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Abstract
Well-being is recognized as a fundamental human goal and a universal human aspiration. However, some cross-country studies
suggest that the desirability of the most often studied concept of well-being—personal life satisfaction—varies across countries, and
we know little about the desirability of other types of well-being. Extending this novel area of research, we argue that focusing on the
family (as compared to the individual) as the subject of well-being may be another important distinction in how well-being is
conceptualized and valued. With data collected in four countries that tend to occupy different positions in rankings of personal life
satisfaction (i.e., Canada, Colombia, Japan, and Poland), we document that, irrespective of cultural context, family well-being is
valued over personal well-being. These findings suggest that policy makers and scientists may need to pay more attention to family
well-being than they currently do.
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The recognition of well-being as an ultimate aim of societal
development is becoming increasingly widespread. In 2011,
the UN recognized well-being as a fundamental human goal
and a universal human aspiration. The implementation of na-
tional accounts of well-being seems to be one of the options
gaining traction in the search for new indicators of societal func-
tioning (Adler and Seligman 2016; Diener et al. 2015; Helliwell
et al. 2016). We propose that if the complexity of human
flourishing is to be represented in these novel indices,

researchers may need to understand the diverse ways in which
people conceptualize and desire well-being. Whose well-being
is valued more: the well-being of individuals or the well-being
of families (Krys et al. 2019; Newland 2015)? Which type of
well-being is valued more: more achievement-oriented well-be-
ing (e.g., life satisfaction; Diener et al. 1985) or more
relationship-oriented well-being (e.g., interdependent
happiness; Hitokoto and Uchida 2015)? From a cross-cultural
perspective, answers to these questions seem to be lacking, and
the main purpose of the current paper is to address them.

While previous cross-country research has focused mainly
on personal life satisfaction, we posit that across countries
people may value other aspects of well-being as well. In par-
ticular, family well-being is a type of well-being that we pre-
dict will be highly valued. Here, we offer a preliminary exam-
ination and comparison of the desirability of family and per-
sonal well-being, and we investigate how this might relate to
the experience of well-being. Additionally, we differentiate
between two types of well-being: the traditionally researched
concept of life satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985) and the more
Eastern concept of interdependent happiness (Hitokoto and
Uchida 2015). As a result, we compare the valuation and
levels of four different types of well-being, ranging from a
more traditional individualism-themed conceptualization of
well-being (i.e., life satisfaction of an individual) to a more
collectivism-themed one (i.e., interdependent happiness of a
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family; see Fig. 1 for their classification). We carried out our
study in four different countries occupying quite different po-
sitions in Diener et al.’s (1995) ranking of levels of personal
life satisfaction: Canada and Colombia (high positions), and
Japan and Poland (low positions). This way we hope to ex-
amine what is shared among people from various cultures, and
what is specific to certain cultural contexts.

We study family well-being from an intra-personal
perspective (Krys et al. 2019); that is, we study how a single
individual judges the well-being of his/her family as a whole
(which can be complementary to an interpersonal perspective;
e.g., judgments of family well-being averaged or agreed be-
tween members of a family). Similar to Diener et al. (1985),
we define family life satisfaction as a person’s global assess-
ment of their family’s quality of life according to this person’s
own criteria. Similar to Hitokoto and Uchida (2015), we de-
fine family interdependent happiness as a global subjective
assessment of whether a person’s family is socially harmo-
nized with other people, quiescent, ordinary, and connected
to the collective way of well-being. In instances when the
differentiation between life satisfaction and interdependent
happiness is not necessary and we wish to refer to both, we
use the umbrella term ‘well-being’.

Well-Being Valuation Varies across Cultures

Some view personal life satisfaction as the ultimate value in
life (Lu and Gilmour 2004). A belief that people should ex-
plicitly and actively pursue their own life satisfaction is
strongly endorsed in the United States of America (Baker
2014; Lu and Gilmour 2004), and the pursuit of happiness
more generally is enshrined in the Declaration of

Independence as one of three inalienable rights. Such positive
evaluations of life satisfaction are common among individuals
shaped by Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and
Democratic societies (WEIRD; Henrich et al. 2010), and are
implicitly assumed to apply to the whole human race. In con-
trast, some psychological research hints that well-being may
be defined, experienced, and valued differently across individ-
uals and cultures (Delle Fave et al. 2016; Hornsey et al. 2018;
Lu and Gilmour 2004; Uchida and Oishi 2016). For example,
in contrast to researchers’ typical focus on life satisfaction,
a more open-ended approach by Delle Fave and
collaborators (2016) revealed that harmony and balance
were mentioned more often than satisfaction among lay
definitions of happiness. Similarly, analysis of extracts
from essays written on ‘what is happiness?’ reveals that
the prioritization of life satisfaction is not as popular among
East Asians as among members of WEIRD societies (Lu
and Gilmour 2004).

