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It is a pleasure to bring to you the eHandbook of Subjective Well-Being, the science of when and
why people experience and evaluate their lives in positive ways, including aspects such as positive feelings,
life satisfaction, and optimism. There are chapters in this eHandbook on the philosophy and history of
well-being, as well as reviews of empirical research on the ways to assess well-being, the circumstances
that predict it, the outcomes that it produces, the societal policies that enhance it, and many other social,
biological, and cultural processes that help us understand why some people are happy and satisfied with
their lives, while others are not. There are also chapters on theories of well-being, such as the baseline or
set-point models.

We believe that Open publication is the wave of the future (Jhangiani & Biswas-Diener, 2017).
Therefore, we are presenting the handbook in an electronic format so that it is widely available to everyone
around the world. The handbook is entirely open and free — anyone can read and use it without cost. This is
important to us as we desire to lower knowledge barriers for individuals and communities, especially
because it provides access to students, educators, and scholars who do not have substantial financial
resources. We are not certain if this is the first free and open handbook in the behavioral sciences, but
hopefully it will not be the last. In the past the prohibitive price of many handbooks have made them
available only to scholars or institutions in wealthy nations, and this is unfortunate. We believe scientific
scholarship should be available to all.

The field of subjective well-being has grown at rapid pace over the last several decades, and many
discoveries have been made. When Ed Diener began his research within the field in 1981 there were about
130 studies published that year on the topic, as shown using a Google Scholar search on “subjective well-
being.” Eighteen years later when Shigehiro Oishi earned his Ph.D. in 2000 there were 1,640 publications
that year on the topic, and when Louis Tay was awarded a Ph.D. in 2011 there were 10,400 publications
about subjective well-being. Finally, in 2016 there were 18,300 publications — in that single year alone! In
other words, during the time that Diener has been studying the topic, scholarship on subjective well-being
has grown over 100-fold!

It is not merely the number of published studies that has grown, but there have been enormous leaps
forward in our understanding. In the 1980s, there were questions about the reliability and validity of
subjective well-being assessments, and the components that underlie it. One notable advance is our
understanding and measurement of well-being. We now know a great deal about the validity of self-report
measures, as well as the core evaluative and affective components that make up subjective well-being.
Further, scholars have a much greater understanding of the processes by which people report their
subjective well-being, and various biases or artifacts that may influence these reports. In 1982 many studies
were focused on demographic factors such as income, sex, and age that were correlated with subjective
well-being. By 2016 we understood much more about temperament and other internal factors that influence
happiness, as well as some of the outcomes in behavior that subjective well-being helps produce (e.g.,
income, performance, physical health, longevity).

In the 1980s, researchers assumed that people adapt to almost any life event, and that different life
events only have a short-term effect on subjective well-being. A number of large-scale longitudinal studies
later showed that that is not the case. By now we know what kinds of life events affect our subjective well-
being, how much, and for roughly how long. In the 1980s researchers believed that economic growth
would not increase the happiness of a given nation. Now we know when economic growth tends to increase
the happiness of a given nation. Additionally, we know much more about the biology of subjective well-
being, and an enormous amount more about culture and well-being, a field that was almost nonexistent in
1982.

With the advent of positive psychology, we are also beginning to examine practices and



interventions that can raise subjective well-being. Given the broad interest in subjective well-being in
multiple fields like psychology, economics, political science, and sociology, there have been important
developments made toward understanding how societies differ in well-being. This understanding led to the
development of national accounts of well-being — societies using well-being measures to help inform policy
deliberations. This advance changes the focus of governments away from a narrow emphasis on economic
development to a broader view which sees government policies as designed to raise human well-being.

We were fortunate to have so many leading scholars of subjective well-being and related topics
contribute to this volume. We might be slightly biased but most of the chapters in this eHandbook are truly
superb. Not only do they provide a broad coverage of a large number of areas, but many of the chapters
present new ways of thinking about these areas. Below is a brief overview of each of the sections in this
volume:

In Section 1 we begin the volume with chapters on philosophical, historical, and religious thinking on well-
being through the ages. Next, we cover the methods and measures used in the scientific study of well-
being.

Section 2 is devoted to theories of well-being such as the top-down theory, activity theory, goal theory,
self-determination theory, and evolutionary theory.

