marshier, however, 
when we examine another common assumption in the happiness research litera-
ture. This is the ‘leap’ involved in proceeding from matters based upon personal 
subjective feelings to matters of collective political decision-making. Happiness 
is subjective, and refers to feelings of pleasure and satisfaction with life that can 
only be directly experienced by a person privately. Hence, we have to be cautious 
about the scope of reference appropriate to the word happiness. I can comment as 
the expert on my own happiness, and can share empathetically in the happiness 
expressed by someone else who is close to me. So, it may even be meaningful to 
assert ‘we are happy’, if the ‘we’ is inclusive of people close enough to share each 
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other’s feelings. But does the statistical aggregation of many anonymous individu-
als’ estimation of their own private feelings of happiness amount to something that 
is simply the sum of its parts? Or, is the well-being of the whole something more 
than the net-sum ‘well-beings’ of its members?

It is clearly feasible to ask individuals to rate their own happiness numerically, 
and we can aggregate and analyze those responses statistically. But, a large collec-
tion of people is not the subject of happiness. Happiness, as an experience, or as 
something expressed verbally or non-verbally, does not apply to more than one 
person at a time—or, at best, to no more than a close group of persons. Any 
expression of personal happiness, moreover, is mediated by factors unique to each 
context, such as a survey respondent’s interpretation of the questioner’s motives 
for asking about happiness, or willingness to disclose feelings to strangers. 
Aggregated scores from national surveys of happiness, therefore, may not be the 
best way to estimate the well-being of Belgian or Japanese society—because 
whole societies are not the grounds upon which the feeling of happiness has con-
tent or practical meaning.6

Coming back to the ethical issues, then, a similar problem applies in moving 
from matters of individual choice to matters of social or political choice. Even if 
I accept that happiness can form a guide to my own ethical reasoning and deci-
sion-making, it is quite another matter to generalize this to a category to which 
happiness may not properly apply (that is, a whole society). As John Rawls put 
it, ‘[utilitarianism] improperly extends the principle of choice for one person to 
choices facing society’ (Rawls 1999, p. 122), and the same critique may be appli-
cable to happiness survey findings if applied to collective political decision-
making. Even if we assumed that happiness is the ultimate personal goal, 
happiness does not automatically become the ultimate political goal.

Communities do not feel happiness, only individuals feel it. So, while it may 
behove one person to act in a certain way to see to his or her own happiness, the 
‘happiness’ of a whole collective or community of persons may be empty of con-
tent or reference, and there may be no obvious pathway to improving happiness 
at that level of action. Two different people may find satisfaction in customs or 
policies that are diametrically opposed to one another. (Think about the legality 

6  J.S. Mill commits all of the fallacies described above. He argues that, because people desire 
happiness, happiness is desirable. Since all this says is, ‘happiness is desirable because people 
desire it’, the so-called ‘proof’ is tautological. Further, the only reason he can give as to why peo-
ple desire the ‘general happiness’ is that people desire their own happiness. Proceeding thus from 
a tautology, which he assumes to be a ‘fact’, he surmises that ‘happiness is a good’; and because 
it is a good to each individual person, it must therefore be ‘a good to the aggregate of all per-
sons’ (Mill, in Warnock 1962, pp. 288–299). He does not stop to ask whether ‘happiness’ has any 
meaning beyond the subjective experience of one person at a time. However, he then proceeds 
to argue that ultimately we desire only happiness, because all other desirable things are desired 
only as a means to greater happiness. But the very premises of his case have to be dismissed. 
Furthermore, happiness suits his purposes as a super-ordinate goal partly because it is free of 
content and can thus be linked to any other desirable goals.
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of prostitution in one community versus the ‘freedom’ to have child brides in 
another.) So aggregations of happiness scores may elide underlying social and 
political conflicts, and hence happiness surveys may not always be useful in 
guiding real-world political decisions about how the law should treat various 
behaviours.

There is a further logical argument that advocates of happiness-maximization 
need to make which bridges this gap between the individual level, at which hap-
piness (as an experience and as an ethical precept) may make sense, and the col-
lective level at which public policy actions occur, the level of whole communities 
and populations. The case would need to be made that the goals of a nation can be 
viewed simply as the net-sum of the happiness-maximization goals of the millions 
of individuals who inhabit it. In other words, the whole is simply the sum of its 
parts, and the ethics of state action are to be determined by the aggregated desires 
of individuals.

Even if we were persuaded that happiness surveys are relevant information for 
public policy (which they may yet be), they would not overcome the basic ethical–
political problems of the policy-making process. No matter how much information 
is produced to show under what social conditions people report greater happiness, 
these conclusions, on their own, can have no morally compelling basis for the 
actions of governments. Indeed, some would argue that happiness, while of para-
mount importance, is rightly the concern of the individual (including loved ones), 
but not of government. Happiness is a private value, not a public one; and many 
of the key factors associated with happiness (such as social connectedness and 
health) may rely more on private choices than on public policy. The neo-liberal 
suspicion of Big Government, or Nanny State, is likely to be scornful of any well-
intentioned ‘therapeutic’ effort to lend the powers of the state to the ‘problem’ of 
helping us to be happier (Furedi 2006). The obligations of government, it is often 
argued, are merely to preserve the liberties of the individual. (This is a libertarian 
standpoint and I will not presently defend it, however.) Further, though, there are 
other principles for social decision-making, such as Rawls’s justice as fairness, or 
Sen’s theory of capabilities, against which happiness-maximization has to justify 
itself as an equal, if not superior, guide. So, even if we can claim that people in 
well-governed societies report higher levels of happiness, we have not yet estab-
lished that happiness is the aim of good government.

In fact, happiness has been used by political ideologies ranging from uto-
pian socialist to social-democratic to libertarian, each with its own programme 
for political, social and economic reforms, and with policy objectives that con-
flict with one another. Claiming that happiness is the goal of good government 
and that we have scientific evidence about what makes people happier, therefore, 
does not actually help us to solve the problem of divergent social values and pol-
icy objectives. Happiness research can be used persuasively and ideologically for 
diametrically opposed political aims and does not provide us with a set of rec-
ommendations that over-ride political antagonisms and public debate. One may 
claim that happiness is the goal of good government, as Tom Paine did, but that 
leaves us back at square one when it comes to arguing about how best to maximize 
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happiness in terms of many practical policy choices. In short, evidence about hap-
piness does not trump political opinion-formation and public debates about core 
social values (Duncan 2007). But it may at least inform our public debates with 
empirical data, as Diener and Seligman (2004) suggest.