Analysis of countries that voted on UN resolution 65/309,
titled ‘Happiness: Towards a Holistic Approach to
Development’, delivers further evidence that well-being may
not be universally attributed the highest importance across all
cultures. Although the UN adopted the resolution without op-
posing votes, only 66 out of 193 UN members supported it
(Koh 2014). Koh found that wealthier and individualistic
societies made up a disproportionate number of countries
who voted in favor. More recently, Hornsey and
collaborators (2018) documented that self-reported ideal
levels of happiness are lower among members of holistic cul-
tures than members of other cultures. Similarly, Diener et al.
(2000) found that personal life satisfaction was valued across
the forty-one countries they studied, but there was significant
cultural variation in the degree to which personal life

SUBJECT 

OF MEASURE

individual

family

life satisfaction

TYPE OF WELL-BEING

interdependent happiness

interdependent happiness 

of an individual 

(personal IHS)

life satisfaction 

of an individual

(personal SWLS)

life satisfaction 

of a family

(family SWLS)

interdependent 

happiness of a family 

(family IHS)

Fig. 1 Four kinds of well-being
and their measures. The vertical
axis differentiates the subject of
measure (an individual vs. a fam-
ily), and the horizontal axis dif-
ferentiates the type of well-being
(life satisfaction vs. interdepen-
dent happiness)
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satisfaction was valued.Whereas Latin American and individ-
ualistic cultures almost hit the ceiling of the personal life sat-
isfaction valuation scale, Japan, Korea, and China were
around the neutral midpoint of the scale.

Results from Diener et al. (2000) suggest that societies
differ in how much they value the most often studied aspect
of well-being (i.e., personal life satisfaction). Given this, re-
searchers might want to attempt to identify a subjective well-
being measure that will be more cross-culturally generalizable
(i.e., valued highly across all cultures). However, such a single
‘universal’ measure may be difficult to find. We find it more
plausible that variation in cultural values will translate into
divergent views of the good life. Societies may wish to flour-
ish in their own indigenously defined way (see for example
the Bhutanese Gross National Happiness Index; Ura et al.
2012). Thus, the role of scientists may be to study which kind
of well-being is valued in a given culture and why. Here, we
bridge this gap by comparing the valuation of individual- and
family-oriented well-being in their Western and Eastern forms
(i.e., life satisfaction and interdependent happiness). We as-
sume that valuations of specific kinds of well-being can be
important antecedents of people’s motivation towards achiev-
ing them.

Family Well-Being

The majority of studies in psychology assess, and focus on,
individuals (Bond 2002). Cross-cultural studies, however,
document that the individual person is the basic reference
point in only some cultures (labelled individualistic), whereas
being a part of a group dominates the thinking and behavior of
people living in the majority of societies (labelled
collectivistic; Hofstede 2001). The dominant psychological
approach that isolates and disembeds ‘I’ from the relational
context may be regarded as an individualistic cultural legacy
in academia (Sampson 1981). In collectivistic cultures, others
are relatively more focal in one’s own behavior. Thus, self-
descriptions in psychology may need to be extended with us-
descriptions—that is, descriptions of the basic social groups
people identify with (e.g., Krys et al. 2019).

Among the many groups that people belong to, the family
probably has the greatest personal importance for many indi-
viduals (Cousins 1989; Lee et al. 2012)—indeed, family is
arguably the fundamental and the oldest unit of societies
(DeFrain and Asay 2007; Krys et al. 2019). Data collected
in the World Values Survey (WVS; 2016) confirm that among
six aspects of life—family, friends, leisure time, politics,
work, and religion—family is rated as the most important in
the over sixty analyzed countries; in no single country is an-
other aspect of life rated as more important than family (see
Fig. 2 for illustration). The WVS data, however, do not allow

one to explicitly compare the valuation of family well-being to
personal well-being as we do in the current study.