Section 3 covers the personality, genetics, hormones, and neuroscience of well-being. Then, demographic
factors such as age, gender, race, religion, and marital status are discussed.

Section 4 is devoted to how domains of life — such as work, finance, close relationships, and leisure — are
related to overall subjective well-being.

Section 5 covers the various outcomes of subjective well-being, ranging from work outcomes, to cognitive
outcomes, to health, and finally relationship outcomes.

Section 6 covers interventions to increase subjective well-being.

Finally, Section 7 is devoted to cultural, geographical, and historical variations in subjective well-being.
This eHandbook presents the most up-to-date and comprehensive understanding of subjective well-being —
and it is freely available to all!

The editors would like to extend their thanks to several individuals who have been critical to the
success of the handbook. First, our gratitude is immense toward Chris Wiese, Keya Biswas-Diener, and
Danielle Geerling, who organized and kept the entire venture on track. Their hard work and organizational
skills were wonderful, and the book would not have been possible without them. Second, we extend our
thanks to the Diener Education Fund, a charitable organization devoted to education that in part made this
project possible. In particular we express deep gratitude to Mary Alice and Frank Diener. Not only did
their help make this eHandbook possible, but their lives stood as shining examples of the way to pursue
well-being!
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Abstract

This chapter aims to serve as an introduction to the science of happiness, by providing a catalogue of the
main questions that have been posed about the topic across millennia. I cover the various answers that have
been offered to these questions, by philosophers and more recently by research psychologists. The chapter
starts with the questions of what happiness is and how it can be measured, after which I turn to explore the
possibility, desirability, and justifiability of happiness. The last portion of the chapter is devoted to the
perennial question of how to be happy.

Keywords: Well-Being, Happiness, Philosophy

Academics who love their jobs sometimes hold their own study topic in exaggeratedly high esteem,
deeming it to be among the most consequential topics ever to be studied, if not the most. As a scholar of
happiness, however, I cannot help feeling somewhat justified in that belief. I am not alone in thinking that
happiness, by whatever name we refer to it and however we go about looking for it, is a most fundamental
and universal human aspiration. It is “the motive of every act of every man” (Pascal, 1995), “the goal of all
goals” (Ricard, 2006), the “supreme good” —that which we always choose for its own sake and not as a
means to something else (Aristotle, 2000). Given the centrality of happiness to the human experience, it is
not surprising that the annals of humanities are replete with inquiries into it: From the Bhagavad Gita to the
Bible, from the Stoics to Michel de Montaigne, from Tolstoy to the Dalai Lama, the intellectual and
spiritual masterpieces of history unfailingly probe into the existence, nature, and attainment of happiness.

In the last couple of decades, the timeless question of happiness also began to interest psychologists,
who used empirical methods to investigate the causes, correlates, and consequences of happiness. The
result has been the vibrant field of Positive Psychology and its ever-expanding contribution to the
understanding of happiness. This accumulation of knowledge also meant that questions about happiness
that have vexed thinkers for millennia could now be answered with more confidence—some of them, if not
all (Kesebir & Diener, 2008). My goal for this chapter is to survey the main questions that come up when
philosophers (and lay people alike) think about this topic: Is happiness possible? How much of it is in our
hands? Isn’t it selfish to want to be happy? How to be happy?

I will delve into these and similar questions and whenever possible, indicate where the current
empirical science of well-being stands relative to the various ideas proposed by philosophers. My intention
is neither to provide a comprehensive history of the idea of happiness, nor offer a philosophical account of
the meaning, nature, or value of happiness. Philosophy is sometimes referred to as “the art of wondering”
and this chapter, in keeping with that, is meant as an overview of what philosophers most wonder about
happiness. As such, it aspires to serve as an introduction to and preparation for the more detailed treatments
of the myriad aspects of happiness that are covered in this Handbook.

What Is Happiness?

Philosophers studying happiness agree, if on nothing else, on the challenges of defining the term.
Notwithstanding the variety of definitions, when philosophers write about happiness, they typically use the
term in one of two broad senses (Haybron, 2008). The first usage, similar to the lay understanding of the
term, regards happiness as a state of mind: It denotes a preponderance of positive emotions and positive
attitudes toward one’s life and its diverse components. The second usage of happiness, on the other hand,
refers to a life of well-being or flourishing, a life that is good for a person, benefits the person. It is more
about “doing good” than “feeling good”.