16.6 � Some Empirical Questions

Having considered some ethical questions so far, what then of the empirical issues 
that bear upon the idea that governments should act to maximize happiness?

The ‘Easterlin paradox’ is based on the empirical finding that growing markets 
have not been associated with growth in aggregate happiness-survey results. This 
normally is explained by ‘rising expectations’, and leads to calls for better public 
policy to restore the pursuit of happiness (Easterlin 1974, 2001). The effects of the 
acquisition of new material goods or enhanced income tend to be ‘self-limiting’, 
and do not lead to sustained gains in subjective well-being. Good health and social 
connectedness, on the other hand, appear to contribute more sustainably to people’s 
happiness than the pursuit of wealth and material goods (Easterlin 2003b), so gov-
ernments should do more about the former things, for the sake of our happiness.

While this leads happiness researchers to claim that government should not 
focus too heavily on economic growth, they have not asked about the poten-
tial ‘unhappiness’ that might result from letting economies stagnate. Happiness 
research also tells us that high unemployment and job insecurity cause lower lev-
els of happiness (Frey and Stutzer 2002), so the consequences of not pursuing eco-
nomic growth may also be undesirable, if we accept the findings of the research.

Further, there may also be a ‘rising expectations’ effect around public services 
and policies—such that ‘better’ or ‘more’ public services would also lead to static 
happiness-survey findings, or even paradoxically to greater discontent. Indeed, 
it must not be forgotten that, as developed countries got wealthier, their public 
and regulatory services also improved—with massive benefits for health, educa-
tion and public safety. In most advanced industrial nations, the post-War decades 
saw rising incomes as well as rising social well-being, in part brought about by 
improved public policy and technical improvements in public services, such as 
public health systems—paid for by growing economic output. This resulted in 
measurable well-being improvements in longevity, infant mortality, educational 
participation and achievement, public hygiene and safety regulations, etc. And 
yet, happiness surveys remained static over that period in many countries, includ-
ing the USA, for which we have data going back to 1946 (Veenhoven 2007). In 
other words, while Easterlin warned us that rising wealth did not correlate with 
rising happiness, one must note that rising social well-being and expanding 
public services (over the same decades) also did not correlate with rising hap-
piness. Perhaps the problem is that, as public services in health, education, etc., 
improved, public expectations of what governments can and should deliver also 
rose accordingly, leading people to feel no more satisfied or happy than they did 
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before. And so the citizen fails to see him- or herself as a participant in genuine 
social progress.

Richard Sennett noted this effect from his experience working with the New 
Labour government in the UK. While he described that government as genu-
inely progressive, he also observed that it had a tendency to take a short-term 
‘consumerist’ approach to policy—ever striving to produce new policies for the 
consumer-citizen and ‘abandoning them as though they have no value once they 
exist’. The beneficiaries of the policies failed to credit the politicians with the 
achievement of progress; the politicians blamed the public for being ‘ungrateful’; 
and the Opposition accused the Government of being ‘out of touch’ (Sennett 2006, 
p. 176). The danger may lie in regarding politics and public policy as if we were 
consumers of ‘products’ or ‘brands’. Viewing the democratic policy-making pro-
cess in terms of whether a specific programme of action may ‘make me happier’ is 
only going to make that consumerist mentality stronger.

There are some—but only a few—developed countries whose surveys have 
shown long-term trends towards higher levels of happiness (if we can take the survey 
results literally for the moment). Notable for this are Denmark and Italy. Meanwhile, 
Belgium had gradually declining happiness scores, and Great Britain’s were static 
(Veenhoven 2007). But, it is not yet clear what the governments of Denmark and 
Italy may have been doing, and the governments of Belgium and Great Britain 
not doing, to have contributed to these trends. In the case of Belgium, internal 
disunity caused by differences between its constituent communities could well be 
a factor, and it is conceivable that ‘better policy’ could reduce that. National disu-
nity also exists between northern and southern Italy (not to mention corruption 
and political instability in Rome) and yet happiness ratings seem to be on the rise 
there. Moreover, the Thatcher revolution made Britons neither more nor less happy. 
In light of these paradoxes, it may be more parsimonious to hypothesise that public 
policies have little at all to do with the trends in national survey results. It may be the 
case that better public policy does not result in greater happiness—at least in coun-
tries that already enjoy high levels of social well-being—as each improvement in the 
public services or in the social environment is met with rising public expectations, 
leaving people’s sense of satisfaction or well-being more or less static.

The best evidence supporting the notion that governance and public policy have 
an effect on happiness comes from the negative cases, such as Russia, where polit-
ical turmoil, economic failure and corruption since the collapse of communism 
appear to be correlated with low and declining surveyed happiness levels (Saris 
and Andreenkova 2001). In general, moreover, there are lower happiness results in 
those developing countries that suffer from economic hardship and political insta-
bility or human-rights violations compared with developing countries that are the 
most prosperous and that are democratic and stable. One would expect the indi-
vidual happiness of Zimbabweans to rise after political and economic stability is 
restored there. But one does not need happiness surveys to justify democratic elec-
tions in that country, nor in any other. So, the most one can say is that the failure 
effectively to govern a country may cause unhappiness. But from this one cannot 
claim either that better public policies in already well-governed, affluent countries 
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will lead to greater happiness, or that ‘the greater happiness’ is a necessary or suf-
ficient justification for good governance.

The case in favour of making happiness an aim of government needs also to take 
account of empirical trends in public attitudes towards government and political 
engagement in democracies. Surveys of trust in government consistently declined 
over recent decades in developed nations, though there is some uncertainty about 
how such public perceptions are related to the actual performance of government 
agencies (Van de Walle and Bouckaert 2003), and these results bear no correlation 
with well-being indicators (Killerby 2005). Furthermore, a common trend in western 
democracies is towards lower participation rates in elections, lower political-party 
membership rates, and less voter loyalty (or more voter volatility) (Mair 2006). The 
affluent democracies of the west are showing less trust in and commitment to politi-
cal institutions and processes. This may be an unfortunate trend, but it is empirically 
grounded, and it lends no support to the idea that publics in the west will put their 
trust into governments and public officials in matters of maximizing the happiness 
of all citizens, even though there is still a reasonable expectation that relevant social 
and health services ought to be provided by government.