In family well-being research, concepts, constructs, and
measures often originate in personal well-being studies (Hu
et al. 2011; Krys et al. 2019; Park et al. 2003; Zabriskie and
McCormick 2003; Zabriskie and Ward 2013). Here, we adopt
a similar approach and conceptualize family life satisfaction
and family interdependent happiness as family-level con-
structs emerging from personal well-being constructs: life sat-
isfaction (Diener et al. 1985) and personal interdependent hap-
piness (Hitokoto and Uchida 2015; see also Fig. 1). In the
literature, the meaning of family well-being varies: it is con-
ceptualized either in a narrow way covering specific areas
relevant to family well-being (e.g., family self-sufficiency,
family resiliency, marital issues, or work-life interferences;
Andersz et al. 2018; Chien and Mistry 2013; Newland
2015), or globally as generalized family well-being (e.g.,
Bconscious cognitive judgment of one’s family life in which
the criteria for the judgment are up to the individual^
[Zabriskie and Ward 2013, p. 449]). In our study, we adhere
to a general conceptualization of family well-being (i.e., its
globalized and holistic assessment). The most often studied
perspective is the one of a single familymember1 (e.g., Family
Satisfaction Scale, Olson and Wilson 1982; Family APGAR,
Smilkstein 1978; see review by Hu et al. 2011), and we adopt
the perspective of a single member of a family too.

However, unlike most research on family well-being, in our
conceptualization we make family the central subject of well-
being. Instead of researching how individuals are satisfied with
their family life, we study how families are satisfied with their
life (Krys et al. 2019). This novelty let us directly study the
valuation of well-being of family as a whole (cf. the valuation
of being satisfied with one’s own family). The well-being of a
family as a whole is fundamentally important to thriving indi-
viduals and societies (McKeown and Sweeney 2001), for pos-
itive parenting and child well-being (Newland 2015), and for
couples (Johnson et al. 2006; Kamp Dush et al. 2008).

Life Satisfaction and Interdependent
Happiness

Depending on the context and the culture, people define well-
being in various ways (e.g., life satisfaction, interdependent
happiness, positive emotions, lack of negative emotions, con-
tentment, harmony, self-actualization, self-autonomy, strong
relationships, relationship flourishing, optimism, achieve-
ment, health, leisure, hedonism, eudaimonia; Delle Fave

1 The perspective of more than one person is rare and rather limited to research
of families with individuals whose perspective can be difficult to study (e.g.,
families with small children or with disabled family members; Bowman 2001;
Brown et al. 2006).
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et al. 2016; Fowers et al. 2016; Uchida and Oishi 2016). In
most of the studies on well-being as a measure of societal
development, an arguably Euro-American personally-oriented
definition of well-being–focusing on personal life
satisfaction–has been adopted (Adler and Seligman 2016;
Diener et al. 2015; Helliwell et al. 2016; Krys et al. 2018).
Thus, in order to broaden the understanding of the cultural
variation of well-being desirability, we decided to contrast
the dominating individualistic understanding of well-being
with a more socially-oriented well-being that comes from an
East Asian perspective (Hitokoto and Uchida 2015; Krys et al.
2019; Lu and Gilmour 2004).

Japanese researchers Hitokoto and Uchida (2015) intro-
duced the concept of interdependent happiness, which they
defined as ‘the global, subjective assessment of whether one
is interpersonally harmonized with other people, being quies-
cent, and being ordinary, and connected to the collective way of
well-being’ (p. 214). Interdependent happiness contrasts with
traditional measures of well-being that have dominated re-
search in positive psychology. In particular, Diener and collab-
orators’ (1985) Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) has be-
come the model scale for many studies, including large cross-
cultural studies carried out on representative national samples
(e.g., the WVS). Many Western conceptualizations of well-
being are based on aspects of individual functioning like

autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose
in life, and self-acceptance (Ryff and Keyes 1995; Uchida
and Kitayama 2009). Although strong personal relationships
are also included in Western conceptualizations, they contrast
with the more interdependent happiness rooted in Eastern tra-
ditions where interpersonal relationships are central, and a state
of harmony and balance between the self and significant others
are most important (Hitokoto and Uchida 2015).

