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WELLBEING SCIENCE: AUTHOR 

ULRICH SCHIMMACK 
Science is supposed to be objective. This means that given the same evidence, everybody would 
arrive at the conclusion that logically follows from that evidence. Furthermore, the only 
information that should be used to draw scientific conclusion should be based on objective 
studies that would produce the same outcome independent of the identity of the scientist. Physics 
is probably the empirical science that comes closest to this ideal image of science, but all 
empirical sciences are influenced to some extent by scientists’ personal views. This is especially 
true for the social sciences. It is impossible for humans to fully ignore their personal views when 
they conduct research, interpret research results, or write textbooks about human behaviors. This 
problem is even greater when the topic is wellbeing. Scientists who study wellbeing may define 
wellbeing in a way that fits their own definition of a good life. They may also interpret data in a 
way that confirms their personal beliefs.  
To reduce the risk of subjective influences, it is important to focus on research findings that are 
consistent across studies by different researchers with different viewpoints. It is also important to 
separate empirical findings that can be established relatively objectively (e.g., the correlation 
between life satisfaction judgments and income is typically positive in a range from r = .00 to 
.30), from theoretical interpretations of these findings (e.g., the finding shows that life 
satisfaction judgments are bias; the finding shows that hard working people are happier; the 
finding shows that money buys happiness).  
In this book, I will try my best to take an objective view of wellbeing. However, it is likely that 
this textbook is somewhat biased by my personal beliefs that can be traced back to my culture, 
upbringing, and my personal experiences. It is therefore helpful to provide a little bit of personal 
information about myself. 
I was born in 1966 in the Western part of Germany. I grew up with modern, post-materialistic 
values, but also during a time of concerns about world peace (nuclear arms race, cold war) and 
awareness about the limits of economic growth (oil crises in 1970s) after a period of continuous 
economic growth in post-war Germany (economic miracle, Wirtschaftswunder). Germany didn’t 
strike me as a particularly happy place, and I was open to socialistic ideas, until I visited relatives 
in East Berlin and encountered the reality of living in a non-democratic and poor country. For 
example, I enjoyed playing badminton and never thought about my equipment, until my relatives 
in East Germany told me about their problems to get strings for their rackets. I then explored 
other roads to happiness as suggested by Eastern religions and philosophy. In 1988, I traveled to 
Nepal and China. Although I was fascinated by these ancient cultures, I also observed poverty 
and other problems that made me rethink the idea that the East had the answers to the secret of 
happiness. In the 1990s, I visited the United States for the first time. I was impressed by the 
wonderful universities in Boston and the fact that people seemed friendlier, more helpful, and 
happier than people in Germany. After my Ph.D., I started living in the United States. Overall, I 
got the impression that the USA had made more progress in the pursuit of happiness (after all, 
their constitution makes it a civil duty), but I also thought that the German welfare state might be 
better for people who need some help, whether it is to get health care or assistance during times 
of unemployment. In 2000, I got a position at the University of Toronto in Canada. Canada 
seemed to provide a good balance between the United States and Germany. I still believe that 
Canada is a good starting place for the pursuit of happiness and research data support this view; 
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Canada usually ranks higher in wellbeing than Germany and the United States. In short, my life 
experiences have helped me change my views on happiness several times. I am skeptical of any 
simple philosophies or ideologies that promise eternal wellbeing. I am also skeptical of modern 
happiness courses at universities that promise an easy way to be happier. I do believe that 
empirical sciences like psychology, sociology, and economics have provided objective scientific 
information about happiness, but this information doesn’t mean it is easy to become happier. The 
aim of this book is to present this information as objectively as possible so that readers can use 
this information for their individual pursuits of happiness. In this way, the book is like a map 
rather than a navigation system that tells readers how to live their lives.  
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PERSONALITY SCIENCE: CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

1 INTRODUCTION 
This book attempts to provide an introduction to the vast literature on wellbeing. The aim of this 
introduction is not to provide a mere overview of past research. Such an overview is likely to 
lead to confusion and frustration because many findings and conclusions are contradictory. It is 
easy to find articles that claim “Money doesn’t buy happiness” and articles that suggests “Money 
buys happiness.”  
I therefore chose to write a book that provides a coherent account of the wellbeing literature that 
is consistent with robust findings in the wellbeing literature. The advantage of this book is that it 
is data-driven rather than theory driven. I believe that theories in the social science are often 
strongly influenced by researchers’ subjective views and data are merely used to support these 
views. For example, an influential theory in wellbeing science postulated that happiness is 
relative (Easterlin, 1974) and as a result, citizens of poor countries are just as happy as citizens of 
rich countries. Easterlin’s chapter was widely cited even though cross-cultural data were scarce. 
In the following decades, cross-cultural studies found strong correlations between nations’ 
wealth and wellbeing. Although this evidence contradicts Easterlin’s relativity theory of 
wellbeing, the theory continued to be cited, disregarding the new evidence. This is not 
uncommon in science. It often takes decades to correct false theories. Thus, textbooks are more 
informative if they focus on the empirical findings that are known today than if they focus on old 
theories.  
The advantage of a data-driven approach is that students are not confronted with numerous 
theories that contradict each other and are all only partially supported by evidence. The 
disadvantage is that students may not learn about the diversity of theories. However, there is tons 
of interesting, confusing, and contradictory information about wellbeing freely available online. 
Thus, readers are encouraged to compare notes with other sources, and to form their own 
opinions.  
 
Chapter 2 deals with the difficult and fundamental problem of defining wellbeing. The definition 
of wellbeing influences the measurement of wellbeing and empirical results. The first question is 
whether wellbeing science is a science like organic chemistry or biology? One common 
objection to scientific studies of wellbeing is that wellbeing is a subjective construct that defies 
scientific investigation. If wellbeing means something different to everybody, it is not a scientific 
construct because scientific constructs need to be well defined and have a common meaning to 
everybody. In Chapter 2, I will review several definitions of wellbeing that have been proposed 
by philosophers. In this chapter, I will attempt to convince you that it is possible to provide a 
universal definition of wellbeing, while allowing for subjective differences in individuals’ views 
of a good life. Essentially, I define wellbeing as a close match between an individual’s actual life 
and his or her (authentically constructed) ideal life. This definition is universal because all 
human beings have actual lives and ideal lives. At the same time, the definition allows for 
wellbeing to be subjective in the sense that every individual has a different ideal life. The main 
question for an empirical science of wellbeing are the processes that influence the match between 
individuals’ actual and their ideal lives. For example, economists think that wealth increases 
wellbeing because it helps to make actual lives close to ideal lives. The relativists think wealth 
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does not increase wellbeing because more wealth also changes ideal lives so that the discrepancy 
between actual and ideal lives remains the same.  
  
Chapter 3 examines different ways of measuring wellbeing. A common objection to a science of 
wellbeing is that wellbeing cannot be measured because it is too subjective. If wellbeing depends 
on ideals that differ from one individual to the next, it seems impossible to assign specific 
numbers to individuals’ wellbeing or to say that one individual’s life is better than another 
individual’s life. To claim that some numbers actually reflect differences in wellbeing requires 
valid wellbeing measures, just like thermometers are valid measures of temperature. Although it 
is more difficult to demonstrate that a wellbeing measure is valid than to validate a thermometer, 
Chapter 3 reviews evidence that wellbeing measures are somewhat valid.  
The most widely used method relies on life satisfaction judgments. Respondents are asked to use 
their own standards to evaluate their actual lives. Although the standards differ, the match 
between the actual and ideal can be compared across individuals. If Sophia’s actual life matches 
her ideal life more closely than Ben’s actual life matches his ideal, then Sophia has higher 
wellbeing than Ben. If an individual’s actual life perfectly matches his or her ideal, wellbeing is 
at the maximum level. Instead of asking for a judgment of a whole life, it is also possible to 
distinguish different life domains. Typical life domains are health, standard of living, social 
relationships, and work (job satisfaction). Respondents evaluate each domain and the judgments 
are combined (e.g., averaged) to get a measure of wellbeing. Another method is to ask 
respondents about their feelings. When our actual life matches our ideal, we typically feel 
positive emotions (happiness, joy, love). When our actual life does not match our ideal, we tend 
to feel a variety of negative emotions (anger, sadness, fear). As a result, the hedonic balance of 
our positive versus negative feelings can be used as another measure of wellbeing. Although 
there are other attempts to measure wellbeing, including objective measures of brain activity, life 
satisfaction judgments, domain satisfaction judgments, and hedonic balance are the most widely 
used measures of wellbeing in wellbeing science. 
Chapter 3 also discusses methodological challenges in testing scientific theories of wellbeing. 
Psychology students are most familiar with the experimental method to test psychological 
theories. However, this method is not very useful for wellbeing scientists because wellbeing is a 
property of individual’s lives. As such, it is often not possible to conduct experiments on 
wellbeing because it is unethical or impractical to randomly assign individuals to different lives 
(e.g., randomly assign children to grow up in Sweden, Ghana, Japan, or Switzerland to study the 
causal influence of nationality on wellbeing). As a result, most studies of wellbeing rely on 
naturally occurring covariations (correlations) between wellbeing measures and potential causes. 
For example, many studies have correlated wellbeing measures with income measures to 
examine whether money buys happiness. The well-known problem of this approach is that 
correlations do not prove causation. Thus, even a positive correlation between income and 
wellbeing does not prove that money buys happiness. However, it is also true that correlation 
implies causation. If income is positively correlated with wellbeing, something must have caused 
that correlation. An intensive program of research can be used to test alternative theories of what 
this unknown cause is. For example, the wellbeing of lottery winners can be examined to test 
whether money buys happiness because a lottery comes close to a naturalistic experiment with 
random assignment. In sum, the scientific study of wellbeing is difficult, but not impossible. To 
produce meaningful results, wellbeing science needs a clear definition of wellbeing, valid 
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measures of wellbeing, and a systematic program of research that carefully tests causal theories 
of naturally occurring covariations between wellbeing measures and potential causes of 
wellbeing. 
Chapter 4 examines the origins of individuals’ ideals. The definition of wellbeing as the match 
between actual and ideal lives makes it clear that wellbeing is strongly influenced by people’s 
conception of the ideal life. It is therefore important to examine the origins of these ideals. Why 
are some people satisfied with a modest life style, whereas others need a mansion and 200 pairs 
of shoes to be happy? Chapter 4 examines different theories about the origins of individuals’ 
ideal lives. How much are these ideals shaped by universal human needs and how much are they 
influenced by culture, parenting, or innate genetic preferences? How much are ideals shaped by 
fulfillment of needs versus social comparisons? Answers to these questions are important 
because subjective definitions of wellbeing allow individuals, parents, or governments to 
influence wellbeing by changing individuals’ ideals. For example, assuming that a middle-class 
US American and an Indian peasant report the same level of life satisfaction, do they really have 
the same wellbeing, if the ideal of the US American consists of a house, two cars, and two 
vacations a year, whereas the ideal of the Indian peasant is to own a piece of land to grow 
enough food to feed his family (Cantril, 1965)?  
Although wellbeing science needs to examine the origin and nature of individual’s ideal lives, 
most wellbeing studies try to explain the discrepancy between actual and ideal lives, without 
separating the ideal and the actual part of the equation. The main objective of wellbeing science 
is to uncover the causes of high and low wellbeing. That is, what are obstacles that make it 
difficult to close the gap between actual and ideal lives, and what are aids that make it easier to 
live an ideal life?  
Chapter 5 examines national differences in wellbeing. Although globalization has reduced 
national differences considerably, the lives of individuals from different countries still differ 
dramatically both in terms of the ideal lives and actual lives. In the past decades, wellbeing 
scientists have intensified research on national differences to find the happiest places on earth 
and to uncover their secrets to happiness. Increased mobility and awareness of national 
differences in wellbeing create new global problems because citizens of countries with low 
wellbeing recognize that they and their children could have a better life somewhere else. Global 
migration trends mirror wellbeing differences.  
Chapter 6 examines the relationship between religion and wellbeing. Religion can have profound 
effects on conceptions of the ideal life and shape actual lives. For example, religion influences 
partner choices and life-style choices. Although the main goal of religions is not to maximize 
wellbeing, there are various possible links between religion and wellbeing. On the one hand, 
religion might lower wellbeing because the purpose of religion is religious fulfillment rather than 
a happy lifetime. On the other hand, a devoted religious person may have high wellbeing because 
religious fulfillment may be easier to obtain than materialistic desires. Not surprisingly, the 
relationship between religion and wellbeing is complex.  
Chapter 7 examines economic theories of wellbeing. Economic theories of wellbeing focus on 
money. This is not surprising, but the reason may surprise you. Economists do not focus on 
money because they are capitalists. There are socialist economists, who also argue that money is 
important for wellbeing. Economists conceptualize wellbeing as subjective. They see money as a 
valuable resource to fulfill individual desires. Accordingly, a modern market economy enhances 
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wellbeing because money allows individuals to purchase whatever they consider to be most 
valuable. This means that it is not enough to have a lot of money, like Scrooch McDuck. To be 
happy, individuals actually have to spend money in exchange for goods that enhance their 
wellbeing. Chapter 7 also discusses several problems with theories that equate high income with 
high wellbeing. The chapter shows that money plays an important role in individuals’ lives and 
influences their wellbeing, but the relationship is complex. You cannot simply go to the 
happiness store and buy happiness. 
Chapter 8 examines the effect of life events on wellbeing. The immediate effect of life-events on 
wellbeing is not very surprising. The birth of a child is typically a joyful experience. The death 
of a loved one elicits feelings of sadness. Winning a million-dollar jackpot is exciting and 
suffering from serious injuries after a car accident elicits feelings of anxiety and depression. 
However, the long-term consequences of life events on wellbeing are less obvious. Do people 
quickly recover form disasters, or do disasters leave a long-term scare? Is divorce a failure that 
has long-lasting negative consequences or is it an opportunity to find a more compatible partner 
and happiness?  
Chapter 9 examines the relationship between personality and wellbeing. The slogan “happiness 
comes from within” suggests that wellbeing is determined by factors within a person rather than 
their actual life circumstances. Chapter 9 examines twin studies and longitudinal studies of 
personality and wellbeing to answer this question. Evidence suggests that approximately half of 
the variation in wellbeing seems to be determined by stable personality traits, while the other half 
is influenced by life events and circumstances. Chapter 9 also discusses the influence of drugs on 
wellbeing and the ethical question of using drugs to enhance wellbeing. 
Chapter 10 examines the relationship between goals and wellbeing. Once more, the relationship 
between goals and immediate consequences is straightforward. Making (good) progress towards 
an important goal feels good. Making no progress or slow progress feels bad. However, the 
relationship between goals and wellbeing is more complex. When is the effort needed to reach a 
difficult goal worth the effort and when is it better to give up on a difficult goal? Is the best way 
to achieve wellbeing to have no goals? Often pursuing one goal conflicts with own goals or goals 
of close others. What is the best way to deal with goal conflict to maximize wellbeing? Are there 
some goals that are more likely to maximize wellbeing and are there goals that promise eternal 
happiness, but actually lead to unhappiness (e.g., fame)? 
Chapter 11 looks at wellbeing through the lens of life domains. The concept of wellbeing 
requires an evaluation of life as a whole. However, lives can be segmented into relatively 
independent segments, typically called life domains. Individuals’ lives may be going well in 
some of these domains and not so well in other domains. The most important life domains are 
health, social relationships, work (or academics for students), leisure, and standard of living. 
Some social scientists focus entirely on one of these domains. Clinical psychologists study 
mental health, and health psychologists study physical health. Relationship researchers primarily 
study relationship or marital satisfaction. Developmental psychologists study parent-child 
relationships and some specialize on family psychology. Industrial and organization 
psychologists and psychologists in business schools study job satisfaction. Chapter 11 gives a 
brief overview of factors that contribute to wellbeing in these important life domains. 
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SUMMARY 
Although wellbeing science is relatively new, and wellbeing cannot be studied using laboratory 
experiments, research over the past 50 years has established several important, robust findings 
about the factors that contribute to a happy life. Thanks to an interdisciplinary interest in 
wellbeing by psychologists, economists, and sociologists, wellbeing has been studied in nearly 
all countries of the world, all age groups, and with nationally representative samples. Wellbeing 
is probably the most widely studied construct in the social sciences. Thus, there is a large body 
of scientific evidence about correlates of wellbeing. The bad news is that this evidence is 
scattered across disciplines and that few researchers focus on wellbeing as their main research 
topic. That is, many studies include wellbeing measures because wellbeing is important and 
relatively easy to measure, but the main focus of these studies is often on other topics. As a 
result, research findings are often presented in isolation and there are few attempts to 
systematically integrate these findings and to carefully examine inconsistencies in research 
findings. This book attempts to give an overview of the existing evidence, but it is by no means 
complete. I strongly encourage further readings for a deeper understanding of wellbeing. Finally, 
science cannot answer all questions, especially not how to live a life. Given the vast amount of 
choices that individuals face in todays’ complex world, it is impossible to rely on science to live 
a life. Ultimately, individuals have to make their own choices. Science may only help them to 
make slightly more informed choices.  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 2 DEFINITION 

2. WHAT IS WELLBEING? 
There is no agreement about the definition of wellbeing. The lack of a shared definition of 
wellbeing can create confusion among researchers, and it can make it difficult for researchers to 
communicate their findings to a general audience. For example, what are we supposed to make 
of findings that income predicts wellbeing when it is defined and measured as life satisfaction, 
but not when wellbeing is defined and measured in terms of momentary feelings of pleasure and 
displeasure (Kahneman et al., 2006)? Does this mean income is related to wellbeing or not? 
One reason for the lack of scientific definition of wellbeing is that social scientists do not 
distinguish clearly between descriptive and stipulative definitions. An example of a stipulative 
definition is the definition of a black hole in physics as “an area of space-time with a 
gravitational field so intense that its escape velocity is equal to or exceeds the speed of light.” 
Physicists who use the term “black hole” do understand that it is just a convenient short phrase to 
describe a complicated construct that only physicists really understand. There may be a debate 
about the nature of black holes amongst physicists, but this debate has nothing to do with the 
name “black hole”. Nothing would change if physicists had called the same phenomenon by 
another name (say “eternal prison”). Therefore, stipulative definitions cannot be true or false, 
adequate or inadequate, because the name is arbitrary. 
Of course, it would create some confusion if physicists would use the term black hole also to 
describe other physical objects. To avoid this problem, physicists use different terms for different 
concepts. Unfortunately, social scientists are less disciplined. As a result, the term wellbeing has 
been defined in several different ways. Sometimes, wellbeing researchers distinguish between 
different types of wellbeing by using qualifying adjectives such as subjective wellbeing, 
psychological wellbeing, eudemonic wellbeing, hedonic wellbeing, and so on. Using distinct 
concepts of wellbeing makes it possible to state that money can increase subjective wellbeing, 
but does not influence hedonic wellbeing (Kahneman et al., 2006), but it does not address the 
question whether a higher income relates to a better life. To answer this question, it is necessary 
to define wellbeing, rather than to avoid the difficult task of defining it by using stipulative 
definitions.   
The problem with stipulative definitions of wellbeing is that researchers no longer study the 
same phenomenon if they use the same term as a stipulative definition for different concepts. For 
example, economists may stipulate that wellbeing is being rich, whereas humanists may stipulate 
that wellbeing is being moral, and religious leaders may define wellbeing as being spiritual. Each 
conception of wellbeing would produce different findings. Thus, a science of wellbeing requires 
a definition of wellbeing that captures the essence of what it means to be well or to be happy, or 
to have a good life. The rest of this chapter covers attempts by philosophers to define wellbeing 
or happiness.  

2.1. Wellbeing as Ideal Prototype 
Like any other construct, a descriptive definition of wellbeing can define wellbeing in terms of 
examples. Can you think about people who have or had a life with high wellbeing? What do 
these people have in common? Maybe no single person has all of those characteristics that are 
shared by people with high wellbeing. However, we can think of an imaginary person who 
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would have all of the characteristics that are shared by people with high wellbeing. What would 
this person be like? Psychologists call an imaginary example that has common features of typical 
examples a prototype. For some constructs, prototypes are defined in terms of the most common 
features. For example, a prototypical bird has feathers, hollow bones, a beak, two legs, and 
claws. Other constructs are defined by an ideal prototype. That is, the most extreme values are 
most typical of the construct. For example, an athlete is not defined in terms of average fitness, 
but rather in terms of the highest level of fitness. For evaluative constructs like wellbeing, it 
makes sense to use ideal prototypes to explore the defining features of high wellbeing.  
I have conducted surveys with students taking a wellbeing course to identify prototypical 
features of an individual with high wellbeing. Nearly all students believe that individuals with 
high wellbeing are healthy, free, safe, rich, related (having social relationships), powerful, and 
feel happy. The opposite characteristics of being sick, unfree, insecure, alone, poor, powerless, 
and feeling unhappy are associated with ill-being. The fact that there is near-perfect agreement 
among students about these characteristics shows that wellbeing can be defined in terms of a set 
of prototypical features. A good definition of wellbeing should be consistent with this prototype.  
It is possible that the consensus is limited to Canadian students. However, similar attributes have 
been listed in different cultures and for thousands of years ago. For example, Aristotle listed 
friends, honor, wealth, and pleasure as characteristics of high wellbeing 
(http://www.seop.leeds.ac.uk/entries/aristotle-ethics/). I am not sure, honor would still make the 
list, but self-respect or self-esteem is highly correlated with life satisfaction judgments.  
A definition of wellbeing in terms of an ideal prototype is a first step towards a better 
understanding of the term wellbeing. However, prototype definitions have several limitations. 
First, it is not clear whether some characteristics are more important than others. For example, 
should health or freedom contribute more strongly to wellbeing? Second, and more importantly, 
a prototype definition is limited to features that are universal. Health defines wellbeing because 
everybody’s wellbeing depends on being healthy. However, other characteristics may have 
different consequences for individuals’ wellbeing. For example, being married may be desirable 
for some individuals, but not for others. In fact, students had divided opinions about the 
wellbeing of married and single individuals. This could simply mean that marital status is not 
important for wellbeing. However, it can also show that being married is very important to some 
individuals and not important for others. Numerous studies have examined materialism and 
wellbeing. Materialists care about wealth, whereas idealists are less concerned about a life in 
luxury. This research suggests that on top of a universal core of characteristics that are important 
for all individuals’ wellbeing, other characteristics that are important for wellbeing vary between 
individuals. The problem of an ideal-prototype definition is that it does not cover these 
characteristics.  

2.2. Descriptive Definitions of Wellbeing 
Numerous philosophers have provided descriptive definitions of wellbeing. Social scientists have 
adopted some of these definitions. Psychologists fall into three schools of thought. Some 
psychologists are in the humanist tradition of psychology (Seligman, Ryan, Ryff). In philosophy, 
this school of thought is identified with Aristotle’s eudemonic definition of wellbeing. A second 
school of thought focuses on hedonic feelings (Diener, Kahneman from1999-2011, but he 
revised his views later). In philosophy, this view of wellbeing is associated with Bentham’s 
hedonistic definition of wellbeing. A third position is called subjective wellbeing (Cantril, 1965; 

http://www.seop.leeds.ac.uk/entries/aristotle-ethics/
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Diener, 1984; Andrews & Withey, 1976). The subjective definition of wellbeing is relatively 
new in philosophy (Sumner, 1996). To make sense of the confusion about the definition of 
wellbeing, it is helpful to understand the key differences between these three definitions of 
wellbeing. I rely heavily on Sumner’s (1996) book that helped me to make sense of these 
different theories of wellbeing.  

2.2.1. Objective Definitions of Wellbeing: Lists 
Sumner (1996) starts with the distinction between objective and subjective definitions of 
wellbeing. The easiest way to understand this distinction is to consider the standpoint from 
which an individual’s life is being evaluated. Objective definitions assume that it is possible to 
evaluate lives from an outside perspective. Take health as an example. A doctor may ask a 
patient for symptoms, but ultimately the patients’ health status is being evaluated by the doctor. 
A patient may complain about chest pain and the patient may assume that he is having a heart 
attack, but the actual health status is being evaluated objectively by means of a medical diagnosis 
and it may reveal that the patient is not having a heart attack. The subjective view of the patient 
is irrelevant for the assessment of a patient’s health. An example of a subjective evaluation is a 
person’s favorite color. There is no objective criterion for liking of colors. When Jasmine says 
that blue is the best color, it is understood that she is evaluating blue from her own perspective 
and that she does not claim that blue is the best color for everybody. 
Objective list definitions of wellbeing assume that it is possible to define wellbeing with a list of 
necessary and sufficient characteristics that make a life objectively a good life. List definitions 
are similar to the ideal prototype approach to defining wellbeing. For example, the Oxford 
dictionary defines wellbeing as "the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy." The problems 
of list definitions are also similar to the problems of the ideal prototype theory. Most problematic 
is that they do not provide a satisfactory explanation for the characteristics on the list. What 
makes the items on the list necessary for a good life? If no reason can be found, the make-up of 
the list is arbitrary. If, however, a reason can be found, the reason itself provides a better and 
more satisfactory definition of wellbeing. For example, if comfort, health, and feeling happy are 
on the list because they are pleasurable states, then wellbeing could be better defined as feeling 
pleasure than by a list with examples of pleasurable states. 

2.2.2. Objective Definitions of Wellbeing: Private Ownership Theory 
Another attempt to define wellbeing objectively is Moore’s private ownership theory (cf. 
Sumner, 1995, 1996). The main assumption of the theory is that some attributes are intrinsically 
valuable, good, or desirable. For example, beauty is intrinsically valued. Moore proposes to 
define wellbeing as the possession of universally desirable attributes such as beauty. He does not 
propose that beautiful people have higher wellbeing. Rather, beauty is a characteristic of lives. 
He would propose that some lives are more beautiful than others and that individuals with more 
beautiful lives have higher wellbeing. One may wonder whether it is really possible to evaluate 
lives in terms of beauty. However, Sumner notes a more serious problem of the private 
ownership theory, namely desirable attributes like beauty are also attributes of objects like 
handbags and landscapes. According to Moore's private ownership theory of wellbeing, we 
would have to conclude that a beautiful handbag has higher wellbeing than an ugly handbag 
because wellbeing is defined as owning a desirable characteristic. However, it seems wrong to 
assign wellbeing to objects like handbags. Being well should be limited to living organisms, but 
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it makes little sense to say that a handbag or other inanimate objects are well. Another problem 
of the ownership theory is that it is difficult to come up with a satisfactory list of desirable 
attributes for lives.  

2.2.3: Objective Definitions of Wellbeing: Eudaimonia  
The most influential objective definition of wellbeing is based on Aristotle’s theory of 
eudaimonia (old Greek world for wellbeing). It has become popular to use the term eudemonic 
wellbeing to refer to this definition of wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Eudaimonic wellbeing is 
described as a list of characteristics: “living in accordance with one’s true self,” “feeling 
intensely alive and authentic,” “congruence between activities and deeply held values,” and “the 
striving for perfection that represents the realization of one’s true potential,” and “being fully 
functioning” (Ryan and Deci, 2001, p. 147). The core meaning of eudaimonic wellbeing is 
“optimal functioning” (Nussbaum, 2000; Sumner, 1996). 
Optimal functioning is an attractive attribute for an objective definition of wellbeing because the 
function of an object offers clear evaluation criteria that are independent of any subjective 
standards. For example, it is possible to evaluate whether a car or a computer is functioning well. 
In these examples, it is evident that this evaluation does not rely on the perspective of the car or 
the computer because neither a car nor a computer has a stake in their functioning (Sumner, 
1996). A car is not worse off, when it does not function well, while the function of a car can 
influence the wellbeing of its’ owner. Optimal functioning is also a good candidate for an 
objective definition of health or physical wellbeing. The functions of organs are well-defined, 
and it is possible to assess physical wellbeing in terms of the ability of all organs to serve their 
functions. Indeed, Aristotle used body parts as an analogy to support this theory.  
The main problem of eudaimonic theories of wellbeing is that the analogy between cars, body 
parts, and lives is flawed. Whereas cars and body parts have clearly defined functions, it is not 
clear what the objective function of a human life is. To make objective functioning a criterion to 
evaluate lives, we would first need to identify an objective function or purpose of a human life, 
and this is an insurmountable challenge. There simply is no objective answer to the question 
"What is the purpose of life?" Of course, humans have found answers to this question, but these 
answers are culturally relative and vary from person to person. In modern societies, individuals 
are expected to come up with their own answers to this existential question, and if we let 
individuals define the purpose of their lives for themselves, we could still use optimal 
functioning as a definition of wellbeing, but it would no longer be an objective definition of 
wellbeing.  
The vague meaning of eudaimonic definitions of wellbeing becomes apparent in the vastly 
different theories of wellbeing that claim to be eudaimonic theories of wellbeing. For example, 
the capabilities approach (Sen/Nussbaum) specifies a large number of activities that people are 
capable off and defines wellbeing as a life that is filled with opportunities to engage in these 
activities. Waterman (1993) defines wellbeing as living in accordance with one's true self, but 
fails to provide an objective account of the true self. Ryff lists social relations as one of six 
objective aspect of human functioning, but fails to explain in which way having social 
relationships is a function of a human life.   
The problem of defining wellbeing in terms of optimal functioning does not mean that optimal 
functioning is not desirable or unimportant for wellbeing. In fact, optimal functioning of the 
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human body and mind is a reasonable definition of physical and mental health, respectively. It 
also makes sense to stipulate that good physical and mental health is important for wellbeing. 
This would mean that optimal function of body and mind is an important determinant of 
wellbeing, but optimal function and wellbeing are not identical constructs. Physical and mental 
health is like a car. Optimal functioning of body and mind enables the owner of the body and 
mind to pursue a good life, but merely having a healthy body and mind is not identical to having 
a good life. A car trapped in a garage may be optimally functioning, but it is still not going 
anywhere. Similarly, an individual with good physical and mental health could suffer from 
hardship and have a life with low wellbeing. Moreover, some individuals may willingly risk their 
health for the sake of some other valued good. For example, Olympians sacrifice health to win a 
gold medal, and fire-fighters risk their lives to rescue other lives. These actions can give a life 
meaning and purpose even if they have negative consequences for physical health.  
In conclusion, it is not possible to define wellbeing as optimal functioning. Optimal functioning 
is a better definition for being healthy, both physically and mentally. Good physical and mental 
health may be necessary for high wellbeing, but wellbeing is more than the absence of physical 
and mental illness. 

2.2.4: Objective Definitions of Wellbeing: Hedonism 
Bentham famously defined wellbeing as the maximum amount of pleasure and the minimum 
amount of pain. "Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, 
pain and pleasure" (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Bentham). Although this definition of 
wellbeing was extremely influential in economics and shaped post-industrial societies, it lost its’ 
influence in economics at the beginning of the twentieth century, when satisfying consumers’ 
demands was considered sufficient for wellbeing (see Desire-Fulfillment definition of wellbeing 
below). However, the amount of pleasure versus displeasure remained an important conception 
of wellbeing in psychological research on wellbeing (Beebe-Center, 1932; Bardburn, 1969; 
Diener, 1984; Kahneman, 1999). Hundreds of empirical articles have used hedonistic definitions 
of wellbeing to study wellbeing. Thus, it is important to examine potential problems of equating 
wellbeing with the amount of pleasure versus displeasure that people experience in their lives. 
It may seem odd to think about hedonism as an objective definition of wellbeing because 
feelings are mental states and mental states are considered to be subjective (cf. Scanon, 1993). 
The confusion arises because the term subjective can be an attribute of the criterion that is being 
used to define wellbeing and an attribute of the concept of wellbeing. Pleasure and displeasure 
are subjective in the first sense. Feelings are subjective for two reasons. First, even two people 
who encounter an identical event can respond differently to the event. Bacon may elicit pleasure 
for some people and disgust for others. Second, feelings are subjective because they are only 
accessible to the individuals who experience them. While pleasure and displeasure are subjective 
experiences, hedonism is an objective definition of wellbeing because it objectively defines 
wellbeing as the amount of pleasure versus displeasure. That is, according to hedonism, the only 
aspects of a life that make it a good life are pleasure and displeasure. This raises the question 
why pleasure or displeasure should be the sole criterion to evaluate lives. Couldn’t a rich life 
with failures and disappointments be a better life than an uneventful calm life, even if the 
uneventful, calm life produced more pleasure and less pain as suggested by the song “My way”  
 
And now, the end is near 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Bentham
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And so I face the final curtain 
My friend, I'll say it clear 
I'll state my case, of which I'm certain 
I've lived a life that's full 
I've traveled each and every highway 
Oh, and more, much more than this 
I did it my way 
Regrets, I've had a few 
But then again, too few to mention 
I did what I had to do 
And saw it through without exemption 
(My way, by Paul Anka Wikipedia) 
 
The most common objection against hedonistic theories of wellbeing is that the actual cause of 
pleasure and displeasure are irrelevant. For example, it does not distinguish between pleasure 
derived from evaluations of one's own life and pleasure derived from imaginary stimuli (e.g., 
fantasy, movies). The original purpose of pleasure and pain was to guide human behavior in 
response to actual events in human lives (e.g., encounter pray or a predator). However, human 
emotions evolved to response to imaginary events, presumably to plan actions. Nowadays 
humans use (abuse?) this ability and have invested in creating increasingly realistic ways to elicit 
pleasure in response to artificial stimuli (pictures, movies, multi-player online games, virtual 
reality games). When humans spend time watching movies, reading novels, or playing video 
games, their emotions constantly evaluate events, but these events are not real. After watching a 
2-hour movie, an individual’s life is no different than their life was before. Judging by people’s 
willingness to pay for these imaginary feelings, there is clear evidence that people enjoy 
escaping from their reality and their real emotions. But what would people choose if they could 
escape their real life forever and trade it in for an imaginary life filled with lots of pleasure and 
maybe just the right amount of pain to keep things interesting? 
The philosopher Nozick contemplated this question and came up with a thought experiment. 
Imagine that it were possible to hook your brain up to a super-computer that can simulate reality. 
The computer is programmed to simulate a life with more pleasure and less pain than any real 
life could ever produce. Imagine also that the machine will never break down and that the risk of 
dying in real life is much greater than the risk of some equipment failure. Finally, it is important 
that you are not even aware that your brain is responding to a simulation. It is only at the time 
before you get hooked up that you are aware of having a choice between a real life and the 
simulated life. Once you are hooked to the machine, your brain will believe that your simulated 
life is real and you will never know that it is just a simulation. What would you choose? 
The answer to this question is important because it tests the fundamental assumption of 
hedonism that pleasure and pain are all that matters, no matter how it is being created. If the 
good life is a life with a maximum of pleasure and a minimum of pain, then people should prefer 
maximum pleasure even if it elicited by a simulated life. If people choose their actual lives, it 
suggests that they are not willing to maximize pleasure at all costs. They would rather pay the 
price of suffering pain to be able to live their actual lives. This would show that illusory 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Way
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pleasures (pleasures derived from illusions or fantasies) are valued less than real pleasures and a 
definition of wellbeing needs to incorporate that people prefer reality over illusions. 
I have asked hundreds of students, what choice they would make in Nozick’s thought 
experiment. Most students choose reality over a pleasurable illusory life. However, there are 
always some students who pick the illusory life. In additional analyses, I found that students’ 
choices in Nozick’s thought experiment are related to their wellbeing. Students with higher 
wellbeing are more likely to choose their actual life, whereas students with low wellbeing tend to 
prefer the simulated life. This suggest that we value both reality and pleasure, but when real life 
is painful, it is more tempting to escape reality and enjoy illusory pleasures. Nevertheless, the 
fact that many students would rather live their actual life than a more pleasurable ideal life 
supports Nozick’s position that wellbeing cannot be defined in terms of pleasure and displeasure.  
At the same time, a similar thought experiment also showed that pleasure is important and people 
are willing to trade pleasurable illusions for reality. To demonstrate this, I modified Nozick’s 
thought experiment and asked students whether they would hook up to an experience machine 
for a one-week vacation during spring break. A much larger proportion of students was willing to 
trade reality for an imaginary vacation. After all, many vacations are also an escape from less 
exciting everyday life.  
A less fundamental, but still important problem for hedonism is that it defines wellbeing in terms 
of mental states, namely feelings of pleasure and pain. This definition has stimulated interest in 
empirical studies of these feelings (Beebe-Center, 1932). However, even today psychologists do 
not agree on the nature and measurement of these essential constructs. Are pleasure and pain 
actual feelings or do we experience more basic emotions like anger, sadness, fear, hate, or guilt. 
To maximize pleasure, one has to assume that there is a single quality (the experience of 
pleasure) that can vary quantitatively and can be used to compare dramatically different 
experiences such as pride about an accomplishment and an affectionate hug on a single pleasure 
scale. Another unresolved question is whether pleasure and pain are two distinct qualities, as 
implied by Bentham when he speaks of pleasure and pain as two sovereign masters, or whether 
pleasure and pain are opposite ends of a single dimension (Russell, 1980; Diener & Iran-Nejad, 
1986; Schimmack, 2001). If pleasure and pain, or in the language of contemporary psychology, 
Positive Affect and Negative Affect, were distinct feelings, it would be difficult to say whether 
an increase in Positive Affect is worse as much as an equivalent decrease in Negative Affect. 
Some theories in psychology suggest that avoiding negative affect is more important than 
gaining pleasure for wellbeing. However, no consensus has been reached about any of these 
questions, which makes it difficult to use feelings to measure wellbeing. Even the most 
prominent advocate of hedonism in recent years, no longer believes that wellbeing can be 
defined objectively in terms of pleasure and pain (Kahneman, 2011). 

2.3 Subjective Definitions of Wellbeing 
Contemporary philosophers are skeptical about objective definitions of wellbeing. People’s lives 
are too complex and diverse to find a few objective criteria that can be used to evaluate vastly 
different lives. This does not mean that there are not some criteria that are likely to be important 
for the wellbeing of most, if not all humans, such as health, freedom, safety, relatedness, and 
feeling good.  
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Subjective definitions of wellbeing avoid the problems of objective definitions, but they create 
new problems. The main advantage of subjective definitions is that it is no longer necessary to 
assume that there is a single perspective from which all lives can be evaluated. Rather there are 
as many perspectives as lives because each live can be evaluated from the perspective of the 
individual who lives that life. Whereas some individuals can pursue eudaimonic wellbeing others 
can pursue hedonic wellbeing. Essentially, subjective definitions of wellbeing define wellbeing 
as a life that is good for the individual who lives that life. 