So, when thinking about the empirical effectiveness of any public programme 
aiming to maximize happiness, we need to ask whether governments are in a 
position to use their legitimate authority to this effect and to gain public consen-
sus. Further, though, we would need to be assured that governmental actions can 
positively influence happiness, as measured by social surveys, and the evidence 
in favour of this proposition has yet to be gathered. We do have evidence that 
some of the institutional and social or economic factors over which governments 
do have some influence correlate with measured happiness; but this does not yet 
prove that reforms to public policy, beyond what has already been achieved in 
developed nations, will necessarily raise happiness levels. It may be that the rela-
tionship between happiness and public perception of good government is as para-
doxical as that between economic growth and happiness. While happiness research 
may supply us with many useful results, one should not leap to the conclusion, as 
does Layard (2005), that there is now a ‘science’ of happiness that is capable of 
showing us how to reform our personal and political choices. The application of 
such findings to political aims and to public policy needs to take account of some 
of the complexities of the relationship between what governments do, in terms of 
public services, and how people feel about, or derive satisfaction from, their lives.

16.7 � Conclusion

Happiness research, based principally on social surveys of subjective well-being, 
has given a new impetus to utilitarian prescriptions for good government. One of 
its most significant findings has been that, beyond poverty, the relationship between 
wealth and happiness is, at best, weak—and further that aggregate self-reported 
happiness does not increase, in developed countries, as economies grow and as 
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people get wealthier. Instead, a range of other variables correlate with changes in 
subjective well-being, including physical and mental health and social belonging. 
These findings have led to calls for happiness to be adopted as an aim (if not the 
aim) of government, and hence for public policy to be guided by happiness research.

It may, however, be wrong to conclude that happiness research findings can be 
translated directly into authoritative actions by governments, in the interests of the 
well-being of all members of society, other than to provide feedback on the social 
programmes that governments already deliver. Future debate about the politics of 
happiness would need to take into account the complexity of policy networks and 
processes, and the diversity of communities and their values, and to treat reflexively 
the questions of problematization and normalization that may underlie the apparently 
benign and innocuous prescription that happiness be the goal of good government.

While happiness research does overcome some of the traditional objections to 
utilitarian political theory, the case for its direct application to public policy is chal-
lenged when closely examined on ethical and empirical grounds. The utilitarian 
case for making happiness a guiding collective value is not as ‘self-evident’ as it 
may at first seem; and countervailing trends in rising public expectations of, and 
reducing trust in, governments and public services may be adding complexity to the 
scene in which any programme for maximizing happiness would have to take part.

Happiness research appears to support what Aristotle said: that you don’t have 
to be rich to be happy and to live a satisfying life—though poverty is a major 
drawback. Growing economic productivity and personal material wealth in devel-
oped countries appear not to result in higher scores on happiness surveys. But, if 
this means that the growth of economies in the developed world has not caused 
much progress towards a post-Enlightenment objective of happiness-maximization, 
would governmental action succeed instead? I have raised some doubts about that, 
but conclusive evidence has yet to be produced. Public policy does not lend itself 
to controlled trials, but future evaluative research on the impact of policy reforms 
on happiness-survey results may assist us. Perhaps such prospective research on 
governmental effectiveness needs to be performed. In the meantime, I conclude 
that happiness-maximization, as a social goal, is not an obligation of government.
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Abstract  There are dramatic differences in average happiness across nations 
ranging from 3.24 in Togo to 8.00 in Denmark on a 0–10 points scale. These dif-
ferences are an indication that collective conditions in nations are important for 
happiness. Can governments play a role in the creation of such conditions? This 
question is addressed in an analysis of average happiness in 131 nations in 2006. 
The following sub-questions are considered. (1) Is there a positive correlation 
between average happiness in nations and the quality or the size of governments? 
(2) Can we explain a positive correlation in terms of causality? (3) Can we specify 
causality by discerning direct and indirect effects? (4) What about governments 
and inequality in happiness? (5) What can governments do to increase happiness 
intentionally? The conclusion is that the technical quality of governments is an 
important cause for average happiness in nations, and this causality can be speci-
fied to some extent. Good governments also reduce inequality of happiness in 
nations eventually. The implication is that governments can increase average hap-
piness, and in due time reduce inequality in happiness, and that they have some 
non-controversial options to do so on purpose.

Keywords  Happiness  •  Utilitarianism  •  Good governance  •  Democratic quality  • 
Technical quality  •  Size of governments

17.1 � Introduction

Utilitarians believe that governments should have the ambition to create the great-
est happiness for the greatest number by legislation, jurisdiction and administra-
tion. This point of view raises two different questions: can governments increase 
happiness, and should they do so if they can. I try to answer the first empirical 
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question, but the answers are relevant for discussions about the second ethical one. 
In the discussion, at the end of the last section, I make some personal remarks 
about a possible relationship between the two.

Many people are sceptical or even suspicious about governments, because they 
associate governments with bureaucracy, high taxes and inefficiency. Some of 
them can vividly report about government agencies making funny ‘Kafkaesque’ 
decisions, without adequate options to correct them.1 Since the break-down of 
communism there is more faith in free-markets as a source of well-being. The 
financial crises in 2008 made people more aware of the need to control and super-
vise markets, but did not boost their love for governments. Many people are 
unwilling to accept a strong or big government, always watching and acting as a 
‘big brother’, because they are afraid they will lose their personal autonomy and 
freedom. But what can we conclude about the relationship between government 
and happiness, if we analyze the available data? In this contribution I will assess 
the potential importance of governments for happiness, but not by evaluating the 
impact of specific policies. I will do so by an evaluation of the relations between 
the quality and the size of governments and happiness. I discussed some aspects of 
these relations earlier (Ott 2010a).

17.1.1 � Research Questions

1.	 How are the correlations between the quality and the size of governments and 
average happiness?

2.	 Are these correlations consequences of causality?
3.	 Can we specify a possible causal impact in terms of direct and indirect 

effects?
4.	W hat about governments and inequality in happiness?
5.	W hat can governments do to increase happiness intentionally?

17.1.2 � Plan of this Chapter

I will discuss the concept of happiness first in Sect. 17.2, including its measure-
ment and available data. The qualities and the size of government are discussed in 
Sects. 17.3 and 17.4. The answers to the research questions are presented in Sects. 
17.5, 17.6, 17.7, 17.8 and 17.9, respectively. The conclusions are summarized and 
discussed in Sect. 17.10.