Delle Fave and collaborators’ (2016) study on lay under-
standing of well-being across twelve countries documents that
East Asian (i.e., socially-oriented) conceptualizations of well-
being may be more universal than many traditional ap-
proaches taken by Western psychologists (i.e., individually-
oriented). As Delle Fave and colleagues write:

Over and above differences related to country member-
ship, cultural dimensions, and demographic features, the
findings […] highlight a substantial similarity across
countries in the core definitions of happiness. At the
psychological level, happiness was predominantly iden-
tified as inner harmony, a balanced and positive con-
nectedness perceived among various facets of the self.
[…] At the contextual level, positive and harmonious
family and social relationships were described across
countries as key components of happiness. (p. 19)

Fig. 2 Importance of six aspects of life across sixty countries analyzed in
the World Values Survey (2016). The scale ranges from 1 (very

important) to 4 (not at all important). Family was attributed the highest
importance in all sixty analyzed countries
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Thus, views of well-being based on social harmony and inter-
dependence (emphasized by East Asian researchers) seem to
be shared around the globe, whereas well-being derived from
individual functioning seems to be a more Euro-American
perspective. Family, in particular, plays an important role
among contextual definitions of well-being across all ana-
lyzed cultures.

Present Study

The main purpose of the current study is to answer the question
of whose well-being people value more: their own personal
well-being or their family’s well-being? As the body of studies
on well-being grows, we found this question fundamental.
Although well-being seems to be desired by the majority of
people, studies on valuation of personal life satisfaction suggest
that the valuation of this specific type of well-being is not equal-
ly high across countries (Diener et al. 2000; Hornsey et al.
2018). Individualistic countries seem to value personal life sat-
isfaction more than collectivistic countries (Koh 2014). In the
current study, we tested how people in four different countries
value four different types of well-being. While there are surely
many factors that contribute to the cultural variety in well-being
valuation, we selected two variables that seem important in a
cross-cultural comparison of well-being desirability: (1) the sub-
ject of a measure (individuals vs. their families; Krys et al.
2019), and (2) the type of well-being (interdependent happiness
[a concept introduced to psychology by East Asian researchers]
vs. life satisfaction [a concept introduced to psychology by re-
searchers from WEIRD societies]). In Fig. 1, we present the
classification of the four emergent concepts of well-being: (1)
life satisfaction of the individual, (2) life satisfaction of the fam-
ily, (3) interdependent happiness of the individual, and (4) inter-
dependent happiness of the family. Out of the four types of well-
being we examine, life satisfaction of the individual is the most
individualism-themed, and interdependent happiness of the
family is the most collectivism-themed; life satisfaction of the
family and interdependent happiness of the individual can be
regarded as mixing different qualities of both contexts. That is,
family life satisfaction focuses on a subject that is more collec-
tivistic (i.e., one’s family) but a type of well-being that is more
individualistic (i.e., life satisfaction), while individual interde-
pendent happiness focuses on a subject that is more individual-
istic (i.e., the individual) but a type of well-being that is more
collectivistic (i.e., interdependent happiness).

Theorizing and studies on valuation of well-being are novel
(for exceptions see Diener et al. 2000; Hornsey et al. 2018;
Koh 2014). Thus, we decided to avoid formulating precise
theory-driven predictions and took a more exploratory ap-
proach. Recognizing the growing literature on the significance
of well-being (Adler and Seligman 2016; Diener et al. 2015;
Helliwell et al. 2016; also see the UN resolution 65/309), we

found it important to answer the question ‘Whose well-being
do people value more?’.2

Method

Participants and Selection of Cultures

To provide a cross-cultural analysis of the valuation of four
kinds of well-being (i.e., life satisfaction vs. interdependent
happiness × well-being of an individual vs. well-being of a
family), we collected and analyzed data from non-
probabilistic convenience samples in four countries: Canada,
Colombia, Japan, and Poland. Post-secondary students from
various fields of study were recruited at each team’s universi-
ty. As a rule of thumb, we aimed to collect data from 200
participants from each culture, although some authors man-
aged to collect more and one sample is smaller. Power analy-
ses revealed that our study was adequately powered (see
online supplementary material). After team leaders excluded
obviously problematic data (e.g., from participants who
dropped out after giving their consent or had a lot of missing
variables), there were 842 respondents in total. The mean age
of respondents was 20.13 years (SD = 3.43). Across the four
samples, there were 446 female participants (53.0%), 389
male participants (46.2%), one participant who indicated ‘oth-
er’ gender (0.1%), and six participants who did not reveal their
gender (0.7%). Statistics for each country are presented in
Table 1. Data were collected in 2016 and 2017. The study
received ethical approval at each university.