2.3.1 Subjective Definitions of Wellbeing: Desire-Fulfillment 
Economists in the 19th century were heavily influenced by Bentham’s view of pleasure. In the 
20th century, they abandoned hedonism in favor of a subjective definition of wellbeing. For 
economists, it made little difference whether people were slaves to the master of pleasure or pain 
or slaves to some other master. What mattered most was the assumption that people would try to 
maximize their wellbeing, no matter whether this meant more pleasure or something else. As 
long as people would act rationally with the goal of maximizing their wellbeing, economists 
could predict market behavior. Products that enhanced people’s wellbeing would be desirable 
and demand higher prices, but also increase production and supply of products that are in high 
demand; all in the name of maximizing wellbeing.  
The question what wellbeing really is was no longer important. Wellbeing was anything that 
made people part with their money to purchase products or services and any purchase by 
definition increased wellbeing. Thus, the measure of wellbeing became whether people were able 
to fulfill their desires or in other words get what they want. Modern market economies are based 
on this fundamental assumption. The consumer knows best, and the main problem for persistent 
low wellbeing are unmet desires. If a market supplies enough goods and consumers have enough 
money to purchase these goods, wellbeing can be maximized by allowing individuals to fulfill 
their desires. 
It is interesting to note that a radically different view of wellbeing also emphasizes the 
importance of desires. Buddhism, and to some extent other religions, often warn about the 
destructive forces of desires. Although fulfillment of desires may bring short-lived pleasure, it 
ultimately has negative effects on wellbeing for two reasons. First, fulfillment of desire often 
does not result in a persistent state of wellbeing. Typically, after a period of satisfaction, the 
desire emerges again and needs to be fulfilled again. Moreover, fulfillment of desires may lead to 
new desires that are more difficult to fulfill. Finally, modern societies have created more and 
more products that can fulfill all kinds of desires. The availability of these products does not only 
fulfill the desire of people who had the desire, it also creates new desires in individuals who 
never had these desires in the first place. As a result, the attempt to fulfill desires is a losing 
battle and will only result in frustration and low wellbeing. A better solution is to live a life in 
which desires are reduced to a minimum of basic desires that are easy to fulfill.  
Although fulfilled and unfulfilled desires play an important role in people’s lives, there are 
problems with the definition of wellbeing as desire-fulfillment. One problem is the assumption 
that people are able to make the right choices. This is a strong assumption and most of us would 
probably be able to recall a time where we made a bad choice. However, if wellbeing is defined 
as desire fulfillment, we can never make wrong choices because a choice that fulfills a desire by 
definition maximizes wellbeing. This does not leave room for regrets, but people feel regret all 
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the time. Thus, desire-fulfillment may be sufficient to explain market behaviors, but it may not 
be a sufficient theory of wellbeing.  
Regret or disappointment imply that we can distinguish between two types of fulfilled desires. 
Some desires leave a feeling of satisfaction when they are fulfilled, which suggests that 
somebody made the right choice. Other desires leave a feeling of dissatisfaction, disappointment 
or regret, suggesting that somebody made the wrong choice. The difference between these two 
desires is that people often have more information after they make a choice than before they 
make a choice (hindsight is 20/20). Bad choices that lead to negative feelings are often made 
because individuals had insufficient information at the time they made a choice. If it is possible 
to make bad choices, desire-fulfillment cannot be the definition of wellbeing because bad choices 
can have dramatic negative effects on individuals’ actual lives and their wellbeing. For example, 
a joy ride with a motorcycle without a helmet may lead to a lifetime in a wheelchair.  
To solve the problem of desire-fulfillment as a definition of wellbeing, philosophers have 
proposed to limit desire-fulfillment to some desires. These desires are called informed desires. 
The notion of informed versus uninformed consumers is also used in debates about capitalism. 
Whereas critics of capitalism often focus on purchase of goods that are wasted or not being used, 
proponents of capitalism often argue that consumers typically make informed decisions and are 
in the best position to decide what to do with their money. Defining wellbeing as the fulfillment 
of informed desires solves the problem of desire-fulfillment theories, but the solution creates a 
new problem. Namely, what is the criterion to distinguish informed and uninformed desires? The 
most obvious criterion is a retrospective evaluation of a choice. For example, if you like driving 
the car you actually bought, your initial desire to buy this car was an informed desire. If, 
however, you constantly have problems with the car and don’t like the way it performs, then 
your initial desire to buy the car was not an informed desire. Thus, the ultimate criterion for 
wellbeing is the retrospective evaluation of the consequences of fulfilling a desire rather than the 
fulfillment itself. 
Retrospective evaluations not only allow for the influence of unforeseen negative consequences 
that can lead to feelings of regret. They also allow for pleasant surprises, for example, when a 
friend drags us to a concert by a band we don’t know, and we unexpectedly enjoy the event 
much more than we expected. Some of the most important events in life such as falling in love or 
having a great creative idea do come about as surprising to individuals and are difficult to plan. 
In many languages the term happiness is related to being lucky, indicating that wellbeing 
depends at least partially on events outside individual’s own control. The fact that events outside 
our control can influence our wellbeing also implies that wellbeing cannot be defined as desire-
fulfillment.  

2.3.1 Subjective Definitions of Wellbeing: Life satisfaction Judgments  
Although it makes a lot more sense to define wellbeing as a retrospective evaluation rather than 
an informed choice, the solution seems to run into the problem of bringing us back to hedonism. 
After all, if regret, pride, disappointment, guilt, and relief are used to decide whether a desire was 
informed (fulfillment elicited happiness rather than guilt), wellbeing is again defined in terms of 
maximizing positive feelings and minimizing negative feelings. To avoid this return to 
hedonism, it is important to realize that emotions are not the only way to make retrospective 
evaluations. It is also possible to compare the actual outcome to an ideal outcome. For example, 
many people get married and have an ideal (maybe an unrealistic one) of what their marriage 
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will be like. Desire fulfillment theory would say that they are happy as soon as they get married. 
Hedonism would say that they are happy if they feel happy. Life satisfaction only assumes that 
people are able to compare their actual marriage to their ideal marriage. These judgments can be 
influenced by feelings, but feelings are not the only information that can be used to make these 
judgments. Even an individual without emotions could look back on their life and use a 
subjective ideal to decide whether the life was good or bad; that is, how much it matched the 
ideal life. It is likely that for many humans, emotions play an important role in these judgments, 
but emotions are not the defining criterion. For example, the philosopher Wittgenstein suffered 
from depression, but his last words were to tell everybody that his life was wonderful. When my 
son was 8-years old, he realized that retrospective evaluations are different from emotions. After 
a long hike that was stressful because I got lost and it was getting dark, he said that it was a good 
day, “even if I didn’t have fun when we got lost.”  
In wellbeing science, retrospective evaluations of one’s life are typically called life satisfaction 
judgments. Life satisfaction judgments are the most widely used measure of subjective 
wellbeing. Sumner (1996) provided a philosophical foundation for the use of these judgments as 
a measure of wellbeing. They solve the problem of objective definitions in that they allow 
individuals to evaluate lives from their own perspective, and they solve the problem of desire-
fulfillment theories that we do not know how fulfillment of desires will have the expected effect. 
However, Sumner (1996) also discussed two problems of defining wellbeing as life satisfaction. 
One problem is that life satisfaction shares the problem of hedonic definitions that life 
satisfaction and feelings are mental states. That is, they are based on individuals’ beliefs about 
their lives and these beliefs can be true or false. For example, an individual may believe to be 
healthy, but may actually have a brain tumor. As the ideal is to be healthy (and not just to believe 
to be healthy), the individual’s wellbeing is lowered by having a brain tumor, even if he does not 
know it. Thus, life satisfaction judgments can be biased measures of wellbeing, if individuals 
lack relevant information about themselves. False perceptions of reality may be just coincidental. 
However, Taylor and Brown (1988) argued that self-perceptions are systematically biased 
towards the positive and that wellbeing is substantially caused by positive illusions. However, if 
wellbeing is defined in terms of the match between actual lives and ideal lives, positive illusions 
cannot increase wellbeing; instead they would invalidate the use of life satisfaction judgments as 
a measure of wellbeing.  
To deal with the problem of positive illusions, it is possible to make wellbeing a mental state that 
does not care about the truth of beliefs. If you think you are healthy, you have high wellbeing 
even if you have a brain tumor. If you think your partner loves you, you have high wellbeing, 
even if they just want your money. If that doesn’t sound right to you, you might consider the 
alternative option. Accordingly, your beliefs are not important. What matters is that your actual 
life matches your ideal. Typically, you may be the best person to know whether this is the case, 
but occasionally others may have better information about your life (e.g., a doctor diagnosed the 
brain tumor, but didn’t tell you; your friends know that your partner is unfaithful, but you do 
not). This definition of wellbeing is sometimes called true happiness. Sumner (1996) points out 
one problem of the true happiness definition. It is no longer subjective. The truth criterion is 
imposed from the outside and it is possible that some people would rather prefer to be happy 
fools than to face a bitter truth. To maintain a subjective definition of wellbeing, it would be 
necessary to know individuals’ preferences for or against illusions. Does an 80-year old patient 
with cancer want to know that they have cancer or not? Unfortunately, it is difficult to know 
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what people’s preferences are. Thus, the use of life satisfaction judgments implicitly assumes 
that people are mostly accurate in their self-knowledge. For this reason, life satisfaction 
judgments are not used when this is doubtful as for example in research with young children or 
patients with acute psychosis.  
When I ask students about their preferences for illusions, their answers are mixed. Some would 
rather prefer to find out the truth, whereas others like to maintain positive illusions. It is difficult 
to translate this definition of wellbeing into practical measures of wellbeing. However, it is 
worthwhile to consider the practical implications of this definition. For example, newlyweds 
could not only promise each other to be faithful, but could also reveal their preference about 
knowing or not knowing when their partner breaks this promise. Patients could indicate that they 
would rather not know about a terminal illness. Currently wellbeing science does not provide 
answers to these important questions. Many studies use self-ratings of life satisfaction to measure 
wellbeing and these measures cannot distinguish between wellbeing that is based on true or false 
beliefs.  
The second problem with subjective definitions of wellbeing is that it is possible to have high 
wellbeing by having low expectations/ideals (Sumner, 1996). Once more it is not possible to 
impose minimal objective standards in the definition of wellbeing because it would no longer be 
a subjective definition. However, can we really accept that an individual in an Indian slum has 
the same wellbeing as a middle-class American, simply because they report the same level of life 
satisfaction? Sumner (1996) suggested to solve this problem by distinguishing between authentic 
and inauthentic standards. Authentic standards require freedom of choice. In contrast, inauthentic 
standards are imposed on individuals. For example, some cultures give some individuals a higher 
status. Low status individuals in these societies may never think that their lives could be as good 
as the lives of high status members. If they are happy with their lives it would not count as 
authentic happiness. Therefore, it requires a free society with freedom of choice to make it more 
likely that ideals are authentic.  
An interesting example of freedom of choice comes from the Amish people in North America. 
Adolescents are given the freedom to live a modern American life when they turn 16. This time 
is called Rumspringe (jumping around). During this time, they can drink alcohol and do other 
activities that are not permitted in the traditional Amish life. After this period of freedom, they 
can make a decision whether they want to return to their family and traditional life style or 
whether they would rather prefer to live a modern life. This is a hard choice because they lose 
contact to their family forever. It can be debated whether this is really a free choice, but I think it 
illustrates the basic idea that wellbeing is based on freely-chosen ideals rather than ideals that are 
imposed on individuals by totalitarian governments or authoritarian parents.  
The authenticity criterion also seems to bring this definition of wellbeing in line with humanistic 
conceptions of wellbeing as living a life in accordance with one’s deep values or true self. The 
difference between humanistic conceptions of wellbeing and Sumner’s concept of authentic 
wellbeing is that authentic wellbeing can be very diverse and may include values that humanists 
would consider to be harmful for wellbeing. Nevertheless, Sumner’s thoughtful subjective 
definition of wellbeing addresses concerns about simplistic definitions of wellbeing that equate 
wellbeing with life satisfaction judgments that may be illusory or shaped by inauthentic values. 
2.4 Conclusion 
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In sum, wellbeing can be defined as a close match between an individual’s life and his or her 
authentic ideal life. This definition of wellbeing is subjective because lives are evaluated from 
the perspective of the individual who is living the life that is being evaluated rather than using an 
objective criterion that can be applied equally to all lives. This definition addresses numerous 
limitations of other definitions. Although Sumner (1996) convinced me that this is the best 
definition of wellbeing, it is not a consensual definition of wellbeing. The most commonly used 
definitions of wellbeing are hedonism (Kahneman, 1999), hedonism combined with life 
satisfaction (Diener, 1984), and optimal-functioning (Ryff). Fortunately, measures based on 
different definitions of wellbeing tend to be highly correlated and often produce similar results in 
studies of wellbeing.  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 3 MEASUREMENT 

3. MEASUREMENT  

Any empirical science requires objective methods that produce the same results when used by 
different scientists. For example, a thermometer gives the same reading, if used properly, 
independent of who was using the thermometer. The process of recording data with an objective 
method is called measurement. Wellbeing scientists need objective measures of wellbeing to find 
out what makes lives good or bad. Wellbeing measures do not only have to be objective. They 
also have to be reliable and valid. Reliability means that a wellbeing measure provides the same 
information as long as wellbeing has not changed. For example, imagine that wellbeing was 
measured on a scale from zero to ten where zero means having the worst possible life and ten 
means having the best possible life. If Samantha has a score of 5.8, her score should remain 5.8 
until her wellbeing increases or decreases. Small variations may be okay. For example, a 
measure that gives a score of 5.81 on one occasion and a score of 5.84 a second time can still be 
useful, but a measure that produces a score of 1 and then a score of 9 without actual changes in 
wellbeing would not be useful. Objectivity and reliability are important, but they are not enough. 
It is also important that wellbeing measures are valid. Validity means that a measure actually 
measures what it was designed to measure. Thermometers and pregnancy tests are useful because 
they actually measure temperature and pregnancy, respectively. It would be problematic if a 
doctor would use a thermometer to diagnose pregnancy and a pregnancy test to measure 
temperature. In this chapter, I will introduce the most widely used measures of wellbeing that 
have been used in empirical studies of wellbeing and examine their validity. I will also discuss 
the strengths and weaknesses of these measures.  
  

3.1. History of Wellbeing Measures  

3.1.1. The First Studies  
Wellbeing science can be traced back to the beginning of the 20th century. Psychologists were 
influenced by the still dominant definition of wellbeing as the balance of pleasure and pain. This 
conception of wellbeing resonated with the interest of psychologists to understand human 
emotions. These studies were limited by a focus on simple stimuli such as pleasant sounds or 
unpleasant tastes (Beebe-Center, 1932). Flugel (1926) conducted the first study of emotions in 
everyday life. For this purpose, Flugel created a diary in which participants recorded the time of 
day, what they were doing, and rated how they were feeling (see example). Feelings were rated 
from -3 for strong negative feelings to +3 for strong positive feelings. Flugel obtained ratings 
from 9 volunteers who participated in the study for one week. An advantage of this method is 
that it provides detailed information about everyday events that elicit good or bad feelings. A 
disadvantage of this method is that it covers relatively short time periods because it is difficult to 
motivate participants to keep detailed diaries for long periods of time.  
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Flugel Example of Diary  

  
To cover longer time periods, wellbeing scientists often ask participants to rate their feelings 
over longer time periods. One of the first studies of wellbeing was conducted by Hartmann in 
1934. Participants were asked to report their average level of happiness over a period of several 
months. It is also noteworthy that participants were asked to compare their happiness to that of 
others of the same age and gender. These instructions can be problematic because they make it 
impossible to study gender differences or age trends in wellbeing. They also make it impossible 
to see whether wellbeing increases or decreases over time. Nevertheless, Hartmann’s study is 
remarkable because it did not simply assume that participants’ ratings on the happiness scale 
measure wellbeing. Hartmann used ratings by closer others to validate self-ratings of happiness. 
Up to seven friends were asked to compare the participant to others of the same sex and age and 
asked to “rate your friend's general happiness.” Thus, Hartmann did not only introduce a 
happiness measure, he also introduced the idea of relying on informants (knowledgeable others) 
to validate his wellbeing measure. Validity would be indicated by a positive correlation between 
self-ratings and ratings of knowledgeable informants.  
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Unfortunately, these early contributions to wellbeing science were largely forgotten for a number 
of reasons. The Second World War was not conducive to studies of happiness. Rather, it was 
clear that defeating Nazi Germany and its allies was essential for the wellbeing of mankind. 
Another reason was that rise of behaviorism in psychology and behaviorists declared the study of 
emotions as unscientific. The only important question was how situations influence behaviour. In 
economics a similar trend led to a shift away from Bentham’s hedonism and towards desire-
fulfillment, which could be measured in terms of consumers’ behaviours. This mindset persisted 
throughout the 1950s, which also saw tremendous economic growth in the Western world. 
During this time few people questioned the assumption that economic growth also increased 
wellbeing.  
 

3.1.2 The Reemergence in the 1960s  
Empirical wellbeing science reemerged in the 1960s. The renewed interest can be traced to the 
shift in cultural values during this revolutionary period that is marked by the civil rights 
movement in the United States, the sexual revolution in the Western world, and the emergence of 
alternative life styles that explored the pursuit of happiness by unconventional means outside of 
traditional culture. Think Beatles, flower–power, sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll. Another 
influential factor was a shift in medicine from a model of disease-focused medicine towards a 
model of medicine as health-promotion. Health was no longer the absence of illness, but a state 
of wellbeing.  
One important contribution during this period was a book by Gurin, Veroff, and Feld (1960) that 
reported one of the first surveys of Americans’ wellbeing and mental health. In this book, Gurin 
published a three-point scale of happiness. This measure has been used for decades in surveys to 
track Americans’ wellbeing. Another important book was Cantril’s (1965) “Patterns of human 
concerns.” As the title indicates, Cantril was primarily interested in people’s conceptions of the 
ideal life, that is, how they conceive of the best possible lives. To examine this, he developed a 
measure that is called Cantril’s ladder. The lowest rung of the ladder has a value of zero and 
represents the worst possible life. The highest rung of the ladder has a value of 10 and represents 
the best possible life. Respondents were asked to give a description of the best and worst 
possible life. However, they were also asked to place their actual life on the ladder. This measure 
continues to be used in wellbeing science and is currently being used by the Gallup organization 
to track wellbeing in over 130 nations and to track Americans’ wellbeing every day in surveys of 
1,000 respondents.   
Slight variations of this measure are also used in other studies. For example, in 1984 the German 
Institute for Economic Research started to conduct annual surveys of wellbeing in a study that is 
still ongoing and has provided data for many influential studies of wellbeing. Like Cantril’s 
ladder, the measure ranges from 0 to 10, but participants are asked to rate how satisfied they are 
with their lives, where zero represents totally dissatisfied and 10 represents totally satisfied. With 
a slight modification (the scale ranges from 1 to 10), the satisfaction question is also used in the 
World Value Survey, another survey that compares wellbeing across different nations.  
In 1969, Bradburn introduced a new measure of hedonic wellbeing. Bradburn asked participants 
five questions about positive feelings and five questions about negative feelings. For each 
question participants were asked to simply rate whether they experienced that feeling in the past 
weeks or not. Bradburn found that participants’ scores on the positive scale were largely 
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unrelated to their scores on the negative scale. This finding created a heated controversy about 
the relation between pleasure and displeasure. Are pleasure and displeasure actually distinct 
types of feelings, or are pleasure and displeasure just opposite labels of a single dimension, just 
as tall and short or hot and cold are just opposite ends of a single dimension/spectrum of height 
or temperature, respectively? Although this debate has not been fully settled, it has been shown 
that Bradburn’s findings were partially influenced by his response format. Even for temperature, 
it would be possible to have a really hot day and a really cold day over a period of a few weeks. 
Similarly, it is not surprising that some participants reported many positive and many negative 
feelings during the past few weeks. With other response formats that ask about the time they feel 
good or bad, the correlations between experiencing positive and negative feelings tend to be 
negative (Warr, 1983). This finding illustrates how measures can influence research results.  
Another approach to the measurement of wellbeing is to average judgments of several life 
domains that are important to most people. Typical life-domains are health, work, income, 
marriage/partnership, friendships, and recreation/leisure. The average satisfaction with life 
domains tends to be highly correlated with global life satisfaction judgments (Andrews & 
Withey, 1976).  
In an influential review article, Diener (1984) already counted 18 different wellbeing measures. 
This is a problem because the proliferation of measures undermines the purpose of measurement. 
Imagine that physicists would use 18 different ways to measure length, weight, or time. This 
would be a bit confusing, especially if the different measures produce different results. 
Unfortunately, social scientists are less disciplined than physicists and use many different 
measures of wellbeing. Fortunately, some studies have compared these measures with each 
other. These studies find that different self-report measures tend to be highly correlated with 
each other (Andrews & Withey, 1976). Thus, the reported results do not vary too much as a 
function of the specific measure that was used. Robust results are also replicated across different 
measures. For example, a four-point happiness scale and a 10-point life satisfaction scale show 
similar results in the World Value Surveys.   

3.2. Heuristics and Biases in Wellbeing Measures  
One simplistic view of self-report measures of wellbeing is that they are valid because life 
satisfaction is subjective, just like color preferences are. There are two reasons why self-ratings 
can be misleading. First, people may be unable to provide the correct answer. It may be easy to 
tell somebody whether you like Pepsi or Coke better, but life satisfaction is more complex than a 
pop drink. Lot’s of information influences life satisfaction and it could take a long time to 
carefully examine all of the evidence. Plus storing all of this information and integrating it into a 
single number is difficult, if not impossible. Respondents may also be unwilling to report the 
correct answer. First, they may not be motivated to think deeply to answer a survey question. 
Second, they may not want to disclose something undesirable about themselves, especially in a 
face to face interview. If life satisfaction judgments are made fairly quickly based on a limited 
amount of information, it becomes important to examine how well these judgments really 
measure individuals’ wellbeing. Social scientists are divided about the answer to this question. 
Social psychologists like Schwarz and Strack (1999) have argued that life satisfaction judgments 
are invalid. In contrast, actual wellbeing scientists have argued that life satisfaction judgments 
are valid measures of wellbeing. The answer to this question is about as important as the validity 
of temperature measures in the global warming debate. Global warming is only a scientific 
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construct, if we trust measures of the Earth temperature, which is not easy to measure. Similarly, 
results in wellbeing science are only credible, if life satisfaction judgments are valid. 

Are wellbeing measures biased?  
Psychologists have identified a number of systematic biases in self-ratings. Some biases are 
related to the problem of using a numeric rating scale. What does it mean to be an 8 or a 10 on a 
life satisfaction scale? Some people avoid the extremes and would never use 10. After all, how 
could a life really be the best possible life? Others may not take the label “best possible life” so 
literally and use 10 to report that there are no major problems in their lives. These styles can 
distort research findings. For example, in national comparisons, respondents in some countries 
(especially Latin America) tend to be more willing to use the highest response category than 
people in other nations, which leads to an inflated estimate of the wellbeing in Latin America. 
Another problem is socially desirable responding. Imagine you are having some problems in 
your private life and not even your close friends know about it. You are fairly unhappy with your 
life (say a 3 on a 0-10 scale). Now you are asked to report your wellbeing in a face-to-face 
interview. Would you really tell the interviewer that you are a 3? Some people do, but research 
also shows that the percentage is somewhat lower in face-to-face interviews than in anonymous 
questionnaire studies.  

Mood Effects  
A famous article by Schwarz and Clore (1983) claimed that life satisfaction judgments are 
systematically biased by respondents’ mood. There are two explanations for mood effects on life 
satisfaction judgments. First, individuals in a cheerful mood may be more likely to retrieve 
positive memories, whereas people in a depressed mood are more likely to retrieve negative 
memories. This phenomenon is known as mood-congruent memory. The evidence for mood-
congruent memory is mixed. Even if mood-congruent memory were a robust phenomenon, it 
would have a relatively small effect on life satisfaction judgments because these judgments are 
still based on information that is accessible from memory and mood is only one of many factors 
that influences accessibility of information from memory.  
Schwarz and Clore (1983) proposed another theory that predicts mood effects on life satisfaction 
judgments.  They proposed that retrieving the relevant information necessary to make a life 
satisfaction judgement and integrating this information into a global judgment of life satisfaction 
is effortful and time-consuming. It would be much easier to rely on one’s current feelings as a 
heuristic (short-cut). According to the mood-as-information theory, people directly use their 
feelings to make evaluative judgments. My life is good because I feel good. My life is bad 
because I feel bad. In his popular book “Thinking Fast and Slow” Nobel Laureate Daniel 
Kahneman suggests that people may substitute a difficult question with an easier question:  
  
How happy are you with your life these days?  What is my mood right now?  
 

The use of this heuristic would produce very strong correlations between people’s current mood 
and their life satisfaction judgments. To support their theory, Schwarz and Clore reported results 
from two studies. The second study has become famous and is often cited as evidence for the 
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mood-as-information theory. In this study, respondents were called for a phone interview about 
their lives. Half the participants were called on rainy days and the others were called on sunny 
days. In addition, the researchers manipulated respondents’ attention to the weather in three 
conditions (crossed with the actual weather in a 2 x 3 design). In one condition, the weather was 
not mentioned. In a second condition, the weather was mentioned in passing, and in a third 
condition the weather was introduced as the focus of the survey. The authors predicted that 
weather influences mood, but only when weather is not mentioned. The authors argued that 
mood will only be used to judge life satisfaction if respondents attribute their current feelings to 
their lives (I feel good because my life is good). However, if they think about the weather, they 
realize that their mood is influenced by the weather and no longer assume that their feelings 
reflect their lives. As a result, they would not use their mood to judge life satisfaction. The 
results were consistent with the predictions.  
One problem with this conclusion is that the study had several weaknesses. A major weakness 
was the small sample size. The total sample size was 84 participants, which may sound like a 
reasonable sample size, but the study had six experimental conditions. This means that the 
average life satisfaction rating in each condition is based on only 14 respondents. Nowadays, 
researchers realize that the results based on small samples are extremely variable and difficult to 
replicate. A solution to this problem is to conduct replication studies with larger samples. Several 
replication attempts failed to reproduce the original findings.   
A large national representative study in Canada examined the relationship between weather and 
life satisfaction judgments (Barrington-Leigh, 2008). The study found that prolonged cloudiness 
over several days was related to lower life satisfaction judgments. However, the study also found 
that cloudiness on the day of the life satisfaction judgment was not a significant predictor. This 
finding is inconsistent with the mood-as-information model. The largest study was conducted by 
Lucas and Lawless (2013). They obtained data from over one-million participants. Despite the 
large sample size, they found no relationship between life satisfaction and weather (temperature, 
precipitation, and cloud cover).  Overall, these results fail to replicate Schwarz and Clore’s initial 
finding. One explanation for the absence of weather effects is probably that wellbeing surveys 
are typically conducted indoors. Few people respond to a phone survey while running through 
heavy rain or when they are outdoors and it is -30 degrees Celsius.   
 
The effect of weather is not as important as the effect of mood on life satisfaction judgments. A 
few studies have used experimental mood manipulations to examine whether mood influences 
life satisfaction judgments. Siemer and Reisenzein used music to induce a happy or sad mood. 
They also manipulated whether mood was salient (in participants’ focus of attention) or not and 
whether the cause of their mood (the music induction) was salient or not. They found that 
satisfaction judgments with various life domains were lower in a sad mood when the cause of the 
mood was salient. This finding is inconsistent with Schwarz and Clore’s finding and the 
prediction of the mood-as-information theory that making the cause salient should reduce the 
effect of mood. However, other studies cast doubt on the hypothesis that respondents rely heavily 
on their mood to make life satisfaction judgments. One approach to study mood effects under 
naturalistic conditions is to measure mood and life satisfaction judgments repeatedly. If mood 
influences life satisfaction judgments, life satisfaction judgments should change in response to 
changes in mood. However, mood changes were only very weak predictors of change in life 
satisfaction judgments (Eid & Diener, 2004). More important, 9 replications of  Schwarz and 
Clore’s (1983) famous study failed to find the same results (Yap, Wortman, Anusic, Baker, Scherer, 
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Donnellan, & Lucas, 2017).  Maybe Schwarz and Clore were lucky to obtain an interesting result or 
the effect emerges only under very specific conditions that are difficult to replicate. To avoid 
drawing strong conclusions from a single study with a small sample, psychologists increasingly 
conduct replication studies. As it turns out, the most recent evidence suggests that respondents do 
not simply rely on their mood to judge life satisfaction. 

Item-Order Effects 

Another concern is that life satisfaction judgments may be influenced by previous questions in a 
survey. Support for this prediction comes from a dramatic example (Strack et al., 1991). German 
students participated in a brief happiness survey. The students did not know that they were 
participating in an experiment. Half of the students received a version of the questionnaire in 
which they were asked about their happiness in general before answering a question about how 
many dates they had in the past month. The other students answered the two questions in the 
reverse order.  
 
Version A  
How happy are you these days?  
How many dates did you have last month?  
  
Version B  
How many dates did you have last month?  
How happy are you these days?  
 
The results suggested that the order of the two questions had a strong influence on the correlation 
between the two answers. While the correlation for version A was practically zero, the 
correlation for version B was very high (r = .66).  Daniel Kahneman suggests that participants 
simply substitute the more difficult question about happiness in general with the easier question 
about dating that they just answered (Kahneman, 2011). Schwarz and Strack (1999) suggest that 
people will use whatever information comes to mind as long as it is considered relevant.  
However, it seems strange that people would simply rely on a single life-domain to judge their 
entire life.  It is therefore not surprising that Strack et al.’s (1991) has never been replicated. A 
recent large-scale replication project with over 6,000 participants failed to show the effect. In 
addition, a meta-analysis of all studies shows a much weaker effect (ManyLabs2).  
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Table 1 shows that the dramatic finding by Strack et al. is an exception. Strack reported strong 
item-order effects in two studies, but no other studies found similar effects. On average, the 
correlations tend to be a bit smaller when the global question comes first, r = .32 compared to a 
specific question first, r = .40. This suggests that some respondents are more likely to use 
information that was retrieved to answer a previous question. However, the effect is small and 
does not imply that respondents ignore other information. A simple solution to minimize these 
effects is to present global life satisfaction questions at the beginning of a survey.   
 
In conclusion, item-order effects are relatively small and do not undermine the usefulness of 
global life satisfaction questions. Moreover, even if global life satisfaction judgments were 
heavily influenced by item-order effects, an alternative way to measure life satisfaction would be 
to simplify the task and ask participants separate questions about specific life domains. These 
questions are easier and less likely to be biased by mood or item-order effects.   
 
To summarize, a research program by social psychologists in the heuristics-and-biases tradition 
suggested that life satisfaction judgments are easily influenced by transient factors, which would 
make these judgments invalid measures of wellbeing. However, many of these results were 
obtained under unrealistic laboratory conditions, with small samples. The results of these studies 
either failed to replicate or have not been subjected to replication attempts. In contrast, to the 
heuristics-and-bias approach, personality researchers have focused on accuracy. That is, the 
question is not whether these judgments are perfect, which is unlikely, but the question is how 
valid life satisfaction judgments are.  
 

3.3 Reliability of Wellbeing Measures  
A necessary requirement for valid measurement is reliability, but just because a measurement is 
reliable does not mean it is valid (a reliable measure can be invalid, but an unreliable measure 
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cannot be valid). Reliability of measures is relatively easy to study. Not surprisingly, many 
studies and meta-analyses have examined the reliability of wellbeing measures.  
In an influential book, Andrews and Withey (1976) compared various wellbeing measures to 
each other. A large sample of participants completed several wellbeing measures and computed 
the correlations among these measures. Andrews and Withey (1976) found that different 
questions about life satisfaction correlated highly with each other (r ~ .7) and that the reason for 
inconsistent responses was mainly due to random measurement error (e.g., respondents pick 
category 4 on one question and category 5 on another question, although their actual satisfaction 
is really a 4.5). The main conclusion from this extensive study was that different life satisfaction 
measures produce very similar results and can be treated as interchangeable. This is helpful 
because it makes it possible to compare results across studies that used different life satisfaction 
measures.  
Other studies have examined the correlation between repeated measurements of the same 
wellbeing measures over time-intervals that make it unlikely that wellbeing has changed 
considerably (e.g., a week or a month). These studies show correlations of r = .6 for a single life 
satisfaction judgment and correlations over .80 for scales that combine multiple life satisfaction 
items (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). This finding also demonstrates that wellbeing measures are 
reliable.  
  

  
The table above shows an example of the retest reliability of life satisfaction judgments. Life 
satisfaction and domain satisfaction were measured one year apart. This is a long time, and 
wellbeing could have changed over this period. Therefore, retest correlations may underestimate 
the reliability of wellbeing measures. Nevertheless, the retest correlations are high. The single 
life satisfaction judgment has a retest correlation of r = .60, suggesting that at least 60% of the 
variance in this judgment is reliable. The retest-correlation for the average domain satisfaction is 
even higher with r = .70. One reason for the stronger correlation is that scales based on the 
average of multiple ratings are more reliable.  
 
To get a better impression of the reliability of the measure, it is also helpful to compare the 
correlations of life satisfaction and the average domain satisfaction measure in the same year and 
across years. Correlations in the same year are r = .67 and r = .68.  Correlations across time are 
still r = .55 and r = .56.  This shows very little real change in wellbeing; a difference of ~ .1. 
Thus, most of the unstable variance is due to random factors rather than real changes in 
wellbeing.  
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In conclusion, life satisfaction judgments are reliable, especially when multiple ratings are 
summed or averaged.  For example, the widely used Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 
,1985) has five items and a reliability of 85%; this means only 15% of the variance is due to 
transient factors or random measurement error.  Even a shorter version of the SWLS that uses 
only the first three items has a reliability greater than 80% (Zou et al., 2013).  Thus, even if 
transient factors influence life satisfaction judgments, most of the variance is reliable.  
 
Although reliability of a measure is important, it is not sufficient.  It is also important that scores 
on a life satisfaction scale actually reflect differences in wellbeing.  This is called validity. 
Validity of life satisfaction measures is examined in the next section.  

3.4 Convergent Validity of Wellbeing Measures  
The most widely used approach has been to compare self-ratings to ratings by close friends or 
family members. The more that self-ratings and ratings by different informants agree, the more 
likely it is that high scores actually reflect higher levels of wellbeing. The first study of self-
informant agreement was conducted by Hartmann (1934). He obtained a correlation of r = .34 
between a single self-rating of happiness (see item above) and the average rating by several 
informants. Subsequent studies have sometimes yielded somewhat stronger correlations, but 
agreement tends to average around r = .4. Agreement rarely exceeds levels of r = .5 (Schneider 
& Schimmack, 2009).  
The next table shows how agreement between raters is influenced by a number of variables. The 
intercept shows a correlation of r = .24 for positive affect measures. The 0.11 parameter for 
evaluations (global happiness) shows that the correlation for evaluative measures is r = .24 + .11 
= .35. For negative affect measures it is only r = .24 – .06 = .18. For life satisfaction judgments it 
is r = .24 + .11 - .04 = .31. The effect for age shows that agreement increases with age.  
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The estimate for publication year would suggest that agreement decreases each decade by .01, 
but this estimate is not significantly different from zero. So, it is also possible that agreement has 
remained the same over time. It is disappointing that self-informant agreement has not 
systematically increased since Hartmann’s (1934) study. This suggests that there have been no 
real improvements in the measurement of wellbeing. Other sciences exert a lot of effort into 
developing better measures (think development of telescopes over the past centuries) because 
improving measurement is crucial for scientific advances. The only positive take-home message 
from this section is that simple life satisfaction judgments have some validity and can be used for 
scientific studies of wellbeing.  
The main problem with the average correlation of r = .3 between self-ratings and informant 
ratings is that it does not quantify how valid self-ratings are, nor does it tell us whether self-
ratings or informant ratings are more valid.  A study by Schneider & Schimmack (200) suggests 
that self-informant agreement between friends increases with the length of friendship.  This 
result suggests that ratings of others become more accurate as we get to know them better. But 
what about ratings by close others.  The age effect suggests that parents are better raters of their 
children’s wellbeing than children’s self-ratings. In fact, life satisfaction judgments are rarely 
used with children.  
To examine whether self-ratings or informant ratings are more valid, it is necessary to have more 
than three measures.  Zou et al. (2013) used ratings by family members (students and their 
parents) to have more than two methods. Their results suggested that mothers’ and father’s 
ratings of students correlated more strongly than other pairs of informants (e.g., student and 
mother). This suggested some shared biases in parents’ judgments of their children’s life 
satisfaction.  Self-ratings were as highly correlated as informant ratings, suggesting that self-
ratings of wellbeing are not more valid than informant ratings by close others (e.g., parents, 



 

32 

spouses).  However, the existing evidence is based on a single study and has received little 
attention despite its fundamental importance to the use of life satisfaction judgments as a 
measure of wellbeing.  The use of informant ratings of wellbeing has two advantages. First, 
averaging ratings by multiple informants can produce a more valid measure than self-ratings. 
Second, self-ratings are problematic when the predictor variable is also measured with self-
ratings. For example, self-ratings of self-esteem correlate highly with self-ratings of life 
satisfaction (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995). Correlations like these are likely to be inflated 
because self-ratings were used to measure self-esteem and life satisfaction.  Schimmack and 
Diener (2003) found that self-ratings of self-esteem also predicted informant ratings of life 
satisfaction. This suggests that self-esteem and life satisfaction are positively correlated.  