These two different usages in philosophy roughly correspond to the distinction between hedonic
and eudaimonic theories of happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Hedonic approaches conceive of happiness in
terms of pleasure attainment and pain avoidance, where the pleasure and pain may pertain not only to those
of the body, but also those of the mind and the heart. Hedonic theories of happiness are considered to be
“subjectivist”, in that they ground happiness in people’s subjective states, like their felt emotions and
personal evaluations (Haybron, 2011). Eudaimonic approaches, on the other hand, emphasize the process



of living well and aspects of positive psychological functioning that go beyond positive emotions and
evaluations (Jayawickreme, Forgeard, & Seligman, 2012; Ryff, 1989; also see Heintzelman, this volume).
Unlike hedonic theories, eudaimonic theories do not assume that what is good fo the person is necessarily
good for the person. Instead, they specify certain objective qualities or psychological states that need to be
present for happiness (e.g., virtuous activity, autonomy, positive relationships), independent of what the
person cares about or likes.

To what extent hedonic and eudaimonic happiness overlap is both a philosophical and empirical
question. It is easily imaginable that a person could feel subjectively happy without leading a life of virtue
and flourishing. Likewise, it is possible that a flourishing, meaningful, virtuous life would not always be
accompanied by high degrees of positive affect. Hence, hedonic and eudaimonic happiness appear to be
distinct concepts, and the most desirable life presumably requires high levels of each. That said, it stands to
reason that hedonic and eudaimonic happiness are interdependent to a certain degree, and subjectively and
objectively desirable ways of existing overlap considerably. This was at least the stance of many ancient
philosophers. Even Epicurus, whose name has become synonymous with hedonism, believed that virtue
and pleasure were interdependent and that it was simply impossible “to live pleasantly without living
prudently, honorably, and justly” (1994, p. 31).

Empirical attempts to distinguish hedonic happiness from eudaimonic happiness have proved to be
challenging, yielding mostly inconsistent findings. These inconsistencies are in no small part due to the
multiplicity of conceptual and operational definitions for each construct, especially eudaimonia (Huta &
Waterman, 2014; Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 2008). Another difficulty is that both constructs are
currently being studied subjectively, and there is no separate gold-standard measure against which to
compare the merits of the two approaches. Citing these and other reasons, some scholars have argued that
although of philosophical interest, the constructs of hedonic and eudaimonic happiness do not translate
well to scientific inquiry and drawing a sharp line between them might have unintended costs to the
progression of well-being research (Kashdan et al., 2008). For now, it seems fair to conclude from the
research that hedonia and eudaimonia are very strongly correlated, even if they may be distinct concepts.
This close overlap echoes the intuitions of many ancient philosophers, including Aristotle, for whom
happiness was acting virtuously and feeling good because of that.

How to Conceptualize and Measure Happiness?

As difficult as it may be to converge on a single definition of happiness, to be able to study it
scientifically, we need to define and operationalize it. Psychologists pioneering the study of happiness dealt
with this challenge by proposing the concept of “subjective well-being” (SWB; Diener, 1984). SWB refers
to people’s evaluations of their lives and encompasses both affective and cognitive elements. These
elements include life satisfaction (global judgments of one’s life), satisfaction with important life domains
(satisfaction with one’s relationships, work, health, etc.), high levels of positive affect, and low levels of
negative affect.

SWB emphasizes the subjective nature of happiness and holds human beings to be the best judges of
their own happiness. In this regard, it is akin to hedonic theories, which ground happiness in a person’s
subjective states, and differs from the more prescriptive conceptualizations of happiness such as Ryff and
Singer’s (1996) construct of psychological well-being and Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination
theory. These approaches, more in the eudaimonic tradition, specify certain needs (such as relatedness, self-
acceptance, or meaning and purpose in life) as imperative to human well-being.