We aimed to conduct the study in countries that occupy
different positions in rankings of personal well-being. We de-
cided to collect data in Canada and Colombia as they tend to
have high levels of personal life satisfaction (over 1 SD above
M; Diener et al. 1995), and are examples of individualistic and
collectivistic countries respectively (Hofstede 2001).
Furthermore, we collected data in individualistic Poland and
collectivistic Japan (Hofstede 2001) as both of these countries
tend to rank relatively low on personal life satisfaction (more
than .60 SD below M; Diener et al. 1995).

Materials and Procedure

In order to measure valuation of the four kinds of well-being,
we followed the approach of Diener and collaborators (2000),
who asked participants to rate their ideal level of personal life

2 Additionally, we investigated how valuations of specific kinds of well-being
predict actual levels of respective kinds of well-being (e.g., to what extent does
valuing personal interdependent happiness predict actual levels of personal
interdependent happiness), and explored the relation between the valuation
of the analyzed concepts of well-being and markers of individualism (i.e.,
self-construals; Markus and Kitayama 1991; Singelis 1994). We report these
results in the online supplementary material.
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satisfaction. Our instruction, taken from Diener and collabo-
rators, read as follows: […] instead of answering how much
you agree with the statements, we would like you to indicate
how much you think the ideal or perfect person would agree
with each statement. We used items from the Satisfaction with
Life Scale (personal SWLS; Diener et al. 1985; e.g., In most
ways my life is close to my ideal) to measure the valuation of
life satisfaction of individuals. The items from the
Interdependent Happiness Scale (personal IHS; Hitokoto and
Uchida 2015; e.g., I can do what I want without causing
problems for other people) were used to measure the valuation
of interdependent happiness of individuals. We also adapted
both above measures to assess participants’ views of their
families by changing the subject of the personal SWLS and
personal IHS measures from an individual to their family
(family SWLS and family IHS; e.g., In most ways the life of
my family is close to ideal for family SWLS and As a family
we can do what we want without causing problems for other
people for family IHS; for a full list of the original and
modified items see online supplementary material).
Zabriskie and McCormick (2003) adopted a similar approach
in their Satisfaction With Family Life scale by replacing the
word ‘life’ with ‘family life’ in each of the original SWLS
items.

For each item, participants indicated how much an ideal
person would agree using a Likert scale that ranged from 1
(Ideal person wouldn’t agree at all) to 7 (Ideal person would
fully agree). All scales of well-being valuation were reliable
withαs ranging from .86 to .96 (see Table 1 for details and see
Table S1 in online supplementary material for equivalence
analysis). We also administered scales measuring actual levels
of the four types of well-being (actual personal SWLS, actual
personal IHS, actual family SWLS, actual family IHS),3 and
the original 30-item Self-Construal Scale (SCS) proposed by
Singelis (1994) that measures independent and interdependent
self-construals. We briefly report findings based on these
scales in the online supplementary material (but because the
collected self-construal data were far from equivalence, con-
clusions based on these results remain to be confirmed in
further studies).

At the end of the questionnaire, all participants were asked
to provide information on their sociodemographic background
(see Table 1, as well as Table S7 in the online supplementary
material).Materials were prepared in English. Instructions and
demographic items were translated from English into the lan-
guage of every country covered by the study, and the appro-
priate language versions of the SWLS and IHS (and SCS)
scales were used. In order to establish linguistic equivalence,
team leaders were asked to follow the back-translation proce-
dure for the instructions and sociodemographic questionnaire

(Brislin 1970). The presentation order of the items and scales
were kept consistent across individuals and countries.

Results

A mixed-design ANOVAwas conducted with type of valued
well-being (life satisfaction vs. interdependent happiness) and
subject of valued well-being (individual vs. family) as within-
subject factors, and country (Japan vs. Canada vs. Poland vs.
Colombia) and gender (female vs. male) as between-subjects
factors. We included gender to make sure that presented ef-
fects are not biased by gender imbalance in our samples.
Participants with missing data on gender and the participant
who indicated ‘other’ were excluded from this ANOVA.
Overall results from this ANOVA (i.e., testing main effects
and interactions) are presented in Table 2, while Table 1 pre-
sents results for each country and includes more detailed
follow-up comparisons of happiness valuation within and be-
tween countries. The main effect of country (ηp

2 = .14) indi-
cated that valuation of well-being significantly varies across
countries (see column 14 in Table 1). Like in Diener and
colleagues’ (2000) study on valuation of personal life satisfac-
tion, Japanese participants in our study indicated that they
valued well-being somewhat above the middle-point of the
scale (MJapan = 4.67, SDJapan = 1.15), whereas Colombian par-
ticipants valued well-being close to the ceiling of the scale
(MColombia = 6.04, SDColombia = 0.83). Valuations of well-
being significantly differed between all four analyzed coun-
tries, and the difference was very large in the case of the
countries valuing well-being the least and the most (Japan
and Colombia), t(426) = 14.46, p < .001, d = 1.19.