3.5 Criterion Validity of Wellbeing Measures  
Another approach to the validation of wellbeing measures is to correlate wellbeing measures 
with measures that are expected to be related to wellbeing but that do not share a common bias 
(measurement error) with wellbeing measures. Take income as an example. A question about 
income is easier to answer and can be objectively verified. It seems unlikely that people who 
overreport their happiness also overreport their income.  Thus, a positive correlation between life 
satisfaction and income, like the one shown earlier, suggest that life satisfaction judgment are 
valid.  I examined the criterion validity for life satisfaction judgments, averaged domain 
satisfaction judgments, and affective balance (positive affect minus negative affect) in a large 
German sample using several variables that are theoretically predicted to be related to lower 
wellbeing. All three measures showed the expected relationship (see Table).  Wellbeing was 
lower for individuals high in neuroticism as well as respondents who were unemployed, had a 
disability, were divorced or widowed.  Gender showed no consistent differences, but it is also not 
clear whether wellbeing differs between men and women. Thus, based on the empirical literature 
it is impossible to say whether men or women have higher wellbeing. At best, the results suggest 
that any differences are likely to be small, because other predictors do produce consistent results 
across different measures of wellbeing. 
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One problem of criterion validity is that it doesn’t make it possible to quantify the validity of 
wellbeing measures because it is unclear how strong the effect of predictors like unemployment 
on wellbeing is.  The observed effects are a combination of the true strength of the effect and the 
validity of the measures.  If we are generous and assume that about half of the variance in self-
report measures of life satisfaction is valid, observed effects on life satisfaction judgments 
severely underestimate the actual effect on wellbeing.  For example, a correlation of r = .25 with 
a life satisfaction measure would imply a correlation of r = .25/sqrt(.5) = .25/.71 = .35 with 
wellbeing.  At present, the results of wellbeing studies make it difficult to quantify effect sizes. 
However, it is possible to make relative comparisons of more or less important predictors. 

3.6. Alternative Wellbeing Measures  
Many scientists remain skeptical about the use of self-report measures. For this reason, 
psychologists are constantly trying to develop alternative measures. Some studies have tried to 
use physiological indicators of wellbeing. For example, based on physiological studies of stress, 
it has been suggested that cortisol levels (cortisol is a stress-hormone) could be used to measure 
wellbeing. However, cortisol levels are highly variable depending on the time of day, sleep, and 
activities and it has been difficult to demonstrate a reliable relationship between cortisol and 
wellbeing.  A modern method to measure cortisol levels is to use hair samples.  A small study of 
69 participants found a negative correlation between cortisol levels and a “moral scale,” but it 
also found a non-significant correlation with depression.  Results like this suggest that biological 
indicators are not very useful for the measurement of wellbeing. 
Another popular approach to avoid self-reports is to use reaction times in computerized tasks. 
These measures are sometimes called indirect measures or implicit measures.  The idea is that 
reaction times are difficult to control and make it difficult for individuals to lie.  The problem 
with these measures is that they often have low reliability and validity. For example, different 
implicit measures of self-esteem do not correlated with each other (Bosson et al., 2000).  
The most widely used implicit measure is the Implicit Association Test (Greenwald et al., 1998). 
The test was first validated by showing that participants from two groups with a history of 
conflict (in this case, Japanese and Korean Americans) liked their own group more than the other 
group. This test has also been able to show that Coke-lovers prefer Coke over Pepsi and Pepsi-
lovers show the opposite pattern.  
Walker and Schimmack (2008) examined whether the test could be used to measure wellbeing. 
We asked participants to work on two classification tasks. In one task, they had to classify words 
as belonging to them (ME) or not to them (NOT ME). In the other task, they had to classify 
happy words and sad words. They then had to work on the two tasks simultaneously. They 
pressed one button for ME words and HAPPY words and the other button for NOT ME words 
and SAD words. Then they had to do the same task again but the pairing of the words was 
switched. They pressed one button for ME and SAD words and the other one for NOT ME and 
HAPPY words. The computer recorded the reaction times, that is, the time from the presentation 
of a word on the screen to the pressing of a button. The logic of the task is that it is easier for 
happy people to do the task when ME and HAPPY are paired on the same button than when ME 
is paired with SAD on the same button. Based on this logic, the difference in reaction times can 
be used as an indirect measure of wellbeing that does not rely on people’s self-reports. We 
examined whether these scores are related to self-ratings and informant ratings. We found a 
small correlation, but self-ratings and informant ratings of wellbeing were more highly correlated 
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with each other than with the happiness IAT. This pattern of results suggests that the task is not 
very useful for the measurement of wellbeing.  
In short, self-reports continue to be the most widely used measure of wellbeing because they are 
cost-effective and valid. However, self-reports are not perfect and it would be wrong to claim 
that self-reports are valid because life satisfaction is subjective. The best alternative to self-
ratings are informant ratings and the best way to measure wellbeing is to use self-ratings and 
informant ratings (Zou et al., 2013). 

3.7. Structure of Wellbeing 

3.7.1  Global life satisfaction and Domain Satisfactions 
One unresolved question in the wellbeing literature is the relation between global life satisfaction 
judgments and domain satisfaction judgments. Diener (1984) introduced the distinction between 
top-down and bottom-up theories of wellbeing.  
The bottom-model assumes that wellbeing is an aggregate of satisfaction with various life 
domains.  As a result, wellbeing depends on how close individuals’ life is to their ideals for 
various domains. Some people may have good marriages, but are unhappy with their job. Others, 
lover their work, but are unhappy in their marriages.  To have high wellbeing, things have to go 
well across many important domains.  
The top-down model assumes that wellbeing is strongly influenced by factors within the person. 
Optimists may always see the positive side of things or have positive illusions and pessimists 
always focus on the negative or may even have negative illusions.  According to the top-down 
model, the actual life of individuals matters very little. What actually matters is how people 
perceive their lives.  
Brief et al. (1993) proposed a model that integrates the top-down and the bottom-up model.  
They proposed that personality traits like neuroticism do indeed color people’s perception of life 
domains.  For example, neuroticism has been linked to overly negative perceptions of health and 
exaggeration of physical symptoms.  At the same time, the actual lives also matter. For health, 
this means that even non-neurotic individuals’ wellbeing decreases when they get sick or suffer 
from a disability (see earlier results).  In this model, personality is a distant cause of wellbeing 
that influences wellbeing by shaping perceptions of important life domains.  Subsequent studies 
support this model of wellbeing (Schneider & Schimmack, 2010). 
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The Figure illustrates this model with data from a national representative sample of veterinarians 
(Volk, Schimmack, Strand, Lord, & Colin, 2018).  The survey included questions about 
satisfaction with 10 life domains and Cantril’s ladder as a measure of global life satisfaction. The 
left side of the figure shows that all domain satisfaction judgments are influenced by a common 
factor that increases satisfaction across all domains.  In this model, the nature of this factor is not 
specified, but other studies show that it is related to neuroticism.  Thus, the left side of the model 
confirms the prediction of the top down model.  The right side of the model shows how much the 
different domains contribute to the global life satisfaction judgment.  Most important several 
coefficients are significant.  This means that this domain contributes to global life satisfaction, 
which is consistent with the bottom-up model.  The most important domains are finances (DS4), 
finances (DS3), marriage (DS6), family life (DS7), house (DS1), and health (DS9).  Domains 
that were less important were city (DS2), hobbies (DS5), friendships (DS8), and faith (DS10). 
Importance of Life Domains 
The results of models like the one shown above show what information participants used when 
they made life satisfaction judgments.  When life satisfaction judgments are used to measure 
wellbeing, it is assumed that respondents rely more heavily on information from domains that are 
more important.  The results above and results from other studies partially support this 
assumption.  Being happily married is probably more important than living in a better city. 
Financial satisfaction implies that individuals are able to buy the things they want.  Schimmack, 
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Oishi, and Diener (2002) also found that satisfaction with less important domains like weather 
and the university team are less important than grades for students.  
However, there is also evidence that the use of domains does not reflect the importance of 
domains.  When people are asked what matters most, health often tops the rankings, but we see 
that health is a relatively weak predictor in the model above.  Some studies have tried to improve 
prediction of global life satisfaction judgments by combining judgments of satisfaction with 
judgments of importance.  That is, health satisfaction is a stronger predictor of life satisfaction 
for individuals who rate health as very important than for those who think it is less important. 
Andrews and Withey (1984) found that using importance-weights did not improve prediction of 
global judgments.  Since then several articles have produced the same finding (Marsh & Scalas, 
2018; Rohrer & Schmukle, 2018). 
The consistent finding that importance-weighting does not improve prediction of global life 
satisfaction judgments is a problem that has remained unresolved. Rohrer and Schmukle discuss 
several explanations for this surprising finding.  One possibility is that there is little variability in 
the importance of domains. However, this seems implausible. Some people care more about 
material things than others and materialists are more sensitive to their financial situation. 
Another possibility is that importance ratings are invalid.  Maybe it is a stereotypic response to 
rate health and family as most important, but regression analysis shows the real importance of 
domains.  Personally, I believe the last explanation is most plausible. Namely, global life 
satisfaction judgments are made quickly, depending on accessible information. Although this 
information is not as transient and unstable as Schwarz and Strack (1999) suggested, it is also 
unlikely that quick heuristics perfectly capture the importance of life domains. In large survey 
studies this is probably not a problem because biases cancel each other out.  Whereas some 
individuals focus too much on their job others may focus too much on their health or marriage. 
Only a systematic bias as suggested by item-order effects would bias regression results, but 
evidence for these systematic biases is weak.  Thus, even if global judgments are not adjusted by 
personal importance, research results can be valid.  
A final word of caution is that results from survey studies like this are only valid for the 
population in which they were studied. Results for veterinarians could be different from those for 
the average American and American results can be different from Canadians.  This also means 
that it is difficult to apply results from survey studies to individuals. How much income 
influences wellbeing depends on individuals’ subjective definition of the ideal and materalistic 
individuals will be more strongly influenced by income than people with other values.  To make 
results from wellbeing science applicable to individuals, for example in life-coaching or therapy, 
it is crucial to assess individuals’ conception of the ideal life.  For this reason, it can be more 
valuable to study the determinants of domain satisfaction, especially those domains that play a 
central role in an individuals’ life.  For example, independently wealthy individuals may not care 
about the predictors of job satisfaction and celibates do not care about predictors of sexual 
satisfaction.  

3.8 Conclusion 

The main conclusion from this chapter is that wellbeing scientists use many different measures 
of wellbeing and there is no consensus about the best way of measuring wellbeing. Most studies 
use a single, global life evaluation (life satisfaction) judgment to measure wellbeing. The ability 
to measure wellbeing with a single item has made it possible to include wellbeing measures in 
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many large survey studies and provide a wealth of information about wellbeing. Validation 
studies show that these single-item self-report measures are reliable and have some validity. 
Concerns that these measures are highly sensitive to individuals’ current mood or the survey 
context have been alleviated by evidence that these effects are small. The use of different self-
report measures is also not a problem because they are highly correlated with each other. Finally, 
a concern was that these judgments merely reflect individuals’ personalities and do not reflect 
how well individuals’ lives are actually going for them. This concern has been addressed by 
demonstrating correlations of life satisfaction ratings with important life events (e.g., 
unemployment, widowhood) and by demonstrating that important life domains contribute to the 
prediction of overall life satisfaction. Although these findings are encouraging, wellbeing 
measures are not perfect and empirical findings can be distorted by measurement error in 
wellbeing measures. Robust results require convergent evidence across multiple methods of 
measuring wellbeing, and across different populations. Finally, population results cannot be 
simply applied to individuals because results depend on individuals’ conception of the ideal life.  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 4 IDEALS 

4. CONCEPTIONS OF THE IDEAL LIFE 

As wellbeing is influenced by individuals’ ideals, it is important to understand the origin of these 
ideals. Broadly speaking, there are three types of ideals.  First, there are ideals that are shared by 
all humans. Second, there are ideals that are shared by some humans. Finally, there are some 
ideals that are unique to a specific individual.   

4.1.  Universal Needs 
Aspects of the ideal life that are shared by all individuals have two desirable properties. First, 
they are easy to study scientifically.  Second, they make it easy to specify living conditions that 
increase wellbeing. For example, if everybody feels comfortable at 23 degrees Celsius, rooms 
can be heated or cooled to maintain a temperature of 23 degrees.  However, if some bodies 
required a temperature of 10 degrees and others a temperature of 40 degrees, it would be difficult 
to make everybody comfortable.  Keeping room temperatures at an average level of 25 degrees 
might make everybody miserable.   
Costanza et al. (2005) developed a model that linked need-fulfillment to wellbeing. Figure 1 is 
taken from their article.   
 
 

 
The core of the model (in yellow) assumes that humans have a number of needs.  The perception 
of need fulfillment is linked to subjective wellbeing.  It is important to realize that this model 
deviates from the view that wellbeing requires actual fulfillment of needs (see Chapter 2), but we 
can simply assume that perceptions of need fulfillment closely match reality. For example, 
everybody is feeling thirsty if the need for water is not fulfilled.  
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The authors further assume that the link between (perceptions of) need fulfillment and wellbeing 
is shaped by social norms.  We can contrast this idea with theories that assume that the link 
between needs and wellbeing is hard-wired into humans’ DNA and brains.  For example, the 
need for reproduction is not hard-wired into human’s DNA, while sexual needs maybe. As a 
result, reproductive needs depend on cultural norms. For example, how many children people 
want to have, varies across cultures.  
The model also recognizes that modern humans’ wellbeing is influenced by policies.  Policies 
can influence wellbeing in two ways.  They can influence opportunities to fulfill needs (e.g., 
providing health care or emergency shelters) and they can influence the social norms that 
influence perceptions of need fulfillment.  For example, taxation policies influence how 
rewarding it is too work long hours. Higher taxes in Europe than in North America have been 
linked to lower work hours in Europe.  
The model makes it clear that individuals’ pursuit of happiness depends on the broader social 
and cultural context in which individuals are living, even if wellbeing is a subjective concept that 
ultimately depends on individuals’ unique conceptions of the ideal life. 

4.1.1. Survival Needs 
Likely candidates for universal needs are biological needs that are essential for survival. 
Costanza et al. (2005) refer to these needs as subsistence needs.  I like to call them survival 
needs.  Fulfillment of survival needs is essential for wellbeing because individuals have to be to 
be well. Survival needs are the need for air (oxygen), warmth, water, sleep, and food.  
Fulfillment of other needs may not threaten survival, but may still be universally (for all humans) 
important for wellbeing. It is difficult, although maybe not impossible, to find examples where 
unfulfilled basic needs do not decrease wellbeing (e.g., a hunger strike), and these examples are 
the exceptions to the rule that fulfillment of survival needs is necessary for high wellbeing. 
Fulfillment of basic needs is also strongly related to affective experiences. People in affluent 
societies may rarely experience the pleasure of drinking after a long period of going thirsty or 
eating after food was lacking. However, even in less extreme examples, our emotions respond 
with negative emotions when we feel too cold or too hot, and large amounts of energy are used 
to keep our bodies warm in the winter (heating) and cool in the summer (air conditioning), and 
extreme weather has killed individuals who were exposed to extreme conditions.  

4.1.2. Safety Needs 
The need for safety or security is salient and hardly controversial these days.  Although 
protection from harm and care during illnesses is essential for survival, the very same need has 
often led to wars and suffering.  The controversies around mass shootings and gun control in the 
United States is another example.  At a broader level, political stability and clear laws also can 
ensure that citizens’ feel save. The need for safety differs from survival needs in that survival 
needs require the presence of resources (food, water) to be fulfilled. In contrast, safety needs are 
fulfilled by the absence of threats to survival (war, infections).  Nevertheless, the absence of 
threats to survival is just as important as the presence of resources to maintain survival.   

4.1.3. Reproduction Needs 
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Costanza et al. (2015) distinguish between subsistence needs that are important for the wellbeing 
of the current generation and reproduction needs that are important for the wellbeing of future 
generations.  Survival and reproduction are also essential and distinct objectives in the theory of 
evolution.  In evolutionary theories, reproductive success is the ultimate goal and the wellbeing 
of individuals is irrelevant.  The opposite is true for subjective theories of wellbeing.   
Individuals’ wellbeing matters and the consequences of maximizing individuals’ wellbeing for 
future generations is secondary. For example, it could be true that burning fossil fuels is 
enhancing the wellbeing of the present population, while these actions could undermine the 
wellbeing of future generations.  However, the future is unknown and the wellbeing of future 
generations cannot be measured. It is therefore unclear how we can incorporate the wellbeing of 
future generations in a theory of wellbeing. This does not mean that policies have to ignore 
potential consequences for future generations.  Rather, it implies that maximizing wellbeing is 
not the sole purpose of public policy and that individuals may consciously act against their self-
interest for the sake of future generations or the wellbeing of animals.  
I believe that Costanza et al. overlook some aspects of reproduction that do have immediate 
consequences for the wellbeing of the current population.  First, evolution made reproductive 
behaviours extremely pleasurable.  Humans nowadays engage in various sexual activities for a 
number of reasons (intimacy, pleasure) other than reproduction.  Sexual orientation, sexual 
preferences, and sexual desires shape individuals’ lives in important ways.  It would be difficult 
to understand some human behaviours without taking sexual needs into account.  However, 
fulfillment of sexual needs is not as important for wellbeing as survival needs.  The relationship 
between sexual needs and wellbeing may vary across cultures, the life span, and gender.  
Aside from sex, humans also have ideals about having children. Many individuals want children. 
However, it is becoming more common not to have children by choice. If reproduction were a 
universal human need, we would expect that childless individuals would have lower subjective 
wellbeing.  However, research does not support this prediction. Some studies even suggest that 
childless individuals have higher wellbeing.   
In conclusion, sex and children are essential for human life and play an important part in the 
lives of many individuals, but it seems possible that some individuals can have high wellbeing 
without having sex or children.  Thus, reproduction is a questionable candidate for the list of 
universal needs. 

4.1.4. Affection  
Affection is distinct from reproduction.  Humans seek and find affection in all kinds of social 
relationships that do not serve the purpose of reproduction.  Presumably, the need for affection 
evolved to foster cooperation. Affection can lead to actions that benefit others’ wellbeing at the 
expense of the individual’s own wellbeing.  However, individuals may vicariously benefit from 
close others’ wellbeing so that selfless actions are not experienced as a loss in wellbeing. 
Psychologists have recognized the importance of affection for a long time.  In psychology this 
need is typically called the need for affiliation (Murray, 1938; McClelland, 1988).  Several 
findings in the psychological literature suggest that affiliation is a strong, possibly universal, 
need. Another indication of the importance of affection is that the loss of close others can cause 
prolonged periods of grief and decreased wellbeing. Baumeiser and Leary (1995) suggest that the 
strong need for affiliation explains why some individuals stay in abusive relationships.  
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Accordingly, the pain of losing a social connection is worse than suffering physical abuse. The 
strong need for affiliation may also explain why individuals tend to conform to others’ 
judgments even if their own senses tell them otherwise (Asch).  The view of social isolation as 
inhuman treatment of prisoners is also based on the premises that humans need some form of 
social contact.  

4.1.5. Freedom  
Freedom is important for wellbeing for two reasons.  First, freedom allows individuals to fulfill 
needs.  For example, freedom of movement allows individuals to seek safety (refugees).  In this 
way, freedom is important for wellbeing, without being an actual need. Freedom is only required 
to fulfill actual needs. A more interesting question is whether freedom itself is a human need. 
Imagine you were a prisoner, but all of your needs were fulfilled. Would you be happy or would 
the lack of freedom make you unhappy?  There are many examples in human history where 
freedom fighters died in the pursuit of freedom.  The real-life story of the movie 12-years as a 
slave painfully shows how much suffering a life without freedom may cause. Not surprisingly, 
citizens in countries with more freedom also tend to have higher wellbeing. 

4.1.6. Identity 
Humans have self-awareness, memories of their past, and plans for their future.  Self-related 
thoughts make up an individual’s self-concept or identity.  The self is a big topic in social 
psychology.  Part of human development is to develop a sense of self.  A coherent self-concept 
and positive self-regard are typically considered important for wellbeing.  In Western nations, 
self-esteem is often highly positively correlated with wellbeing, even if wellbeing is measured 
with informant ratings (Schimmack & Diener, 2003).  However, there is some controversy about 
the universality of the need to maintain self-esteem.  Some psychologists believe that self-esteem 
is less important in East Asian cultures.  Others believe that culture shapes how individuals see 
themselves, but that all humans have a need to feel good about themselves. For example, in 
Asian cultures, humiliation leads to a loss of face and feelings of shame. Thus, self-esteem is still 
important but it is more contingent on esteem by others. 

4.1.7. Understanding 
Humans also have a need to understand the world around them.  A basic understanding of the 
world is essential for survival.  In every culture, children spend considerable time with adults to 
learn about the world before they are “grown up.”  In our modern world, the process of learning 
about the world takes up the first two decades of a human life.  Despite its importance, it is not 
clear whether understanding is a universal human need. If we consider emotions as an indicator, 
it may not be.  Children are happy when they do not have to go to school, and students are happy 
when a professor cancels class.  If understanding were a human universal, children should 
respond with negative emotions to losing a day of school.  Also, many humans use free time to 
engage in activities that are enjoyable, but do not enhance learning.  It seems questionable to 
suggest that understanding is an essential human need; at least at the same level of importance as 
affiliation or freedom.  Maye this is a bias by academics, who believe their passion for 
understanding is shared by everybody. 
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4.1.8. Spirituality  
I am not sure spirituality or religiosity is a distinct need. Until recently, most humans were part 
of a religion in some form or another.  This might suggest that religion is important, especially 
because humans also sacrificed resources, including human lives, in the name of religion. 
However, it is possible that religion fulfilled two needs.  The need for understanding (how does 
the world work), including self-understanding and identity (who am I? Why do I exist?) and the 
need for affiliation.  Nowadays science provides more and more answers to the question about 
the world and psychology as a science provides some answers about the self. Scientifically 
advanced societies are also societies with the largest number of atheists and scientists tend to be 
less religious than other people.  Religion may still provide important answers to questions that 
science cannot answer (what will happen to me after death? What should I do with my life?), but 
it is no longer needed to explain the origin of life or what causes thunderstorms.  Spiritual 
experiences can be private experiences in nature, but religion requires a community that provides 
a sense of belonging and social relationships.  Some studies suggest that the fulfillment of 
affiliation needs explains why religious people tend to be happier than non-religious people, but 
Scandinavian countries are both the happiest countries and the countries with the most atheists. 

4.1.9. Creativity  
We celebrate creative achievements in all forms such as writing, architecture and visual arts, as 
well as music, dance, and theater. Life would be dull and boring without arts and music has 
helped many people through difficult times.  Nevertheless, it is questionable whether creativity is 
a universal human need.  In fact, we often consider artists who devote their entire life to the 
creative process as a bit odd (and often plagued by sadness or mental illness) rather than a as 
prototypical example of an individual with high wellbeing.   

4.1.10. Leisure  
Adult humans spend a considerable amount of time engaging in activities that are required to 
fulfill survival needs. Most animals either sleep or are foraging for food.  Humans also spend 
most of their time sleeping or working.  Thanks to technological advances, individuals in modern 
countries spend less time on these activities and have more leisure time. The time budget of the 
average Canadian adult consists roughly off 8 hours of sleep, 8 hours of work, including 
commuting, and 8 hours of leisure. Leisure means to have free time to engage in enjoyable 
activities.  The range of these activities is nearly endless from reading to playing sports, 
watching TV to listening to music, creating music, painting, socializing, eating out, traveling, 
spending time in nature, seeing a play, or increasingly computer games, or spending time on 
social media.  As leisure is not a specific activity, it doesn’t seem to fulfill a single human need.  
However, for some people leisure time may be the most important time that makes it worthwhile 
to work. 

4.1.11. Conclusion 
Costanza et al. provided a general framework that relates need fulfillment to wellbeing. The 
model points out that the pursuit of happiness is not a singular activity, but happens within a 
socio-cultural context that limits the opportunities for need fulfillment and shapes individuals’ 



 

43 

needs and perceptions of need-fulfillment.  They also provide a list of human needs.  Some of 
these needs can be found on many lists of universal human needs, such as the need for survival, 
safety, affiliation, and freedom.  Other needs are less likely to be universal (shared by all people 
in all cultures) such as the need for reproduction, identity, and understanding. Finally, some of 
the listed needs such spirituality, creativity, and leisure may not be distinct needs, but rather 
human activities that are rooted in basic human needs such as the need for affiliation and 
understanding. 

4.2.  Humanistic Needs Theory 
Humanistic psychology became influential at the same time as subjective theories of wellbeing 
became prominent.  Whereas economists and sociologists started to decouple wellbeing from 
purely objective and economic indicators like nations’ gross domestic product (GDP), some 
psychologists were fighting against behaviourism, which ignored fundamental differences 
between species and assumed that human behaviour is fully determined by reinforcement 
schedules.  Humanists correctly realized that there are fundamental differences between species 
and that animal studies, primarily studies of rats and mice, provide a limited understanding of 
humans.  While there are some general principles that apply equally to men and mice, there are 
also unique aspects of human behaviour that can only be understood from an evolutionary 
perspective that recognizes the genetic uniqueness of the human species.   
Although humanistic psychology and evolutionary psychology both reject behaviourism, they 
differ in their assumptions about human nature.  Evolutionary psychologists assume that human 
nature is both good and evil.  Humans are born with the ability to love and to hate, and most 
humans will experience love and hate in their lives.  Although love is desirable and hate is 
undesirable, the ability to love close others was as important for survival as the ability to hate 
enemies.  In this regard, evolutionary psychology is similar to Freud, who also recognized 
positive and negative motives as part of human nature.  
In contrast, humanistic psychology focuses on the good side of human nature.  Nowadays it is 
often called positive psychology, which is a more apt term for a psychology that focuses on the 
positive aspects of human nature (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). For example, positive 
psychologists study gratitude rather than greed.  One reason for the focus on the positive side is 
that historically psychologists have focused more on the negative.  This criticism may apply to 
clinical psychology, which naturally focused on mental illness first, but it does not apply to 
wellbeing science. Wellbeing science has always focused on wellbeing and illbeing and 
measured positive affect and negative affect (Bradburn, 1969).  An exclusive focus on positive 
aspects of human nature would detract from the importance of negative feelings for illbeing. 
Another reason for the growth in positive psychology is that a religious foundation (Templeton 
Foundation) has invested heavily in positive psychology.  As a result, many studies started 
examining gratitude, which is considered a good positive emotion, while there is less funding for 
positive emotions like pride, which are considered amoral, selfish, or even sinful emotions. In 
contrast, wellbeing science considers all positive emotions, gratitude and pride, as important for 
wellbeing.  Whether gratitude or pride are more beneficial for wellbeing is an empirical question 
that could be examined by correlating pride and gratitude experiences with life satisfaction.  
The main problem of humanistic theories is that they have an objective definition of wellbeing. 
Accordingly, some human needs are intrinsic, universal, and good, whereas other needs are 
extrinsic, imposed by culture, and bad.  Cooperation is good, competition is bad. Giving is good, 
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taking is bad.  The idea is that if we could create good societies, all humans would focus on the 
greater good.  However, selfish behavior is seen in all animals and it is still an open question 
whether humans can really act against their self-interests (altruistic).  As discussed in Chapter 2, 
wellbeing science does not impose objective standards.  As a result, it is possible that selfish 
actions can benefit individuals’ wellbeing even if they hurt others’ wellbeing. In other words, to 
feel good does not require being good.  This does not mean that wellbeing science ignores 
morality.  Many individuals feel guilty and regret actions that hurt others’ wellbeing, and they 
are motivated to act in accordance with moral norms for many reasons. Wellbeing science 
simply does not stipulate that immoral or selfish actions by definition lower individuals’ 
wellbeing. The conflicting views are most prominent in the literature on money, materialism, and 
wellbeing (Chapter 6). 
4.2.1. Maslow’s Need Hierarchy 
People like pictures and a good visualization of abstract ideas can be an effective way to 
popularize an idea.  Introductory psychology textbooks often include Maslow’s need hierarchy 
(Maslow, 1943). Maslow’s hierarchical model of needs assumes that needs at the lower levels of 
the hierarchy have to be fulfilled before individuals can pursue higher needs. It is uncontroversial 
that survival needs are at the bottom of the hierarchy.  Survival needs require immediate 
fulfillment and take precedents over all other needs, but it is more controversial whether other 
needs follow a strict hierarchy.  
Although some needs seem to be more important than others, empirical studies do not support a 
strict hierarchy (Tay & Diener, 2011).  For many humanistic theories, the highest need is crucial 
for full or true wellbeing.  The problem is that self-actualization is a rather vague concept. 
“Realizing your full potential” and “becoming everything one is capable of becoming” sound 
warm and fuzzy, but it is unclear what an individual’s full-potential is. Although Maslow’s need 
hierarchy is very popular in the general public, it has stimulated very little empirical research (cf. 
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and plays a minor role in wellbeing science.  Although 
Maslow’s need hierarchy is very popular in the general public, it has stimulated very little 
empirical research (cf. Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and plays a minor role in wellbeing 
science. 
Recently, Kaufman (2018) published a “Characteristics of Self-Actualization Scale” that was 
inspired by Maslow’s description of self-actualized individuals.  The scale has several 
components.  

- Continued Freshness of Appreciation  
I often feel gratitude for the good in my life no matter how many times I encounter it. 

- Acceptance  
I accept all sides of myself, including my shortcomings. 

- Authenticity 
I can stay true to my core values even in environments that challenge them. 

- Equanimity 
I tend to take life’s inevitable ups and downs with grace, acceptance, and equanimity. 

- Purpose 
I have a purpose in life that will help the good of humankind. 

- Efficient perception of reality 
I often have a clear perception of reality 

- Humanitarianism 
I have a genuine desire to help the human race.  
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- Peak Experience 
I often have experiences in which I feel one with all people and things on this planet. 

- Good Moral Intuition 
I have a strong sense of right and wrong in my daily life. 

- Creative Spirit  
I have a generally creative spirit that touches everything I do. 
 

522 respondents completed the CSAS. They also answered questions about personality and life 
satisfaction.  There was a strong correlation between CSAS scores and life satisfaction scores, r 
= .49.  CSAS was also characterized by a positive personality profile with low scores on 
neuroticism and high scores on extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. 
One problem with the interpretation of these simple correlations is that self-ratings are 
influenced by a general evaluative bias or halo (Anusic et al., 2009). It would be important to 
examine how much self-actualization predicts life satisfaction after controlling for halo effects 
and the contribution of personality traits.  Unfortunately, the article did not report this 
information.  It is also unclear whether all of the self-actualization aspects are important for 
higher wellbeing.  For example, it is possible that acceptance and equanimity are more important 
for wellbeing than a good moral intuition and a creative spirit. 

4.3.  Universal Need Theories 

4.3.1. Murray’s (1938) Need Theory 
Murray (1938) distinguished primary and secondary needs. Primary needs were basic 
physiological needs. Secondary needs were also assumed to be universal in that all humans have 
these needs and that fulfillment of these needs enhances wellbeing. However, unfulfilled 
secondary needs do not threaten survival. Moreover, individuals can vary in the relative 
importance of these needs. As such, Murray did not assume a strict hierarchy of these needs. 
Murray distinguished 17 needs that fall into one of five categories: ambition, materialistic, 
power, affection, and information.  The main problem of Murray’s theory was the assumption 
that needs are unconscious, which led him to develop indirect measures of needs like the 
Thematic Apperception Test (TAT).  Although these tests are still sometimes used in research, 
the validity of the TAT is questionable. It is also time-consuming to score open-ended responses.  
Due to the lack of a valid measure of Murray’s needs, his theory had little influence on modern 
psychology and wellbeing science. 

4.3.2. Schwartz’s Theory of Human Values 
The most influential contemporary theory of human needs was developed by Schwartz (1992). 
Schwartz does not call his theory a theory of needs.  Instead of talking about a need for power or 
a need for affiliation, he suggests that humans universally value power and affiliation.  One 
reason to prefer the term values is that it makes a clearer distinction between biological needs 
that are important for survival and psychological needs or values that are not essential for 
survival, but still important for wellbeing.  The notion of human values also implies that 
individuals are consciously aware of their ideals. As a result, self-report measures of values are 
used to measure values, which makes it possible to relate values to wellbeing.  
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Based on extensive cross-cultural studies, Schwartz identified 10 universal value domains. Like 
Murray, Schwartz considers these values as universal in that they can be found in all humans, 
while allowing for variation in the importance of values across individuals within the same 
culture. The 10 value domains are best described by the specific values that make up a domain.  
Schwartz’s 10 Value Domains 
Power: social power, authority, wealth 
Achievement: successful, capable, ambitious 
Pleasure (Hedonism): pleasure, enjoying life 
Stimulation: a varied life, daring, an exciting life 
Self-Direction: Independence, Freedom, Choosing Own Goals 
Social/Ecological Concerns (Universalism): Equality, social justice, world at peace,  
          unity with nature 
Social Relationships (Benevolence): Helpful, loyal, honest, true friendship, mature love 
Tradition: Respect for tradition, humble, devout, accepting my portion in life 
Dutifulness (Conformity): Politeness, Honouring parents and elders, obedient 
Security: Social order, national security, family security, safety 
 

Although each domain is distinct from the other 
domains, Schwartz (1992) also proposed systematic 
relations between the 10 value domains. These relations 
exist because some values are congruent with each other, 
whereas others are incongruent with each other. For 
example, it is easier to combine power and achievement 
than power and benevolence, and it is easier to combine 
self-direction and stimulation than self-direction and 
security.  The Figure shows which values are congruent 
and which ones are incongruent with each other. Values 
that are close together are compatible and values that are 
on opposite sides of the circle are less compatible.  
 
 

Cross-cultural studies show variation in the importance of these values across different cultures. 
For example, self-direction (autonomy, independence) is more important in Western, affluent 
nations, whereas tradition tends to be valued more in poorer nations. Universalistic values of 
social equality and protection of the environment tend to be high in Northern Europe, whereas 
Power is very important in Africa. Sociological studies show a clear link between indicators of 
economic development and values. This suggests that culture influences people’s preferences 
and the determinants of their wellbeing. Whereas power and respect may be crucial for wellbeing 
in a traditional African nation, being independent and having fun might be crucial for the 
wellbeing of people in Scandinavia.  This cultural relativism does not contradict the notion that 
values are universal.  The values are universal, but their relative importance is shaped by cultural 
factors. 
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4.4. Values and Wellbeing 
Self-report measures of human values make it possible to examine empirically whether some 
values are more conducive to wellbeing than other.  Research on values and wellbeing has been 
guided by two opposing theories. The relativistic theory assumes that the highest wellbeing is 
achieved by making progress towards the values that are personally most important to an 
individual. For example, an individual who values power will achieve high wellbeing if he or she 
(men tend to value power more than women) achieves high status and wealth. In contrast, an 
individual who values benevolence has high wellbeing by maintaining loving and trusting social 
relationships.  Relativistic theories would still allow for some values to be positively correlated 
to higher wellbeing, but this relationship should be explained by attainability.  For example, if it 
is easier to fulfill the need for close social relationships than the need for power, valuing power 
should be negatively correlated with wellbeing. 
In contrast, humanistic theories assume that some values are more important for wellbeing than 
others.  The most influential humanistic theory is called self-determination theory. It postulates 
that social relationships, autonomy, and competence are essential for wellbeing, whereas valuing 
power or money (materialism) is negatively related to wellbeing. Thus, humanistic theory 
postulates that wellbeing is related to the relative importance of values independent of need 
fulfillment.  That is, even individuals who achieve power are less happy because  
The next table shows the (unpublished) results of several studies in which I measured the relative 
importance of Schwartz’s 10 values and correlated the importance of values with life satisfaction 
judgments. The results show weak and mostly non-significant results.  This finding is more 
consistent with the relativistic theory than the humanistic theory of wellbeing.  

 
 
In recent years, much larger studies have examined the relationship between values and 
wellbeing, including studies of national representative samples (Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018). 
 
Table adapted from Schwartz and Sortheix. 

  N PO AC HE ST SD UN BE TR CO SE 
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Isreali & German 
adult / students 1261 -0.02 0.04 0 0.03 -0.01 -0.05 0.05 0.02 0.02 -0.01 

US Students 256 -0.07 0.13 0.06 0.05 -0.03 -0.02 0.03 -0.01 -0.04 -0.06 

Iranian students 200 0.04 0.34 0.12 0.01 0.06 -0.15 0.08 -0.09 -0.01 0.02 

Turkish students 1120 -0.05 -0.07 -0.03 -0.12 -0.22 -0.1 0.13 0.12 0.24 0.16 
Spanish students 
/ adults 3644 -0.09 0.01 0.16 0.11 0.17 0.12 0.14 0.04 0.02 0.15 
National Rep. 
European 26778 -0.09 -0.06 0.15 0.07 0.12 0.03 0.12 -0.08 -0.06 -0.19 
National Rep. 
European 44106 -0.11 -0.07 -0.07 0.04 -0.02 0.08 0.08 0.12 0.02 -0.06 
National Rep. 
European 121,495 -0.09 -0.06 -0.07 0.03 -0.02 0.06 0.06 0.11 0.02 -0.05 
Percentage 
Positive 
Correlation   12.50% 50.00% 50.00% 87.50% 37.50% 50.00% 100% 62.50% 62.50% 37.50% 
Median 
correlation   -0.08 -0.03 0.03 0.04 -0.02 0.01 0.08 0.03 0.02 -0.03 

 
According to the humanistic theory, self-direction and benevolence should be positively related 
to wellbeing, whereas power and conformity should be negatively related to wellbeing. The 
relativistic theory does not predict any systematic correlations because wellbeing is influenced 
by the fulfillment of these needs, not by the relative importance of these needs.  Again, the 
results are more consistent with the relativistic theories.  However, there appears to be a small 
negative correlation between power and wellbeing (median r = -.08) and a slight positive 
correlation between benevolence (social relationships) and wellbeing (median r = .08).  
Humanists may interpret these results as evidence that striving for social dominance undermines 
wellbeing.  On the other hand, relativists could argue that wellbeing ultimately depends on need 
fulfillment and that it may be easier to fulfill needs for affiliation than to fulfill needs for power.  
To address this question, it is important to examine how fulfillment of needs is related to 
wellbeing.  Humanistic theories propose that fulfillment of humanistic, intrinsic motives 
enhances wellbeing, whereas fulfillment of other motives does not enhance or may even reduce 
wellbeing.   
Sortheix and Schwartz (2017) used national representative samples from European countries to 
examine whether the relationship between values and wellbeing varies across cultures. They 
found that in highly egalitarian nations (Scandinavia) (a) openness to change values (stimulation, 
self-direction) was less positively related to wellbeing and (b) self-enhancement values (power) 
were more negatively related to wellbeing than in nations with less egalitarian values.  This 
suggests that the small negative effect of valuing power is even smaller in nations where equality 
is less valued.  In conclusion, there is little evidence to support the claim that valuing power or 
security makes humans unhappy, whereas valuing freedom and social relationships makes them 
happy.  
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4.5 Importance of Life Domains 
Another way to examine the relationship between ideals and wellbeing is to ask respondents for 
the importance of various life domains.  The table below is reproduced from Rohrer and 
Schmukle (2018), who analyzed data from a national representative US sample.  First, 
importance ratings show that all domains received ratings above 3 on a scale ranging from 0 = 
not at all important to 4 = extremely important. Consistent with other surveys, health and family 
are rated most important.  More interesting are the correlations with life satisfaction. All 
correlations are positive. Thus, there is no indication that valuing some domains makes people 
unhappy, if only because it is difficult to attain the ideal. However, these correlations are 
probably biased because they are both based on self-ratings. Thus, the relative ordering of 
domains is more important.  Looking at the results this way, marriage, family, and friendships 
have high correlations, which is consistent with the humanistic idea that valuing social 
relationships is associated with wellbeing. In contrast, finances shows the weakest, barely 
positive, correlation, r = .004.  I analyzed the data using a regression analysis, which controls for 
shared method variance.  As expected, the relationship with importance of finances became 
negative (effect size r = -.12). In contrast, the effects for marriage, family and friends remained 
positive (effect size r .05 to .08). Thus, individuals who value family over money tend to have 
higher wellbeing.   