The measurement of happiness in current psychological research overwhelmingly relies on self-
reports—for constructs from both hedonic and eudaimonic traditions. This democratic method of regaling
personal authority to ordinary people in matters of happiness would likely meet with disapproval from
classical philosophers such as Socrates, who had little faith in the intellectual prowess of the masses
(Haybron, 2007b). Yet self-reports seem the most suited method to study subjective well-being, which by
definition prioritizes people’s own evaluations of their lives. This does not change the fact that self-reports
of happiness suffer from the same limitations that characterize other self-report measures, such as being
fallible to memory biases, mood or context effects, and social desirability concerns (e.g., Deaton & Stone,
2016; Haybron, 2007a; Schwarz & Strack, 1999; Lucas, this volume). Notwithstanding this, research
suggests that these effects are far from being large enough to render self-reports of happiness unhelpful
(Lucas & Lawless, 2013). In fact, several studies attest to the reliability and validity of self-report happiness
measures in informing research (e.g., Diener & Suh, 1997). Still, implementing multimethod assessments
of happiness whenever possible (e.g., informant reports, experience sampling, smiling behavior), would be
advisable (also see Scollon, this volume). Happiness is a construct without a gold standard measure, but the
available methods, albeit imperfect, are still adequate enough to substantially contribute to our
understanding of it.



Is Happiness Possible?

The answer to the question of whether happiness is possible clearly depends on the way we define
happiness. If we conceive of it as a perfect, pure, and perpetual state—a complete absence of negativity
and constant positivity—it indeed seems unattainable, as well as unrealistic and unhealthy. When Hegesias

of Cyrene, also known as Peisithanatos (the death persuader) in the 3rd century BC argued that happiness
was unattainable, life was not worth living, and that the sage would choose death (Matson, 1998), he
probably was holding such an idealized view of happiness. Although probably none of them were as
extreme in their pessimism as Hegesias, many philosophers throughout history saw human happiness as
either impossible or at least quite improbable, given the nature of the world and the nature of humans. Of
course, we should remember that many a distrustful stance toward the possibility of happiness was
advanced in a social context of much lower quality of life and more common unhappiness relative to
modern times (Veenhoven, 2005).

Leaving extreme and idealized versions of happiness aside, it seems entirely possible for people to
experience predominantly positive emotions and be satisfied with their lives. At any rate, this is what
worldwide surveys suggest. In an article titled “Most People Are Happy,” Diener and Diener (1996)
reviewed the available evidence and concluded that an overwhelming majority of individuals fall in the
positive range of the happiness scale, including people with apparent disadvantages, such as quadriplegics
or those in the lowest income groups. Likewise, 86% of the 43 nations included in Diener and Diener’s
study had average happiness levels above the midpoint of the happiness scale. Available evidence suggests
that humans, on average, have a predisposition to mild levels of positive moods and happiness (Diener,
Kanazawa, Suh, & Oishi, 2015). For such a disposition to be evolutionarily feasible, it should have some
adaptive functions. Research strongly supports this view, by showing that positive emotions help people
build intellectual, psychological, social, and physical resources, thereby increasing the likelihood of
adaptive behaviors such as creativity, planning, mating, and sociality (Diener et al., 2015; Fredrickson,
1998).

How Much Control Do We Have Over Our Happiness?

The psychological discoveries of the last decades refute the pessimistic idea that happiness is
impossible. But for whom is it possible? Can anybody who sets their mind to it become happy, or happier?
How much of our happiness is up to us? Early answers to these questions were not very encouraging: The
concept of happiness in antiquity largely centered on fortune, and happiness was regarded as something
that might be bestowed on the person by the gods or by fate, if they were lucky (McMahon, 2006; Oishi,
Graham, Kesebir, & Galinha, 2013). The etymology of the word “happiness”, at least in Indo-European
languages, carries the traces of the same understanding. In English, for instance, happiness comes from the
Old Norse root hap, meaning luck or chance, whereas the words for luck and happiness are identical in
German to this day (Gliick).

Despite the incontrovertible role of chance, happiness in many philosophers’ eyes was still
something that could be successfully pursued. Both in the West and the East—from Aristotle to the Stoics,
from Daoism to Buddhism—philosophical and spiritual traditions aimed to transform people’s way of
being, so that they could achieve wisdom and happiness (Hadot, 1995; Lenoir, 2015). Many of them
advocated “spiritual exercises”, such as looking at oneself from a distance or reflecting on one’s mortality,
which are not that different from modern positive psychological interventions. Their intuition that
happiness is something that can be developed through willful activity overlaps with the current
understanding of “well-being as a skill” and is compatible with research on the determinants of happiness.
Accordingly, a person’s happiness level is determined by three major factors: (1) a genetically determined
set point for happiness, (2) life circumstances (e.g., age, gender, education, culture), and (3) factors under
one’s voluntary control, such as the activities and practices one chooses to engage in (Lyubomirsky,
Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005).