The main effect of subject of well-being (ηp
2 = .09) showed

that participants rated family well-being significantly higher
than personal well-being (MFamily = 5.62, SDFamily = 1.21;
MPersonal = 5.39, SDPersonal = 1.24; t[834] = 9.38, p < .001, drm-
= .264; see columns 8–10 in the bottom row of Table 1). To
illustrate this effect in a simple way, 26% of participants val-
ued personal well-being over family well-being, 16% of par-
ticipants valued both well-beings equally, and the majority of
participants (58%) valued family well-being over personal
well-being (Fig. 3 presents these statistics split up by country).
Finally, the main effect of type of well-being (ηp

2 < .01) indi-
cated that life satisfaction was valued significantly (albeit
s l i gh t l y ) mo r e t h an in t e r d ependen t h app i ne s s
(ML i f e S a t i s f a c t i o n = 5 .53 , SDL i f e S a t i s f a c t i o n = 1 .28 ;
MInterdependentHappiness = 5.48, SDInterdependentHappiness = 1.16;
t[837] = 2.09, p = .037, drm = .06; see columns 11–13 in the
bottom row of Table 1). The main effect of gender was not
statistically significant.

3 We are not the first to simultaneously assess both actual and ideal family
well-being (see Diener et al. 2000; Olson et al. 1985).

4 When calculating Cohen’s d for repeated measures effects, we used equation
9 from Lakens (2013).
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More importantly, we observed three significant two-way
interactions. The largest interaction effect (ηp

2 = .04) we found
was for the type of valued well-being by country. Thus, we
compared the valuation of life satisfaction and interdependent
happiness for each country separately (see columns 11–13 in
Table 1), and found that there was a statistically significant
difference in Poland between the valuation of the two types of
well-being (Poland: MLifeSatisfaction = 5.82, SDLifeSatisfaction =
1.24; MInterdependentHappiness = 5.50, SDInterdependentHappiness =
1.07; t[212] = 5.36, p < .001, drm = .31), whereas no signifi-
cant differences were found between valuations of type of
well-being in the other analyzed countries (for Canada
p = .079; two other ps > .50). This suggests that only one
country (i.e., Poland) was responsible for the main effect of

type of well-being, and that interdependent happiness tends to
not be valued less than the most often studied life satisfaction
in the three other analysed countries.

To unders tand the second observed two-way
interaction—for subject of well-being by country
(ηp

2 = .01)—we compared the valuation of family and per-
sonal well-being in each country separately. We found that
family well-being was valued more than personal well-
being in each analyzed sample, although the size of this
gap varied slightly between countries: from drm = .25 in
Colombia to drm = .32 in Japan and Poland (for details
see columns 8–10 in Table 1). Thus, preference for family
well-being was observed in all four analyzed countries, but
with somewhat different intensity.

Table 2 Results of ANOVA for
valuation of various forms of
well-being

F df p ηp
2

type of well-being (TYPE)

(life satisfaction vs. interdependent happiness)

4.91 1, 827 .027 .006

subject of well-being (SUBJECT)

(personal well-being vs. family well-being)

80.95 1, 827 <.001 .089

country (C) 44.18 3, 827 <.001 .138

gender (G) 0.05 1, 827 .83 .000

INTERACTIONS:

TYPE x SUBJECT 12.66 1, 827 <.001 .015

TYPE x C 10.47 3, 827 <.001 .037

TYPE x G 1.11 1, 827 .29 .001

C x G 0.88 3, 827 .45 .003

TYPE x C x G 0.99 3, 827 .40 .004

SUBJECT x C 3.80 3, 827 .010 .014

SUBJECT x G 1.25 1, 827 .26 .002

SUBJECT x C x G 0.50 3, 827 .69 .002

TYPE x SUBJECT x C 1.62 3, 827 .18 .006

TYPE x SUBJECT x G 3.82 1, 827 .051 .005

TYPE x SUBJECT x C x G 1.23 3, 827 .30 .004

25% 26%
24%

29%
26%

12% 13%
17%

19%
16%

63%
59% 59%

52%

58%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Japan Canada Poland Colombia Whole sample

personal well-being valued over family well-being equal family well-being valued over personal well-being