 
In conclusion, these results suggest that conceptions of the ideal life are related to wellbeing.  
However, these results do not explain this relationship.  This question is examined in the next 
section. 

4.6 Materialism and Wellbeing 
A large literature in wellbeing science has examined the relationship between materialism and 
wellbeing.  The guiding hypothesis is that materialism has a negative influence on wellbeing 
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993). The previous results on the correlation between importance of finances 
and life satisfaction are partially consistent with this hypothesis, but the results are far from 
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conclusive. Who is going to say that finances are very important to them?  Individuals with a low 
income or individuals with a high income?  Maybe constant worry about paying the bills and 
unstable employment make people rate finances as more important.  This does not mean that 
they are materialistic. Materialism implies a desire for luxury goods, not necessities.  Thus, it is 
important to take actual income and other factors into account to better understand the 
relationship between emphasizing financial success and wellbeing.  
Kasser (2018) examines four theories that may explain the negative association of materialism 
and wellbeing. His preferred explanation is that materialism forces people to engage in activities 
that are not intrinsically rewarding; “for example, their strong pursuit of money likely leads them 
to spend more time working long hours at relatively uninteresting tasks they feel forced to 
complete” (p. 5). I tested this prediction by examining the link between materialism and job 
satisfaction in the PSID dataset.  As predicted by the theory, materialism was related to lower job 
satisfaction, but it was also related to lower satisfaction with all other domains, including 
hobbies. Thus, materialism does seem to be a predictor of a general sense of dissatisfaction.  
Consistent with the latter hypothesis, Górnik-Durose and Boroń (2018) found in a Polish sample 
that the relationship between materialism and wellbeing was no longer significant when they 
controlled for neuroticism. This finding suggests that materialism partially reflects concerns and 
worries about financial security, not so much the problem whether to buy a Mercedes Benz or a 
BMW. However, when I conducted a similar analysis with the PSID data, importance of finances 
remained a significant, negative predictor of life satisfaction, probably because the sample size 
was so much larger.  
Another possibility is that materialists simply have unrealistic expectations that are fueled by 
advertisements or information about the life style of celebrities; keeping up with the Kardashians 
may not be good for your wellbeing.  In support of this theory, Nickerson, Schwarz, Diener, and 
Kahneman (2003) found that actual income mattered.  For participants with high income, 
materialism had a very small relationship with wellbeing. In contrast, for individuals with a low 
income, materialism was a stronger negative predictor of wellbeing. This finding suggests that a 
materialistic life style enhances celebrities’ wellbeing, but it hurts the wellbeing of those who 
follow them.  
Maybe there is some truth to the saying, be careful what you wish for, if only because you may 
never get it. Unrealistic expectations are a sure recipe for unhappiness, but what is unrealistic or 
unreasonable? The serenity prayer (Niebuhr) for conceptions of the ideal life might be to wish 
for the things that are attainable, not to wish for the things that are not attainable, and to wish for 
the ability to know the difference between the two.  
 

https://www.beliefnet.com/prayers/protestant/addiction/serenity-prayer.aspx
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[reprinted without permission] 

4.7 Sexual Desires and Wellbeing 
Sexual desire is interesting because it has a clear biological basis, but it is not as important as 
survival needs.  Nevertheless, for many individuals sex plays an important part in their lives, 
especially for those in committed, long-term relationships.  For many years, research on sex was 
taboo. This only changed with Kinsey’s research in the 1940s and 1950s (Kinsey). Even today, 
many questions remain unanswered (Holmberg & Blair, 2009).  A simple desire-fulfillment 
model would assume that individuals with less sexual desire are more easily satisfied, while 
individuals with a high sex-drive are more likely to be sexually frustrated. However, it is 
possible to satisfy sexual desire without a sexual partner.  Thus, the relationship between sexual 
desire and sexual satisfaction is less obvious.  Another complicating factor is that two partners in 
a committed relationship can have different levels of sexual desire. Research suggests that, 
consistent with gender stereotypes, men tend to have higher sexual desire than women 
(Baumeister, Catanes, & Vohs, 2001).  However, this difference may be limited to casual sex and 
gender differences in sexual desires directed at a long-term partner may be smaller (Holmberg & 
Blair, 2009).   
Holmberg and Blair (2009) surveyed a relatively small sample of mixed-sex and same-sex 
partners to examine the relationship between gender, sexual desire, and sexual satisfaction. 
Sexual desire for solitary activities was highest among gay men (M = 5.3, SD = 1.5) followed by 
straight men (M = 4.5, SD = 1.6), lesbian women (M = 3.7, SD = 1.8), and straight women (M = 
3.3, SD = 1.8).  Statistically speaking, the difference between gay man and straight women is 
larger (d > 1).  As these desires are about solitary sexual activities, they are relatively easy to 
fulfill. More interesting are sexual desires directed at partners.  There was no difference between 
gay men (M = 5.7, SD = 1.1) and straight men (M = 5.8, SD = 1.1); neither did lesbian women 
(M = 5.4, SD = 1.3) differ from straight women (M = 5.4, SD = 1.3).  Statistically speaking, the 
difference between men and women is small (d = 0.4 / 1.2 = .30).  Overall, these results confirm 
that men have a stronger sex drive, but this difference manifests more in a desire to have sex than 
in a specific desire to have sex with a long-term partner.  Thus, on average, it should be possible 
for men and women to satisfy their sexual needs within long-term relationships.  
However, it is possible that partners are not well matched in their desires or that they are well-
matched in the beginning, but change differently over time.  Mismatched desires could therefore 
be a problem to achieve sexual satisfaction.  A study of 133 student couples provides some 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Kinsey
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support for this hypothesis.  Sexual satisfaction and relationship satisfaction were positively 
related to couples’ perception of their sexual compatibility.   
Sexual desire illustrates the importance of examining wellbeing from a social perspective. 
Economic models are focused on the solitary pursuit of wellbeing in which society merely 
provides consumer goods that need to be purchased to achieve high wellbeing. This limited 
perspective ignores that some aspects of individuals’ ideal life are not for sale (for everything 
else there is Mastercard). 

4.8 Sensation Seeking and Wellbeing 
A common movie character is an unconventional cop or private investigator with a troubled 
private life.  They are interesting to watch because they risk everything to solve a case at the 
expense of their own wellbeing.  However, some individuals are disposed to make equally 
questionable choices that can end up with gambling debt, addiction, or a prison sentence. Why 
are some individuals seemingly acting against their self-interests and wellbeing?  One 
explanation is that they are born with a disposition that makes them crave excitement. Normal 
life is simply too boring for them.  They are actually not acting against their wellbeing.  Living a 
normal life would just be too boring for them, which makes it worthwhile to take some risks 
(Zuckerman, 2007).  Twin studies suggest that sensation seeking is partially heritable.  A small 
study with N = 100 participants found, indeed, a negative correlation between sensation seeking 
and life satisfaction; the correlation was particularly strong for the boredom susceptibility 
component of sensation seeking.  The biological basis of sensation seeking suggests that it is not 
easy for individuals to regulate the need for strong sensory stimulation.  Thus, the literature on 
sensation seeking further illustrates how individual differences in ideals contribute to wellbeing. 
Maybe we are not so much slaves of pleasure and pain, but we are slaves of biological needs 
shape our conceptions of the ideal life. Pleasure and pain merely signal to us when our needs are 
met and when they are not. 
Modern research on innate personality traits offers an opportunity to reconcile relativistic 
theories and humanistic theories of wellbeing; at least partially.  If all individuals differ from 
each other because they inherit different personalities (a high or low sex drive; high or low 
sensation seeking; a craving for social contact or for solitude), self-actualization implies 
discovering one’s unique human nature and to create a life that allows individuals to be who they 
actually are. For example, discovering one’s true gender and sexual preferences and being able to 
be that person and to fulfill these needs.  Low wellbeing would be implied if one has to hide 
one’s true self because family or society disapprove of it.  Thus, self-actualization requires a free 
and tolerant society.  The remaining difference is that humanists would be reluctant to consider 
some personality traits as an expression of a true self. For example, striving for achievement or 
power is seen as inauthentic, when relativists allow for the possibility that some people are born 
to be dominant and selfish. 

4.9  Conclusion 
Although conceptions of the ideal life are rooted in human evolution and there are some 
universal human needs and values, research on needs and values supports the idea that there is no 
single, objective conception of the ideal life.  This reinforces the notion that wellbeing is 
subjective.  High wellbeing implies creating a life that is close to a personal, subjective ideal.  
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Although religion, policies, and communities can shape ideal lives, they cannot determine 
individuals’ ideals and while humanistic values may be superior from some point of view, there 
is no evidence that pursuing these values ensures high wellbeing and that pursuing other values 
condemns individuals to an unhappy life.  For most people, wellbeing may require balancing 
conflicting values.  Which values shape an individual’s life is less important than being able to 
live in accordance with those values.  Individuals who are able to live in accordance with their 
true nature are likely to have high wellbeing. In this way, relativists and humanists agree; they 
mainly disagree about the conception of human nature. 
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 5 CULTURE 

5. NATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN WELLBEING 
Are there national differences in wellbeing?  For many people, images of the ideal life may be 
influenced by Hollywood movies depicting the lives of rich and happy Americans living in big 
houses and driving big cars.  Some people all over the world participate in a lottery to win a 
Green Card that allows them to realize the American dream.  In the declaration of independence, 
the founding fathers of the United States even declared the pursuit of happiness a human right. 
Thus, one might expect US Americans to be happy because they live in a land that takes 
individuals’ wellbeing very seriously.  However, others may doubt that the United States are a 
model nation. The focus in America seems to be on fulfillment of materialistic desires and social 
inequality in the United States suggests that not everybody is able to make it from dishwasher to 
millionaire. Many people have been looking in other places for wellbeing.  Starting with the 
hippies and Beatles in the 1960s, many young Westerners have turned towards Eastern religions 
and cultures for an alternative and possibly better way to pursue happiness.  This trend is now 
mainstream with yoga studios and mindfulness becoming part of mainstream culture in North 
America. In this spirit, the king of the Buddhist Kingdom of Bhutan declared that it would be 
more important to maximize Gross National Happiness rather than Gross Domestic Product. 
Does this mean the poor, but scenic kingdom in the Himalayas is the happiest place on Earth? 
During the cold war, before the fall of the Berlin Wall, there were also competing beliefs about 
the best political system. Is it better to live in a capitalistic society with a free market economy or 
is it better to live in a socialistic society with a centrally regulated economy? Although the 
capitalistic West won the cold war, many people continue to believe that free market economies 
have many problems, and political and cultural differences persist between more capitalistic, 
Anglo-Saxon nations and more socialistic, continental European nations (e.g., Brexit). Maybe 
socialism mixed with Caribbean flair is a happy place? However, more Cubans are trying to 
move from Havana to Miami rather than the other way around. Wellbeing science relies on 
surveys of nationally representative samples with life satisfaction judgments, such as ratings on 
Cantril’s ladder, to find the happiest nation on the planet.  

5.1 Measuring Wellbeing Across Nations 
There are many national comparisons with objective indicators of wellbeing. The most widely 
used measure is Gross Domestic Product per capita. That is, the average amount of money that is 
earned and spent within a nation.  Comparisons typically use Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) to 
adjust for differences in the costs of consumer goods. For example, a haircut costs less in China 
than in Canada.  Another popular objective indicator is the Human Development Index. It 
combines information about wealth (GDP / per capita) with information about health (longevity), 
and education (literacy rates).  The main problem of these indicators is that they do not take the 
subjectivity of wellbeing into account.   
Currently, the most widely used subjective indicator of wellbeing are global life satisfaction 
judgments (e.g, Cantril’s ladder).  Even with these measures one may wonder whether it is 
possible and fair to compare nations’ average scores on these measures. Maybe citizens of some 
nations do not think that it is important to have a good life. In this case, it might be difficult to 
obtain meaningful responses to a question about life satisfaction.  However, Cantril (1965) 
conducted the first cross-cultural study and found that respondents in various nations had little 
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difficulty in using his ladder.  They also had no problem in describing their best possible life.  If 
most people all over the world can make meaningful judgments of their actual life in comparison 
to an ideal life, subjective wellbeing measures have the advantage that this question does not 
impose Western or other culture-specific standards on people from other cultures. The subjective 
nature of the question allows people from different cultures to choose standards that make sense 
in their culture.  They only assume that all humans can form an image of a good life or the best 
possible life. Some of these ideals are likely to be universal, whereas others are culture specific 
(e.g., most Muslims would like to visit Mecca versus Catholics may consider a visit of the 
Vatican important for their wellbeing).  Cross-national comparisons reveal in which nations 
people are on average better able to realize their subjective preferences without imposing 
objective standards on people in different cultures. 

5.2 A World Map of Happiness 
Cantril (1965) conducted one of the first cross-national comparisons of wellbeing.  Although the 
number of nations was relatively small, the nations represented a broad range of nations: Brazil, 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Egypt, India, Israel, Japan, Nigeria, Panama, the Philippines, 
Poland, the United States, West Germany, and Yugoslavia.  Easterlin (1974) used these data to 
argue that the wealth of nations is unrelated to average wellbeing of nations.  
 

 
 
However, this conclusion is too strong.  There is no perfect correlation but at least in the early 
1960s, the richest nation in the sample, the United States, was also the happiest nation.  
Veenhoven (1991) analyzed the data and found a correlation of r = .51.  He correctly notes that 
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Easerlin overstated the relativity of happiness.  However, much poorer Cubans reported nearly as 
much happiness as Americans and more happiness than richer Germans.  Thus, wealth and 
happiness of nations are not perfectly correlated. 
Easterlin’s (1974) article was hugely influential because he proposed a relativistic model of 
happiness. Accordingly, happiness is not determined by a comparison to some universal ideal of 
the good life. Rather, it is based on social comparisons.  This model predicts that individuals 
compare to a national average of the ideal life, but Cubans’ wellbeing is not influenced by US 
American’s wellbeing and vice versa.  As a result, the wealth of nations should not predict 
national differences in wellbeing.  In contrast, universal need theories would suggest that 
individuals’ wellbeing is influenced by fulfillment of basic needs and wellbeing should be lower 
in nations that are too poor to pay for essential services like health care, food, and clean drinking 
water.  The two theories also make very different predictions about the impact of economic aid 
on wellbeing.  The comparison theory predicts that economic aid does not increase wellbeing 
because it increases expectations as much as actual life.  
Ruut Veenhoven, a sociologist in the Netherlands, created the World Database of Happiness to 
keep track of national wellbeing surveys.  In 1995, he examined the correlation between average 
life satisfaction and nations’ wealth (real income per person) across 28 nations.  He found a 
correlation of r = .69.  He also analyzed data form a student survey of students in 38 nations 
(Michalos, 1991).  The correlation was r = .55.  It may have been slightly smaller because 
students in poor countries are more likely to be from wealthier families.  Life satisfaction was 
also positively correlated with freedom of press in the general population and student samples (r 
= .54, .63), whether the country was a democracy (r = .58, .59), access to education (r = .50, .69). 
Although it is difficult to say whether these correlations reflect causal effects or not, it is clear 
that variation across nations is not random and that citizens of societies have higher wellbeing in 
nations that make it easier to fulfillment universal needs.  These results further contradict 
Easterlin’s claim that social comparisons within nations are the key predictor of wellbeing.  
It remains possible that Easterlin is right about the importance of social comparisons, but with 
increasing globalization national comparison standards have become more international. 
Nowadays, citizens of poor nations are aware of the good life in rich nations and may no longer 
be satisfied with their life. In this way, the easy access to media, may actually have made people 
in poor nations less happy although globalization has increased fulfillment of basic needs, just 
not at the same rate. Unfortunately, we do not have sufficient data from the 1970s to see how 
globalization influenced subjective wellbeing measures in poor countries.  
In the 21st century, national surveys of wellbeing have become more common.  The World Poll 
has been conducting annual surveys in nearly every nation since 2012.  The 2017 data are shown 
as a world map of happiness below.  Although there are some changes over time, the top 10 
nations are fairly consistent across different surveys and include Scandinavian nations, Canada, 
Australia, NewZealand, and Switzerland. 

https://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/
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5.3 Wealth of Nations and Wellbeing 
Although it is interesting to compare the average levels of nations, it is scientifically more 
important to examine which characteristics of nations correlate with wellbeing.  As the number 
of nations has increased, the correlation between wealth of nations and citizens’ wellbeing has 
become stronger.  The main reason is that early surveys were biased towards rich nations and 
correlations are sensitive to the variability in predictor variables.  The recent 2017 World Poll 
published some open, aggregated data that allowed me to compute the simple correlation 
between wealth (log GDP per capita) and the average rating on Cantril’s ladder.  Correlations 
from 2009 to 2016 ranged from r = .75 to r = .82.   
Even a strong correlation of this magnitude does not show causality.  Wealth is highly correlated 
with health, lack of corruption, and observance of human rights. Each one of these characteristics 
could contribute to the higher wellbeing of nations.  At present, the data show clearly that 
citizens of wealthy, democratic, Western nations report higher wellbeing than citizens in other 
nations.  
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The figure above shows income in actual dollars. The data suggest that an increase in per capita 
GDP by 10,000 dollars has a stronger effect on wellbeing for poor countries (e.g., an increase 
from $1,000 to $11,000 than at the high end of the wealth continuum (an increase from $30,000 
to $40,000).  The figure below confirms this by showing how life satisfaction increase as a 
function of doubling income. Now we see that it is possible to get the same increase in wellbeing 
by doubling $1,250 to $2,5000 and by doubling $20,000 to $40,000.  

 
If we assume that the relationship is causal, it shows the problem for rich nations. Real economic 
growth in rich nations (i.e., after correcting for inflation) is less than 3% per year. It would take 
several decades to double GDP / per capita.  Thus, governments are increasingly interested in 
wellbeing science to find other predictors of wellbeing.  
In the end, happiness is more likely to be found in the United States than in India. The media 
love to report odd findings such as “A study of the London School of Economics revealed that 
the happiest people on earth live in one of the world's poorest countries, Bangladesh.”  Even if a 
study would have found this, it is unlikely to be true. The West may lack some of the spirituality 
of traditional nations like India, the better living conditions in the West make up for this deficit. 
Wealth is not just frivolous consumption, it also helps to fulfill basic needs. Thus, the recent 
evidence is more consistent with basic-needs theory than with Easterlin’s comparison theory. 

5.4 Wealth and Health Satisfaction 
Fulfillment of basic needs does not end with water, food, and shelter. Another important factor is 
health. A large portion of GDP in wealthy nation is spent on health care. In Canada, 11.7% of 
GDP is spent on health care. The strong correlation between wealth and longevity shows that 
money can buy health. Deaton (2008) also found effects of wealth on health satisfaction. 
However, the following Figure shows that this relationship varies as a function of age. For young 
people health satisfaction is very high even in most poor countries. The reason is that young 
people have few health problems that require medical attention.  As people age, health problems 
increase. Consistent with this trend, the figure also shows that health satisfaction decreases with 
age. Most important, for the older groups the relationship between wealth and health satisfaction 
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is stronger. The lowest health satisfaction can be found for old people in poor nations. In 
contrast, 70-year old US Americans are nearly as satisfied with their health as 40-year old US 
Americans.   

 

5.5 Income Distribution  
It would go beyond the purpose of this introductory book to explain the concept of Gross 
Domenstic Product.  One main reason for the idea that GDP should be related to wellbeing is that 
in theory GDP per capita should be related to the average spending power of individuals and that 
individuals with more spending power are able to buy more wellbeing; that is, buy goods and 
services that increase their wellbeing.  However, the link between GDP and income is more 
complicated. Thus, a much better way to measure wealth of nations would be to compare 
citizens’ incomes rather than relying on GDP as an imperfect indicator of wellbeing. Until 
recently, this information was not available. In 2013, the Gallup World Poll asked respondents 
information about their income and reported median household and per capita incomes converted 
into US dollars on a purchasing power parity basis.  The use of the median rather than the mean 
adjusts for skewed distributions of income (i.e., in some countries a rich elite earns a large share 
of incomes).  Median income is a better measure of the typical income of the middle class (50% 
poorer and 50% richer).  
A comparison of the top 10 nations in terms of GDP/per capita and top 10 nations in terms of 
median income per capita shows some overlap and some differences.  
High GDP (> 40k) and High Median Income (> 15k) per capita: 
Switzerland, Norway, Sweden, Luxembourg, Denmark, United States, Canada, Australia 
High GDP (> 40k) and Low Median Income (< 15k) per capita: 
Netherlands, Germany, Austria, Belgium, Hong Kong, Ireland, Kuwait, Singapore, Taiwan, 
Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia 
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Rich countries in terms of GDP with a relatively rich middle class also tend to be countries with 
higher wellbeing.   
Happy (Ladder > 7) and rich (GDP > 40k) nations: 
Switzerland, Norway, Sweden, Luxembourg, Denmark, United States, Canada, Australia, 
Netherlands, Austria, Belgium.  
The only two nations with relatively low median income on this list are are Austria (median 
income per capita = 12k) and Belgium (medium income 10k).  In contrast, high GDP countries 
like Singapore or Saudi Arabia are not on the list. This confirms that median household income 
is a better of the average wealth of citizens and a better predictor of citizens’ average wellbeing. 
The relationship between wellbeing and median income is also visible in the correlation between 
median income and wellbeing among rich nations (GDP per capita > 40k).  The correlation with 
log median income is r(20) = .72, whereas the correlation with log GDP is r(20) = -.26.  
Across all nations with median income data in 2013, the differences between GDP and median 
income are less visible because there is such a big difference in wealth between the richest and 
poorest nations.  The correlation between wellbeing and GDP per capita is r(132) = .78 and 
r(132) = .81 for log GDP versus log median income.  
The movie “Crazy Rich Asians” illustrates why Singapore is a rich nation with relatively low 
wellbeing.  The wealth is concentrated in the hands of a “crazy” rich elite and does not reflect the 
spending power of the average citizen.  
In conclusion, GDP is an imperfect measure of wealth and does not take income distribution into 
account.  Median household income is a better measure of the average citizen’s wealth and a 
better predictor of wellbeing.  A rich middle class is a very good predictor of average wellbeing.  

5.5. Beyond Wealth 
A correlation of r = .8 is very strong and it is probably attenuated (lowered) by measurement 
error, but there is still room for additional predictors of wellbeing beyond wealth.  In part, there 
are (still) things that money cannot buy and cultures may also differ in the importance that they 
attach to material versus immaterial things.  A first step in the exploration of factors (causes) of 
wellbeing beyond wealth is to examine the residuals (discrepancies) in wellbeing that are not 
explained by median income.  
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Essentially, the question is which nations are above the regression line that predicts wellbeing 
from the (log) median income and which nations are below the regression line.   
The top 10 nations with the highest positive residuals are:  
Mexico, Costa Rica, Brazil, Panama, Colombia, El Salvador Chile, Zambia, Liberia, Guatemala.  
You do not have to be a rocket scientist to notice some similarity between the countries that are 
happier than we would predict based on income alone.  8 out of the 10 countries are in Latin 
America.  The same finding has been obtained in other surveys and with GDP as a predictor.   
It is less clear what makes Latin Americans happy without money.  Venezuela shows that money 
still matters in Latin America.  Wellbeing peaked in 2010 (7.5) and it was still high in 2013 
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(6.55), but plummeted during an economic crisis in recent years (4.04 in 2016).  However, 
stable, poor countries in Latin American nations report surprisingly high wellbeing. To explore 
happiness in Latin America it is interesting to look at the distribution of happiness in Latin 
America and to compare it to the distribution in Western Europe (see Figure).   
 

 
 
The most notable difference is that Western Europe has more 7s and 8s on the Cantril ladder, 
whereas Latin America has more 9s and twice as many 10s.  These differences in the 
distributions are also reflected in the Standard Deviations (a measure of variability).  Variability 
is lower in Western Europe (SD = 1.944) than in Latin America (SD = 2.329).   
One interpretation of this finding is that greater inequality in Latin America makes it possible for 
a larger portion of the rich to have very high wellbeing, whereas more egalitarian Western 
European nations have a larger middle class with high, but not very high wellbeing. If this were 
true, it would be important to examine why relatively poor, middle class Latin Americans are so 
happy with their lives, especially when they have very wealthy Latin Americans as a social 
comparison standard.  
The list of countries with lower wellbeing than one would predict based on wealth is more 
diverse.  
Syria, Bulgaria, Greece, South Africa, Ukraine, Hong Kong, Hungary, Togo, Portugal, and 
Egypt.  
It is harder to find a common theme among these countries, but for some countries low wellbeing 
is not surprising.  Syrian refugees are fleeing a country embroiled in a (civil) war.  In 2014, 
Russia annexed Crimea, which was an autonomous region of Ukraine and boarder conflicts 
continue until this day.  Greece enacted many austerity measures after the economic crisis, which 
may also contribute to the low wellbeing in Portugal.  South Africa is struggling after some 
euphoria immediately after the end of Apartheid.  A common theme may be that wellbeing 
requires economic and political stability, whereas uncertainty about the future undermines 
wellbeing.  
Aside from looking at specific nations, it is also possible to use continuous predictors to examine 
whether they explain additional variance in wellbeing above and beyond wealth.  
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The World Poll contains a number of additional predictor variables.  One predictor variable is 
Social Support.  Social support is measured with a self-report question whether a respondent has 
someone to count on in times of trouble.  Log-Median-Income alone explains 62% of the 
variance in wellbeing.  Social support alone explains 46% of the variance. Combined the two 
variables explain 68% of the variance, an increase by 6 percentage points for Log-Median-
Income alone.  This finding suggests that social support is an additional predictor of wellbeing 
above and beyond wealth.  One concern is that measurement error may inflate this effect size 
because social support was based on self-reports. 
The top 10 countries with high social support are Uganda, Paraguay, Mali, Mongolia, Thailand, 
Philippines, Colombia, Kenya, Botswana, and Senegal.  
Although some of these countries are in Latin America, social support does not explain why so 
many Latin American countries have higher wellbeing than their wealth predicts.  
It is also noteworthy that most people answer Yes to this simple Yes/No question. In Canada, 
percentages ranging from 96% in 2005 to 92% in 2016.  This means that the effect of social 
support does not reveal generally low social support in more modern and individualistic 
societies.  As most people report having social support, there is little variation to produce big 
differences in wellbeing.  At the same time, the high level of social support confirms that social 
relationships are a crucial part of a good life and that they invest in these relationships. 
Good health is important for wellbeing.  Accordingly, wealthy nations invest some of their 
wealth in health care.  The correlation between Log-Median-Income and the health measure in 
the World Poll (Healthy Life Expectancy at Birth) is very strong, r = .86.  Health alone predicted 
55% of the variance and it explained an additional 2% over the 62% explained by wealth alone. 
Good health care may explain partially why Canadians have higher wellbeing than US 
Americans. 
The top 10 countries with better health than expected based on their wealth are Chile, Georgia, 
Sri Lanka, China, Armenia, Singapore, Costa Rica, Vietnam, Albania, and Nicaragua.  I don’t 
know enough about health care in these countries, but it is interesting that Canada scores 
relatively higher (rank 81) than the United States (rank 101), showing better health in Canada 
controlling for wealth.   
The World Poll also asks a Yes/No question about freedom to make life choices.  The national 
average correlates only modestly with wealth, r = .28.   Freedom also is a relatively modest 
predictor of national differences in wellbeing, explaining 26% of the variance.  However, 
because the overlap with wealth is so modest, freedom adds 10% to the explained variance in the 
model with wealth as a predictor (total 72% explained variance).  
The top 10 countries in personal freedom controlling for wealth are Cambodia, Rwanda, 
Philippines, Vietnam, Paraguay, Guatemala, Dominical Republic, Costa Rica, New Zealand, and 
Niger.  
A final analysis examined the various predictors of wellbeing in a single multiple regression 
analysis.  This analysis showed that neither social support, nor health were significant unique 
predictors.  Removing these two predictors changed the amount of explained variance by less 
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than 1%, while freedom remained a significant predictor.  The analysis also showed that Latin 
American nations continued to score higher in wellbeing.  The contrast between Latin American 
countries and other countries added 9% explained variance to the model.    
According to the final model, wellbeing increases by 3.34 points on the 0-10 scale ladder from 
the poorest country to the richest country (measured by log median income), 1.17 points from the 
country with the lowest percentage of freedom to the country with the highest reported freedom, 
and 1.04 points from non-Latin American countries to Latin American countries.  The intercept 
is 2.83.  According to this model, the happiest country would be a Latin American country that is 
as wealthy as Luxembourg and as free as “Afghanistan” (i.e., 94% of the population say that they 
are free to make life choices.  
Personally, I am skeptical about the validity of some of the self-reported predictors. It is actually 
impressive that a single life satisfaction question can show such a high correlation with an 
objective indicator like GDP. This attests to the validity of the Cantril’ ladder as a measure of 
wellbeing. 
To summarize, the World Poll data have provided valuable information about national 
differences in self-reported wellbeing.  The main advantage of subjective reports is that 
individuals from different cultures are not measured by objective, culturally biased indicators of 
wellbeing. For example, economic indicators may not be suitable for Bhutanese citizens.  
However, the data show a strong correlation between economic indicators of wealth and 
subjective reports of wellbeing.  This finding is consistent with the hypothesis that humans share 
some universal basic needs and that wealthy nations make it easier for citizens to fulfill these 
needs. In addition, citizens in wealthy nations live longer.  So, they benefit both quantitatively 
and qualitatively from wealth by having loner and better lives than citizens of poor countries.  
The second important predictor of wellbeing is freedom.  Freedom is valuable because aside 
from the fulfillment of universal basic needs, individuals also have unique conceptions of the 
ideal life.  For example, the freedom to marry or not to marry or to marry a man or a woman 
independent of gender allows individuals to create a life that matches their ideal.  A recent 
survey showed that suicide rates among women in India are decreasing, which was attributed to 
changes in the traditional practice of arranged marriages (Economist, November, 2018).  
Despite the wealth of new information many open questions remain.  Even the correlation with 
wealth does not prove that wealth causes higher wellbeing.  Many predictors of nations’ 
wellbeing are highly correlated with each other and may influence each other.  Happy citizens 
are more likely to be healthy and healthy citizens are more likely to be productive.  The happiest 
nations score high on all predictors of wellbeing.   
One puzzling finding is the high wellbeing in Latin America. Although it is not difficult to come 
up with possible explanations for this difference, it is also possible that it is a response style. The 
measure of social support in the World Poll did not explain unique variance in wellbeing and the 
difference between Latin America and the rest of the world remained when it was included as a 
predictor.  More in depth research on wellbeing in Latin America is needed.   

5.7. Unhappy East Asia? 
In the 1990s, psychologists increasingly started to conduct cross-cultural studies.  At this time, 
Japan emerged as the first non-Western economic superpower and many cross-cultural studies 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2018/11/24/why-suicide-is-falling-around-the-world-and-how-to-bring-it-down-more
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focused on differences between the United States and Japan.  This research was fueled by 
Markus and Kitayama (1991) influential article that distinguished between the US as a 
prototypical individualistic or independent culture and Japan as a prototypical collectivistic or 
interdependent culture.  Diener and colleagues found in several studies that Japanese, but also 
Korean students, reported lower wellbeing than US American students.  The World Poll data 
show that these differences are not entirely due to economic factors.  Japan and South Korea 
(both 5.96 on the Cantril Ladder in 2013) are less happy nations than Belgium (7.10), Ireland 
(6.76), or Spain (6,15), although they have higher median income per capita (~ 11k) than the 
Western European nations (7k to 10k). 
Naturally, psychologists tend to look for cultural explanations of national differences in 
wellbeing.  However, cross-cultural studies make it difficult to separate economic and societal 
factors from cultural factors.  Kim, Oishi, and Schimmack (2012) took advantage of the diversity 
of students at the University of Toronto Mississauga campus to address this problem.  Canadian 
students, especially those born in Canada, life in the same society and enjoy the relatively high 
living standard in Canada, but they still differ to some extent in cultural values.  Thus, if culture 
has an influence on wellbeing, there should still be a difference in wellbeing between Asian 
Canadian and European Canadian students.  
Previous research suggested that North Americans are more likely to see life with positive 
illusions than Asians, who tend to be more realistic in their self-perceptions.  The problem for 
studies of positive illusions and wellbeing is that self-ratings of wellbeing can also be biased by 
positive illusions.  To address this concern, Kim et al. (2012) used self-ratings and informant 
ratings to measure wellbeing.  They reasoned that informants would be able to notice whether a 
friend is happy no matter whether their happiness is based on reality or on illusions. 
To obtain self-ratings and informant ratings, students were recruited in friendship pairs.  Both 
students rated their own wellbeing and their friend’s wellbeing. In addition, they rated their own 
personality and their friend’s personality.  The personality ratings were used to measure positive 
illusions by separating the actual content of a personality item from its desirability.  For example, 
people with positive illusions will describe themselves as calmer, friendlier, more artistic, and 
more hard-working than they really are.   
Kim et al.’s study produced several findings.  First, participants who have positive illusions 
about themselves also tend to have positive illusions about a friend.  That is, some people are just 
more positive.  Second, participants with more positive illusions about themselves and others 
also reported higher wellbeing.  Third, participants with more positive illusions were not rated by 
their friend as having higher wellbeing (there was a small positive relation but it was not 
significant).  Finally, European Canadians were more likely to have positive illusions about 
themselves and about their friend. This means that Asian Canadians are not more likely to rate 
others more favorably as some theories of collectivistic cultures may suggest.  
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Taking all of these results together suggests that culture shapes the way individuals see 
themselves and how realistic they are in their perceptions of themselves and others, but the study 
does not support the hypothesis that Asian values lead to lower wellbeing.  In turn, these results 
suggest that the lower wellbeing in Japan and South Korea reflects societal factors rather than 
cultural factors.  Although the existing evidence is not definitive, it suggests that societal factors, 
such as freedom and resources, are more important than cultural values.  This is also consistent 
with the finding that within nations values are mostly unrelated to wellbeing (Chapter 4), and 
with the view of wellbeing as subjective. As long as there are no impediments to fulfillment, 
individuals’ in different cultures can pursue wellbeing in different ways; Germans eat potatoes 
and Indians eat rice; Italians eat with forks and Chinese eat with chopsticks; as long as they have 
something to eat, they can all be happy. 

5.8. Immigrants 
Migration is not limited to East Asia.  North America is the home of immigrants from all over 
the world.  A few studies have examined national differences in wellbeing using North American 
immigrants.  Several questions can be examined in these studies.  First, is the wellbeing of 
immigrants different from the wellbeing of citizens in their home countries?  If this were not the 
case, it would suggest that national differences in wellbeing have a genetic basis (e.g., 
immigrants from Africa do not change skin pigmentation and the reason is that pigmentation is a 
heritable trait).  Second, it is possible to compare the wellbeing of immigrants to the wellbeing of 
individuals born in North America. If there were no differences, it would suggest that there are 
no genetic differences and society fully determines national differences in wellbeing.  Finally, 
the variation in wellbeing of immigrants from different nations can provide further evidence 
about causes of these differences.  
Rice and Steele (2004) examined immigrants’ wellbeing in the United States, using data from the 
World Value Survey.  The main finding was that immigrants, on average, were happier than 
citizens in their home countries, but not as happy as born-US Americans.  They also found that 
wellbeing of immigrants was correlated with the wellbeing in their country of origin.  
More recently, two articles examined the same questions in much larger samples of Canadian 
immigrants.  
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Frank, Hou, and Schellenberg (2016) found that for most nationalities, Canadian immigrants had 
higher wellbeing than citizens in their country of origin (Table).  For example, average wellbeing 
in China is 6.73, whereas (mainland) Chinese immigrants’ wellbeing is 7.35. This difference 
shrinks a bit after statistical adjustments (e.g., income) are made, but it remains significant (0.45 
vs. 0.65).  The difference is even larger for immigrants from India (2.04 before and 1.73 after 
adjustment) and Pakistan (2.83 before and 2.61 after adjustment).  Only immigrants from New 
Zealand, Colombia, and the Netherlands are less happy than citizens in their home countries.  
This finding suggests that societal factors play a role, although it theoretically also possible that 
immigrants from Hong Kong were already happier than people in Hong Kong. To address the 
problem of selection, it would be necessary to do a longitudinal study or at least examine 
whether time since immigration is related to wellbeing.  
Despite large differences in wellbeing in China, India, and Pakistan, immigrants from these three 
countries have similar and high levels of wellbeing (7.35, 7.85, 7.68).  This finding is consistent 
with Kim et al.’s (2012) comparison of Asian Canadian students and suggests that the high 
wellbeing in Canada reflects societal factors like wealth and freedom.  
 