1 O ne typical Dutch example: a civil servant is fired, even though everybody agrees he is an 
excellent worker. He wants to continue his work and there is a serious shortage of staff. He is 
fired because of his age. This is prohibited by law, but it was impossible nevertheless to redress 
this decision, made by the Dutch Ministry of Justice!
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17.2 � Happiness in Nations

17.2.1 � Concept

Following Veenhoven (1984) I define happiness as ‘the degree to which an indi-
vidual judges the overall quality of his or her life-as-a-whole favourably’; in other 
words ‘how much one likes the life one lives’. This is close to what Jeremy 
Bentham had in mind when he defined happiness as ‘the sum of pleasures and 
pains’ (Bentham 1780).2 Happiness, life- satisfaction, personal utility, and subjec-
tive well-being are treated here as identical concepts, all referring to the subjective 
appreciation or enjoyment of life.

17.2.2 � Measurement

Since happiness is defined as something that an individual has in mind, it can be 
measured using questions. Many different questions are used; for an overview 
see the item bank in the World Database of Happiness (Veenhoven 2009a). The 
present analysis draws on responses to a survey question, developed by Cantril 
(1965), which reads as follows:

Suppose we say that the top of the ladder represents the best possible life for 
you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. Where 
on this ladder do you feel you personally stand at the present time? Please use this 
card to help you with your answer.

0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10 
Bottom of the ladder 					     Top of the ladder

The formulation ‘best and worst possible life’ invites respondents to take into 
account all relevant domains of their life, like social relations, work, housing, lei-
sure and so on. This question invites a comparative appraisal of life and measures 
the cognitive dimension of happiness in the first place. As such it is classified as an 
indicator of ‘contentment’ in the Item Bank of the World Database of Happiness.

17.2.3 � Data-Source

The question developed by Cantril has figured in many national surveys and has 
been used since 2006 in the Gallup World Polls. The samples used in these inter-
national studies, with usually around 1,000 respondents per nation but more for 
nations like India and China, are representative for the general population aged 

2 I n Bentham's view such pleasures and pains are more than just simple positive or negative 
emotions. In chapter three of 'The principles of Morals and Legislation', 'of the four Sanctions 
or Sources of Pain and Pleasure', he discerns four origins of pleasures and pain: the physical, the 
political, the moral, and the religious. This is an indication that such emotions can derive from 
complex cognitive states of mind.
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15 and older. All findings gathered with this question, the Gallup-data included, 
are brought together in the collection ‘Happiness in Nations’ under item type 31 
(Veenhoven 2009b). This analysis draws on that source and uses the available 
data for the year 2006 for 131 nations. I use the mean as an indicator for level of 
happiness (average) and the standard deviation (sd) as an indicator for inequality 
of happiness, since this is an appropriate measure for this concept (Kalmijn and 
Veenhoven 2005). A low standard deviation indicates low inequality; a high stand-
ard deviation indicates high inequality.

In recent years the supply of data has been growing steadily. Around 2,000 data 
about happiness was available for 78 nations, in particular for relatively rich and 
developed nations. For the year 2006 there are data for 131 nations, not just rich 
nations but also relatively poor and less developed nations. Such changes, in the 
composition of the samples of nations to be analyzed, have consequences for the 
outcomes. One example is discussed in Sect. 17.8. There are 195 nations, so more 
data about happiness in more nations will be available in the future.

17.2.4 � Reliability and Validity of Self-Reported Happiness

The reliability and validity of self-reported happiness deserves some additional 
attention. The reliability of the individual answers on happiness-questions is lim-
ited. There is some instability in the answers and the answers are not invulnerable 
to contextual factors, like the sequence of the questions in the survey, the inter-
viewer and the weather. Much of these ‘random-errors’ usually offset each other in 
the average happiness in nations.

The above-mentioned question on life-satisfaction has evident face validity; the 
question clearly addresses happiness as defined. Previous research has also shown 
high internal validity as expressed in consistency in responses to this question, 
when asked in different ways, such as in written questionnaires, face-to face inter-
views or interrogation by professional psychologists (Wessman and Ricks 1966; 
Oswald and Wu 2010). External validity appears in logical correlations with vari-
ous factors that are likely to be related to happiness.

17.2.5 � Complications

To answer happiness-questions people have to balance the good and bad things 
of their life. A positive answer does not exclude serious problems, and a nega-
tive answer does not exclude positive emotions about specific issues. This is not a 
problem in terms of reliability or validity, but the implication is that self-reported 
happiness is not always a comprehensive indicator for an individual or collective 
state of mind. Another complication is that people may be positive or negative 
about their lives without much justification in actual conditions. Individually or 
collectively they can be happy in bad conditions, because they expect a better life, 
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or because their conditions are better than what they expected. They can also be 
unhappy in good conditions because they expect misery, or because their condi-
tions are worse than expected. This is again not a problem in terms of reliability 
or validity, but the implication is that the relation between happiness and actual 
‘objective’ conditions can be somewhat loose in specific situations.

17.3 � Quality of Governments in Nations

17.3.1 � Concept

I follow Helliwell and Huang (2008) and use the terms governance and govern-
ment as equivalents. This is acceptable since both terms are very broad, including 
administration by governments and their legislation and jurisdiction.

The World Bank defines governance as follows: ‘‘governance consists of the tra-
ditions and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised. This includes 
the process by which governments are selected, monitored and replaced; the capac-
ity of the government to effectively formulate and implement sound policies; and 
the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and 
social interactions among them’’ (Kaufmann et al. 2008; World Bank June, p. 7). 
The following aspects of good governance are discerned (ibid, pp. 7–8).

Voice and Accountability: the extent to which a country’s citizens are able to 
participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of expression, free-
dom of association, and a free media.

Political Stability and Absence of Violence: perceptions of the likelihood that 
the government will be destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent 
means, including domestic violence and terrorism.

Government Effectiveness: the quality of public services, the quality of the civil 
service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality of 
policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s 
commitment to such policies.

Regulatory Quality: the ability of the government to formulate and imple-
ment sound policies and regulations that permits and promotes private sector 
development.

Rule of Law: the extent to which agents have confidence in and abide by the 
rules of society, and in particular the quality of contract enforcement, the police, 
and the courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence.

Control of Corruption: the extent to which public power is exercised for private 
gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as ‘capture’ of 
the state by elites and private interests.