Fig. 3 Valuation of personal and
family well-being across our
samples. The red (i.e., left) bars
show the percentage of partici-
pants valuing personal over fami-
ly well-being, the blue (i.e., mid-
dle) bars show the percentage of
those equally valuing both, and
the orange (i.e., right) bars show
the percentage of participants
valuing family over personal
well-being
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To illustrate the third significant two-way interaction,
which we found for type of well-being by subject of well-
being (ηp

2 = .02), we compared valuations of all four kinds
of well-being with each other. We found that valuation of both
types of personal well-being (personal life satisfaction and
personal interdependent happiness) did not significantly differ
overall, t(837) = .22, p = .83, whereas comparisons of other
valuations of well-beings were significantly different, t-
s(837) > 3.77, ps < .001. This means that when it came to per-
sonal well-being, both life satisfaction and interdependent
happiness were similarly valued. The most valued kind of
well-being was family life satisfaction, followed by family
interdependent happiness, with personal life satisfaction and
personal interdependent happiness being valued the least (see
columns 4–7 in the bottom row of Table 1).

Discussion

The most important novelty of our study is that we show that
the subject of well-being is an important factor in understand-
ing well-being valuation. In all four analyzed countries, family
well-being is valued more than personal well-being. Although
the effect sizes were rather small, they were relatively consis-
tent across samples—around two times more participants val-
ued family over individual well-being than individual over
family well-being (see Fig. 3). Whereas psychological re-
search habitually treats personal well-being as the ‘ultimate’
dependent variable, we document that family well-being may
be more important for people. Future studies may need to
recognize and account for this. Our finding is consistent with
previous studies documenting that family is rated as being
very important by people around the world (see Fig. 2) and
that family plays an important role in conceptualizations of
happiness (Delle Fave et al. 2016; Krys et al. 2019).
Importantly, our finding also shows that people across various
cultures acknowledge that the well-being of us (i.e., one’s
family) can be more important than the well-being of I (i.e.,
oneself).

We also show that the gap between family and personal
well-being valuation varies somewhat across countries.
Differences in relational mobility may be a (post hoc) expla-
nation for this finding (Thomson et al. 2018). In low relation-
ally mobile societies, relationships are mostly fixed—people
engage in stable and long-lasting relationships, but their
choice of relational partners is relatively limited. In high rela-
tionally mobile societies, relationship options are ‘richer’—
people more easily seek out new partners and leave old friends
behind. In our study, we found the smallest gap between val-
uation of family and personal well-being in Colombia—the
country in our study with the highest relational mobility. In
contrast, the largest gap we found was in Japan, which is a
society with relatively low relational mobility (see column 15

in Table 1 for country scores of relational mobility). May
relational mobility moderate the strength of preference for
family over personal well-being? Further studies on family
well-being with more countries are needed to test this
hypothesis.

Our study also supports previous research that shows that
the extent to which well-being is valued significantly and
strongly varies across countries: from not far above the neutral
point (i.e., Japan) to almost hitting the ceiling of the valuation
scale (i.e., Colombia), with the difference between these two
countries reaching over one standard deviation. Our additional
results reported in the online supplementary material, which
show significant positive associations between valuing and
experiencing each type of well-being, suggest that low levels
of actual well-being in Confucian countries may be the effect
of moderate valuations of well-being, and high levels of actual
well-being in Latin American countries may be the effect of
their elevated valuations of well-being. Said differently, valu-
ing well-being may be an important antecedent for experienc-
ing well-being.

In three of four analyzed countries, we also found that val-
uation of relationship-oriented well-being (i.e., interdependent
happiness) is as high as valuation of achievement-oriented
well-being (i.e., life satisfaction). This pattern is somewhat un-
expected as interdependent happiness was conceptualized as
particularly relevant to Eastern cultures. Most notably,
Japanese participants seemed to value personal satisfaction
and interdependent happiness similarly, as did Canadian and
Colombian participants. This is a signal that further studies on
interdependent happiness are necessary to unpack these find-
ings, and expand our understanding of this construct as a com-
plement to the large body of research on life satisfaction.