Frank et al. also examined predictors of changes in wellbeing (e.g., bigger increase for 
immigrants from Pakistan than China).  They found that wealth (GDP per capita) was a 
significant negative predictor (see Figure).  That is, immigrants from rich home countries (e.g., 
New Zealand, Netherlands) gained less (or not at all) from immigration whereas poorer countries 
gained more in wellbeing.  In contrast, a measure of freedom (civil liberty) was not a significant 
predictor, but this measure is different from the freedom measure in the world poll.  Thus, while 
it is not clear whether freedom contributes to wellbeing, the significant effect for wealth suggests 
that wealth is a cause of higher wellbeing. 
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Table 3 compares immigrants’ wellbeing to the wellbeing of Canadians born in Canada.  In 
general, immigrants’ wellbeing tends to be lower than born-Canadians wellbeing.  However, 
Latin Americans report high wellbeing, often higher than wellbeing of born Canadians, whereas 
wellbeing of immigrants from South and East Asia tends to be lower than the wellbeing of born 
Canadians.   
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This brings up the important question whether these differences reflect real differences in 
wellbeing or merely reporting styles.  Kim et al. (2012) also found that Asian Canadians reported 
lower wellbeing than European Canadians, but this difference was only visible in self-ratings and 
disappeared after taking positive illusions into account.   
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Berry and Feng Hou (2016) published a second paper on immigrants’ wellbeing.  The study 
examined how much immigrants identified with being Canadian and how much they still had 
their original identity (e.g., an immigrant from Germany, a German identity).  The measures 
were fairly independent so that Berry and Hou created four groups.  Integration implied a 
positive identification with Canada and the home country.  Assimilation meant a positive 
Canadian identity.  Separation refers to positive identification with the home country without a 
Canadian identity.  Finally, marginalization refers to negative attitudes towards Canada and the 
home country.  In a regression model, Assimilation was no different from Integration, which 
were both associated with higher wellbeing than separation and marginalization.  This shows that 
immigrants do not have to give up their old identity. As long as they have a positive Canadian 
identity, they can have high wellbeing.  
The regression analysis also provides additional interesting information.  The age effects show 
that immigrants who migrated before adulthood (< 18years) have higher wellbeing than 
immigrants who came to Canada as adults.  This finding suggests that it is easier to integrate into 
Canadian culture at a younger age and further suggests that the higher wellbeing of immigrants is 
not just a selection effect.  The table also shows that immigrants who came as refugees have 
lower wellbeing than other immigrants.  This finding suggests that economic status plays a role 
because refugees are more likely to come from poorer nations. It is also possible that trauma may 
play a role, but refugees do not show higher levels of mental health problems.  Finally, perceived 
discrimination is a significant negative predictor.  Discrimination may explain why some 
immigrant groups had lower wellbeing than born-Canadians in the previous study.  
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5.9. Beyond Happiness 
Wellbeing is sometimes considered the ultimate goal for individuals. Why would anybody 
consciously choose a life with less wellbeing (further from the ideal life) than a life with more 
wellbeing (closer to the ideal life)?  In philosophy, wellbeing theories are also often theories 
about the optimal allocation of resources. Utilitarian theories postulate that the best policies 
maximize average wellbeing.  Aside from philosophical and ethical concerns about utilitarianism 
(Sumner, 1996), Veenhoven pointed out that subjective wellbeing measures ignore other 
important aspects of public policy.  The most obvious and uncontroversial aspect of human lives 
that is not captured in national comparisons of life satisfaction is life expectancy.   
The importance of life expectancy is illustrated in utopian science fiction movies like Logan’s 
Run (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logan%27s_Run_(film)).  In the movie, citizens of an 
underground world live a good life, but at age 30 they are essentially killed.  When given a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logan%27s_Run_(film)
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choice between a highly satisfying life that ends at 30 and a life that is just satisfying and longer, 
many students prefer a longer, satisfying life, over a short life that perfectly matches their ideal 
life.  At the same time, living a long life in misery is also not desirable.  Few students want to 
live a life that matches the worst possible life for 100 years.   
The problem for subjective wellbeing measures is that nobody knows how long they are going to 
life and how their life decisions influence their life expectancy.  As a result, life satisfaction 
judgments do not capture this aspect of humans’ wellbeing.  The only solution would be to 
obtain life satisfaction judgments just before people die so that these judgments can incorporate 
the length of life.  Aside from ethical considerations, this is not a practical solution to the 
problem.   
In national comparisons, it is possible to treat measures of life-expectancy and life satisfaction as 
complementary indicators of wellbeing.  Veenhoven proposed to integrate these two indicators 
of a good society by multiplying life-expectancy (e.g., 80 years) with life satisfaction measured 
on a scale from 0 to 1 (7 on a 0-10 scale = .7 on a 0-1 scale).  Veenhoven calls this product 
happy-life-expectancy. I prefer the term good-life-years (80 years * .7 evaluation = 56 good life 
years).  By scaling wellbeing form 0 to 1, wellbeing acts as a weight.  A perfect year, adds a full 
year to the good life-years. In contrast, a barely satisfying year (.5 on 0-1 scale), adds only half a 
year to the good life years.   
The inclusion of life-expectancy is important because national wealth is often spent on extending 
life-expectancy rather than increasing wellbeing.  This can be seen in dramatically longer life-
expectancies in nations that have become wealthier.  For example, life expectancy in China has 
increased from 43 years in 1960 to 76 years in 2015, and it is on track to catch up with life-
expectancy in the United States, which for the first time is starting to decrease.   
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Even poor countries have seen increases in life-expectancy, but not at the same rate as China. For 
example, life-expectancy in Burundi was about the same as in China in 1960. It increased from 
43 years to 59 years, but it is now 19 years lower than in China.   

 
 
As people get older, health care costs increase because older people need more medical care just 
like older cars cost more to maintain.  So, even if money would not be able to buy better lives, it 
does buy longer lives, which for many people is also part of their subjective conception of the 
ideal life.  
One objection to the creation of a happy-life-expectancy indicator is that the measure assumes 
that the importance of having a good life and a long life can be captured in a simple formula. For 
example, some people may be willing to trade higher quality in their early years for a longer life.  
For example, being an 8 on a 0-10 wellbeing scale for 70 years may be better than being a 7 for 
80 years.  For scientific purposes it is also more meaningful to study predictors of quality 
separately from predictors of health and longevity.  Nevertheless, Veenhoven deserves credit for 
pointing out a major problem of relying exclusively on subjective wellbeing judgments to 
compare nations.  Nobody can ask the dead whether they would have liked to live longer.  
Earlier I showed that Latin American nations have higher average wellbeing than their wealth 
predicts.  One possible explanation could be that these nations spend more money on good lives 
and invest less in longer lives.  However, data do not support this hypothesis.  
 
 
 



Religion 

75 

 
 
Life expectancy in Brazil is nearly as high as in China, but Brazilians are happier than Chinese 
people despite approximately equal wealth.  And Colombians also have similar life expectancy 
(74 years), are much poorer, and happier than people in China.  A regression analysis supports 
this finding. Latin American nations have higher life expectancy than their wealth predicts.  As 
Latin America also has higher subjective wellbeing, Latin America also has more good-life 
years. Adjusting for wealth, Latin Americans have, on average, 10 more happy life years.  

5.10 Sustainability 
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Fulfilling human needs and extending life expectancy is expensive. The more people there are, 
the more money needs to be earned on a per capita (per person) basis.  Before adjusting GDP by 
population, China is now more than twice as rich as Japan.  However, there live 1.4 billion 
people in China, compared to 130 million people in Japan.  This means that on a per capita basis, 
Japan is still a lot wealthier than China.  

 
 
Since the industrial revolution, the global human population has increased exponential.  

 
 
The increase in the population is related to the extension of life expectancy.  Although the 
industrial revolution can be credited for the increase in good life years per capita, it also poses 
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major problems for the future.  Despite further technological advances, it seems impossible that 
further growth of the human population and further improvements in the quality of human lives 
are sustainable.  Fortunately, population growth is slowing, but the ecological consequences of 
humanity’s pursuit of happiness are threatening the wellbeing of future generations.  Thus, the 
wellbeing of future generations and other species needs to be considered.  Maximizing good life 
years for the currently living generations would be inconsistent with the idea that each generation 
plays a role in extending human history.  I believe that few people, especially parents, would 
willingly choose to maximize their own good life years at the expense of their children and their 
grand-children’s wellbeing. At the same time, there are no signs that a large number of people 
are willing to sacrifice their own wellbeing for the sake of future generations.    
The New Economics Foundation in the United Kingdom developed the Happy Planet Index to 
take sustainability into account.  Although the Happy Planet Index is evolving, the main addition 
of the index is to incorporate sustainability.  A nation’s happy planet index increases with higher 
subjective wellbeing and longer life expectancy and it decreases with more energy consumption.  
The 2016 ranking of nations shows that Costa Rica had the top spot, whereas countries with 
higher wellbeing and good life years like Canada ranked lower (85 out of 140) because they 
consume more resources.  Canadians benefits from resources like the oil sands in Alberta, but the 
extraction of oil adds to the carbon footprint of Canadians. The extreme climate in many parts of 
Canada also requires use of resources to heat or cool buildings.  
I agree that sustainability is an important policy goal and I believe that Canadians need to reduce 
their ecological footprint. However, national rankings in terms of the Happy Planet Index are 
misleading. Canadians cannot simply pretend that they live close to the equator and stop heating 
their houses in the winter.  Moreover, the Happy Planet Index ignores that wealth is created in 
international trade. Banking is a relatively clean industry and it is concentrated in Switzerland. 
Rich Swiss people buy products produced in countries with more energy-intensive industries. I 
am not sure how a simple index can take the complexity of global supply chains into account.  I 
also do not believe that poor countries should stop trying to invest in their economies because a 
low ecological footprint compensates for shorter lives and lower wellbeing.  Although it is true 
that poverty forces people to consume few resources (see cartoon), poverty also has negative 
consequences for the wellbeing of future generations that are born into poverty.   
In conclusion, sustainability creates further problems for a simple utilitarian agenda that aims to 
produce the greatest happiness for the greatest number of living people.  A simplistic reliance on 
wellbeing not only ignores the wellbeing of people who died young, it also ignores the wellbeing 
of people who are not even born yet.  Nevertheless, everything else being equal, nations with 
more satisfied citizens are better, and citizens’ wellbeing should be among the policy goals of 
every government. 

5.11 Conclusion 
Cross-national comparisons of wellbeing have come a long way since Cantril conducted the first 
study of national differences in wellbeing in 1965, about half a century ago. The first data 
showed no clear relationship between countries’ economic development and wealth and 
wellbeing, but nowadays the evidence shows a strong correlation.  Studies of immigrants show 
that wellbeing increases when individuals move from poor nations to affluent nations and that 
the increase in wellbeing is proportional to the wealth gap between nations.  Across nations, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Economics_Foundation
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there is also some evidence that freedom is another predictor of nations with happy citizens.  
However, a study of immigrants did not find that gaining freedom led to a bigger increase in 
immigrants’ wellbeing. Finally, Latin Americans are happier in Latin America and as immigrants 
in Canada.  Latin Americans also have relatively long lives and more good life years. Although 
the reasons for this difference are unclear, the secret to happiness appears to be Wealth, 
Freedom, and Samba or Salsa.   
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 6 RELIGION 

6. RELIGION AND WELLBEING 
Religion is a sensitive topic that can generate heated debates and conflicts between individuals 
who belong to different religions or between religious and non-religious people; atheists. It is 
therefore especially important to point out that research on religion and wellbeing does not 
address deeper questions about morality or the truth of religious beliefs. Religious people are 
unlikely to change their beliefs simply because some studies show that religious people are less 
satisfied with their lives or have lower wellbeing than atheists. After all, religious people have 
risked their lives and endured religious persecution to defend their religious beliefs. Similarly, 
evidence that religion has positive effects on wellbeing may not change atheists’ world views. It 
is also likely that religion has some positive effects on wellbeing (e.g., it may provide answers to 
questions about meaning) and some negative effects on wellbeing (e.g., being a religious 
minority). It is therefore unlikely that religiosity has a strong positive or negative effect on 
wellbeing. It is more likely that religious beliefs influence people’s conceptions of the ideal life 
and shape their actual lives for better or for worse. If people from different religions were able to 
pursue lives in accordance with their religious values and ideals, we would expect similar levels 
of wellbeing across different religions as well as unreligious individuals.  For example, although 
we may judge patrons of a church and a nightclub differently, they may have the same wellbeing. 
 
 

 
 
Image of a church and a nightclub right next to each other in downtown Toronto.  
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6.1 History of Empirical Studies 
One of the earliest studies of subjective wellbeing found a small positive correlation between 
religiosity and wellbeing (Hartmann, 1934).  A meta-analysis of early studies on this issue 
confirmed this finding (Witter et al., 1985). The meta-analysis also suggested that religious 
engagement was more important than religiosity.  A literature review in 1999 confirmed once 
more that religious people tend to be happier than people who are not religious (agnostic, 
atheistic) (Diener et al., 1999).  One limitation of these studies was that they focused nearly 
exclusively on the United States and compared Christians with Non-Christians. Another problem 
is that the studies did not explain why religious people would be happier.   

6.2 International Studies 
The World Value Survey provides an opportunity to examine the relationship between religion 
and wellbeing on a broader scale across many nations and different religions. The WVS asked 
national representative samples in over 80 nations about their life satisfaction. It also asked 
several questions about religion.  One question asked about the attendance of religious services. 
Another one asked whether respondents are religious or not.  I used these data to explore the 
relationship between religion and wellbeing around the world. 
 
The results are not as simple as studies in the United States suggest and the answer depends on 
the way the data are analyzed.  One way to analyze the data is simply to correlate individuals’ 
level of religiosity with their wellbeing (a rating on a life satisfaction scale). This analysis shows 
a small negative correlation. The correlation for attendance of religious services was r = -.05, and 
the correlation for being a religious person was r = -.03.  This shows that the positive correlation 
in the United States cannot be generalized to the world. Across the world, more religious 
individuals are slightly less likely to be happy with their lives.  
 
One possible explanation for this finding is that religiosity is confounded with nations’ wealth.  
Some of the wealthiest and richest nations in the world also tend to be secular (not religious; e.g., 
Denmark). It is therefore important to distinguish between individuals’ religiosity and national 
levels of religious engagement. To do so statistically, I computed the average level of religiosity 
of each country and correlated it with the country’s wellbeing.  This correlation was negative, 
supporting the idea that more religious countries have lower average wellbeing, presumably 
because they are poorer.  
 
To examine the relationship between individuals’ religiosity and wellbeing, I removed the 
national differences in religiosity and wellbeing. In this analysis it only matters whether 
individuals are more or less religious than the national average.  When I computed these 
correlations, I found a positive correlation for attendance of religious services (r = .06) and for 
being religious (r = .04).   
 
Thus, we can conclude that more religious countries have less satisfied citizens, but within each 
country, religious individuals are happier than less religious individuals.  Based on these 
findings, we might expect that the happiest people are religious citizens in secular and happy 
nations like Denmark.  However, we cannot simply assume that this is the case. To examine how 
religion influences wellbeing, we have to examine nations’ religiosity and individual’s religiosity 



Religion 

81 

together.  This is what Diener and colleagues did when they analyzed the World Poll data.  In 
addition, they included a measure of economic hardship. 
 
In the analysis across nations, they also found a negative correlation between religiosity and 
wellbeing.  Moreover, they found that this relationship disappeared when they included the 
measure of economic hardship.  This finding can be interpreted in several ways. One 
interpretation is that economic hardship makes people more religious and less happy. Another 
explanation is that religion leads to more economic hardship, which in turn leads to less 
happiness.  The emergence of secular societies is related to the development of science and the 

industrial revolution, which gave 
humans more control over their 
environment.  In contrast, religion has 
sometimes resisted scientific 
development.  Accordingly, religious 
rules that impede progress and wealth 
creation (e.g., excluding women work) 
could cause lower wellbeing.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
At the individual level, the study found a 
positive relationship between religiosity and 
wellbeing, but this finding was not true across 
all nations.  Religious people were happier than 
non-religious individuals in religious countries, 
but there was no difference between religious 
and secular individuals in secular nations.  
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In conclusion, the results are consistent with the idea that religion is not a strong predictor of 
wellbeing.  Although religion has shaped human cultures and individuals’ lives, being religious 
does not mean that individuals sacrifice their wellbeing on Earth for a better afterlife, nor does 
believing in a God make lives on Earth better.  Nevertheless, it remains unclear why religious 
individuals in some countries, including the United States, are happier than non-religious people. 
Moreover, the existing studies have not examined whether there are differences between 
different religions in wellbeing.   

6.3 Religion Across the 50 States of the United States of America 
The United States are interesting for many reasons. One reason is that the United States, like the 
EU, is not a homogeneous country, but rather a federation of 50 rather distinct states with 
different climates and cultural values. This makes it possible to examine the relationship between 
religion and wellbeing across the 50 states.  This makes it possible to correlate the average level 
of wellbeing with the average level of religiosity across the 50 states. When I computed this 
correlation, using Gallup data of wellbeing levels and Wikipedia data on religiosity, I found a 
strong negative correlation, r = -.5. This finding mirrors the results in international comparisons. 
It would be interesting to examine whether the happiness bonus from being religious is more 
pronounced in religious states.   

6.4 Heaven or Hell and Wellbeing 

 
The World Value Survey also asked questions about specific religious beliefs. In particular, they 
asked respondents whether they belief in heaven and whether they belief in hell.   

Shariff and Aknin 
(2014) found that 
believing in hell was a 
negative predictor of 
wellbeing in analyses 
of nations and in 
analyses of 
individuals.  The 
Figure shows the 
correlation across 
nations.  Once more 
Latin American 
countries are 
prominent examples 
of countries in which 
individuals are more 
likely to believe in 
heaven than in hell.   
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6.5 Religious Denomination and Wellbeing 
I also examined mean differences between 
religious groups in the World Value Survey. 
The results are summarized in the Table below. 
N refers to the number of respondents and LS 
is the average score on a life satisfaction 
question (1-10). Based on these numbers one 
can find considerable mean differences 
between different religions.  
This simple comparison of averages is 
problematic because it confounds religion with 
other characteristics such as the wealth of a 
nation. Most of the Sikhs and Hindus in the 
study were living in India so that their 
relatively low averages reflect wellbeing in 
India as much as the wellbeing of Hindus or 
Sikhs. Similarly, most orthodox Christians live 
in Eastern Europe, which is characterized by 

relatively low wellbeing.  The studies of immigrants show that wellbeing changes dramatically 
when Hindus, Muslims or Orthodox Christians migrate from their countries of origin to Canada.  
And Canada is a fairly free and tolerant society that lets immigrants maintain their culture and 
religion.  The study of Asian Canadian and European Canadian students showed practically no 
differences in wellbeing although many South Asian students identify as Muslim or Hindu.  
Thus, cross-national comparisons are not very informative when it comes to religion.   
A better way to examine the relationship between religion and wellbeing is to compare different 
religious groups within the same nation. This is not possible in some nations in which only one 
religion is dominant, but there are many nations with at least two religions. The following table 
shows that there are generally only small differences between religious groups within the same 
nation. The table also suggests that the wellbeing of religious groups is influenced by their status. 
For example, in India Hinduism is the dominant religion and Hindus have higher life satisfaction 
than Muslims and Sikhs. In contrast, in Malaysia, Islam is the dominant religion, and Muslims 
have higher life satisfaction than Hindus. 
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Protestants are happier than Catholics in the United States, but in Trinidad Protestants are 
slightly less happy than Catholics.  These results suggest that being a religious minority can lead 
to lower wellbeing. One plausible explanation for this would be discrimination.  In countries 
where religion is an important part of public life, being a minority can create problems. Although 
religious persecutions are less common these days, religious differences are still a source of 
conflict and religion is still a major reason for refugees to leave their home country.   
 
The lower wellbeing of religious minorities may also explain why non-religious people have 
lower wellbeing in religious countries.  Just like religious minorities, atheists may face hostility 
and discrimination in highly religious societies. This may also explain the lower wellbeing of 
non-religious people in the United States, where atheists are seen negatively in public opinion 
surveys (Pew Research Center, 2017). 
 
 
 
 

http://www.pewforum.org/2017/02/15/americans-express-increasingly-warm-feelings-toward-religious-groups/
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6.6 Possible Causal Mechanisms 
Few studies have tried to test how religion influences wellbeing.  Even if there is no overall 
effect of religion on wellbeing, it is possible that religion has both positive and negative effects 
that largely cancel each other out.  For example, a previous study suggested that believing in 
heaven increases wellbeing, whereas believing in hell decreases wellbeing.  For individuals who 
believe in both heaven and hell these effects would cancel.  

6.6.1.  Health  
A common theme of religions is to curb desires and to motivate people to focus on the long-term 
consequences of their actions. This suggest that religious people are more likely to live a 
healthier and longer live (Oman & Syme, 2018), which always reminds me of a stupid joke from 
my German childhood.  
“A man goes to the doctor and asks what he can do to live 100 years. The doctor tells him to eat 
healthy, not to smoke or drink, and to abstain from sex.  The man asks the doctor how sure he is 
that this will actually make him live 100 years. The doctor’s reply is ‘I don’t know, but it sure 
will feel like it.”  
Many people share the doctor’s view and rather willingly focus on short-term pleasure (smoking, 
drinking, eating too much) with potential negative health consequences (lung cancer, sexually 
transmitted diseases, etc.).  However, not all of the evidence supports this conclusion. A large 
study in Canada (N > 20,000) found no relationship between religiosity and health (Dilmaghani, 
2018).  A single-item self-report measure of health showed practically identical means for highly 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-3-319-73966-3_15
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religious (32% of sample, M = 3.79), average religious (46% of sample, M  =3.77), and secular 
(22% of sample, M = 3.75) Canadians.  Sibley and Bulbulia (2012) examined health satisfaction 
before and after an Earthquake in New Zealand that killed 185 people.  The results showed no 
differences between religious (N = 178) and non-religious (N = 254) inhabitants of the affected 
region.  In short, although religion has been linked to living a longer life, there is no evidence 
that health explains the relationship between religiosity and wellbeing. 
The one exception to the rule is the United States.  In the most recent World Value Survey, 
active members of a religious organization reported better health than individuals who were not 
members of a religious organization (M = 7.19 vs. M = 6.66, converted to a 0-10 scale).  The 
difference remained significant after controlling for age and several other variables. 
Interestingly, this difference is not found in Australia (6.72 vs. 6.86). 
Using data from Wikipedia, I found a strong negative correlation between religiosity and life 
expectancy across the 50 states, r = -.58.  Once more this correlation shows that religiosity is 
confounded with other factors and that those factors tend to be negatively related with health. 
Further analyses of the WVS data show that the difference between religious and non-religious 
Americans holds for Protestants and Catholics, and in analyses by regions, except for the 
Northeast.  
Although it remains possible that religion is associated with better health in the United States, 
additional analyses show that health does not explain higher wellbeing among religious 
Americans.  When religious affiliation and health were used as predictors of life satisfaction, 
religious affiliation was a significant predictor of wellbeing, but health was no longer a 
significant predictor.  
In conclusion, religiosity is not a universal predictor of better health and subjective perceptions 
of better health among Americans do not explain why religious Americans report higher 
wellbeing.   

6.6.2 Social Support 
One possible causal mechanism could be social support. Religion is not just a set of beliefs. It is 
a set of beliefs and practices that is shared with others. Being part of a larger group of people 
who share one’s beliefs and values is also likely to be beneficial for wellbeing. The positive 
feeling of being surrounded by like-minded people is not unique to religions. It is also shared by 
sports fans when they support their team during games. However, religious groups also provide 
support for each other and may provide actual help rather than a pleasant distraction from real 
problems. Along these lines of thought, the famous sociologist Durkheim (1915) proposed that 
religion is beneficial because it provides members of religious groups with a social network. 
One problem with this hypothesis is that the benefit of religion was seen predominantly in 
traditional, highly religious cultures.  In these collectivistic cultures, people live in close social 
networks whether they are religious or not.  Maintaining close social relations appears to be a 
bigger problem in modern, individualistic societies. If religion were helpful to feel connected in 
individualistic societies, religious individuals should be happier in modern societies, but they are 
not (Diener et al., 2011).  Maybe social ties in happy and secular nations like Denmark are tight 
because these countries are relatively small and most citizens have deep roots in these countries. 
In contrast, religion is a positive predictor in the United States, which is a large country with 
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many recent immigrants and high mobility.  Thus, social support could explain why religion 
predicts higher wellbeing in the United States, but not in other modern, individualistic societies.  
The evidence is mixed. The World Value Survey (Wave 6) does not contain direct questions 
about social support. However, one question asks about seeing oneself as part of the local 
community.  Being religious could help people feel connected with the community, especially in 
religious parts of the United States.  However, a regression analysis showed that feeling 
connected did not explain why religious Americans are happier.  
Data from a large, nationally representative sample in Germany (SOEP) showed that protestants 
and Catholics were happier than atheists (Sinnewe & Dollery, 2014). This difference disappeared 
when attendance of religious services was entered into the regression model. This finding 
suggests that being religious only enhances wellbeing, when religious individuals participate in 
religious activities.  
In conclusion, there is suggestive evidence that religion can increase wellbeing for people who 
are active members of a religious community by providing social support.  This would imply that 
the benefits of religion are not intrinsic to religious beliefs. As long as non-religious individuals 
receive social support, they can be just as happy as religious people. For example, fan clubs of a 
sports team may serve the same function for atheists. 

6.6.3. Religiosity and Domain Satisfaction 
One problem of studies with global life satisfaction measures is that global life satisfaction is 
influenced by hundreds of specific life aspects and each one could contribute to the relationship 
between religiosity and wellbeing.  Studies of domain satisfaction are useful because they can 
reveal which aspects of individuals’ lives are shaped by religion.  For example, if religious 
people are happier with the weather than non-religious individuals, it suggests that religion 
shapes expectations and possibly a sense of acceptance and gratitude.  If religion would predict 
higher financial satisfaction, especially while holding income constant, it would suggest that 
religiosity is related to lower materialistic goals.  And so on.  Unfortunately, few studies have 
utilized domain satisfaction judgments in this way.  
The World Value Survey contains only one domain satisfaction question about financial 
satisfaction.  Across all nations (controlling for national averages), religious affiliation predicts 
higher financial satisfaction while controlling for actual income.  Religious affiliation also 
predicts higher life satisfaction.  Adding financial satisfaction to the regression model slightly 
reduces the effect of religious affiliation, but the effect remains significant.  It is unclear whether 
other domains are more strongly related to religion and whether other domains would fully 
explain the relationship between religiosity and wellbeing.  
The German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) is a large, longitudinal study that includes questions 
about global life-satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and attendance of religious services. I 
analyzed the data from the years 2004 and 2009, that also included questions about personality to 
control for potential personality confounds.  I found that attendance of religious services was 
positively correlated with satisfaction in several life domains. The strongest relationship was 
found for financial satisfaction. These relationships partially explained the higher level of global 
life-satisfaction. One plausible explanation of this finding is that religion is related to lower 
materialism and as a result higher satisfaction with finances. Maybe religiosity is also more 
generally related to more contentment with the actual life.  
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I also analyzed my own data from the Mississauga Family Study that examined the wellbeing of 
461 families. Each family consisted of one student and both biological parents.  The composition 
of the sample reflected the diversity of the GTA, including the diversity of religious 
denominations. The three largest groups were Catholics, Hindus, and Muslims.  The measures of 
religiosity were questions about the importance of religion and the frequency of religious 
practices (praying or attending a place of worship).  The two measures were highly correlated, r 
> .7. The questionnaire included satisfaction ratings of 11 life domains that varied in importance 
(e.g., weather, work, finances).   For the students, none of the correlations were significant.  For 
the parents, the importance of religion was significantly correlated with self-ratings of life 
satisfaction. For mothers, religious importance was positively related to satisfaction with her 
parents, spouse, work, progress towards life goals, recreation, and friendships.  For fathers, 
religious importance was significantly related to satisfaction with parents, spouse, and traffic 
conditions.  These findings are consistent with the German results. However, another possibility 
is that religiosity is related to a response style to report higher life satisfaction. The GTA family 
study provided an opportunity to test these competing hypotheses because students provided 
informant ratings of their parents’ satisfaction (see Chapter 3).  Mothers’ religiosity only 
predicted students’ ratings of their mothers’ satisfaction with parents (i.e., students’ 
grandparents). Fathers’ religiosity was significantly related to students’ ratings of their 
relationship with their parents (students’ grandparents) and spouse. These findings fail to clarify 
the relationship between religion and wellbeing.   
To conclude, an examination of domain satisfaction shows that religious individuals tend to be 
more satisfied with some life domains, but these relationships are weak and do not illuminate 
why religious individuals report higher wellbeing.  

6.6.4 Religiosity and Marriage 
A meta-analysis by Mahoney  et al. (2001) found a relatively weak correlation between religiosity 
and marital satisfaction, r = .07. Lichter and Carmalt found that joint participation in religious 
activities was associated with higher marital satisfaction.  This finding is consistent with the 
general finding that shared participation in activities that meet both partners’ goals leads to 
feelings of closeness and higher wellbeing (Gere & Schimmack, 2009).  It would also explain 
why there is strong positive assortment on religiosity (i.e., people tend to choose a partner with 
similar religious beliefs).  While assortment on religion makes religious partners similar on some 
important attribute, non-religious couples merely share the absence of an attribute and have to 
find something else to share.  As religiosity is very stable, it is also more likely to remain a 
shared element of religious couples.  Despite a large literature on this topic, no conclusive 
evidence has been obtained. The main reason is that the relationship between religion and 
marriage is complex and effect sizes tend to be small.   

6.7 Conclusion 
In sum, at the national level, secular nations tend to be happier because they are wealthier and 
have created better living conditions that help people to fulfill basic needs. Above and beyond 
this effect, religiosity does not seem to matter and wellbeing is the same in relatively religious 
nations like the United States and very secular nations like Denmark. Within nations religiosity 
tends to be positively related to wellbeing, although the average effect across most nations is 
very weak. It tends to be stronger in religious nations than in secular nations in Western Europe. 
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The United States are an exceptional Western nation, in which religious people report notably 
higher wellbeing than non-religious people. There are several possible explanations for the 
greater wellbeing of religious people in some nations. One possibility is discrimination against 
non-religious people as well as religious minority groups.  Another explanation is that active 
participation in religion provides more social support. It is also possible that religious married 
individuals enjoy sharing religious activities together and that these activities increase marital 
satisfaction and overall wellbeing.  
 
Unfortunately, the research on religion and wellbeing currently provides more questions than 
answers. Nevertheless, I think the existing research findings can help to counteract some 
stereotypes. Religious individuals may be surprised to find out that it is possible to have a good 
life without being religious, and non-religious people may benefit from the knowledge that 
religious people are not simply suffering their mortal existence for a better afterlife. There seem 
to be different ways to be happy (or unhappy) and neither way can guarantee high wellbeing. It is 
also comforting to know that there are no major differences in wellbeing between different 
religions. The greatest influence of religion on wellbeing probably arises from conflicts between 
different religious groups, and conflicts between religious and non-religious people about 
political issues (abortion, gay rights, etc.). Some evidence for this comes from the finding that 
minority religions tend to have lower wellbeing in some nations. Thus, the main lesson to learn 
from these data is that high wellbeing requires secular societies with high religious freedom and 
tolerance. If one group, religious or non-religious, tries to impose their values on the other group, 
it is likely to decrease the wellbeing of both groups. This lesson is becoming increasingly 
important in a global world where religions that existed in geographically separated regions of 
the world are now co-existing in close proximity. The Greater Toronto Area and UTM are prime 
examples of this phenomenon. In this world, religious tolerance is crucial for the high wellbeing 
of all religious groups (including atheists). Fortunately, the data suggest that Canadians of all 
religious groups have equal wellbeing.  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 7 MONEY 

7. MONEY AND WELLBEING 
The relationship between money and happiness is a popular topic and it is not surprising that 
many studies have examined whether “money buys happiness” or “money doesn’t buy 
happiness.”  Besides the popular interest in this topic, this question is also important because 
economists have developed one of the most elaborate theories of wellbeing. This theory has a 
strong influenced on politics and the way people in Western nations live. Since globalization has 
gained speed in the 1990s, it is also increasingly influencing the lives of people all over the 
world. Basically, the theory provides the theoretical foundations for modern market economies 
and the assumption that more economic activity and free trade generate not only more wealth (as 
measured in GDP per capita aka. person), but also more wellbeing, based on the assumption that 
people use money to maximize their wellbeing.  Even communist China has focused on 
economic growth and transformed China from a poor country into an economic superpower.  
At the macro-economic level, the theory implies that wealthier nations have higher wellbeing, 
and the chapter on culture and wellbeing provided strong support for this prediction. However, in 
this chapter the focus is on the relationship between wealth and wellbeing at the level of 
individuals within nations.  
If you don’t know much about economics, you may think that economists are all cold-hearted 
capitalists who only care about the wellbeing of rich people. However, this is not true. Karl-Marx 
was a famous economist and his economic analysis of capitalism was grounded in materialism 
and the idea that money buys happiness. He only thought that capitalism gives an unfair 
advantage to owners of factories who exploit workers to maximize their profits. Although there 
may be relatively few communist economists nowadays, there are many economists who focus 
on the wellbeing of workers or the wellbeing of all citizens. Although economists may disagree 
about the benefits of free markets over government regulation and interventions, they all share 
the assumption that economic factors influence wellbeing. In fact, I suspect that the people who 
are most likely to say that money does not buy happiness are rich people because this belief 
makes it easier for them to avoid feeling guilty about having a better life than many others. The 
belief that money doesn’t buy happiness may also help to avoid envy and social unrest in 
countries with high income inequality.  
As for religion, it is important to distinguish scientific questions from ethical and practical 
questions.  Science examines the relation between income and wellbeing.  The results of 
scientific studies can influence policy decisions, but they cannot determine policy.  Take 
inheritance laws as an example.  Some children have rich parents and can inherit millions of 
dollars.  The impact of inheritance depends on tax laws.  Wellbeing science cannot determine 
whether inheritance should be taxed 0%, 10%, 50%, or 100%.  Wellbeing science can, however, 
examine how inheritances and taxes influence individuals’ wellbeing.  

7.1 Economic Theory 
Economists call wellbeing utility. I will simply use the term wellbeing. Economic theory makes 
three fundamental assumptions and a few minor ones to predict that wealth has a strong 
influence on wellbeing.  

7.1.1 Assumption 1 
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The first assumption of the economic theory of wellbeing is that people are rational, where 
rational choice implies that given two options where one option is good for you (eat a nutritious 
and tasty meal) and the other one is a bad option (eat rotten salmonella infested food that will kill 
you), people choose the better option. Unless you are attempting to commit suicide, economists 
assume that rational people choose the first option.  
Of course, people are not always making the right choice. For example, some people die from 
food poisoning because they thought they were eating nutritious food, but the food was actually 
salmonella infested. Psychologists have also demonstrated that people are prone to make 
irrational (bad) choices in some situations. Daniel Kahneman won the Nobel Prize for his work 
on this topic. Whenever people make a bad choice, they tend to feel regret. Regret is more than a 
negative feeling in response to a negative event. Regret is elicited whenever we think that we 
were responsible for the negative outcome because we could have acted differently. Studies of 
the frequency of emotions show that most people feel regret at least once a week, but they also 
show that it is a relatively rare emotion (Schimmack, 1997). This suggests that people are often 
satisfied with their choices. People with peanut allergies wisely choose to avoid peanut butter 
and heterosexual people choose to date members of the opposite sex, whereas homosexual 
individuals date members of the same sex. 
A more serious objection to rational choice theory is that people may focus too much on the 
short-term effects of their actions and ignore long-term consequences. For example, a badly 
needed one-week vacation in a fancy four-star resort turned out to be as great as expected, but 
paying off the $10,000 credit card debt at 20% interest over the next three years decreased 
wellbeing even more. However, even here we would expect that people would feel regret once 
they realize the long-term negative effects of their actions, and the data do not suggest that this is 
a frequent event. This suggests that most people do use their limited financial resources 
responsibly most of the time.  
Another problem for economic theory is that people may act against their own best interest. A 
prime example is a drug addict or smoker who wants to quit, but his addiction compels him to 
act against his own interest. The negative long-term effects of addiction are a good reason to stay 
away from drugs. However, it is less clear whether an addict acts against his own interest when 
he continues to take drugs. After all, the pleasure or the alleviation of displeasure that taking the 
drug provides does have a positive effect on wellbeing, and suffering from withdrawal symptoms 
reduces wellbeing, at least in the short term. Seeking treatment might be the most rational choice 
and addicts who avoid seeking treatment or lack awareness of their addiction (I could stop any 
day, but I don’t want to) are acting against their best interest.  
In sum, it is possible to find several problems with the simple assumption that people’s choices 
always maximize their wellbeing. However, by and large the first assumption of economic 
theory is reasonable. People generally behave in a way that maximizes their wellbeing by 
choosing options that match their preferences. They make mistakes, but mistakes are the 
exception rather than the norm.  

7.1.2 Assumption 2 
The second assumption is that a wider range of options is more likely to include the best option. 
This assumption also seems uncontroversial, especially if you have ever lived in a country where 
options were limited. Whether it is ice-cream flavors, cars, or online dating partners, the chances 
that you will find the best option is greater if you have more options. This is a logical necessity. 
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If your favourite ice-cream flavour is already included in a set of five options, great. However, if 
it is not included, you may gain from the fact that five more flavours are added and your favorite 
flavour is now included. The person who already has their favorite flavour in the smaller set is 
not harmed by the inclusion of five more flavours (well, in reality more flavours mean higher 
prices, so there are some costs, but that goes beyond the basic assumptions).  
In short, more choice is better. Some psychologists have questioned this simple assumption. 
They point out that more choice also makes the decision process more difficult.  If you have ever 
used Netflix, there was probably an evening where you spent more time looking for something to 
watch than actually watching something. Going out in a small town may be easy because there is 
only one bar. In contrast, going out in Toronto can be overwhelming because you have to choose 
among hundreds of events. Retirement investments give you choices among hundreds of mutual 
funds, individual stocks, stock options, bonds, or other investment options. Confused by so much 
choice, some people do nothing and lose money because inflation eats into the value of their cash 
reserves. It is important to note that this problem is mainly a problem for the upper middle class 
in Western nations and not the problem of poor peasants in Russia or factor workers in Mexico. 
Most people do not have a lot of discretionary money to spend and choices are often dictated by 
price. In addition, people develop expertise in their choices. When I buy tea in a tea store with 
hundreds of flavors, it takes me 10 minutes to pick the teas I like, and I leave the store with great 
pleasure about the whole experience because I know what I want. So, maybe money does buy 
happiness for people who know how to shop.  