After surveying the literature, Lyubomirsky and colleagues (2005) concluded that among these
components, the genetically determined set point explains about 50% of variation in happiness, whereas life
circumstances account for only 10%, and intentional activities are responsible for the remaining 40%.
Recent meta-analyses suggest that the heritability of well-being might be even lower, in the 32-41% range
on average (Roysamb & Nes, this volume). We should bear in mind that the estimates for the influence of
genetic and situational factors are not fixed statistics, but depend on the population and the situational
factors involved. Still, the lesson from research on the determinants of happiness is that although some
factors outside of our control constrain our chances for greater happiness (e.g., genes, unalterable life
circumstances), we still have significant room for increasing our happiness levels through personal effort
(also see Layous, this volume). The possibility of change is reinforced by studies revealing the brain’s
neuroplasticity—the capacity of neural circuits underlying social and emotional behavior to change in
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response to experience (e.g., physical exercise, cognitive behavioral therapy, mindfulness meditation) and
support positive outcomes (Davidson & McEwen, 2012).

Is Hedonic Adaptation Inevitable?

Any discussion about the possibility of happiness would be remiss not to mention concerns about
adaptation. Adam Smith, in Theory of Moral Sentiments, writes about “the never-failing certainty with
which all men, sooner or later, accommodate themselves to whatever becomes their permanent situation”
(2002, p. 172). The so-called hedonic treadmill theory—the idea that our emotional systems adjust to
almost anything that happens in our lives, good or bad—has been embraced as a guiding principle in
happiness research since the early studies showing that lottery winners are not happier than controls and
that even paralyzed accident victims revert approximately to their initial levels of happiness (e.g.,
Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978). Relatedly, the set-point theory posits that major life events
(e.g., marriage, unemployment, illness) affect a person’s happiness only temporarily, after which the
person’s happiness level regresses to a default determined by heritable factors (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996).

The implication of these assertions is that attempts at becoming happier are ultimately doomed to
fail, and that the search for the causes of happiness may be quite pointless. Accumulating research,
however, contradicts the hopelessness of this message. The recent consensus in the field is that people do
not adapt quickly and/or completely to everything and a person’s happiness level can be permanently
altered (Lucas, 2007; Sheldon & Lucas, 2014; Tay & Kuykendall, 2013; see Luhmann & Intelisano, this
volume, for an overview). Systematic reviews of therapeutic and positive psychological interventions
further support the conclusion that long-term positive changes to happiness-related personality traits (e.g.,
neuroticism, extraversion) and increases to subjective well-being do happen (Bolier et al., 2013; Roberts et
al., 2017). Interventions that cultivate character strengths and thereby increase well-being (e.g., Niemiec,
2017; Quinlan, Swain, & Vella-Brodrick, 2012) similarly attest to the malleability of eudaimonic
happiness.

Is Pursuing Happiness Self-Defeating?

Another argument raised against our capacity to exercise control over our happiness has been that
the search for happiness will necessarily be self-defeating—that the harder we strive for happiness, the
further we will retreat from it. Schopenhauer, for instance, observed that wherever joy makes its
appearance, “it as a rule comes uninvited and unannounced, by itself and sans facon” (Schopenhauer,
2001, p. 409). Several other philosophers, including Aristotle, agreed that happiness should not be pursued
directly as a goal, but should be found along the way as the byproduct of virtues and virtuous activities. In
the words of John Stuart Mill, only those are happy who “have their minds fixed on some object other than
their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some art or
pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end” (Mill, 1944, p. 100).

It is easy to see that the pursuit of happiness could thwart happiness under certain circumstances.
Being obsessed with or feeling compelled to be “happy” are undoubtedly not healthy states of mind, and
especially combined with misguided notions about happiness (e.g., rejection of negative emotions), such a
quest could hurt a person’s well-being (Gruber, Mauss, & Tamir, 2011). Even under less extreme
conditions, “trying to make oneself as happy as possible” could prove deleterious to one’s well-being, to
the extent this effort leads to high levels of self-consciousness and self-monitoring (Schooler, Ariely, &
Loewenstein, 2003). After all, it is unhappiness that is associated with high levels of self-focus, whereas
happy moods are typically characterized by low self-focused attention (Green, Sedikides, Saltzberg, Wood,
& Forzano, 2003; Ingram, 1990).