The six aspects of governance are all highly correlated, but the correlations 
between the first two, and between the first two and the last four, are somewhat 
lower (see Table  17.1). There is also a conceptual difference: the first two have 
to do with the political situation and the remaining four have to do with the 
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institutional quality and effectiveness. I follow Helliwell and Huang (2008) who 
discern these types of quality and call them GovDem (average of the first two) and 
GovDo (average of the last four). I will call them democratic and technical quality. 
The correlations between the four components of the technical quality are always 
very high (>0.90 for 2006), which is an indication that we are dealing with one 
consistent concept. The correlation between the two components of democratic 
quality is relatively low (0.69 in 2006). In general political stability goes together 
with a good score for voice and accountability, but stability can also be the out-
come of repression without much voice and accountability. Democratic quality as 
a concept is therefore less homogeneous than technical quality. It is an alternative 
to use ‘voice and accountability’ as a single indicator for democratic quality, but 
this approach does not produce substantially different results.

17.3.2 � Measurement

To assess the above mentioned aspects of quality of governments the World Bank 
collects data from independent sources produced by different organizations. These 
data sources consist of surveys of firms and individuals, the assessments of com-
mercial risk rating agencies, non-governmental organizations, and a number of 
multilateral aid agencies and other public sector organizations.3 For 2006 data 
were used from 33 different sources from 30 different organizations.4

3  For a discussion see 'Governance Indicators: Where Are We, Where Should We Be Going?' by 
Daniel Kaufmann and Aart Kraay (Kaufmann et al. 2008).
4  The World Bank transforms this information into scores for each of the six sub-indicators 
with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 in the original sample of 212 nations and regions 
(standardized z-scores, approximately between −2.5 and +2.5; indicating relative positions in a 
specific year, in my sample in 2006).

Table 17.1   Correlations between government indicators around 138 nations, data-source: World 
Bank 2006

Voice + Acc.
Political  
stability

Goverment  
effective

Regulatory  
quality Rule of law

Voice + accountability X
Political stability 0.69 X
Government effectiveness 0.81 0.77 X
Regulatory quality 0.85 0.75 0.95 X
Rule of law 0.80 0.78 0.97 0.94 X
Control of corruption 0.79 0.77 0.96 0.91 0.98

All correlations in this table and in the next tables are based on a pair-wise comparison of varia-
bles. The correlations are comparable because they are still related to practically the same sets of 
nations. I do not report the significance. Significance is the chance that the correlation observed 
in the sample does not correspond with the correlation in the population from which the sample 
was drawn. My set of nations is not a random sample of all nations; nations were included if the 
required data was available
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17.3.3 � Data-Source

All these data, background information included, is available at the site of the 
World Bank; Governance Matters VII: Aggregate and Individual Governance 
Indicators for 1996–2007; as published in ‘World Bank Policy Research Working 
Paper 4654, June 2008′ (Kaufmann et al. 2008; World Bank).

17.4 � Size of Governments in Nations

17.4.1 � Concept

The phrase ‘size of government’ suggests quantitative exactness, but this is mis-
leading. It would be more realistic, but somewhat long winded, to use the more 
qualitative phrase ‘the relative importance of the level of government activities in 
society’. This is usually what it is all about, and this is what I mean if I use the 
term ‘size of governments’. This size of governments is about the level of all gov-
ernment activities taken together, and not just the level of specific activities, like 
military activities, social security, police, public health services, and so on. The 
popularity of this subject, whatever the phrase, is understandable. In every society 
we can make a distinction between horizontal and vertical relations between peo-
ple or organizations (parties/agents). Horizontal relations are based on equality and 
free will, while vertical relations are based on hierarchy, power and authority. The 
typical juridical arrangement for horizontal relations is a contract based on consen-
sus. For vertical relations it is an order, a legal decree, or a decision; in democratic 
nations eventually based on legislation, but not on consensus. The size of govern-
ments determines the relative importance of vertical relations in societies.

The distinction between horizontal and vertical relations is important because it 
runs parallel with the distinction between individual and collective responsibility. 
People have a clear and full individual responsibility in horizontal relations, but in 
vertical relations their responsibility is rather limited. The nature of this distinc-
tion also explains many negative feelings about governments: it is very difficult 
to defend yourself against misbehavior by governments; the juridical steps do so 
are usually complicated, expensive, long-winded, and very unpleasant. This back-
ground, plus the consequences in terms of regulation and taxation, explains the 
importance of the size of governments as a political issue.

17.4.2 � Measurement

I will use Government Consumption as a percentage of total national consump-
tion as an indicator for size. Government Expenditures, as a percentage of GDP, is 
a more comprehensive indicator for the financial importance of governments, but 
Government Consumption is more informative for the level of actual activities.
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17.4.3 � Data-Source

Data about Government Consumption are obtained from the Fraser Institute 
(Gwartney and Lawson 2006).

17.5 � Correlation Between Quality and Size of Governments 
and Average Happiness

17.5.1 � Quality

In previous research (Ott 2010a) with 127 nations I found high correlations 
between happiness, and democratic and technical quality, but higher for technical 
quality. Both correlations are independent of culture. The correlation between 
technical quality and happiness does not depend on wealth either, but the correla-
tion between democratic quality and happiness is limited to relatively rich nations. 
I get the same results in my sample of 131 nations. Average happiness appears to 
be more connected with the technical quality than with democratic quality; the 
zero-sum correlations5 are +0.75 and +0.61, respectively. The technical quality is 
apparently the most dominant quality, with higher and more autonomous correla-
tions (see Table 17.2). For this reason I will concentrate on the relation between 
technical quality and happiness.

The relation between technical quality and average happiness is visible in Fig. 17.1. 
The relationship is clearly positive and quite strong. The relationship is apparently lin-
ear; there is no clear pattern of diminishing or increasing returns. Consequently a 
quadratic function does not fit the data substantially better than a linear one.6

5  A zero-order correlation is the correlation between two variables 'as such', without taking into 
account the effect of any other variable(s). A partial correlation measures the correlation between 
two variables with the effects of one (or more) variable(s), interaction effects included, controlled 
or removed.
6  A linear function explains 56 % of the variance (R squared) in average happiness, a quadratic 
function 57 %.

Table 17.2   Zero-order and partial correlations between qualities and size of governments and 
happiness in nations (around 125 nations)

Government  
characteristics Zero-order

Control  
technical  
quality

Control  
democratic  
quality

Control  
size of  
government

Control  
wealth

Technical quality +0.75 X +0.58 +0.68 +0.14
Democratic quality +0.61 −0.17 X +0.50 +0.04
Size of government +0.46 +0.10 +0.30 X +0.03

Data-source States of nations (Veenhoven 2009c)



32917  Greater Happiness for a Greater Number: Some Non-controversial Options

In the right top section of Fig.  17.1 the correlation is higher than in the bot-
tom left section, i.e. scores are closer to the fit-line. Nations seem to need some 
minimal level of technical competence when it comes to governance, before their 
quality can develop a substantial correlation with happiness. An additional expla-
nation for the low correlations at the left sides is ‘natural resources’. Some gov-
ernments can collect and distribute a lot of money by the exploitation of natural 
resources. Even if their qualities are at a low level, they can still contribute to aver-
age happiness.