7.1.3 Wealth increases the range of options 
The third assumption is that wealth increases the range of options that are available to an 
individual. If you have to fly somewhere (e.g., to visit relatives in Edmonton for Thanksgiving), 
how do you buy your ticket? Do you search for the cheapest ticket giving a range of days to fly 
to maximize your chances to get the cheapest price? Or do you pick the most optimal times, 
select first class and then press the buy button? Or do you simply mention to your personal 
assistant that you need to be in Edmonton on Monday and back for your PSY324 exam on 
Monday at 3pm, and the assistant takes care of everything? (If you have a personal assistant, why 
are you wasting your time in my class?)  
At some point most people start to make choices that are constrained by the money that they can 
spend. However, where this point is varies considerably depending on people’s income. The fact 
that some people drive a Toyota Corolla does not mean that this is their favourite car (honestly, 
who thinks it is the best possible car?). It is their favourite car that they could buy within their 
budget. In short, more money allows people to choose a more desirable option more often, 
which, in combination with the first assumption, implies that they can achieve higher wellbeing. 
7.1.4 Limits of the Economic Theory of Wellbeing 
A number of objections can be raised against the theory that more money leads to more 
happiness. The first objection is that the theory only applies to goods that can be purchased in the 
marketplace. Money cannot buy love (at least not true love), beautiful sunsets (but a house with 
south-west facing windows can), or fresh air (but a house that is not down-wind from the 
chemical plant helps). Whether we like it or not, market economies have turned more and more 
aspects of our lives into products that can be purchased in the market place. For example, the 
beauty industry is a billion-dollar industry with products ranging from lipsticks to but implants. 
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Calm and peace are now sold in spas and yoga studies. Even a spiritual retreat over the weekend 
may set you back several hundred dollars. Money does not just buy jewelry and Gucci bags, it 
also buys eco-vacations in the rainforests of Costa Rica.  
Money also buys health as the cross-national data on GDP and longevity show. Many cancers are 
now treatable diseases in rich Western nations, whereas for most people in poor nations cancer is 
a death sentence, although many die before cancer starts to become a health problem. Canadians 
do not see some of these costs because Canada has a universal health care system. I return to this 
point later on, but for now it is important to note that economic theory is limited to goods that 
can be purchased. This is an important limitation, but at the same time many of these goods are 
important for wellbeing. 
Economic theory also ignores the fact that people may make some goods themselves. For 
example, one afternoon my Italian neighbours were out in the backyard and were making tomato 
sauce for the upcoming year. It was a nice sunny day and they were having fun engaging in this 
joint activity. For a whole year they would have self-made tomato sauce that reminds them of the 
pleasure of making it. In contrast, I buy ready-made tomato sauce from the store because I don’t 
have time (or lack organization) and don’t have an extended Italian family. Economic theory 
does not consider the fact that the value added by making your own tomato sauce is greater than 
the value added by a company. It assumes that my wellbeing was higher because I bought tomato 
sauce, while my Italian neighbours bought tomatoes.  
However, there are limits to the value that we can produce by cooking our own meals, doing our 
own home repairs, and doing other chores.  The main limiting factor is time, which is more or 
less equal for all of us.  Thus, it still makes sense to assume that people with more money can 
have a life that is closer to their ideal because they can buy things that are impossible to make or 
take to much time to make yourself.  
7.1.5 Limits of the Economic Theory of Wellbeing 
Another limit of economic theory is actually part of economic theory.  Economists do not assume 
that money and wellbeing have a linear relationship.  A linear relationship would imply that an 
increase in wealth has a constant effect on happiness.  Say, 1000 dollars buys 0.01 points on the 
0-10 Ladder.  A linear effect would mean that it requires 1000 dollars to move from 2.9 to 3 and 
1000 dollars to move from 7.9 to 8.  Economists believe that the relationship is a logarithmic 
function. As noted earlier, studies of nations suggest that it may require a doubling of money to 
get the same increase in wellbeing. At the individual level this would mean that an extra 10,000 
dollars can increase the wellbeing of somebody who only earns $10,000 as much as $200,000 
increases the wellbeing of somebody who already earns $200,000.  This assumption of economic 
theory is called diminishing marginal utility.  It essentially means that when you are poor you get 
more bang for your buck than when you are rich.   
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In the figure above, money is plotted in the x-axis and wellbeing is plotted on the y-axis. You see 
that the function that relates money to wellbeing is curved (it is a logarithmic function). The 
curved function implies that the same increase in money produces a stronger increase in 
wellbeing at the low end of the income distribution than at the high end of the income 
distribution.  
The explanation for this function is that at the low end of the income distribution more money 
can allow people to choose an option that is much better than the option that they could afford 
with less money. In contrast, at the high end of the income distribution more money can only 
produce a small improvement in the quality of a product. Take a house as an example. If your 
income is relatively low, you may be able to afford a house with one bathroom for a family of 
four. Getting more money allows you to get a second bathroom. This is a considerable 
improvement. A third bathroom might still be an improvement but adding a fifth or a sixth 
bathroom is unlikely to produce more wellbeing. Even relatively cheap modern cars are safer, 
more fuel-efficient, reliable, and comfortable than a luxury car thirty years ago. For this reason, 
car companies have to focus on other aspects (heated steering wheels, folding side mirrors) to 
sell expensive cars.  The most expensive watches cost over $500,000, but a $5 watch is sufficient 
to know what time it is.  
The diminishing marginal utility function implies that money is more important when money 
severely limits people’s ability to purchase any options, especially when these options are needed 
to fulfill basic needs. As soon as people are able to buy basic options that fulfill needs, more 
money can only produce a relatively modest increase in wellbeing. In Canada this might mean 
that as long as you can afford shelter (rent or own), food, transportation (car or public transport), 
communication (a cheap cell phone), and internet (for information and entertainment) you can be 
reasonably happy. More money will buy you some more wellbeing, but maybe not much more.   
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7.1.5 Income versus Wealth 
Most studies that examine the relationship between money and wellbeing use household income 
as a measure of money.  One problem with this approach is that a single person with a 60k 
household income is wealthier than a family of four with a household income of 100k. Some 
studies adjust for size of household, but most studies do not. Another problem is that absolute 
income does not translate into equal purchasing power. To own a three-bedroom house in 
downtown Toronto costs a lot more money than owning the same type of house in Mississauga 
or in rural Ontario. This means that a 100k income in downtown Toronto has less purchasing 
power than the same income in other parts of Ontario. Income is therefore an imperfect measure 
of spending power, which is the key predictor of wellbeing in economic theories of wellbeing. 
Another important question is how people earn their income. Some people may work longer 
hours or more strenuous or dangerous jobs to make the same income. For example, working 
night shifts generates higher salaries because it is harder than working a 9-5 job. Economists call 
the negative effects of long hours or hard work the disutility of work. The lowest disutility would 
be if you have a trust fund or won the lottery and generate 100k income simply from the interest 
on investments (e.g., 5% on a 2 million-dollar investment). In studies that rely on income as a 
predictor of wellbeing, a trust-fund baby is treated exactly the same as somebody who works day 
and night shifts to make the same amount. However, economic theory would suggest that 
working two jobs has more disutility and should lead to lower wellbeing.   
Some studies even rely on gross (before taxes) income as an indicator of wellbeing. This ignores 
the fact that higher incomes are taxed more and that some of the taxes of rich people are used to 
pay for universal health care which benefits everybody equally. Pointing out that wealth is being 
redistributed is not a criticism of redistribution. It simply might explain why income is a weaker 
predictor of wellbeing in rich nations than in poor nations. If some of the income of rich people 
is used to pay for the health care of all people, poor and rich people in wealthy nations benefit 
from the higher income.  

7.2 Correlation 
According to economic theory, we would expect a strong correlation between income and 
wellbeing. However, the actual correlations tend to be in the small to moderate range from r = .1 
to r = .3. This would suggest that income is a much weaker predictor of wellbeing than economic 
theory predicts. However, it would be wrong to conclude from this small correlation that money 
does not buy happiness. One reason is that correlations are sensitive to the distribution of 
incomes. The figure below shows the income distributions of various nations, including Canada. 
For each nation, incomes are divided into 10 groups from the lowest 10% of incomes to the top 
10% of incomes. For each income group, you see the average income for that group. As you can 
see, Canadian incomes of the second lowest to the second highest group range from around 12k 
to 42k. As these incomes are not very different from each other, the standard deviation is 
relatively low. For the top 10% the average income jumps to 70k, which is nearly double the 
income of the second highest group. This increase corresponds to several standard deviations. 
Thus, even a weak correlation of r = .1, would translate into a notable increase in wellbeing 
when people move from the second highest to the highest income group. Moreover, even though 
the average income of the top 10% is below 100k, some people earn a lot more than 100k. Thus, 
a weak correlation could still produce a large difference in wellbeing between the poorest and the 



Events & Adaptation 

96 

richest income groups, despite a seemingly small correlation. Therefore, it can be misleading to 
examine the relationship between income and wellbeing with correlation coefficients 
(unfortunately, psychologists like to use correlation coefficients to talk about effect sizes).  

 
 
Another way to examine the data is to compute the average life satisfaction for the 10 income 
groups. I used the Canadian World Value Survey data to show the results. Consistent with the 
theory of diminishing marginal utility, there is a rather large increase in wellbeing (on a 1-10 
satisfaction scale) from the lowest income group to the second lowest income group. Wellbeing 
then continues to increase slightly until the fifth income group. After that there are no notable 
increases and even a trend towards decreasing wellbeing. However, wellbeing clearly increases 
again for the top 10% group.  The strong increase from the second highest to the highest group is 
explained by the dramatic increase in income between these groups (see previous figure). 
Therefore, this increase does not violate the law of diminishing marginal utility. To see whether 
wellbeing follows this law, it would be better to have information about the actual absolute 
income, but the WVS does not provide that information. 
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The difference between the lowest and highest group is about a full point on the 10-point scale. 
This is not a small effect. Similar results have been obtained with the full WVS and data from 
the German Socio-Economic Panel (Lucas & Schimmack, 2009).  

7.3 Causality 
Economic theory predicts a positive effect of income on wellbeing and the data show a positive 
correlation between income and wellbeing. However, this is not sufficient to claim that money 
buys happiness. Some researchers have proposed that happiness buys money and that this reverse 
effect at least partially explains the correlation between income and wellbeing.  
The idea is that happy people are more productive and as a result get rewarded with higher 
salaries. For example, a depressed salesman is likely to make fewer sales than a cheerful and 
optimistic salesman. In support of this hypothesis, Diener and colleagues showed that 
cheerfulness during college was a positive predictor of income several years later. However, the 
effect size of this relationship was relatively weak and could only partially explain the typical 
correlations between income and wellbeing. 

7.3.1  Financial Satisfaction as Mediator 
Other findings support the economic theory that money buys wellbeing.  The World Value 
Survey also includes a question about financial satisfaction.  In most nations, income is a 
stronger predictor of financial satisfaction than of life satisfaction (Schimmack, 2008). This is 
not surprising as we would expect richer people to be more satisfied with their income. Financial 
satisfaction was also a fairly strong predictor of life satisfaction. This is consistent with the 
bottom-up model of wellbeing that important life domains contribute to overall wellbeing. I also 
found that financial satisfaction fully explained the correlation between income and life 
satisfaction. That is, given the effect of income on financial satisfaction and financial satisfaction 
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on life satisfaction, there was no need for additional causal effects to contribute to the correlation 
between income and financial satisfaction.  
 
  Income -> Financial Satisfaction -> Life Satisfaction 
The reverse causal model would assume that happy people have greater financial satisfaction and 
this greater financial satisfaction leads to more income. This seems implausible because the 
opposite seems true. People who are dissatisfied with their financial situation may be more likely 
to work harder or change jobs to increase their income. It is not clear how higher financial 
satisfaction could also increase your income (e.g., if you go to your boss and tell him that you are 
satisfied with your financial situation, she is unlikely to give you a raise).  
  Life satisfaction -> Financial Satisfaction -> Income 
This pattern of results therefore favours the hypothesis that money buys happiness, but the 
evidence is not very strong.  

7.3.2  Household Income vs. Personal Income 
Stronger evidence about causality comes from quasi-experimental studies. These studies take 
advantage of the fact that some people do not earn money. One example are adolescents, who 
mainly spend money that their parents earn. Some children are lucky to have rich parents while 
others are not so lucky and have relatively poor parents. According to economic theory, children 
of richer parents should report higher wellbeing.  A study in Germany supported this prediction, 
although once more the correlation was relatively small, r = .14.  
One limitation of this study is that happy and hard-working parents may earn more money and 
have happy children. This could produce a correlation between income and children’s wellbeing 
without a causal effect of money on wellbeing. This concern was addressed in a study by Gere 
and Schimmack (2017).  We used the World Value Survey data to compare the wellbeing of 
married men who reported being the primary bread winner and married women who reported 
that they were not employed.  The economic theory of wellbeing predicts that it does not matter 
who earns the money.  Both spouses benefit from the money that they can spend.  In contrast, the 
happy worker hypothesis predicts that men with high incomes are happier than wives with high 
income because their happiness, not their wives’ happiness, makes them better workers. 
Consistent with economic theory, we found that household income was an equally strong 
predictor of wellbeing for husbands and wives, which supports the theory that money buys 
happiness. It does not matter who earns the money. In richer households all household members 
benefit from the greater spending power and tend to have higher wellbeing.  
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I also examined the same hypotheses in a study of German households. The advantage of 
studying households is that wellbeing measures are obtained from spouses who live together in 
the same household. Once more, it did not matter who earned the money.  Rich couples were 
happier than poor couples.  

7.3.3 Lottery Wins 
Many people dream of winning the lottery, especially people who are stuck in low-paying, back-
breaking jobs. They think that winning the lottery will make them happier. However, in the 
1960s a study examined the wellbeing of lottery winners and found that they were not happier 
than the average person (Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman, 1978). Although the sample size 
was small and not all of the winners won million-dollar jackpots that allowed them to retire, the 
study has been widely cited as evidence that money does not buy happiness. In addition, there 
are tragic case studies of individuals who could not handle the sudden increase in wealth and 
made some bad choices (e.g., one man married a woman who then killed him to get his money). 
However, Oswald analyzed data from a British panel study in which participants’ wellbeing was 
tracked and he found that winning the lottery increased wellbeing for at least a few years.  In 
addition, a recent study in Sweden confirmed that lottery winners had a sustained increase in life-
satisfaction (Lindqvist, Östling, & Cesarini, 2018). Thus, it is no longer possible to cite lottery 
studies as evidence that money does not buy happiness.  

7.3.4  Unemployment  
Unemployment will be examined in more detail in the chapter on life events.  However, it is 
important to point out that unemployment leads to lower wellbeing and that this effect is at least 
partially explained by a loss of income. Thus, while it is still controversial whether more money 
makes people happier, there is general agreement that loosing money decreases wellbeing. 

7.4 The Wellbeing Measure Matters 
In 2006, Kahneman and colleagues published a study that used two different wellbeing 
measures. One measure was a typical life satisfaction scale used in most of the previous studies 
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mentioned above. The other measure was an affective measure that captured the average level of 
positive versus negative affect experienced on the previous day. The main finding of this study 
with 500 American women was that income was positively correlated with life satisfaction, 
which replicates the findings of previous studies. The correlation with the affect measure was not 
significant. This finding suggests that income is more strongly related to cognitive evaluations of 
one’s life than to affective experiences on a daily basis.  
The authors suggested that the stronger correlation with life satisfaction is an artifact; that is, it 
does not show a positive effect on wellbeing. They propose that people only think about their 
income when they are asked about their global life satisfaction, but when they actually live their 
lives money does not increase their momentary positive feelings or decrease their negative 
feelings. However, other explanations of this finding are possible. For example, the affect rating 
focuses on a single day and even rich people can have a bad day. In contrast, life satisfaction 
judgments extend over longer time periods and small positive effects of income may accumulate 
over time. Thus, the stronger correlation with the life satisfaction measure may simply show that 
money buys happiness in the long run, but not necessarily at every moment in people’s lives.  
In fact, Kahneman and Deaton (2010) published another study that contradicts Kahneman’s 
earlier study. This study was based on a very large sample of Americans. They all answered 
questions about household income, life satisfaction, and whether they had positive affect on the 
previous day. This study showed that positive affect increased from low incomes all the way up 
to a 75k income. Only then did further income increases not translate into higher affective 
wellbeing. In contrast, life satisfaction continued to increase. This finding still shows that money 
buys happiness, but might suggest that the effect on affect diminishes more quickly and becomes 
negligible around 75k income. However, even this finding can be questioned. The reason is that 
a simple yes/no question about positive feelings on the previous day is not a very sensitive 
measure of wellbeing. It is possible that a more sensitive measure would have shown further 
small increases in wellbeing above 75k. Indeed, Diener mailed a questionnaire with life 
satisfaction and affect measures to the 500 richest people in America. About 90 of them actually 
returned completed questionnaires. These very rich people reported higher cognitive and 
affective wellbeing than the average American.  

7.5 Conclusion 
Economic theory predicts that people who have more money also have higher wellbeing. The 
empirical data are consistent with this prediction. At the same time, the correlation is not very 
strong, indicating that economic theory is incomplete. There are many other factors that are 
unrelated to income that influence wellbeing. One reason for the weak correlation could be that 
the assumptions of the theory are sometimes violated. Choices are not always rational, and more 
choice also leads to more stress and regret. Some important things that people want cannot be 
bought with money. Income differences are only imperfect measures of wealth and ignore the 
disutility of work. Finally, there is measurement error in wellbeing measures and the true 
correlation between income and wellbeing could be stronger than the observed correlations. The 
next step will be to uncover the other factors that produce variation in wellbeing that are 
unrelated to income. A better understanding of these factors is helpful because it is clear that the 
current median income of Canada is not going to quadruple in the next 20 years. The large 
amount of variance that is not explained by income suggests that it should be possible to find 
other ways to increase Canadians’ wellbeing. Meanwhile, it is important to remember that 
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money does buy some happiness. As a result, economic questions about the generation and 
distribution of wealth are relevant for the wellbeing of Canadians.  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER  8 EVENTS 

 

8. EVENTS AND ADAPTATION 
Although the intensity of responses to positive and negative events is not a strong predictor of 
wellbeing, the frequency of positive and negative events does predict wellbeing (Diener & 
Larsen, 1987).  In a good week, people have many positive events and few negative events. 
These events do not have to be major life events. People enjoy meeting friends, going out for 
dinner, watching a movie, and they are bothered by parking tickets, being criticized at work, or 
an argument with one’s spouse.  A less trivial question is how long the effects of positive and 
negative events last.  Sometimes even a small positive event can put us in a good mood for the 
rest of the day. At other times, even a major negative event doesn’t have a strong effect on us.  
To examine how long positive and negative events influence wellbeing, Suh, Diener, and Fujita 

(1996) conducted a longitudinal study.  In this 
study, students filled out a check list with 
many positive and negative events that 
occurred over the past two years. They also 
completed a life satisfaction measure. The 
tables show the variety of positive and negative 
events and how many students reported these 
events. 82% reported involvement in a steady 
romantic relationship for at least two months as 
a positive event.  

A few students listed major positive events such as getting into graduate school (28%).  The 
most common negative event listed by 81% of students was having difficulties deciding on a 
career.  The second most common event listed by 55% was that a long-term romantic 
relationship ended.  This might explain in part why positive events may not have lasting positive 
effects. While getting into a romantic relationship elicits positive emotions, the increase in 

wellbeing ends when the relationship ends. At 
this time, a positive event may even turn into a 
negative event as people sometimes regret 
getting into a relationship that in hindsight 
might have been doomed from the start.   
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Table 3 shows that the number of positive events in the past three months was a positive 
predictor of life satisfaction (r = .25). Similarly, more negative events in the past three months 
were a negative predictor of life satisfaction (r = -.28).  Negative events also predicted lower 

levels of positive affect and higher levels of 
negative affect. Surprisingly, positive events did 
not predict positive and negative affect.  
The results for life satisfaction clearly show that 
events in the past have less impact on life 
satisfaction judgments. While the events from 6 
months ago still show a weak effect of positive 
events (r = .16) and negative events (r = -.12), 
events from 1 year ago are unrelated (positive r 
= -.01, negative r = -.02) to life satisfaction.  
This pattern of results led the authors to 

conclude that only recent events matter.  However, the study has a number of limitations. The 
main limitation is that the event check-list is a mix of events and some events are checked 
infrequently. This makes it difficult to study how people are affected by major life events such as 
getting married or the divorce of parents.  It is also important to keep in mind that the sample 
consisted of undergraduate students.  Losing a job or not finding a job can be a problem for 
students, but it is probably a bigger problem for people later in life who have to support a family 
with their income.   
 
In the 1990s, this study and similar findings seemed to suggest that individuals quickly adapt to 
the consequences of positive and negative events (Diener et al., 1999).  One reason for 
adaptation would be that emotions are influenced by attention and attention is typically focussed 
on current or recent events. As a result, events in the past no longer directly influence feelings. 
For example, adaptation suggests that somebody who loses a job relatively quickly adapts to 
unemployment and that wellbeing returns to the previous level even if the person is still 
unemployed after six months or a year.  However, people’s lives do not stand still. New events 
are happening and one reason for changes in wellbeing after unemployment could be that a 
person found a new job. Similarly, a romantic break-up may be followed by a period of high 
positive emotions when a person falls in love again. Thus, adaptation may not be a passive 
process where people simply get used to changes in their lives. Rather, their lives are constantly 
changing and emotions track these changes. This alternative model would suggest that events 
like unemployment or a divorce can have lasting influence on wellbeing if they have a lasting 
effect on people’s lives.  
In the 2000s, wellbeing scientists revised their opinion about the speed of adaptation when data 
from longitudinal studies in national representative samples became available. Lucas and 
colleagues published several articles based on these data to examine the influence of 
unemployment, marriage, divorce, and disability on wellbeing. 

8.1.1 Adaptation to Marriage  
Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, and Diener (2003) used data from the German Socio-Economic Panel 
to study adaptation to marriage.  One big advantage of this study was that some participants 
started the study as singles and married during the time of the study. Life satisfaction was 
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measured every year. Given the large sample size, there were enough participants who had 
reported on their wellbeing before and after they got officially married.  
 
When examining the results, it is important to distinguish between average findings and findings 
at the level of individuals.  At the average level the authors found a small (0.23 points on a 0-10 
scale) increase in life satisfaction around the time of marriage.  This increase lasted for a 
honeymoon period of about two years. After two years, the average life satisfaction was not 
different from the average before marriage.  At first sight this finding seems to be consistent with 
adaptation to the new married life.  
However, if everybody would just get used to living with a spouse like people tend to get used ot 

driving a new car, why are some people getting a 
divorce?  Closer inspection of the data at the 
individual level shows that even after two years 
there was no adaptation.  As shown in the Figure, 
the average masks the fact that some people get 
married and live happily ever after (upper 
trajectory), whereas others become unhappier and 
stay unhappy ever after or till they separate (lower 
trajectory. Thus, for most people marriage has a 
lasting effect on wellbeing. Unfortunately, for 
some people the effect of marriage is negative, 
which explains why some of these marriages end 
in divorce. 

 
Thus, marriage influences wellbeing, which is consistent with the bottom-up effect of marital 
satisfaction on life-satisfaction and the finding that marital satisfaction is a chronically accessible 
domain when people make life-satisfaction judgments. Later on, I review predictors of marital 
satisfaction that contribute to higher marital satisfaction and life-satisfaction. For now, the key 
finding is that getting married changes lives in ways that have a lasting impact on wellbeing. 
This contradicts earlier theories that individuals quickly adapt to new life circumstances. 
One problem with this study was the reliance on obtaining a marriage license to examine 
adaptation processes.  In Germany it is quite common to cohabitate without being officially 
married. Psychologically it is more important to have a stable partner rather than to be officially 
married.  More recent waves of this longitudinal study asked about having a stable partner.  
When stable partnership is used as a predictor there is also a stable mean difference in that 
individuals with a stable partner have higher wellbeing than those without a partner.  There is 
also a honeymoon effect.  For recently partnered individuals, the mean level was .4 points higher 
than the average for those without a partner. For long-term partner, the mean level was only .2 
points higher.  
 
A study with a US sample also showed similar results (Musick & Bumpass, 2012).  Individuals 
who recently found a partner were happier and had lower depression than singles. Even 
individuals in older unions were happier and had lower depression than singles. There were no 
differences for health or self-esteem.  
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In conclusion, the data show some adaptation or decrease in satisfaction over time, but these 
results suggest that, on average, individuals with a partner are happier than those without a 
partner. In addition, the effect of marriage on wellbeing varies across individuals. 
 

8.1.2 Divorce and wellbeing 
Many people associate divorce with unhappiness.  Moreover, comparisons of divorced people 
and married people always show that divorced people are unhappier than married people.  This is 
sometimes interpreted as evidence that divorce has negative effects on wellbeing. Lucas (2005) 
used the SOEP data to examine this question.  One newspaper article cited the study to claim that 
“happiness levels after divorce decrease and may never completely rebound” 
(http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/34970.php).  However, this conclusion seems 
puzzling given the previous findings that life satisfaction decreases after marriage. If somebody 
was happier before marriage than five years into a bad marriage, shouldn’t getting out of this bad 
marriage produce an increase in wellbeing? Moreover, at least one of the two partners has to 
consciously choose to get a divorce. According to rational choice theory, the only reason to 
choose a divorce would be the prospect of a happier life without the spouse (Gardner & Oswald, 
2006).  Are those who file for divorce making an irrational, bad choice? 
 

http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/34970.php
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Actually, Lucas’s (2005) results show that 
divorce leads to increases in wellbeing.  The 
graph on the previous page shows that life 
satisfaction decreases over the years before 
divorce and reaches a low point one or two 
years before the official divorce. As official 
divorces take effect about one or two years after 
the actual separation, this finding suggests that 
the lowest point is around the actual end of a 
marriage rather than the time of the official 
divorce. The graph also shows that life 
satisfaction increases over the years after 
divorce. However, life satisfaction remains at a 

lower level than it was 8 or 10 years before separation.  This finding shows that people do not 
simply adapt to a life without a partner. However, it is important to note that the graph does not 
show what happens to all of the people in the study who divorced. It only shows what happens to 
people who divorce and who do not have a new steady partner.  In this dataset, this is a minority 
of 20%.  Most people seek and find a new partner within the two years following a divorce.  For 
these people, life satisfaction goes back up to the level that it was at the beginning.  It is therefore 
correct, when Lucas (2005) concludes that “time does not heal all wounds,” because just waiting 
around will not make life satisfaction go back up. However, the title is also a bit misleading 
because it does not tell people that “love does heal all wounds” and that people who divorced 
and found a new partner are (at least in the beginning) a lot happier than people who stayed in an 
unhappy marriage.  

 
A study by Gardner and Oswald (2006) showed 
the same results. The graph looks a bit different 
because on the General Health Questionnaire 
higher scores indicate lower mental 
health/wellbeing.  The study found the same 
effect for couples with and without children.  
Thus, at least for the parents with children, 
divorce is beneficial. 
 

8.1.3 Housing and wellbeing 
Objective standards of living have increased 
tremendously over the past century. Even over 
the past decades, houses have become bigger, 
more comfortable, and increasingly luxurious.  
These improvements are partially due to 
technological advances, but people are also 
spending more money on their houses.  Housing 
is a large portion of household budgets. Is this 
money well spent?  To examine this question, 
Nakazato, Schimmack, and Oishi (2010) used 
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the SOEP data and examined wellbeing before and after people moved. Although some people 
may move for negative reasons (job loss, separation), most people tend to move voluntarily. 
Using rational choice theory, one would expect that moving is associated with an increase in 
wellbeing. However, this prediction may be too simplistic. After all, moving into a better house 
can increase housing satisfaction, but also costs more money. People who do not move into a 
better house may make a rational choice to spend their money on other things that enhance their 
wellbeing. In this case, however, movers should show an increase in housing satisfaction, but not 
necessarily an increase in life satisfaction.  This is what the results showed.  Housing satisfaction 
decreased a bit in the years before moving. This decrease shows that people do not simply adapt 
to any housing condition and that decreasing satisfaction triggers the decision to move. Moving 
actually produces increases in housing satisfaction. Moreover, this increase is lasting even at the 
average level.  This shows that people are rational in their choices to move and are able to find 
housing that is closer to their ideals. It also shows that an actual improvement does not trigger a 
rise in aspirations that eventually leads to dissatisfaction.  Apparently, it is possible to find a 
house that meets one’s needs and to be satisfied with it.  
 

The results for life satisfaction look quite 
different. Moving does not produce any notable 
increase in wellbeing. As a result, there is also 
no adaptation. One interpretation of this finding 
is that people fail to take their housing situation 
into account when they make life satisfaction 
judgments. However, more complex analyses 
suggested that people do take housing into 
account (although not very much), but that the 
positive effects of increased housing 

satisfaction are offset by less satisfaction in other domains. The authors were not able to 
demonstrate this directly (e.g., financial satisfaction did not decrease).  The results suggest that 
people should think very carefully about the importance of housing to them. If housing is really 
important to them because they spend a lot of time at home (maybe even work from home), the 
data suggest that spending more money on a better home is beneficial for wellbeing.  However, if 
housing is less important, people may benefit more from spending money on other life domains 
or working less and sacrificing extra earnings for more leisure time.  
 

8.2 Conclusion 
Life events matter for wellbeing.  It is important to distinguish between the actual events and the 
more enduring effects of events on life-circumstances.  The immediate effect of events is 
relatively short-lived. Even the euphoria of winning the lottery or a gold medal wears off rather 
quickly. With regard to these short-term effects of events, it is important to maximize the number 
of positive events and minimize the number of negative events. However, some events produce 
lasting changes in life-circumstances. Originally it was assumed that people might just get used 
to most life circumstances. However, longitudinal panel studies show that this is not the case. 
Some events like marriage, divorce, and even moving can have lasting effects on wellbeing. 
However, life circumstances can change again and when they change wellbeing also changes. 
While marriage can result in a lasting decrease in wellbeing, divorce and finding a new partner 
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can raise wellbeing again.  One of the main reasons why Lykken and Tellegen (1996) found so 
little stability for environmental factors is that people are not simply passively enduring bad life 
circumstances. They actively try to improve their lives. At the same time, it is difficult to 
maintain positive life circumstances because lives and people are constantly changing. As a 
result, high wellbeing requires adapting to new life circumstances. However, adaptation is not a 
passive process of waiting for things to get better, but rather an active process of closing the gap 
between one’s actual life and ideal life. 
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 9 GENES 

9. GENES AND ENVIRONMENT 
Psychotherapists help people to reduce suffering. The focus is typically on factors that reside 
within the person.  The idea that happiness comes from within is often associated with the idea 
that it is easier to control mental states than life circumstances (The idea is that “Happiness Is an 
Inside Job.”).  There are three problems with the rosy picture that everybody can increase their 
wellbeing simply by changing perceptions of life.  First, as discussed in Chapter 2, not 
everybody is willing to compromise goals in order to just feel better.  Second, external factors 
influence wellbeing and are sometimes controllable. For example, Chapter 5 showed that 
immigration from poor countries to wealthy countries increased immigrants’ wellbeing, while 
cultures that have a long tradition of accepting suffering have low wellbeing.  The last problem is 
the topic of this chapter. Just because some factors are internal does not mean that they are easier 
to control.  For example, the need for food is internal.  This does not mean that people can easily 
control eating.  Ironically, some internal factors may be harder to control than external factors.  
Some internal factors that influence wellbeing could be genes. This does not mean that there is a 
single happiness gene. However, genes can influence the way people think, feel, and act. These 
inborn dispositions are part of people’s personality.  For example, twin studies have shown that 
music preferences are partially inherited.  Some people are born to love jazz and others are born 
to hate it.  If somebody works in retail and the store plays music that matches the person’s music 
preferences, they may have higher job satisfaction than those who have to listen to music that 
they hate for 8 hours a day.  Other internal factors may be learned during childhood. For 
example, food preferences are partially acquired during childhood or even in the womb.  These 
factors can also influence wellbeing.  
Instead of looking at thousands of possible internal factors, psychologists use similarity between 
family members, in particular twins, to examine the influence of genes (nature) and childhood 
(nurture) on wellbeing. This chapter reviews the results of these studies.  Twin studies are often 
misunderstood. For example, it is often incorrectly assumed that genetic influences are fixed and 
cannot be changed.  Without going into details here, this is simply not true. A better 
understanding of the causal mechanisms of these effects can lead to interventions that alter the 
genetic effects.  For example, let’s assume that attractiveness is inherited and is a predictor of 
wellbeing (see chapter 7).  In this case, identifying the cause would mean that individuals can 
increase their happiness by means of plastic surgery.  Genetic effects ultimately also depend on 
the environment. For example, genes that influence metabolism have a stronger influence on 
body mass in affluent countries with lots of cheap calories than in poor countries where people 
are struggling to eat enough calories to survive. Once more, a better understanding of the 
mechanisms may lead to changes in society (e.g., a sugar tax) that alters the influence of genes 
on wellbeing.  Nobody is born to be unhappy, but some people are born into life circumstances 
that make it very difficult to achieve high wellbeing. This chapter examines whether genes can 
also make it easier or harder for some people to have a good life. 

9.1 Heritability 
Although twin researchers use advanced statistical methods to separate genetic and 
environmental influences on wellbeing, the basic principles of a twin study are simple. First-
degree relatives (parent-child, siblings) share 50% of their genes. That is, for each gene there are 
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two alleles. Children inherit one allele from the mother and one from the father. Nowadays it is 
possible to do DNA tests. My son has a South Asian mother and a European father. His DNA 
confirmed that 50% of his genes are European and 50% are South Asian (the actual percentages 
are 49% and 51%).  The same is true for biological siblings. Due to random recombination, they 
share 25% of the mothers’ genes and are different on 25% of the mothers’ genes and the same is 
true for the fathers’ genes. So, in total they share 50% of their genes and 50% are different.  If 
genes influence wellbeing, family members should have similar levels of wellbeing.  However, 
environmental factors can also produce similarity between family members.  To separate genetic 
and environmental influences, twin researchers rely on the fact that there are two types of twins;  
mono-zygotic (MZ) and dizygotic (DZ) twins. MZ twins are genetically identical because they 
developed from a single egg that was fertilized by a single sperm. The embryo only later split 
into two embryos that developed into two offspring. Dizygotic twins originate from two eggs 
that are fertilized by separate sperms. As a result, DZ twins only share 50% of their genes just 
like ordinary siblings. A simple genetic model assumes that MZ twins who share twice as many 
genes as DZ twins or other first-degree relatives should be twice as similar in wellbeing (double 
the genetic similarity leads to double the similarity in wellbeing).  Even if we do not quantify 
genetic influence, higher similarity between monozygotic twins than dizygotic twins suggests 
that genes influence wellbeing.  

9.2 Heritability of Wellbeing 

9.2.1  Similarity between Twins and other Family Members 
Twin studies have a long history in psychology, but wellbeing is a relatively new topic in 
psychology (Diener, 1984). Thus, there are only a few, relatively recent studies of wellbeing 
measures like life satisfaction judgments.  The Table shows correlations for twins and first-
degree family members in Norway (Nes, Czajkowski, & Tambs, 2010).   
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In isolation, the twin results would suggest that about 40 to 50% of the variation in wellbeing is 
heritable. However, a simple genetic model would predict the same correlations for DZ twins of 
the same sex and first-degree family members. This is not the case. The correlations for first 
degree family-members, even those of the same sex, are lower and just above r = .10.  A similar 
study in the Netherlands, found similar correlations for MZ twins and first-degree relatives, but 
lower correlations for DZ twins that were more similar to those of first-degree relatives.   
In my own study of 461 families in the GTA I replicated these correlations (student-mother r = 
.17, student-father r = .18, spouses (mother-father) r = .35.  The higher correlation between 
spouses suggests that the shared family environment also contributes to wellbeing because 
spouses are not genetically related.   A novel contribution of the family study was to examine 
similarity for domain satisfaction judgments.  The results show more similarity for domains that 
are objectively shared by family members (housing, finances) than for domains that are not 
shared (recreation, friendships).  This also suggests that some of the similarity between family 
members is due to environmental factors.   
 
Domain Student-Mother Student-Father  Mother-Father 
Housing .32                     .24                    .43 
Income   .37                    .24                    .52 
Recreation .10                    .12                    .28 
Friendships .07                    .05                    .15 
Health            .05                    .09                    .12 
Work/Study .02                     .02                      .08 
Weather         .09                     .05                    .42   
 
What do correlations between .1 and .2 for first degree relatives and around .4 for MZ twins tell 
us about the heritability of wellbeing?  First, it is clear that these correlations are much lower 
than the correlations for height (MZ r = .90), which suggests that wellbeing is not as heritable as 
height.  
The results also differ from the results for height in another way, namely DZ correlations are 
even less than half the MZ correlation. This is surprising, because a simple model assumes that 
MZ twins should be twice as similar as DZ twins because they are twice as similar in their DNA.  
So, how can MZ twins be 4 times as similar in their wellbeing?  
There are a number of possibilities that are difficult to test.  First, monozygotic twins may have a 
closer relationship and they may spend a lot more time with each other.  Over the years, I had 
several twin pairs in my psychology courses.  Not only did they both take the same courses, they 
studied together, and they got nearly identical grades. This does not mean that GPA is 100% 
heritable. It suggests that environmental factors also produce similarity and this effect may be 
greater for monozygotic twins.  Another possibility is that genes influence wellbeing in more 
complex ways than a simple genetic model assumes.  The best known complex genetic 
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mechanism is dominance (e.g., Mendel’s peas, or eye color where blue-eyed children have to 
inherit the recessive alleles for blue eyes from both parents).  
Non-additive genetic effects make it difficult to predict the phenotypes of children. In this way, 
people are mostly lucky if they end up with a winning combination in the happiness lottery.  
Another implication of this finding is that it would be difficult to find the actual genes that 
influence wellbeing because there are no happiness genes. The same gene may have different 
effects on wellbeing depending on the variations of other genes.   
However, there is another explanation for the MZ and DZ correlations in studies of wellbeing. 
Namely, it is possible that the greater similarity of MZ twins does not reflect genetic effects, but 
rather more similar environmental influences. For example, it is possible that MZ twins maintain 
closer social relationships and influence each other. In this case, DZ correlations may be a better 
estimate of heritability. Doubling DZ correlations would produce a heritability estimate of only 
20%, which is considerably less than the 40% estimate based on MZ correlations.   
In conclusion, twin studies suggest that the heritability of wellbeing is somewhere between 20 
and 40%. Studies also suggest that multiple, probably many genes contribute to the variation in 
wellbeing and that these genetic effects may be complex; that is, the effect of genes on wellbeing 
depends on complex patterns of genes that are only inherited by monozygotic twins who have 
genetically identical complex patterns. For first-degree relatives these patterns get mixed by the 
random mixing of genes and do not produce similarity between first degree relatives.  