Well-being seems to be the ‘obvious ultimate dependent
variable’ in psychological studies. Our research documents,
however, that things might be more complex. If we want to
treat well-being as the ultimate aim of human and societal
flourishing, we first may need to answer questions about
which type of well-being and whose flourishing we should
assess. The answer to this question will probably vary depend-
ing on the cultural context. Thus, here, we propose that in
order to deliver a more cross-culturally generalizable picture
on human flourishing, researchers may need to study various
kinds of well-being concurrently (e.g., Krys et al. 2019). We
also posit that further studies on indigenous conceptions of
well-being are necessary.

Furthermore, studies on tensions between personal and
family well-being seem to be necessary too. Personal well-
being and the well-being of one’s family do not have to be
in conflict (North et al. 2008). However, most people some-
times face the dilemma of whether to focus on their own well-
being or on the well-being of their family. The item from the
vertical collectivism subscale ‘It is my duty to take care of my
family, even when I have to sacrifice what I want’ (Singelis

3340 Curr Psychol  (2021) 40:3332–3343



et al. 1995) illustrates the personal–family well-being tension.
In contrast, these two types of well-being may be complemen-
tary: personal well-being may contribute to family well-being,
and family well-being may be a fundament of personal well-
being. The conditions under which personal and family well-
being are complementary or incompatible can be a subject of
further empirical studies.5

Limitations

These advances notwithstanding, it is important to ac-
knowledge our study’s shortcomings. For instance, the
studied group—students—may differ from the general
population in how they value different types of well-be-
ing. It is plausible that young adults may value family
well-being less than other age cohorts. Once students
graduate, for instance, they often set up their own fami-
lies and would probably place more value on family
well-being at this stage of life compared to when they
were students. These assumptions need empirical verifi-
cation though. Next, to keep the design simple and con-
sistent across countries and individuals, the scales we
employed were not counterbalanced—future studies
may need to repeat our findings with the scales rotated.
Another potential limitation is that two of the samples
we studied turned out to be gender imbalanced—further
studies may need to be based on more gender-balanced
samples. Ideally, it would be great to incorporate items
on family well-being into large cross-country studies car-
ried out on representative samples (e.g., WVS). The cur-
rent study focused on two concepts of well-being: life
satisfaction and interdependent happiness. We selected
them because we wanted to analyze well-being in a
cross-cultural context and these two concepts mirror cul-
tural differences in the conceptualization of well-being.
But other family-related concepts of well-being need to
be studied too. In particular, relationship flourishing
(Fowers et al. 2016) seems to be a concept requiring
additional attention in cross-cultural studies on family
well-being.

We are aware that culture is a far more complex con-
struct than how we use it in the current paper. The cross-
country comparability of our data can be disputed due to
the lack of full scalar equivalence or possible response

biases (see He et al. 2017). But even if our cross-country
findings suffer from insufficient comparability, we still re-
liably document that in each of the four analyzed countries
family well-being is valued more than personal well-being.
Had each culture been analyzed separately, this main con-
clusion would be the same. Lastly, future studies should try
to recruit samples from other countries; pan-cultural gen-
eralizations drawn from data collected in four countries
need to be done with caution.

Concluding Remarks

The majority of previous studies implicitly assume that all peo-
ple prefer to be well, but fewer studies (Hornsey et al. 2018;
Koh 2014) explicitly acknowledge that people may value well-
being to various extents. Even if different well-beings contrib-
ute to each other, people (in particular, from various cultural
backgrounds) do differently value various types of well-being.
Thus, future studies on well-being valuation seem to be neces-
sary. How does well-being valuation change over the lifespan?
Why do people in certain cultures value well-being highly vs.
moderately? What is the evolutionary function of well-being
valuation? How does the gap between actual and valued levels
of well-being influence human behavior? These are only a few
questions that remain to be answered.

By recognizing in its resolution from 2011 that well-being
is a fundamental human goal, the UN accelerated discussion
on the directions of societal development. Here, we would like
to make an argument in this discussion: in pursuing well-be-
ing, policy makers may need to not only analyze personal
well-being, but the well-being of a family as a whole as well
(see also Krys et al. 2019). Our study documents that, across
four countries, it is family well-being that is valued over per-
sonal well-being. We suggest that family as a subject of well-
being measures needs to be taken into account in subsequent
studies. Similarly, cultural differences in the valuation of dif-
ferent types of well-being also need special attention. After all
it seems obvious that we all want to be well, but howmuch we
desire well-being, which type of well-being, and for whom—
for ourselves or for our families—demands further empirical
studies.
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