17.5.2 � Size

As concluded in my previous research the relation between the quality of govern-
ments and happiness is independent of their size, while the relation between size 
and happiness depends fully on the quality. The zero-order correlation between 
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330 J. Ott

quality (+0.75) and happiness remains at a high level (+0.68) if accounted for 
size, while the zero-order correlation between size and happiness (+0.46) almost 
disappears (goes to +0.10) if accounted for quality (Table 17.2).

17.6 � What About Causality?

The correlation between happiness and the technical quality is high and rather 
independent of other factors. This is no surprise since the technical quality is 
defined and measured in a very broad way. In some respects the technical qual-
ity of governments is even comparable to the institutional quality in nations in 
general. Such a high correlation is however not necessarily a matter of any causal 
impact of technical quality on happiness. As explained in previous research (Ott 
2010a) we can discern three possible explanations for the correlation between 
technical quality and happiness.

17.6.1 � Spurious Correlation?

In this explanation, there is no causal relation between good technical governance 
and happiness, but both variables are dependent on a third variable. Wealth could 
be such a variable since it is likely to affect both happiness and the quality of gov-
ernment. Yet this cannot be the whole story since the correlations between techni-
cal quality and happiness does not completely disappear if the effect of wealth is 
accounted for first (Table 17.2). In addition to that good technical governance is 
important for wealth and wealth contributes to happiness. In other words: techni-
cal quality can have a causal impact on happiness in several ways, directly, and 
indirectly with intervening factors in between. Wealth is obviously a key-candidate 
to play such an intervening role (see next section).

17.6.2 � Causality: Impact of Happiness on Government 
Quality?

In this explanation happiness affects quality of government rather than vice versa. 
Various effects can be involved: e.g. happy citizens being more apt to vote for 
investment in the public good, more willing to participate in government, and less 
apt to obstructive behavior. Such explanations fit the literature on benefits of hap-
piness (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005; Guven 2009). Still, this is unlikely to be the 
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whole story, for instance because government qualities have roots in historical 
developments, which were not always particularly happy.7

17.6.3 � Causality: Impact of Government Quality on 
Happiness?

The last explanation is that better government makes happier citizens and this 
explanation appeals most to common sense. There must be some truth in this 
explanation, since alternative explanations are insufficient to explain the correla-
tion completely.

17.7 � Specification of Causality: Direct and Indirect Effects

The causal impact of technical quality on happiness can be explained in two ways. 
There can be a direct or an indirect impact. This distinction is similar to the dis-
tinction between ‘procedural utility’ and ‘output utility’, as developed by Frey and 
Stutzer (2005). Referring to Deci and Ryan (2000) they define procedural utility as 
“… the well-being gained from living and acting under institutionalized processes 
that also contribute to a positive sense of self and address the innate needs for 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence’’. The perceived fairness of procedures, 
and opportunities to participate, are important conditions for procedural utility. It 
obviously makes a difference if people can participate and are treated profession-
ally, respectfully and carefully, and without too much bureaucracy and delay. Frey 
and Stutzer have shown that democratic quality has a direct impact on happiness, 
even if people dislike the outcomes of democratic procedures. We may assume 
however that technical quality, as determined by effectiveness, regulatory quality, 
rule of law and control of corruption, are also important in direct contacts. In the 
context of rule of law adequate procedures are obviously indispensable to correct 
misbehavior by government agencies.

7  Data about the quality of governments are considered as 'external' and are not explained. We 
may speculate however that the principle of the separation of three independent powers for leg-
islation, administration and jurisdiction; provide for an explanation. This principle of the 'Trias 
Politica' was introduced by Montesquieu in 1748 before the American and French revolution. 
Since then this principle has had a positive impact on nation building and institutionalization in 
western nations. It has contributed directly to regulatory quality and rule of law, and, more indi-
rectly, to political stability and control of corruption. In most other nations in the world the strug-
gle against repression by some social class, or a colonial power, has been an alternative driver for 
nation building and institutionalization. In many nations this has eventually led to the formation 
of one political party with a very dominant position. In such nations the separation of powers is 
obviously problematic. Many nations are still in such situations, or in their aftermath.
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The indirect impact of quality, and of technical quality in particular, is prob-
ably also substantial. If governments are at an optimal quality-level they will be 
more effective in the realization of conditions that contribute to happiness. Such 
conditions can operate as intermediate or intervening factors between government 
and happiness. Some conditions are frequently put forward as important factors 
for average happiness.

In the second column of Table  17.3 the zero-order correlations are presented 
between average happiness and seven living conditions; and in the third column 
the zero-order correlations between technical quality and these conditions. These 
correlations are high for the first five conditions. In the last column the partial 
correlations are presented between technical quality and average happiness after 
controlling for these conditions. This is the usual test to assess the importance of 
intervening factors. The zero-order correlation of +0.75, between technical quality 
and average happiness, goes down to +0.14; +0.39; +0.47; +0.49, and +0.53 if 
controlled for wealth, gender equality, safety and health, gross school-enrollment, 
and economic freedom. The implication is that wealth in particular is an important 
intervening variable between technical quality and average happiness, and the other 
four at a somewhat lower level. Unemployment and income-inequality are not very 
important as intervening variables, because the original correlation of 0.75 is not 
really reduced if controlled for these variables. This might be due to complications 
in the measurement of unemployment and income-inequality (see Appendix).

Combinations of the first five conditions can explain the differences in average 
happiness quite well. The explained variance in happiness goes up to 75 %, if all 
these conditions are used as independent variables in a linear regression to explain 
average happiness in nations. The importance of individual conditions ‘in general’ 
is however difficult to assess, because of their intensive interaction, resulting in 
high mutual correlations (statistical multicollinearity).8

8  As a consequence (of this multicollinearity) it is not fruitful to apply more sophisticated statis-
tical tests like path-analysis.