9.2.2 Stability 
The stability of wellbeing over longer time periods provides additional clues about the influence 
of internal factors on wellbeing.  Life circumstances change over time. Some aspects of people’s 
identity also change over time, but research has shown that personality traits can have high 
stability over long time periods (Anusic & Schimmack, 2016).  Extraverts at age 20 also tend to 
be more extraverted at age 40.  People’s DNA never changes.  Even a thousand years later, 
preserved DNA can be used to identify individuals’ traits. If genes influence wellbeing, 
wellbeing is expected to be stable even when life circumstances change.  
Veenhoven conducted a meta-analysis of studies that examined the stability of wellbeing.  Some 
studies used shorter time periods of a few weeks, whereas others examined stability over one 
year or several years.  Veenhoven found higher stability over shorter time periods.  This pattern 
suggests that wellbeing changes as life circumstances are changing.  However, Veenhoven also 
noticed stability over long time periods.  This finding suggests that some stable internal factors 
produce long-lasting stability in wellbeing.  A follow-up meta-analysis with more studies 
confirmed this finding (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005).  Anusic and Schimmack (2016) used an 
advanced statistical method to estimate the amount of stable variance in wellbeing measures 
based on a meta-analysis of wellbeing studies. After correcting for unreliability, they found that 
approximately half of the variance in wellbeing is caused by stable factors.  They also found that 
wellbeing becomes more stable with age (see Figure).  For the youngest group (dotted grey line), 
stability decreases to levels of around .2, suggesting that about one-third of the reliable variance 
(.3 / .6 on the y-axis) is stable. For participants who are 60 years or older, stability is twice as 
high at 66% (.4 / .6).  This suggests that environmental factors contribute to stability in wellbeing 
and that these environmental factors tend to become more stable. Life changes a lot more from 
age 20 to age 30 than from age 50 to 60.   
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Other studies have used data from longitudinal panel studies.  Panel studies repeat measurement 
of wellbeing frequently. Most studies use annual surveys.  One of the longest panel studies is the 
German Socio-Economic Panel.  One study estimated that about one-third of the variance is due 
to stable factors (Lucas & Donnellan, 2007), but this study did not correct for random 
measurement error.  However, it also found that stability increases with age. Schimmack, 
Krause, Wagner, and Schupp (2010) controlled for random measurement error and found again 
that 40 to 50% of the reliable variance was stable.  They found similar stability for global life 
satisfaction judgments and domain satisfaction judgments.  
In conclusion, estimates of the stable variance in wellbeing range from 30 to 50%.  These 
estimates are a bit higher than those for heritability, possibly because stable life circumstances 
also contribute to stability in wellbeing, especially later in life.  However, it is not sufficient to 
show heritability in cross-sectional studies and stability in longitudinal studies to conclude that 
stable genetic dispositions influence wellbeing.  In order to demonstrate that genetic variance 
accounts for stable variance in wellbeing, it is necessary to conduct longitudinal twin studies. 

9.2.3  Longitudinal Twin Studies 
The first longitudinal twin study of wellbeing created a lot of interest because the authors 
suggested that wellbeing is largely inherited. According to the authors, happiness is like height 
and trying to be happier is as foolish as trying to be taller. In a newspaper article, Lykken 
mentioned Christopher Reeves, who played Superman, and shortly before the interview had a 
tragic accident that made him paralyzed and forced him to spend the rest of his life in a 
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wheelchair. Lykken suggested 'll bet Christopher Reeve's mood isn't all that different now than it 
was before he fell off his horse.” (http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/1996/07/28/the-
happiness-meter.html).  
This claim is surprising given the evidence reviewed so far. In fact, Lykken and Tellegen (1996) 
also found about 50% stability and 40% heritability, broadly consistent with the reviewed 
literature.  However, their longitudinal twin study made it possible to examine how much genes 
contribute to the stable variance in wellbeing, which is .40/.50 = 80%.  This finding does suggest 
that genes account for most of the stable variance in wellbeing, but the flip-side of the finding is 
that most of the changing variance in wellbeing is caused by environmental factors. This makes 
happiness different from height because height does not change with changing life 
circumstances. Another problem of Lykken and Tellegen’s study was that they used a personality 
measure of cheerfulness and personality is more stable than wellbeing (Anusic & Schimmack, 
2016).  Thus, the study did not really examine the contribution of genes to stability in wellbeing. 
However, a longitudinal study of Norwegian twins with a common wellbeing measure produced 
similar results (Nes et al., 2006).   
In conclusion, longitudinal twin studies confirm that genes explain a large portion of the stable 
variance in wellbeing. 

9.2.4 Nurture  
Twin studies also provide information about the influence of early life experiences on wellbeing. 
Some developmental theories assume that early life experiences, especially in the first years, 
may have long-lasting effects on personality and life outcomes. For example, attachment theory 
predicts that nurturing parents foster secure attachment styles that can influence children’s social 
relationships, including marriage, later in life.  As parents tend to parent children, especially 
twins, similarly, this theory predicts that the shared environment between siblings who grow up 
together makes them similar. However, twin studies provide no evidence for this because genetic 
similarity fully explains the similarity between siblings in adulthood.   This finding is not unique 
to wellbeing.  Many personality characteristics also suggest that parental influence is not long-
lasting. Even church attendance shows little evidence of parental influence in adulthood.  Harris 
coined the term, growing up and growing apart, for the phenomenon that parents clearly have an 
influence on their children when they are young, but that this influence decreases when children 
become adults.  As much as parents may want to have happy children, they seem to be unable to 
ensure that their children remain happy when they start making their own choices.  

9.2.5 Life Circumstances 
One interesting observation is that the two parents tend to be more similar in their wellbeing than 
they are with their children.  This is interesting because spouses are typically not genetically 
related, whereas parents and children share 50% of their genes.  The similarity between 
genetically unrelated spouses suggests that life circumstances influence wellbeing.  However, 
genes may also explain similarity between spouses even if they are not genetically related. It is 
possible that people tend to marry somebody with similar genes, which leads to genetic 
similarity between spouses.  This tendency to marry somebody with similar characteristics is 
called assortative mating.  Assortative mating has been shown for heritable traits like height.  
Thus, one possible explanation for spousal similarity in wellbeing is assortative mating for traits 
that are related to wellbeing.  Another explanation is that spouses share life experiences and 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/1996/07/28/the-happiness-meter.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/1996/07/28/the-happiness-meter.html
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living conditions that influence both spouses’ wellbeing.  A third explanation is that spouses 
influence each other.  A simple cross-sectional study makes it difficult to distinguish between 
these theories.  Domain satisfaction judgments can provide some clues.  The Toronto Family 
Study showed that spouses were more similar in satisfaction with housing and income than in 
satisfaction with health or recreation. This pattern suggests that shared life circumstances play a 
role because spouses share housing and financial resources more than friends and recreational 
activities.  
Schimmack and Lucas (2010) used longitudinal data to distinguish assortative mating and shared 
experiences.  As shown earlier, genes tend to produce stability, whereas life circumstances tend 
to produce changes in wellbeing.  Thus, assortative mating predicts spousal similarity in the 
stable variance of wellbeing, and the shared experiences theory predicts that spouses are similar 
in the variance that changes over time.  The evidence provides support for both theories. Spouses 
were similar in the changing variance and in the stable variance.  Schimmack and Lucas also 
found that spouses were more similar in housing and income satisfaction than in health 
satisfaction, including the stable variance in housing satisfaction.  These results suggest that not 
all of the similarity in stable variance is genetic, as it also reflects stable life circumstances.  
Wortman and Lucas (2016) conducted a follow-up study of couples that divorced. They found 
that similarity in wellbeing decreased after divorce. This finding provides strong evidence that 
some of the spousal similarity is due to shared life circumstances. However, they also found that 
spouses were still similar in their wellbeing after they divorced. This residual similarity could be 
due to assortative mating on stable and heritable characteristics.   
In conclusion, studies of spouses show that living together produces similar levels of wellbeing 
between spouses.  Aside from emotional factors, sharing objective life circumstances like income 
and housing also play a role.  

9.2.6  How do Genes Influence Wellbeing? 
So far, this chapter has relied on broad estimates of explained variance (heritability) to examine 
genetic effects. Twin studies can test simple models of genetic effects. Simple models are 
important in science because overly complex models are difficult to test empirically. However, 
simple models can also be misleading.  The idea that genes and environment are independent 
reinforces the idea that genetic effects are irrelevant because we cannot change people’s DNA.  
Thus, it is important to remember that the ultimate goal of genetic research is to understand how 
genes influence wellbeing.  Demonstrating that some portion of the variance across individuals is 
influenced by genes is only a first step.   
There are several ways to examine genetic influences on wellbeing.  One approach are 
multivariate twin studies.  An example of a multivariate twin study would be a study of twins 
that measures wellbeing and known predictors of wellbeing like income.  It is then possible to 
examine the heritability of wellbeing, the heritability of predictors of wellbeing (e.g., income), 
and how much genetic effects on the predictor of wellbeing contribute to genetic differences in 
wellbeing. These studies are reviewed in the next chapter that examines personality predictors of 
wellbeing.  
Another approach is to examine specific genes. Molecular genetics makes it possible to measure 
genetic differences between individuals directly.  For example, it is possible to know 
somebody’s eye colour simply by looking up the specific alleles on the gene for eye colour.  This 
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works well for characteristics where a single gene determines observable variation in eye colour. 
However, this approach does not work well for complex traits like wellbeing.  Modern molecular 
genetics studies make it possible to correlate wellbeing measures with individuals’ DNA. The 
most recent large-scale study with over 200,000 participants did this and found only three 
genetic variations that predicted variation in wellbeing, and these genetic variations explained 
less than one percent of the variance in wellbeing.  The most important implication of this 
finding is that wellbeing is not determined by a few genetic variances.  In this sense it is 
misleading to talk about inheriting wellbeing in the same way as individuals inherit highly 
heritable physical characteristics.  The search for happiness genes will be elusive because there 
are so many, each one explains a very small portion of the variance in wellbeing, and the effect 
of these genes may depend on complex combinations of genes that are unique to monozygotic 
twins and are not passed on from parents to children.  In conclusion, there is no scientific answer 
to the question regarding which genes account for the heritability of wellbeing and how genes 
influence wellbeing. 

9.2.7  How do Genes Influence Wellbeing? 
As noted in the previous section, it has been difficult to identify specific genes that influence 
wellbeing.  This makes it difficult to examine how genes influence wellbeing.  In the early 
2000s, there was a lot of excitement about a genetic variation in a gene that influences the way 
serotonin, a neurotransmitter, is used in the brain.  An influential study suggested that this gene 
interacts with environmental factors in the prediction of depression (Caspi et al., 2003). Many 
large studies have tested this hypothesis and failed to replicate the original finding. Even if this 
effect existed, the effect on variation in wellbeing would be very small.   
Nevertheless, the general idea that genetic effects depend on environmental factors is plausible 
and appealing.  The technical term for the joint effects of genetic and environmental factors is 
gene by environment interactions.  Accordingly, the same gene can have different effects on 
wellbeing in different environments. For example, somebody with a genetic disposition to seek 
excitement and to get bored very easily may have low job satisfaction doing a 9 to 5 desk job and 
high job satisfaction as a fire fighter.  Gene by environment interactions also mean that the same 
environment can have different effects on the wellbeing of individuals with different genes. For 
example, research suggests that men with lower testosterone levels have less conflict in 
marriages.  This suggests that marriage has different benefits for men with high or low levels of 
testosterone.  At present, it is easier to test these hypotheses at the level of observable personality 
traits (e.g., measures of sensation seeking or testosterone levels) than at the level of single genes. 
Therefore, I will revisit this topic in the personality chapter. 

9.3 Conclusion 
The most important contribution of twin studies is to demonstrate that wellbeing is not just 
influenced by people’s life circumstances and the environment. To some extent, genetic 
differences between individuals also contribute to the variation in wellbeing across individuals. 
Although it is difficult to quantify the contribution of genes, twin studies suggest that these 
effects are not trivial. The influence of genes on wellbeing has important implications. Probably, 
the most important implication is that it is not possible to simply study happy people to discover 
the secret of happiness. To some extent extremely happy people were lucky to inherit genes that 
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make them happy. Others with different genetic dispositions may have to find other ways to 
achieve their maximal happiness.  
Twin studies also show an influence of environmental factors on wellbeing. Whereas genes tend 
to contribute to the stability of wellbeing over time, environmental influences tend to contribute 
to changes in wellbeing. The reason is that environments change. People move to new places, 
change jobs, and social relationships. Even within stable relationships, like a long marriage, the 
quality of the relationship can change. The fact that environmental influences are less stable than 
genes does not make them any less important. Rather, it makes it necessary to constantly adapt to 
these environmental changes and find new ways to maximize wellbeing at different stages in life. 
This also explains why twin studies show no lasting influence of the childhood environment on 
wellbeing in adulthood.  When children become adults, they have to adapt to a new environment 
that is different from the environment in their parental home. Maybe some children who had a 
good childhood find it difficult to become independent and some children who had a troubled 
childhood appreciate the opportunity to create a new and better life for themselves. There does 
not seem to be a guarantee that a happy childhood leads to a happy life in adulthood. In this 
regard, it is simply wrong to compare wellbeing to height (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996).  For 
height, good nutrition during childhood has lasting effects on height in adulthood and in 
adulthood height is fixed and insensitive to environmental changes. Wellbeing is not fixed and 
changes in response to positive and negative changes in one’s environment.  
It is difficult to translate the results of twin studies into personally meaningful results. A 
heritability coefficient of 50% does not mean that 50% of your wellbeing is genetically fixed. 
The best way to illustrate the personal implications is to think about your wellbeing as 
determined by two independent factors: your genetic wellbeing potential and the quality of your 
actual life circumstances. If wellbeing is measured on a scale from 0 to 10, you can think about 
your score as a combination of a genetic score on a scale from 0 to 5 and a score from 0 to 5 for 
the quality of your life-circumstances. The worst-case scenario is that you have a low genetic 
potential and your life circumstances are also terrible. The combined value of 0 + 0 implies the 
lowest level of wellbeing. On the other extreme are individuals with a high genetic potential and 
ideal life circumstances. Adding the two maximal values of 5 + 5 gives the highest wellbeing 
score of 10.   
For middle or upper-class citizens of modern, rich countries like Canada, life circumstances are 
fairly close to the maximum. It is not perfect, but we might give Canada a value of 4 on the 0-5 
scale. Thus, there is relatively little room for improvement, and not everybody can earn two or 
three times more than the median income to buy a bit more happiness.   
For the genetic part it makes sense to assume a normal distribution as it is very unlikely that 
somebody gets all the happiness genes or all of the unhappiness genes in the genetic lottery. 
Most people will end up with a more or less equal mix of happiness and unhappiness genes. If 
the average genetic potential were in the middle of the 0-5 scale, the average person would have 
a genetic potential of 2.5.  However, it is also possible that happy genes are more prevalent or 
dominant than unhappiness genes. So, the average for the genetic part could be 3 rather than 2.5. 
Combining this with a score of 4 for the average quality of life circumstances would give a value 
of 7 on a 0-10 scale.  A value of 7 seems to suggest that there is a lot of room for further 
improvement, but not everybody can have ideal life circumstances all the time and not 
everybody can have all of the happiness genes. This may explain why wellbeing in countries like 
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Canada has not increased over the past 30 years.  Canada and several of the happiest nations in 
the world may be close to the maximum level of wellbeing that is possible.  
The simple model also suggests that a value of 7 on the 0-10 scale may be close to the personal 
maximum for many individuals and that nobody can expect to be a 10 forever.  Ironically, trying 
to be happier may undermine happiness because unrealistic expectations undermine wellbeing.  
Social media like Facebook may give us false impressions regarding how happy other people are 
because people tend to share their happy moments and hide their problems.   
At the same time, national comparisons also show variability in wellbeing across nations. Clearly 
wellbeing in Canada could be lower and there is no reason why it could not be somewhat higher 
than it currently is.  In order to do so, it is important to examine in more detail how genetic and 
environmental factors influence wellbeing. 
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 11 ILLUSIONS 

10. PERSONALITY AND WELLBEING 
 
Research on wellbeing with life satisfaction measures started in sociology and survey research. 
Psychologists focused mostly on measures of mental illness such as anxiety and depression.  
Costa and McCrae (1980) were the first psychologists who developed a psychological theory of 
wellbeing.  They proposed that external life events have relatively small and temporary effects 
on wellbeing and that internal dispositions are much more important.  To support this claim, they 
showed that personality traits predicted wellbeing 10 years later.  This finding is consistent with 
the evidence from longitudinal and twin studies that a large portion of the variance in wellbeing 
is explained by stable and internal factors.  Costa and McCrae’s (1980) article provided first 
evidence that two personality dispositions are stable predictors of wellbeing, namely neuroticism 
and extraversion.  I will return to this finding later in this chapter. For now, it is important to 
point out that research on wellbeing in psychology started in personality psychology, a discipline 
that focuses on stable internal dispositions, called traits. A review article by Diener (1984) also 
heavily emphasized the importance of personality for understanding wellbeing.  Two decades 
later, a review article noted that “few topics have attracted as much recent attention in 
personality psychology as the study of subjective wellbeing” (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006, p. 
404).  

10.1 A Brief Introduction to Personality Traits 
 
People differ from each other in many ways. In theory, any single stable characteristic of an 
individual ranging from height to genetic differences in the wiring of brains could be related to 
wellbeing.  Thus, searching for specific traits that predict wellbeing could be as difficult as 
finding single genes that predict wellbeing. Fortunately, the problem of finding traits that relate 
to wellbeing became easier in the 1980s when personality psychologists started to agree on a 
hierarchical model of personality traits.  Like the taxonomy of animals in biology, it is possible 
to make finer or coarser distinctions.  Not all cats are alike, but cats are more similar to each 
other than all mammals, although all dogs are mammals.  
 
For personality traits, for example, it is possible to distinguish people who are afraid of spiders, 
snakes, cramped places, heights, or crowds.  Even though an anxious person is more likely to 
have all of these fears, there are people who are not afraid of snakes, but afraid of heights and 
vice versa.  At an even higher level in the hierarchy, it is possible to distinguish distinct basic 
emotions like fear/anxiety, anger, or sadness.  Personality research shows that some people have 
a disposition to experience more of these unpleasant emotions.  This trait is called neuroticism, 
although it doesn’t mean that these individuals are suffering from a mental illness.  To reduce the 
number of personality traits to a manageable number of traits, personality psychologists tend to 
focus on the higher level of the hierarchy.  At the highest level of the hierarchy are five largely 
independent personality traits that are called the Big Five.  Although wellbeing has been related 
to hundreds of personality traits, most studies have focused on the Big Five.    
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10.1.1  Neuroticism  
As noted before, neuroticism is a broad disposition to interpret events more negatively.  This 
makes neurotic individuals prone to experience all kinds of negative emotions (anger, guilt, 
sadness, fear, envy, etc.) more intensely.  Neurotic individuals are also more likely to have 
negative thoughts (worry, pessimism) and feelings (nervous and depressed moods).  Neuroticism 
can also intensify subjective experiences of pain and is related to lower self-esteem.  Although 
neuroticism is most directly related to internal experiences, it also influences people’s 
behaviours, and friends and family members can provide valid information about neuroticism.  

10.1.2  Extraversion  
Extraversion is a global disposition that is related to sociability, sensation seeking, and 
cheerfulness.  People low in extraversion are called introverts. Extraversion is highly visible in 
non-verbal behaviours and even appearances. Extraverts are more likely to have fancy hair styles 
and clothing.  Extraversion predicts social activities and social networks. Although it is common, 
at least in North America, to think about extraversion as a desirable trait, extraversion has also 
been linked to some undesirable outcomes like drug use and a higher risk of infidelity and sexual 
diseases.  

10.1.3  Openness  
Openness is a general disposition to be curious, adventurous, and creative.  Open people tend to 
enjoy diversity and complexity.  There is no common term for people low in openness because 
characteristics like indifferent or ordinary have a negative connotation.  A relatively neutral way 
to describe people low in openness might be to say that they are practical, action-oriented, and 
more focused on the world outside rather than their inner thoughts and feelings.  

10.1.4 Agreeableness  
Agreeableness is a general disposition to be more trusting, loving, caring, altruistic, and polite. 
There is an unscientific term for people low in agreeableness (it starts with A and ends in L), but 
there is no scientific term for those low in agreeableness.  It is easy to think about agreeableness 
as a desirable term because selflessness is often considered a virtue, but low agreeableness does 
not necessarily mean that somebody is a sociopath or psychopath.  Leadership often requires 
making difficult decisions and people who are low in agreeableness are better able to see the 
greater good.  

10.1.5 Conscientiousness  
Conscientiousness is a general disposition to be more organized and self-disciplined.  
Conscientious people are better able to plan and complete difficult tasks.  Not surprisingly, 
conscientiousness predicts higher achievements.   

10.2  Causes of Personality Differences 
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In comparison to the relatively small number of twin studies of wellbeing, many more studies 
have examined the heritability of personality traits.  These studies show that all of the Big Five 
traits have moderate to high heritability.  Longitudinal studies also show that personality traits 
are highly stable over long periods of time and that they are more stable than wellbeing (Anusic 
& Schimmack, 2016).  The higher stability of personality than wellbeing is important because it 
points towards a causal effect of personality on wellbeing rather than from wellbeing to 
personality.  The reason is that a causal effect of wellbeing on personality would imply that 
factors that change wellbeing should also produce changes in personality.  However, this is not 
the case.  Thus, personality traits may explain why wellbeing is heritable and stable, whereas life 
circumstances explain why wellbeing also changes over time.   The interesting question is how 
much specific personality traits contribute to wellbeing?  Are they all equally important or are 
some personality traits more important than others.  

10.3  The Big Five and Wellbeing 

10.3.1 Meta-Analysis of Self-Reports  
When Costa and McCrae (1980) published their influential paper (remember it reported the 
results of a longitudinal study that started in the 1970s), the Big Five were not yet established. A 
decade later, McCrae and Costa (1991) published results with the Big Five as predictors and 
found that four out of the five traits contributed to the prediction of wellbeing. Neuroticism was a 
negative predictor while extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness were positive 
predictors.  Since then, numerous studies have correlated personality measures and wellbeing 
measures.  The results of these studies have been summarized in meta-analyses in 1998, 2004, 
and 2008.  The three meta-analyses are generally consistent, which is not surprising because they 
partially use overlapping data.  The most recent meta-analysis is based on the largest set of 
studies.  
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The results suggest that openness to experience tends to be a weak predictor of wellbeing. 
Correlations below r = .10 mean that a predictor explains less than 1% of the variance in the 
outcome.  Given this weak relationship, openness to experience does not appear to be an 
important trait that could explain the stability and heritability of wellbeing. The other four traits 
show more substantial correlations with wellbeing and neuroticism is by far the strongest 
predictor of wellbeing. 
One major limitation of the studies used for these meta-analyses is that they relied on self-ratings 
of personality and life satisfaction. This is problematic because it is well-known that self-ratings 
are influenced by a systematic bias called the halo bias. Some individuals tend to exaggerate 
positive attributes, which will inflate correlations between desirable personality traits and life 
satisfaction because high life satisfaction is also desirable. 
One solution to this problem is to use multiple regression.  Multiple regression removes shared 
variance among predictors and only shows the unique contribution of a predictor to a criterion 
variable.  As socially desirable responding influences all Big Five ratings, it produces shared 
variance among self-ratings of the Big Five.  Multiple regression removes this shared variance 
and shows how much the actual personality traits contribute to wellbeing.   
Steel et al. (2008) also reported the results of a multiple regression. As shown in the Table, all 
regression coefficients are less positive than the simple correlations. For openness the small 
positive relation even becomes a small negative relationship suggesting that creative and 
unconventional people are, on average, slightly less satisfied with life. One explanation could be 
that life is often not that exciting and novel. However, neither the correlation nor the regression 
results imply that openness accounts for much of the stable and heritable variance in wellbeing. 
The strongest predictor is neuroticism. The regression coefficient implies that neuroticism 
accounts for 10% of the variance in wellbeing.  Extraversion is a weaker predictor that explains 
roughly 4% of the variance, and agreeableness and conscientiousness seem to matter even less.   
 Correlation Regression 
Neuroticism      -.38 -.30 
Extraversion   .28   .17 
Openness   .03 -.04 
Agreeableness   .14   .03 
Conscientiousness   .22   .07 

10.3.2 Evidence from Large National Representative Samples  
One limitation of Steel et al.’s meta-analysis is that the majority of the studies were student 
samples. Since Steel et al.’s meta-analysis was published, the relationship between personality 
and wellbeing has been examined in large, national representative samples.  These studies have 
confirmed the main finding from Steel et al.’s meta-analysis that neuroticism is the strongest and 
most consistent predictor of wellbeing (see results from Dyrenforth et al., 2010 below). 
 
 Australia UK   Germany   
Neuroticism       -.26 -.34  -.26 
Extraversion   .19   .13   .13 
Openness  -.04   .09   .14 
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Agreeableness   .24   .21   .12 
Conscientiousness   .18   .23   .12       
Dyrenforth et al.’s (2010) study has two limitations. First, national representative samples use 
short scales with low reliability, which leads to an underestimation of effect sizes. Second, they 
did not use multiple regression analysis to control for response styles that inflate effect sizes.  
Two studies with German national representative samples showed that neuroticism was the only 
significant predictor when response styles were controlled (Schimmack et al., 2008; Rammstedt 
et al., 2007).  Schimmack developed a statistical model that corrects for unreliability and 
response styles. This model is useful for survey studies with large national representative 
samples that require short scales.  I used this model for the German and UK data as well as a 
recent national representative sample of Americans.  The results are shown in the next table.  
 
 US-PSID UK   Germany   
Neuroticism       -.17 -.38   -.29 
Extraversion   .07  .06   .06 
Openness  -.08 -.15   .05 
Agreeableness   .03  .02   .02 
Conscientiousness   .09  .09   .04      
 
The results confirm that neuroticism is the strongest (negative) predictor of wellbeing.  However, 
the results also show that the other four dimensions of the Big Five are weak predictors of 
wellbeing.  Even extraversion is not a strong predictor of wellbeing.  These results suggest that 
the Big Five alone cannot explain the large amount of stable and heritable variance in wellbeing.  

10.3.3 Beyond the Big Five and Self-Ratings 
Very few studies have used self-ratings and informant ratings to examine the relationship 
between personality and life satisfaction. One of the few studies which included both types of 
ratings used informant ratings of personality by spouses (McCrae & Costa, 1991).  
 
   Self Spouse   
Neuroticism       -.33 -.32   
Extraversion   .21  .09  
Openness  -.02  .03  
Agreeableness   .14  .24  
Conscientiousness   .25  .22    
 
The results once more confirmed that neuroticism is the strongest predictor of wellbeing, even if 
neuroticism is measured with informant ratings.  However, agreeableness and conscientiousness 
also predicted wellbeing.  Based on these results, McCrae and Costa suggested that 
agreeableness and conscientiousness also influence wellbeing.  They proposed that agreeableness 
influences wellbeing by fostering better marriages and conscientiousness influences wellbeing 
through achievements.  Although these are plausible hypotheses, they did not have measures of 
marital satisfaction or job satisfaction to test this prediction, and subsequent studies did not 
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replicate this finding.  Schimmack et al. (2004) reported results from one study that measured 
personality with informant ratings and wellbeing with self-ratings and two studies that obtained 
self-ratings of personality and informant ratings of wellbeing.  Another innovation of 
Schimmack et al.’s study was a more detailed assessment of personality.  As discussed earlier, 
each Big Five dimension is related to several more specific personality traits.  These specific 
traits may be better predictors of wellbeing and contribute to the stability and heritability of 
wellbeing.  
The study with informant ratings of personality showed that self-ratings produce inflated 
estimates of the relationship between personality and wellbeing.  However, personality ratings by 
peers and parents confirmed that neuroticism is a negative predictor of wellbeing.  A closer look 
at three specific traits related to neuroticism shows that depression is the strongest negative 
predictor for self-ratings and peer-ratings, but not for parent-ratings.  
 
  Self Peer Parent  
Neuroticism       -.48 -.23  -.27 
 
Depression  -.52 -.28 -.18   
Anxiety  -.33 -.16 -.23 
Anger  -.31 -.10 -.17   
 
The pattern is clearer when self-ratings of personality are related to informant ratings of 
wellbeing.  Self-ratings of depression are the strongest predictor of informant ratings of 
wellbeing.  
  Self1 Self2 Inf1 Inf2  
Neuroticism       -.45 -.23  -.29 -.26 
 
Depression  -.52 -.57 -.38 -.37  
Anxiety  -.22 -.40 -.08 -.15 
Anger  -.34 -.38 -.22 -.21   
 
Additional analysis showed that the other Big Five dimensions did not contribute to the 
prediction of wellbeing in addition to the depression measure.  For extraversion, the cheerful 
personality trait was a stronger predictor of wellbeing than sociability or excitement seeking.  
These results suggest that depression and cheerfulness are the key personality dimensions that 
influence wellbeing.  This finding is consistent with Costa and McCrae’s first theory, but it 
refines the theory.  Anxiety and anger are more strongly influenced by situational factors. 
Anxious individuals can avoid risky and dangerous situations to reduce anxiety, and angry 
individuals may actually benefit from anger by getting what they want.  In contrast, depressive 
moods can linger without a clear cause.  On the other side of the mood spectrum, some people 
can be cheerful even if life circumstances are difficult.   
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10.4 Linking Personality to Wellbeing 

10.4.1  Mood as a Mediator 
The previous section discussed the possibility that personality may be linked to internally caused 
feelings.  It is useful to distinguish these feelings from feelings that are elicited by external 
events. Internal feeling states are often called moods, whereas feelings that are caused by events 
are called emotions. Emotions are feelings that change in response to evaluations (appraisals) of 
events.  Achievements or pleasant surprises make us feel good about something that happened to 
us or somebody we care for.  Failures and disappointments make us feel bad.  In this way, 
positive and negative emotions are indicators of wellbeing because appraisals compare events in 
our actual life to our ideal life.  Moods are different because they colour our experiences. Some 
individuals have a disposition to be in a more negative mood, whereas others have a disposition 
to be in a good mood most of the time.  Moods rather than emotions are more likely to account 
for the stability and heritability of wellbeing because emotions can be regulated in multiple 
ways.  In contrast, many people struggle with the regulation of mood and require psychotherapy 
or medical help to cope with mood disorders.  
Based on this idea, Schimmack, Diener and Oishi (2002) proposed a mood as mediator model. 
This model postulates that Neuroticism and Extraversion are heritable biological dispositions 
that influence individuals’ moods, and individuals’ moods influence how they experience their 
lives.  It is important to distinguish this theory from the affect as information model (Schwarz & 
Clore, 1983).  The affect as information model assumes that people rely on their current mood 
when they judge their wellbeing.  As discussed earlier, these mood effects are weak. The mood 
as mediator model assumes that people judge their lives in part by their feelings that they 
typically have.  Personality primarily influences how people feel, but how they feel influences 
how satisfied there are with their lives.   
Statistically the mood as mediator model implies that extraversion and neuroticism no longer 
predict life satisfaction judgments when a measure of people’s feelings (hedonic balance = HB) 
is included in the model.  A semester-long study with students confirmed this prediction.  
Neuroticism predicted a lower hedonic balance (positive affect minus negative affect) and 
extraversion predicted a more positive hedonic balance. In turn, a more positive hedonic balance 
predicted higher life satisfaction.  Extraversion and neuroticism didn’t have any additional 
effects on life satisfaction.  
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10.4.2.  Culture as a Moderator  
The mood as a mediator model makes two assumptions.  First, it assumes that the effect of 
personality on mood reflects inherited, biological dispositions that are difficult to regulate. 
Accordingly, the same biological processes should link personality and mood across different 
cultures. In other words, the relationship between personality and mood should be universal.  
The second assumption of the model is that the influence of mood on life satisfaction judgments 
depends on how much individuals focus on their internal feelings when they evaluate their lives 
and this could vary across cultures.  As the chapter on values showed, what people value varies 
across cultures. Suh et al. (1998) demonstrated that hedonic balance is a stronger predictor of life 
evaluations in modern, individualistic cultures than in traditional, collectivistic cultures.  In part, 
this shift in values is due to the fulfillment of essential materialistic needs. As societies become 
more affluent, the focus shifts from survival to living well.  Not surprisingly, psychology and 
wellbeing science are concentrated in affluent Western countries.  In statistical terms, Suh et al. 
proposed a moderator model.  A moderator variable changes the strength of the relationship 
between two other variables. In this case, culture is the moderator that moderates the relationship 

between hedonic balance and life satisfaction.  
Schimmack, Radhakrishnan et al. (2002) combined the 
mood as mediator model with the culture as a 
moderator model. This model predicts that neuroticism 
and extraversion are stronger predictors of wellbeing in 
individualistic cultures because the effect of personality 
is mediated by mood and mood has a stronger influence 
on wellbeing in individualistic cultures.   
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A study with students from two individualistic nations 
(Germany, United States) and three collectivistic 
nations (Japan, Mexico, Ghana) confirmed this 
prediction (see Figure).  Extraversion and neuroticism 
predicted hedonic balance equally in all five cultures, 
but the effect of personality on life satisfaction 
judgments differed across cultures. The mediated path 
from extraversion to life satisfaction was weaker in 
collectivistic cultures (.40 * .48 = .19) than in 
individualistic cultures (.40 * .76 = .36). The mediated 
path from neuroticism to life satisfaction was also 

weaker in collectivistic cultures (-.56 * .48 = -.27) than in individualistic cultures (-.56 * .76 = -
.43).  It has to be noted that this study has not been replicated.   

10.4.3.  Multivariate Twin Studies  
So far, the review of the personality and wellbeing literature suggests that internal biological 
mechanisms that influence how individuals experience life could explain stable and heritable 
differences in wellbeing.  Whereas some individuals are born with a sanguine, cheerful 
temperament, others are born with a melancholic temperament.  One way to test this hypothesis 
are twin studies that measure personality and wellbeing.  When personality and wellbeing are 
measured in the same set of twins, it is possible to see whether the genes that produce variation 
in a personality trait overlap with the genes that produce variation in wellbeing.  For example, 
twin studies of personality show that neuroticism and openness to experience are equally 
heritable. However, only neuroticism predicts wellbeing. Thus, we would expect that 
neuroticism genes predict the heritability of wellbeing, but openness genes do not.  
One twin study linked life satisfaction judgments to the lifetime occurrence of major depressive 
episodes (Nes et al., 2013). Although this is primarily a measure of a mood disorder, the focus on 
lifetime prevalence means that the focus is less on the acute experience of depression and more 
on a life long disposition for depressive episodes to occur.  Similarly, the study focused on the 
stable variance in wellbeing by measuring wellbeing twice.  The study showed that the genetic 
variance in life satisfaction correlated r = .5 with the genetic variance in depression.  There was 
also a weaker correlation between the environmental variances, r = .2.  This finding provides 
positive evidence that a disposition to experience depressive moods is one of the stable factors 
that produces stable variance in wellbeing.  

10.4.4.  Stable in Naturalistic Studies Does Not Mean Unchangeable 
It is important to realize that stability in naturalistic studies does not mean it is impossible to 
change factors that produce differences.  Even if heritability in wellbeing were caused by genetic 
differences in height, it is possible that these effects depend on social norms that can be changed. 
For the purpose of mood regulation, numerous options exist. The most direct intervention exists 
in the form of drugs that intervene at the biological level. For example, anti-depressants like 
serotonin-reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) prevent the quick reuptake of serotonin that is caused by 
genetic differences in neurons.  Other interventions like psychotherapy aim to change the 
processing of information to reduce negative biases.  None of these interventions can turn a 
highly neurotic individual into a very calm and emotionally stable individual, but these 
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interventions can reduce some of the negative effects of genetic dispositions.  Advances in 
neuroscience and medicine are likely to increase the effectiveness of interventions in the future. 
Meanwhile, individuals may benefit from understanding their personality and adjusting their life 
expectations accordingly.   

10.5 Other Personality Characteristics Linked to Wellbeing 
Although personality is often narrowly construed as traits, individuals also differ in other 
characteristics that could influence wellbeing.  Likely candidates are socially desirable 
characteristics.  Having desirable attributes could make it easier for individuals to achieve their 
goals.  For example, Diener and Fujita (1995) found that being intelligent or attractive was 
linked to wellbeing if these characteristics were a valuable asset to achieve a personal goal. For 
example, intelligence is a predictor of academic success and would help achievement-oriented 
students to attain their goals.  However, studies find that desirable characteristics like 
intelligence or attractiveness are surprisingly weak predictors of wellbeing.  