Table 17.3   Correlations between social-economic conditions and happiness in the second col-
umn, and between these conditions and technical quality of governments in the third column

Conditions 

Correlations  
with average  
happiness

Correlations  
with technical  
quality

Partial correlation  
technical quality  
average happiness

Wealth +0.80 +0.89 +0.14
Gender equality +0.79 +0.75 +0.39
Safety and health +0.75 +0.70 +0.47
Gross school enrollment-ratio +0.73 +0.70 +0.49
Economic freedom +0.62 +0.79 +0.53
Unemployment −0.40 −0.26 +0.73
Income-inequality (gini) −0.29 −0.41 +0.72

In the last column the partial correlations between technical quality and happiness, after control-
ling for these conditions. Variables and data-sources described in the Appendix. Around 110 
nations
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17.8 � Good Governance and Inequality in Happiness  
in Nations

Increasing average happiness is a logical way to promote happiness for the great-
est number, since there are no evident reasons to prioritize the happiness of spe-
cific groups. One traditional dilemma however is the relative importance of 
average happiness and inequality in happiness. In this section I will discuss the 
correlation between the technical quality of governments and inequality in 
happiness.

17.8.1 � Less Inequality with Technical Good Governance?

In Fig. 17.2 we see the relationship between technical good governance and ine-
quality in happiness as expressed in the standard deviation. There is a low negative 
correlation (−0.18, N  =  128), suggesting that a higher technical quality goes 
together with less inequality. But this correlation is misleading because the rela-
tion is not linear. Inequality goes up first with higher technical quality and goes 
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down if a certain level is reached (z-score close to 0, =  average score in 2006). 
Consequently a quadratic function creates a better fit than a linear one.9 We see a 
positive correlation with inequality in happiness (+0.29, N = 78) for nations with 
a low level of technical quality (z-score < 0) and a substantial negative correlation 
with inequality in happiness (−0.64, N =  50) for nations with a high technical 
quality (z-score > 0). The correlation between democratic quality and inequality is 
similar, but at lower levels.

The causal impact of technical quality on happiness suggests an explanation 
for this relation between technical quality and inequality in happiness. If techni-
cal quality is at a low level, and the government starts to improve this quality and 
to develop some grip on happiness, there will be an increase in average happiness. 
But even if governments are not corrupt, some groups in society will benefit dis-
proportionately, and there will be more inequality in happiness. If government 
quality goes up further, governments will be able to pay more attention to peo-
ple who stay behind and will be more effective in creating collective conditions 
that contribute to happiness. Such conditions, e.g. in terms of public safety, health-
care and education, also reduce inequality in happiness by reducing the impact of 
income-inequality on the quality of life. This explanation is obviously interesting 
in ethical discussions about the promotion of average happiness and equality in 
happiness.

If we compare Figs. 17.1 and 17.2 we see that the conclusion of Ott in earlier 
research (2005), that there is in general a positive relation between average hap-
piness and equality in happiness, is not replicated. This is clearly a consequence 
of a difference in the composition of the samples of nations that were analyzed. 
The sample Ott used for the years around 2,000 consisted of 78 nations with rela-
tively high levels of government qualities. The sample now used consists of 131 
nations, including nations with relatively low levels of government qualities. In 
other words: the left side in Fig. 17.2 is ‘quite new’.

17.8.2 � Size of Government and Inequality?

We concluded in Sect. 17.5 that the relation between size of governments and 
average happiness depends on the qualities of governments, and in particular on 
technical quality. The same is true for the relation between the size of governments 
and inequality in happiness. This is very visible in Table  17.4: in the sample of 
nations with a low technical quality the correlation between size and inequality 
is very low but positive: bigger governments go together with more inequality. In 
the sample of nations with a high technical quality the correlations is substantially 
negative: bigger governments go together with less inequality.

9  A linear function explains 3  % of the variance (R squared) in the inequality of happiness, 
a quadratic function 21 %.
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17.9 � What Governments can do to Increase Average 
Happiness: Some Non-controversial Options

The fact that the technical quality of governments has a substantial impact on 
happiness is important. The implication is that governments can increase happi-
ness by improving their technical quality. This can be achieved by improving 
government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corrup-
tion. There are many options10 and the World Bank and other international 
organizations, like the UN, the IMF and the OECD, provide practical guidelines 
and support. Governments can select the best options after an inventory of their 
specific weaknesses and opportunities. This conclusion is interesting because the 
improvement of technical quality is usually not a controversial issue; most peo-
ple will agree that improving the technical quality is perfectly all right, even if 
they have different political priorities otherwise. Improving the democratic qual-
ity or changing the size of governments will be more problematic and controver-
sial, because such alternatives are more likely to have consequences for the 
distribution of power.

One additional non-controversial way to increase happiness is by carefully dis-
cerning three methods to assess happiness or subjective well-being.

10  Three more specific but interesting 'down-to-earth' options to improve the technical quality 
are:
a.	 the registration of property rights, in particular for real estate, i.e. have a land registry. As 

has been demonstrated by De Soto (2000) this is an important condition for economic 
development

b.	 to register people, i.e. set up registrar's offices, as a necessary condition to organise adequate 
public education and health services.

c.	 to develop and implement general principles of good governance, to achieve decent and 
respectful relations between government institutions and citizens. This is really important 
because people can get very angry and upset by unfair government-decisions. Well-known 
examples of such principles are: carefulness and accuracy of decisions, respecting all inter-
ests, accounting for decisions, fair-play and equality (equal situations are treated equally), 
respect for reasonable expectations, no 'détournement de pouvoir' (powers have to be used 
in accordance with their legal background), proportionality (no disproportional consequences 
for citizens, relative to public interests).

Table 17.4   Correlations between size of government and inequality in happiness (standard devi-
ation) for all nations, nations with a low government quality and nations with a high technical 
government quality (number of nations in italics)

All nations Technical quality < 0 Technical quality > 0

−0.23 +0.02 −0.46
116 69 47

Data-source States of Nations (Veenhoven 2009c)
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1.	 Governments can analyze the behavior and the decisions of citizens, to find 
out what they want. In other words: they can observe their ‘revealed prefer-
ences’. This is common practice in economics and leads to a high priority for 
economic growth. Unfortunately revealed preferences depend on the actual 
supply of goods and services, the knowledge and disposable budgets of con-
sumers, the honesty of producers, and the transparency of markets in general.

2.	 Governments can analyze the ‘stated preferences’ of people, as they express 
them explicitly in inquiries, referenda, polls and elections. The weakness of 
stated preferences is that they also depend on the knowledge and imagination 
of respondents, and that they are not binding. People can say whatever they 
like without personal consequences.

3.	 Governments can analyze the conditions that make people happy, by compar-
ing the conditions of people at different levels of happiness. People can ade-
quately report about their own happiness, and this self-reported happiness is 
not directly dependent on their imagination, or on their knowledge of available 
products and services. A practical problem is the fact that happiness depends 
on many conditions, which makes it difficult to assess the importance of spe-
cific conditions. Happiness research requires a lot of data to reach meaningful 
conclusions, but the collection of this data is relatively easy and cheap.