10.5.1. Appearance and Wellbeing 
Attractiveness has always been valued, but it may be valued even more today when millions of 
people share selfies on social media.  Many individuals invest time and money in their physical 
appearance. Others were lucky to be born with physical features that society considers to be 
beautiful.  Once more, twin studies show that attractiveness is highly heritable. Does this mean 
that they were also born to be happier?  Research suggests that this is not the case and that even 
plastic surgery has at best minimal effects on wellbeing.   
Diener and colleagues (1995) conducted the first study of attractiveness and wellbeing with 
university students.  To measure attractiveness, undergraduate research assistants rated 
photographs and these ratings were averaged.  The study showed a positive correlation between 
attractiveness and self-ratings of life satisfaction. Although this correlation was statistically 
small, it is comparable to the correlations for income. A major limitation of the study was the 
small sample size and the reliance on university students. Attractiveness may be more important 
for wellbeing during early adulthood than later in life. There have been few follow-up studies.  
Gupta, Etcoff, and Jaeger (2016) asked research assistants to rate the facial attractiveness of the 
yearbook pictures of 8,434 participants. The study also included measures of Body-Mass-Index 
(weight relative to height) and height.  Higher ratings of facial attractiveness and a lower body-
mass index predicted higher wellbeing and lower depression.  However, even combining the two 
indicators of attractiveness predicted less than 1% of the variance in wellbeing (r < .1).  The 
main limitation of this study is that wellbeing was measured in midlife and that attractiveness 
could have changed over time.  However, the study does suggest that the stable and heritable 
portion of attractiveness makes at best a small contribution to the heritability of wellbeing.  The 
study did not find a relationship between height and wellbeing. The reason might be that the 
effect size is very small. Deaton and Arora (2009) found that taller men reported slightly higher 
life satisfaction than shorter men. Women show the same trend, but the effect is even weaker. 
The effect was shown for Whites (N = 376,697) and Hispanics (N = 10,191), but not for African 
Americans (29,612).  A study in a large sample of Europeans over 50 replicated this relationship 
(Denny, 2017).  The effect tends to become weaker after controlling for income, suggesting that 
taller men benefit from higher pay. However, lower height can also be an indicator of health 
problems during childhood. Although these results are interesting, the effect is small. Thus, it is 
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unlikely that genetic differences in height contribute to the genetic variance in wellbeing.  One 
twin study directly examined this question.  McGovern, Neale, and Kendler (1996) examined the 
relationship between attractiveness and depression (low wellbeing) in a twin study.  They found 
high heritability of attractiveness (65%) and depression (50%), but attractiveness was unrelated 
to depression in this study. 
The weak relationship between attractiveness and wellbeing is surprising given how much 
money some individuals spend on their physical appearance and that some individuals are even 
willing to risk their health to improve their appearance.  In some cases, the use of plastic surgery 
to improve looks may actually reflect low self-esteem, depression, and low wellbeing.  The 
attempt to boost self-esteem by means of surgery may fail because appearance is not the cause of 
depression and low wellbeing.  However, for others plastic surgery may actually improve 
wellbeing.  We can point out how harmful social stigma can be, but we should not blame 
individuals who conform to these norms in order to attain personal goals.  Michael Jackson and 
many other Black artists have used plastic surgery to conform to White norms of beauty and this 
has helped them to become successful, but we do not know whether it has made them happier. 
Although several studies have examined the psychological effects of plastic surgery, many 
studies relied on small samples.  A relatively large study with a control group examined the long-
term effects of various types of plastic surgery on life satisfaction (Margraf, Meyer, and Lavalle, 
K. L., 2013).  The study compared participants who underwent surgery to participants who had 
applied for plastic surgery and had not yet received treatment.  The results showed a mean 
difference between the group one year after surgery that was equally due to a life satisfaction 
increase in the group that received surgery (d = .2) and a decrease in the wait-list group (d = -.2).  
These results suggest that people who are dissatisfied with their appearance may benefit from 
plastic surgery. These results are consistent with Diener and Fujita’s idea that attractiveness only 
contributes to wellbeing for individuals who consider attractiveness important, either because 
they value it or because it is instrumental for achieving a goal (e.g., a career in the entertainment 
industry).  
In conclusion, physical characteristics seem to play a small role in wellbeing. Attractiveness may 
only matter for individuals who care about attractiveness. While these individuals benefit from 
investing in their appearance, individuals who do not care about looks can benefit from investing 
time and money in things that they value.  In contrast to appearance, height is fixed, but 
fortunately it has a very small relationship with wellbeing.  

10.6. Illusions 
People’s perceptions of their lives can be accurate or inaccurate. Philosophers have debated 
whether inaccurate perceptions of one’s life can influence wellbeing. Many definitions of 
wellbeing allow for the influence of illusions on wellbeing because emotional experiences and 
life satisfaction are based on perceptions of one’s actual life rather than an objective assessment 
of one’s life. Therefore, how illusions influence wellbeing is an important empirical question. 
 
As wellbeing implies an evaluation, it is possible to distinguish between two types of illusions. 
On the one hand, negative illusions can lead to lower wellbeing because one’s own life is 
perceived more negatively than it actually is. For example, depression may lead to overly 
negative evaluations of the self. On the other hand, positive illusions may lead to overly positive 
evaluations of one’s life.  
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It is important to distinguish between positive and negative illusions because negative illusions 
have two problems. They lead to inaccurate perceptions of reality and they lower wellbeing. It is 
therefore rather uncontroversial to help depressed people with negative illusions to have a more 
positive view of themselves and their lives because a more positive view would also be a more 
accurate view. However, it is more controversial whether it is beneficial to foster positive 
illusions. The reason is that positive illusions imply a trade-off between two preferences; people 
want to perceive the world accurately and they want to feel good.  Given a choice between high 
wellbeing that is based on accurate perceptions of reality and high wellbeing that is based on 
illusions, most people prefer wellbeing based on reality. However, if one’s actual life does not 
match one’s ideal, it is tempting to reduce the discrepancy by perceiving reality as more 
consistent with one’s ideals than reality actually is. Of course, this cannot happen consciously 
because awareness that an illusion is an illusion destroys the illusion. However, there are many 
strategies that people may use to maintain positive illusions. For example, it is possible to 
maintain an inflated image of one’s intelligence by avoiding taking an objective IQ test and an 
illusion about one’s health can be maintained by avoiding medical checkups.  The need to avoid 
confrontation with reality to maintain positive illusions also points to the main potential problem 
of positive illusions, namely at some point it may become impossible to avoid confronting 
reality. For example, an individual who maintained positive illusions about his health by 
avoiding medical checkups may have a serious illness that cannot be ignored. For this reason, 
researchers have suggested that positive illusions may have benefits for wellbeing in the short 
term, but negative effects in the long term. 

10.6.1  Measuring Illusions 
 
To measure illusions it is necessary to have a measure of reality. This makes it difficult to 
measure illusions about the future because the future is uncertain. For example, an individual 
may estimate his probability to live 80 years as 70%, when the actual probability for a male his 
age is 50%. Does this mean he has a positive illusion? Not necessarily. The individual may be in 
good health, non-smoking, and have grandparents who lived into their 90s. Positive expectations 
about the future are therefore better examined as optimism, but it is difficult to establish whether 
optimism is grounded in reality or illusions.  
Some common measures of positive illusions rely on comparisons to an average person. People 
who rate themselves above average on many desirable characteristics (and below average on 
undesirable characteristics) are likely to have positive illusions. However, the problem with this 
approach is that some people are actually above average on desirable attributes. For example, 
some attractive people are also smart, etc. (one website claims that Shakira has an IQ of 140, 
http://www.kids-iq-tests.com/famous-people.html).  As a result, positive illusion measures based 
on these ratings tend to combine illusions with actual differences in desirable attributes.  
 
A better approach to the measurement of illusions is to compare self-ratings to informant ratings 
or actual performance measures.  For example, self-ratings of IQ may be much higher than actual 
IQ scores or self-ratings of attractiveness to others may be higher than actual ratings by others. 
These discrepancies would indicate that people have positive illusions about themselves, 
especially if an individual consistently overestimates desirable attributes.  Anusic et al. (2009) 
showed that some people consistently overestimate their standing on positive personality 
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attributes (e.g., agreeableness, conscientiousness) and that this tendency was related to inflated 
estimates of attractiveness, intelligence, athletic abilities, and trivia knowledge.  
 

10.6.2 Evaluative Biases in Domain Satisfaction Judgments 
One way to measure wellbeing is to ask respondents about satisfaction in various life domains. 
For example, how satisfied are you with your health, family, friendships, and work?  A priori, 
there is no reason that satisfaction in one domain should be positively correlated with satisfaction 
in another domain. It is even possible that domains are negatively related, for example if hard 
work increases job satisfaction, but decreases leisure satisfaction.  However, studies typically 
find positive correlations in self-ratings of various life domains. This finding suggests that some 
people have a general tendency to see the positive and others have a tendency to focus on the 
negative.  This general positivity will produce positive correlations in judgments of specific 
domains. However, it is also possible that positive correlations simply show that people use the 
rating scale differently or that some individuals respond in a more socially desirable manner.  To 
show the influence of a general positivity factor it is necessary to obtain self-ratings and 
informant ratings. If some people really are more positive, there should be positive correlations 
across different domains and different raters.  For example, if Peter really is a very positive 
person, he should rate work, health, and recreation positively and Peter’s friends would also rate 
him as highly satisfied with all of these domains. Moreover, Peter should also be more satisfied 
with domains that are objectively identical for all participants like the weather.  Schneider and 
Schimmack (2010) provided the first evidence for a general positivity factor.  In the figure, the 
general positivity factor is labeled general satisfaction.  The general satisfaction factor influenced 
satisfaction with several life domains, including the weather. Not shown in the figure is the fact 
that domain satisfaction reflects the shared variance in self-ratings and informant ratings of 
satisfaction in these domains. This means that the general satisfaction factor influenced self-
ratings and informant ratings in these domains. The figure also shows that domain satisfaction 
influences self-ratings and informant ratings of life satisfaction, mainly because global life 
satisfaction judgments reflect satisfaction with important life domains like health, academics, 
and social relationships. Weather satisfaction is not important and does not influence life 
satisfaction judgments.  It is important to realize that the figure also shows an influence of 
general positivity on self-ratings and informant ratings of wellbeing.  This influence is indirect. 
For example, general positivity influences health satisfaction and health satisfaction influences 
life satisfaction judgments (both self-ratings and informant ratings).  As general positivity 
influences several life domains that in turn influence life satisfaction judgments, these effects add 
up and can lead to a strong influence of general positivity on wellbeing.  
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It is important to note some limitations of this study.  First, general positivity in this study does 
not necessarily reveal the influence of illusions. It is possible that some people are more satisfied 
with life domains because they have less extreme ideals. For example, it is easier to be satisfied 
with academic life if you aim for a GPA of 3.0 rather than a GPA of 4.0. Thus, it is not clear how 
much the effect is due to illusions about actual standing in these domains and how much it is due 
to differences in the ideals for these domains.  Nevertheless, the results are important for theories 
of illusions because the study could have shown that there is no general positivity factor.  The 
other limitation is that the study does not distinguish positivity and negativity.  Although the 
factor is called a general positivity or satisfaction factor, it would be possible to reverse it and 
call it a general negativity factor.  Maybe the results merely show that depressed individuals have 
overly negative evaluations of their life domains. To examine the influence of positive illusions 
it is necessary to use an independent measure of illusions and see whether it predicts wellbeing.  
 

10.6.3 Positive Illusions Enhance Wellbeing 
 
In a highly influential article, Taylor and Brown (1988) proposed that positive illusions are 
common and enhance wellbeing while realistic perceptions are characteristic of depression and 
low wellbeing. Citation of this work in other influential articles has contributed to the impact of 
the original article. Baumeister, Smart, and Boden (1996) noted that “Taylor and Brown (1988) 
amassed considerable evidence that positive illusions (i.e., favourable and possibly distorted 
views of the self) are correlated with mental health and good adjustment” (p. 29). Diener et al. 
(1999) maintain that positive illusions foster “not only wellbeing, but also other positive 
qualities” (p. 282).  Ryff and Keyes (1995) suggest that Taylor and Brown’s article raises 
“questions (theoretical, philosophical, empirical) about the scientific attention lavished on 
happiness and positive affect” (p. 725), if wellbeing is mainly based on illusions, but they do not 
question the link between illusions and subjective wellbeing.  Myers and Diener (1995) cite 
Taylor and Brown (1988) as evidence that happy people believe that they are “more ethical, 
more intelligent, less prejudiced, better able to get along with others, and healthier than average” 
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(p. 12).  Murray, Holmes, and Griffin (1994) note that “growing evidence suggests that "positive 
illusions" about the self are critical for adjustment and mental health.” They then go on to 
propose that having positive illusions about one’s romantic partner as well as having a romantic 
partner with positive illusions about oneself also contributes to wellbeing.  However, others have 
cautioned that not all positive illusions are beneficial (Weinstein, 1980). Overall, however, it has 
become widely accepted that positive illusions are beneficial for wellbeing.  
 
Taylor and colleagues noted several limitations in the studies that examined the relationship 
between positive illusions and wellbeing.  They conducted a comprehensive study that included 
several measures of self-enhancement (a term used for positive illusions about the self) and 
wellbeing (Taylor et al., 2003) to provide the first “strong test of opposite predictions” about the 
benefits of positive illusions.  The results are based on a (relatively small) sample of 92 
participants.   
 

The study used three different self-enhancement 
measures, which produced similar results. HSM 
is a measure where participants rate themselves 
on desirable personality attributes relative to an 
average person of the same gender.  Various 
wellbeing measures were averaged.  Positive 
measures were combined into a mental health 
factor and negative measures (e.g., depression) 
were averaged to form a mental distress factor. 
The psychological resources factor combines 
various positive characteristics such as 

optimism, happiness, and extraversion.  As you can see, self-enhancement measures tend to be 
positively correlated with these self-report measures of wellbeing. Some correlations are strong, 
r > .5.  However, correlations are considerably weaker for the non-self-report measures of 

wellbeing. For example, peer-judged mental 
health based on an interview correlated 
significantly only with the HSM measure, r = .29. 
The other two correlations were small, r = .1.  
The other two non-self-report measures even 
produced some weak negative correlations, but 
overall showed basically no relationship with 
self-enhancement.  What do these results tell us 
about the benefits of positive illusions for 
wellbeing? According to the authors (see quote), 
the results provide support for the benefits of 
positive illusions. I have a hard time 

understanding how the authors arrive at this conclusion. Most clearly, the results show that the 
relation between self-enhancement measures and wellbeing depends heavily on the choice of the 
wellbeing measure. Self-report measures show much stronger positive correlations than the other 
measures. This suggests that self-report measures of wellbeing and mental health are problematic 
because self-enhancement measures may provide illusory evidence for the benefits of positive 
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illusions. Due to the small sample size and the lack of validated non-self-report measures of 
wellbeing the study fails to settle the debate.  
 

10.6.4 Narcissism and wellbeing  
Narcissism is a personality disorder that can have extremely negative effects on individuals with 
a narcissistic personality disorder and the people who are affected by them. However, even 
within the normal range of personality, it is possible to distinguish people who tend to emphasize 
their own positive qualities and fail to see positive qualities in others.  Narcissism is often 
measured with self-report measures.  
 
People who score highly on a narcissism measure tend to have the following characteristics: 
- self-promotion 
- interpersonal exploitation 
- support grandiose self-concept 
- quest for superiority 
- negative attitudes about others 
- romantic partners are prizes to be won 
- high on charm but low on intimacy 
 
How is narcissism related to wellbeing?  On the one hand, it is possible that narcissism is an 
attempt to raise self-esteem and wellbeing.  For example, somebody with low self-esteem and 
negative feelings about the self could try to raise wellbeing by gaining status, being better than 
others, and by using downward comparisons (I am better than others).  This would suggest that 
the relationship between narcissism and wellbeing is mixed. A negative relation might exist 
because people who are disposed to have low wellbeing are more likely to be narcissistic.  
However, narcissism could be an effective coping strategy that helps these individuals to feel 
good about themselves and raises their wellbeing.  On the other hand, striving for superiority, 
low intimacy, and downward social comparisons can undermine social relationships, which are 
important for wellbeing.  Complicating the research, it is possible that narcissists are likely to 
present an overly positive image of their wellbeing on self-report measures.   
 
 

One study found a positive correlation between 
narcissism and wellbeing.  The study also found 
that this relationship was mediated by self-
esteem.  The mediation model (see figure) 
assumes that narcissism raises self-esteem 
(causal path from narcissism to self-esteem) and 
that self-esteem influences wellbeing (causal 

path from self-esteem to wellbeing).  The direct effect was not significant and even slightly 
negative.  A negative effect could emerge if narcissism has a negative effect on social 
relationships, which in turn have a positive effect on wellbeing. However, the results do not 
suggest that there is a strong negative effect on social relationships because the causal path from 
narcissism to wellbeing is nearly zero.  This study would suggest that narcissism is beneficial for 
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wellbeing.  However, the main limitation of this study is again the use of a self-report measure of 
wellbeing.  
 
[Since the lecture I contacted Simine Vazire, a colleague who has collected data on narcissism 
and informant ratings of life satisfaction, and she ran some analyses in her data.  She wrote: “I 
just checked in three datasets and there is no relationship between NPI (Narcissistic Personality 
Inventory) scores and informant-rated happiness/wellbeing/depression/neuroticism/loneliness...  
the correlation fluctuates between -.10 and + .10, so I'm pretty sure it's right around zero... (I also 
looked at facets of the NPI and didn't find anything interesting...).”  This finding suggests that 
narcissism has no benefits for wellbeing.  However, it is possible that informant ratings are 
biased and that informants rate the wellbeing of narcissists lower because they do not like them. 
Future research will have to examine this. For now, the results vary as a function of the 
measurement of wellbeing, which means that it is impossible to say anything scientific about the 
benefits or costs of narcissism for wellbeing.] 

10.6.4  The Problem of Disillusionment  
One reason why some people prefer realism over illusions is that illusions carry the risk of 
disappointment or disillusionment.  The more our wellbeing rests on illusions, the more likely it 
is that our wellbeing will decrease when we learn some unpleasant truth.  Thus, even studies that 
show a positive relationship between illusions and wellbeing in the short term may overestimate 
the benefits of illusions because they do not take into account that illusions may cause more 
suffering later on.  
 
Robins and Beer (2001) examined this question in a study with university students from the 
beginning to the end of their undergraduate degree.  The illusion measure was based on students’ 
self-assessment of their academic ability relative to objective criteria such as their high-school 
GPA.  Wellbeing was assessed in one-year intervals.  The results showed that the illusion 
measure was positively related to wellbeing at the beginning of university. However, it/greater 
illusions also predicted a decrease in wellbeing over time. These results suggest that it is difficult 
to maintain positive illusions about academic performance when students continuously receive 
feedback about their performance in mid-terms, final exams, term papers, etc.  After some time, 
students’ perceptions become more realistic. This can have positive effects on wellbeing for 
students with overly negative views of their academic abilities. Yet, it will lower the wellbeing 
of those students who have to realize that their abilities are not as exceptional as they initially 
thought.   
 
This study also has some limitations. First, the study relied exclusively on self-ratings to measure 
wellbeing.  Thus, even the initial benefits may have been overestimated.  Second, it is not clear 
whether the illusions in this study reveal a general personality characteristic.  It is possible that 
some students had inflated self-perceptions because they were truly exceptional in their high 
schools, whereas other students came from very selective private schools where the averages 
were higher. Nevertheless, the study provides a concrete example of the dangers and limits of 
using illusions to enhance wellbeing. Maintaining illusions can be difficult and when illusions 
become unsustainable, they can result in lower wellbeing.  

10.6.5  Positive Illusions about Others  
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Most of the research on positive illusions has focused on illusions about the self.  The focus on 
the self reflects the (tendency of Western cultures to) focus on self-esteem as an important 
determinant of wellbeing.  (This is the idea that) As long as you feel good about yourself, 
nothing else matters.  However, in other cultures, social relationships are more important than 
self-esteem (Kwan et al., 1997). Even in North America, social relationships are important for 
wellbeing (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005).  Self-enhancement and narcissism assume that people 
have positive illusions about themselves but have no illusions, or even negative illusions, about 
others.  It is, however, possible to have positive illusions about oneself and others. Positive 
illusions about others may be beneficial for wellbeing because they could be beneficial for social 
relationships. Murray et al. (1996) found that positive illusions about a romantic partner were 
positively related to participants’ own relationship satisfaction and the partners’ relationship 
satisfaction.  This would suggest that positive illusions will be beneficial if one is able to be 
positive about oneself and others, at least close others.  One study found that people who were 
more positive when rating others also reported higher wellbeing (Wood, Harms, & Vazire, 
2010).  Kim, Schimmack, and Oishi (in press) asked UTM students to rate their own personality 
and the personality of a friend.  Wellbeing was assessed with self-ratings and informant ratings 
of life satisfaction.  The study showed that people who rated themselves and their friends more 
positively also reported higher wellbeing.  Just having a more positive view of oneself (self-
enhancement) was neither positively nor negatively related to self-ratings of wellbeing.  This 
would suggest that positive illusions are beneficial if they are not only about the self but also 
about others.  However, as in the study by Taylor et al. (2003), positive illusions were weaker 
predictors of informant ratings of wellbeing.  This once again shows the problem of using self-
ratings as the only measure of wellbeing.  In sum, the results suggest that positive illusions are 
neither beneficial nor costly for wellbeing.  However, the study has a number of limitations and 
more research is needed.  

10.6.6 Separating Benefits of Positive Illusions from Costs of Negative Illusions 
Nearly all studies of positive illusion suffer from the use of simple linear statistics (linear 
regression, Pearson correlation) to examine the benefits of positive illusions.  The reason is that 
high scores on a positive illusion measure reflect positive illusions, but low scores on these 
measures do not reflect realistic perceptions. At least some participants with low scores have 
negative illusions. As a result, a linear positive correlation between a positive illusion measure 
and wellbeing does not show that positive illusions are good. One could simply reverse the 
positive illusion measure so that people with high scores have low scores and vice versa and the 
correlation would turn negative.  This correlation would lead to the conclusion that negative 
illusions are bad for wellbeing.  As noted in the beginning, however, these conclusions have very 
different meanings.  The real question is whether it is beneficial to move from realistic 
perceptions to positive illusions. To test this question, it is necessary to look for non-linear 
relationships in the data. One could find that wellbeing increases from low scores on a positive 
illusions measure to medium scores that reflect realistic perceptions, but that wellbeing does not 
increase further when scores further increase towards positive illusions. It is even possible that at 
some point, the relationship turns negative because extreme positive illusions have negative 
effects.  
Joiner et al. (2006) conducted one of the few studies that looked beyond linear relationships.   
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The wellbeing measure was a widely used 
depression measure, the Beck Depression 
Inventory. It is strongly negatively related to 
life satisfaction measures (Pavot & Diener, 
1993). Evidently, low scores reflect higher 
wellbeing.  Illusions were measured in terms of 
discrepancies between self-ratings and 
informant ratings by roommates.  The results 
did show that the relationship between illusions 
and wellbeing is not linear. The highest levels 
of depression were found for people with 
negative illusions (self-denigration). Depression 
scores were lowest for people with accurate 
self-perceptions, or at least perceptions that 

matched their roommates’ perceptions.  They increased again for participants who self-enhanced.  
This finding would suggest that previous studies that found benefits of positive illusions may 
have demonstrated the costs of negative illusions without revealing the actual effects of positive 
illusions. However, more research is needed and this single study should not be used as evidence 
that positive illusions are negative.  Moreover, the study does not reveal causality.  It is still 
possible that self-enhancers have higher depression scores because depressed people may use 
self-enhancement to increase their wellbeing, whereas people who have a cheerful disposition 
find it easier to admit some weaknesses and flaws and have a more realistic perception of 
themselves.  In this case, it is even possible that the results of this study show benefits of positive 
illusions because self-enhancers had higher wellbeing than self-denigrators. Maybe it is possible 
to conclude that given a choice between positive and negative illusions, positive illusions are 
preferable.  However, the real question as to whether positive illusions are better than realism 
remains unsolved.  

10.7 Conclusion 
So, what can we conclude from over 50 years of research on positive illusions and wellbeing 
(Block & Thomas, 1955)?  Unfortunately, the existing research has many limitations and has 
produced mixed results. It is likely that positive illusions are a mixed blessing (Paulhus, 1998).  
Unfortunately, this is not a very profound insight. In the future, psychologists will have to 
conduct better studies that help to make concrete predictions about the type of positive illusions 
that can be beneficial for wellbeing.  For example, it seems plausible that positive illusions are 
detrimental if they lead to costly mistakes (e.g., ignoring chest pain that is a symptom of a heart 
attack).  Positive illusions may be beneficial when they are unlikely to lead to disillusionment. 
For example, national pride may be a harmless positive illusion for most people who will never 
move to another country anyways.   
 
Given the lack of clear evidence regarding the benefits of positive illusions, one may also take 
away from this literature that one can have high wellbeing without sacrificing realism.  One way 
to maintain high self-esteem and wellbeing is to admit to strengths and weaknesses, but to focus 
on one’s strengths.  This is not an illusion as it merely shows a preference for one’s positive 
characteristics. For example, somebody who is a good athlete might focus on this characteristic 
and enjoy fitness and physical activity, while acknowledging a lack of artistic skills. This 



Illusions 

138 

strategy may be better than having high standards in many domains and then relying on positive 
illusions to maintain the illusion that one matches these high expectations in all domains.  
 
Another conclusion is that it may be better to increase wellbeing by actually changing one’s life 
circumstances.  Trying to make friends may be difficult, but is ultimately more rewarding than 
having imaginary ones.  
 
The existing research also has not explored the role of fantasy. Nowadays some people have a 
second identity in an online world or they may simply enjoy imagining being somebody else for 
some time (typically closer to their ideal self). These times may be highly pleasurable and may 
add to wellbeing. They are not really illusions because people have some awareness that their 
fantasies are not real.  
 
In sum, positive illusions do not necessarily increase wellbeing or decrease it. Philosophers and 
psychologists who have advocated positive illusions as normal and beneficial have not provided 
conclusive evidence that this is the case. At the same time, claims that illusions are problematic 
and that realism will be most beneficial have also not been supported.  It is possible that both 
realism and positive illusions have costs and benefits. The lack of clear benefits for one or the 
other may suggest that people are maximizing wellbeing by using the optimal level of realism 
and positive illusions. That is, people will be reluctant to have illusions about important aspects 
of their lives (e.g., I know the material and don’t need to study for the next exam), yet they are 
also likely to indulge in harmless positive illusions when they can (my dress/shirt is nicer than 
hers/his).  
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WELLBEING SCIENCE: CHAPTER 12 EMOTIONS 

12. AFFECT INTENSITY 
The previous chapter examined outright illusions. In this chapter, we examine a weaker form of 
trying to increase wellbeing by influencing the processes that link people’s perceptions of reality 
to their emotional reactions.  Emotions sometimes seem to be immediate responses to our 
environments.  Suddenly seeing a snake slithering towards us can trigger a fast fear response. 
This might suggest that we have little control over our emotions. However, many emotional 
responses depend on how we appraise our environment. Even a snake can elicit different 
responses depending on our knowledge about snakes (we may know it is harmless or falsely 
assume it is harmless). In the 1960s, psychologists started studying the cognitive processes that 
influence our emotional responses (see Lazarus, 1991, for a review). These processes are called 
appraisals.  The main assumption of appraisal theories is that our emotional reactions depend on 
our goals and beliefs. For example, an exam can elicit a strong emotional response if it is 
important for our long-term goals, but may not elicit a strong response for a student who does not 
care about his or her GPA.  Moreover, a student who believes that they are well-prepared may 
appraise an exam as a challenge, whereas another student who believes that they are ill-prepared 
may see it as a threat.  A positive event that was caused by hard work can elicit pride, whereas 
the same positive event that was made possible by help from others may elicit gratitude.   
 
Sometimes a situation is rather unambiguous, but often situations have some degree of 
ambiguity. This gives people some flexibility in the appraisal of the situation.  For example, a 
team effort is partly due to one’s own contribution and partly due to the contribution of team 
members. How much should you feel proud or grateful about a positive outcome?  In this 
situation, people may be able to change their appraisals to increase wellbeing.  One of the 
simplest strategies would be to increase the intensity of positive emotions and reduce the 
intensity of negative emotions.  This could be achieved by emphasizing the importance of 
positive outcomes and reducing the importance of negative outcomes.  
 
However, one surprising finding in the wellbeing literature is that intense positive emotions often 
do not seem to predict higher levels of wellbeing (Diener et al., 1991).  This is surprising because 
more intense positive emotions increase hedonic balance, which should result in higher 
wellbeing, at least on hedonic measures of wellbeing. As shown earlier, even life satisfaction 
judgments are influenced by emotions because people want to feel good. Thus, more intense 
positive emotions should also lead to more positive evaluations of life. However, Diener et al. 
(1991) proposed that intense positive emotions do not have a strong influence on wellbeing 
because they are often related to more intense negative emotions. That is, people who experience 
more intense positive emotions also tend to experience more intense negative emotions, and the 
negative effects of more intense negative emotions on wellbeing cancel out the positive effects of 
more intense positive emotions.  Diener and colleagues developed a measure of affect intensity 
and found that individuals differ in affect intensity, that is, how strong their emotions are (Larsen 
& Diener, 1987; Schimmack & Diener, 1997).  
 
Some philosophers or religions have warned about strong emotions. They propose that the costs 
of intense negative emotions outweigh the benefits of intense positive emotions. In contrast, the 
hippy culture of the 1960s rebelled against the repressive culture of the 1950s and celebrated 
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intense positive and negative emotions as a way to pursue real happiness. The scientific evidence 
suggests that there are two roads to wellbeing. One is an up and down roller coaster ride, the 
other is a calmer and potentially more boring approach, but neither one automatically leads to 
higher wellbeing.  
 
Nevertheless, it remains unclear why it is so difficult to simply look at the bright side or to 
accentuate the positive, without also accentuating the negative. In one article, Diener et al. 
(1991) examined various theories.   

12.1 Inflexible Appraisal System 
One theory assumes that it is difficult to change our appraisals from one situation to the next. For 
example, if you just told yourself that hockey is just a game because the Maple Leafs lost, it is 
harder to enjoy their victory in the next game.  Similarly, if you were really excited about a win 
and had hopes that they make the playoffs, a loss in the next game will elicit stronger negative 
emotions.  The same applies to love. Falling in love with somebody is one of the strongest 
positive emotions, but when relationships end it is also one of the strongest negative emotions. 
As India Arie sings in “Ready for love”: I am ready for love. All of the joy and the pain.  
 
Diener and colleagues tested this hypothesis by asking students to look at positive and negative 
pictures.  They were either told to accentuate the positive picture without instructions regarding 
what to do with the negative picture or they were told to dampen the impact of the negative 

picture without instructions regarding what to 
do with the positive picture.  Different 
instructions were used in two studies. The 
results show that people tend to use the same 
strategy for both pictures. In study one the 
“amplify the positive” instruction produced a 
more positive rating of the positive picture than 
in the control condition (4.20 vs. 3.35). 
However, the negative picture was also rated as 
more negative in the amplification condition 
than in the control condition (-6.10 vs. -5.19), 
even though participants were not told to 

amplify the negative picture. In Study 1, the dampening instruction did not seem to have an 
effect (similar means to the control condition).  In Study 2, the “dampen the negative” condition 
weakened the reaction to the negative picture (-4.15 vs. -5.49), but the response to the positive 
picture was also weaker (1.96 vs. 3.33).  Overall, these results suggest that people find it difficult 
to process positive and negative stimuli differently. 
 
[not reported in class, but related] 
In one study I examined how people respond to presentations of one positive and one negative 
picture that were presented side-by-side (Schimmack & Colcombe, 2008). In this situation, it 
might seem easier to follow a simple strategy to just focus on the “bright side of life.”  However, 
participants did not simply focus on the positive picture. In fact, pleasant pictures of sunsets or 
tropical beaches that elicit strong positive emotions in isolation no longer elicited positive 
emotions when presented along with negative pictures of mutilated accident victims. However, 
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arousing positive stimuli (pictures of attractive members of the opposite sex) continued to elicit 
more positive emotions even in the presence of negative pictures.  However, in another study in 
which the pictures were presented as part of a memory task, participants had to remember either 
the positive or the negative picture.  In this condition, participants reported more positive 
emotions when the positive picture was to be remembered. This suggests that people are capable 
of focusing on the bright side of life even in the presence of negative stimuli. However, for some 
reason, they do not simply accentuate positive stimuli and minimize negative information.  

12.2 Range-frequency theory  
Another problem of intense positive experiences is that they can change our appraisals of more 
common positive events. For example, imagine that you win a weekend vacation in a five-star 
hotel. You have a wonderful time. However, the next time you stay at a hotel that you can afford 
with your own budget (two or three stars), it doesn’t feel so good because your appraisal of the 
two-star hotel is influenced by your memory of the experience in the five-star hotel.  Range-
frequency theory can also explain why intense positive experiences are rare. Say you actually 
won the lottery and can afford five-star hotels. The first time, staying in a five-star hotel is 
wonderful because it is much better than any prior experience. However, the next stay in a five-
star hotel is no longer compared to a two-star hotel, but to the previous experience in the five-star 
hotel.  Thus, the second experience is already no longer an intense positive experience.  You 
might try to recall the bad old times, but our appraisal system will draw more heavily on 
memories of recent events.  
 

Diener et al. (1991) tested range-frequency 
theory by asking students how they would feel 
in response to a series of exams. In the 
“absence” condition, all of the exams were 
close to a low (10 out of 50), medium (20 out of 
50) or high (30 out of 50) average score.  In the 
“presence” condition, one of the exams had an 
extremely positive result (50 out of 50). Not 
surprisingly, happiness ratings increased with 
the average in both conditions. Better grades 

make students happier. However, a single top score did not make students happier. Rather, it 
made them unhappier, especially in the 30-point condition.  This is not the most convincing 
study to support range-frequency theory.  However, other studies also suggest that one problem 
of extremely positive experiences is that they raise expectations.  To avoid these negative 
consequences, it might be helpful to think about these positive experiences as exceptional events.  
 
Range-frequency theory would also suggest that it would be possible to increase wellbeing by 
exposing oneself to extreme negative experiences.  For example, spending one night in a cheap 
hostel should increase the intensity of pleasant emotions when staying in two-star hotels.  So, 
maybe some of our intense negative experiences are blessings in disguise because they help us 
not to take regular days without problems for granted.  

12.3.  Intense Emotions Occur During Times of Change 
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When was the last time you experienced intense relief? The experience was probably elicited by 
the realization that some dreaded negative event was not going to happen.  For example, you 
might be waiting for the results of a medical test and then find out that it is negative (which is a 
good thing because you don’t have some disease).  The intense relief adds to your wellbeing, but 
you probably also worried a lot before you got the results. Thus, the positive experience of relief 
is part of a longer emotional episode that also includes a period of worrying.  The reverse order 
may occur when you enjoy the company of a pet but feel sad after your pet dies. In some cases, 
the positive may outweigh the negative and at other times the negative may outweigh the 
positive. However we would be overestimating the positive effects of intense positive emotions 
if we ignored the fact that they are often intertwined with negative emotions.  Diener et al. 
(1991) asked students to recall one of the most intense positive emotions in their past. They 
found that these positive experiences were more likely to be preceded by a time of more intense 
negative emotions.  One student reported how she was unhappy with her dating life before she 
experienced intense positive feelings when she met her next boyfriend.  In general, these results 
point to the fact that our emotions tend to focus on the things that are changing in our lives and 
that it can be difficult to attend to positive things in our lives that do not change very much.  

12.4. Opponent Process Theory  
Another theory assumes that our brain is wired to always bring our emotions back to a state of 
neutrality, although neutrality may actually be more of a state of mild positive feelings. The 
reason is that positive or negative emotions have to provide information about our environment.  
If we are in a constant state of bliss, our emotions could not tell us that we should run for cover 
when a thunderstorm is approaching or that we should take a job offer because we feel good 
about the job.  According to opponent-process theory, the process that regulates our emotions 
can overcorrect so that times of extreme positive feelings are followed by negative feelings.  
Another explanation could be that the biological processes underlying intense positive 
experiences may run out of supplies to maintain a positive experience. For example, drugs like 
ecstasy use the naturally existing neurotransmitter serotonin to elicit positive feelings of 
affection. Once serotonin is released, it is broken down and new serotonin has to be produced. 
This can take time and during this time the brain is depleted, which is associated with less 
positive affect.   

12.5. Goal Importance  
Schimmack and Diener (1997) examined the influence of goal importance on emotional 
intensity. They found that some individuals take events in their lives as more important than 
others. They also found that people who attached more importance to their goals had more 
intense positive emotions and more intense negative emotions related to them.  It is difficult to 
increase the importance of positive events and decrease the importance of negative events for 
two reasons. First, the importance of goals is partially determined by a rather stable goal 
structure that is part of one’s identity and personality.  If you invested ten years of your life into 
becoming a professor of psychology, you cannot simply decide that getting a rejection letter for a 
manuscript that influences your chances to get a professorship or tenure (a permanent position) is 
not important. Second, goal importance precedes the outcome of an event. Thus, if you really 
like somebody and ask them out on a date and you get rejected, it is difficult to convince yourself 
that it was really not so important to you because you remember that it was important to you 
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before you knew the outcome.  For this reason, changing the importance of unattainable goals 
can be a long process.  

12.6.  Extraversion and Neuroticism  
Although Diener and colleagues presented theories and evidence that intense positive emotions 
and intense negative emotions are positively related, other theories suggest that they are 
independent of each other. Tellegen (1985) proposed that emotions are regulated by two 
independent systems. One system regulates approach motivation and elicits positive emotions. 
The other system regulates avoidance motivation and elicits negative emotions. Neuroticism has 
been linked to the avoidance system and extraversion has been linked to the approach system. As 
extraversion and neuroticism are independent dimensions, this theory suggests that the intensity 
of negative emotions is independent of the intensity of positive emotions.  However, this theory 
fails to explain why the intensities of positive emotions and negative emotions are positively 
related (Schimmack & Diener, 1997).  Schimmack and Diener (1997) suggested that it is 
important to distinguish emotional responses to events (being happy about something) from 
moods (just feeling happy in general, being in a cheerful mood).  They found that people with 
more intense positive moods do not have more intense negative moods. Thus, neuroticism and 
extraversion can contribute to wellbeing because neuroticism is associated with more negative 
moods and extraversion is associated with more positive moods.  Another explanation is that 
extraversion and neuroticism influence the frequency of positive affect and negative affect, but 
not the intensity of these experiences (Diener et al., 1991).  The frequency of positive and 
negative events may be more important than their intensity because our emotion system evolved 
to provide us with information about the goal-relevance of events. Positive events that help us to 
reach our goals elicit positive emotions. Negative events that threaten our wellbeing elicit 
negative emotions. While range frequency effects can reduce the intensity of positive 
experiences, they will not change the valence of our experiences.  For this reason it may be best 
to focus on attainable goals, even if these goals are lower and do not produce extreme positive 
emotions. The greater frequency of attaining them will outweigh the lower intensity of these 
positive experiences.  

Conclusion 
Emotions are elicited by cognitive appraisals of events. Although cognitive appraisals provide 
some room for increasing wellbeing, these processes are not easily manipulated.  Often ramping 
up the intensity of positive emotions also tends to lead to more intense negative emotions. 
Ultimately, the best strategy is to ensure that most events are congruent with one’s goals. As 
goals are integrated in a goal-structure, it can take time to change goals. Moreover, it can be 
debated whether it is better to change goals or to change one’s environment in a manner that 
makes positive outcomes more likely. In short, just looking at the bright side of life is easier said 
than done.  
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