Most governments and political parties only use the first and second approach 
and neglect the third. Their assessments of happiness or subjective well-being are 
therefore unbalanced, and the measurement and analysis of self-reported happi-
ness can help to overcome this problem (Ott 2010b). In addition to maximizing 
their technical quality, governments should therefore facilitate such efforts by 
stimulating the collection and analysis of happiness data. This would improve the 
assessments of subjective well-being, and such improved assessments would be 
valuable input for political debates and democratic decision-making.

17.10 � Conclusions and Discussion

17.10.1 � Correlations

The technical quality of governments is assessed by the average score of four gov-
ernment indicators, as measured by the World Bank: government effectiveness, 
regulatory quality, rule of law and control of corruption. It is a broad concept but 
the correlations between the four components are high. The democratic quality is 
assessed by the average score of two government indicators: voice and account-
ability and political stability. The correlation between these components is some-
what lower. Both qualities are in a positive way correlated with average happiness 
in nations, but the correlation between the technical quality and average happiness 
is the highest and the most independent. The qualities, and in particular the techni-
cal quality, are also important for inequality in happiness but in a different fash-
ion. In a sample of nations with a low level of technical quality there is a positive 
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correlation with inequality: more quality implies more inequality. Above a certain 
level, in 2006 a level close to the average, the correlation becomes substantially 
negative: more quality implies less inequality.

17.10.2 � Causality

The correlations between technical quality and happiness are, at least to some 
extent, a consequence of causality. We can discern a direct and an indirect cau-
sality. The quality ‘as such’ is probably appreciated by citizens and creates ‘pro-
cedural utility’. Quality also creates ‘output utility’, because better qualified 
governments are more effective in creating conditions that contribute to happiness. 
Such conditions can be perceived as intermediate or intervening factors between 
government qualities and happiness. The actual importance of such intermediate 
factors will be different in nations, and even in one nation it is difficult to assess 
the importance of individual conditions, because of their intensive interaction. 
Gender equality, wealth, economic freedom, education, and safety and health are 
examples of ‘positive’ intermediates.

17.10.3 � Causality and Inequality

If technical quality is at a low level, and the government starts to improve this 
quality and to develop some grip on happiness, there will be an increase in average 
happiness. But even if governments are not corrupt, some groups in society will 
benefit disproportionately, and there will be more inequality in happiness. If gov-
ernment quality goes up further, governments will be able to pay more attention 
to people who stay behind and will be more effective in creating favourable col-
lective conditions. Collective conditions, e.g. in terms of public safety, healthcare 
and education, contribute to equality in happiness, also by reducing the impact of 
income-inequality on the quality of life.

17.10.4 � Some Non-controversial Options to Increase 
Happiness

Governments can increase happiness by improving their technical quality. They 
can do this by improving government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, 
and control of corruption. There are many options, and governments can select the 
best options after an inventory of their specific weaknesses and opportunities. This 
conclusion is interesting because the improvement of technical quality is usually 
not a controversial issue; most people will agree that improving the technical qual-
ity is perfectly all right, even if they have different political priorities otherwise. In 
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addition to that governments can facilitate the collection and analysis of self-reported 
happiness data, to make the assessments of happiness, life satisfaction, utility, or sub-
jective well-being, less dependent on revealed and stated preferences. Such improved 
assessments are valuable input for political debates and democratic decision-making.

17.10.5 � Discussion: Should Governments Increase 
Happiness?

The conclusion that governments can increase happiness leads us to the next ques-
tion: should governments increase happiness intentionally? In my view this is very 
acceptable in some respects. Happiness is measurable and widely appreciated 
in different cultures as a social value (Veenhoven 1984; Oswald and Wu 2010). 
Even if people focus not on happiness, but on other goals, they can still appreciate 
happiness as a positive ‘by-product’. Happiness has also some appreciated conse-
quences. It has a positive impact on health (Veenhoven 2008) and happy people 
are more willing to participate in government and are less apt to obstructive behav-
ior (Guven 2009). And in research no serious structural tensions have been found 
between happiness and alternative values, like personal autonomy, justice, solidar-
ity and freedom (Duncan 2010; Layard 2005, Diener and Seligman 2004). In my 
view governments should nevertheless primarily respect the personal autonomy of 
citizens, and as a consequence they should work within the context of democracy. 
I do not believe that governments should ever apply some general ideology as a 
substitute for democracy, or as an excuse for paternalism. The implication is that 
governments can always promote happiness directly by maintaining law and order 
and creating ‘procedural utility’, but, apart from that, they can only promote hap-
piness intentionally, if they are entitled to do so by legitimate democratic deci-
sions. In most nations it will be rather easy however, to achieve consensus about 
the non-controversial options just mentioned: improving the technical quality of 
the government and facilitating the collection and analysis of happiness data.

Open Access This chapter is distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which permits any noncommercial 
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author(s) 
and source are credited.

Appendix: Additional Information About Variables Related 
to Social-Economic Living Conditions

1.	W ealth. Purchasing power parity per capita (in 2007-international dollars) 
(HDI 2006; UNDHP, HDR 2008).

2.	 Gender Equality as measured by the Gender Development Index (GDI 2007; 
UNDHP, HDR 2009).
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3.	 The expected life-time at birth is used here as an indicator for objective safety 
and health, because there is no adequate alternative information available 
(HDI 2006; UNDHP, HDR 2008).

4.	 Gross School-Enrolment Ratio: % of population in primary, secondary and 
tertiary education (HDI 2006; UNDHP, HDR 2008).

5.	 Economic freedom. The freedom to make economic decisions; average score 
of five aspects of economic freedom as measured by the Fraser Institute: 
size of governments, legal structure and security of property rights, access to 
sound money, freedom to trade internationally, regulation of credit, labor and 
business (Economic Freedom of the World, Fraser Institute 2006).

6.	U nemployment (% unemployed of labor force (CIA, The World Fact Book 
2009, most data collected in the years 2002–2009)).

7.	I ncome-equality. The Gini-index of the family-income distribution (CIA, The 
World Fact Book, 2009, most data collected in the years 2002–2009).

The measurement of the last two variables, unemployment and income-inequal-
ity, is complicated. In many nations there are extensive informal sectors, and it is 
difficult to collect economic-data for such sectors. On top of that there are substan-
tial differences in the definitions of unemployment and income.
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