Yet at the same time, as noted above, we find support for the effectiveness of interventions to
increase happiness, suggesting that deliberately pursuing happiness does not necessarily have to be self-
defeating. Philosopher Frederic Lenoir (2015) writes about pursuing happiness “while being supple and
patient, without any excessive expectations, without stress, with hearts and minds in a state of constant
openness”. This sounds like a healthy way of seeking happiness, especially when accompanied by an
accurate understanding of where happiness lies and where it does not.

Is Happiness Justifiable?

Happiness might be desirable, and even possible, but is it also justifiable? Aren’t happy people
stupid, self-centered, or at least deeply insensitive to the problems darkening the world? Although such
criticisms against happiness carry an air of plausibility and even nobility, some reflection reveals that they
rely on a distorted understanding of happiness—one of giddy, empty-headed, relentless positivity. Studies
operationalizing happiness as subjective well-being or life satisfaction fail to substantiate claims about it
being an egotistic, apathetic, or otherwise objectionable state; instead, they disclose the opposite pattern.
Growing evidence suggests that happiness is causally related to many favorable outcomes in life. Among
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other things, happiness and positive affect have been shown to foster better health, better work
performance, better social relationships, and more altruistic behavior (De Neve, Diener, Tay, & Xuereb,
2013; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). The positive relationship between happiness and socially
desirable outcomes also holds true on a national level: Happier countries tend to score higher on
generalized trust, volunteerism, and democratic attitudes (Tov & Diener, 2008). Claims about happiness
entailing “a well-fleshed indifference to sorrow outside it” (Eliot, 1996, p. 796) lose their credibility in the
face of such findings. Rather, as elaborated on by the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions
(Fredrickson, 2004), happiness seems to provide the fuel—the physical, intellectual, and psychosocial
resources—that enable people to go out in the world and solve problems.

Another notable argument in defense of the justifiability of happiness is that our personal happiness
is deeply connected with the happiness of everyone else. The happier we are, the happier we make others,
both through our virtuous actions and through the contagious, uplifting effect of our positive emotions.
When we conceive of happiness as something in the service of others and the world, it feels less like self-
absorbed indulgence and more like a moral duty. French author André Gide expresses this sentiment
eloquently when he writes: “There are on this earth such immensities of misery, distress, poverty and
horror that the happy man cannot think of it without feeling ashamed of his happiness. And yet no-one can
do anything for the happiness of others if he cannot be happy himself. I feel an imperious obligation to be
happy.” (as cited in Lenoir, 2015).

The notion that the ultimate aim of the quest for happiness should be to serve others in wiser and
more effective ways is common in many ancient teachings, including Buddhism (Ricard, 2006). Indeed,
some commentators have noted that an important difference between contemporary forms of the quest for
happiness and ancient forms is that the latter saw a strong bond between the individual good and the
common good (Lenoir, 2015). Whereas improving individual well-being and improving society went hand
in hand in the eyes of Plato, Aristotle, Confucius or the Buddha, increasing levels of individualism and
consumerism in the modern era changed this: People started to pursue their individual happiness less and
less as part of a larger collective happiness project. While there might be some merit to this observation, the
accumulating evidence about the positive societal outcomes associated with happiness and the
accompanying efforts to make happiness a public policy concern (Odermatt & Stutzer, this volume) point
to a turning of the tide.

Where and How to Find Happiness?

Let us say that we arrived at the conclusion that happiness is desirable, possible, and justifiable.
Therefore, we want to pursue it. Yet how should we go about this? Where does happiness lie? And where
does it not? How can we cultivate it? Philosophers throughout ages have offered various and at times
contrary answers to these questions. Yet, clearly, some advice is sounder than the rest, and some methods
of achieving happiness are more effective than others. In this section, we will look at philosophical and
empirical answers offered to the question of where and how to find happiness.

Before turning to where happiness lies, however, I want to devote some discussion to where it does
not lie. It is well established that people are prone to make mistakes in predicting what will make them
happy, holding on to some “myths of happiness” (Gilbert, 2006; Lyubomirsky, 2013). What are some of
these less fruitful ways of seeking happiness, as revealed by philosophers and psychologists?

Seeking Happiness in Pleasure

In everyday English, we use the word “hedonist” to describe somebody who seeks fulfillment in
pleasure, and especially in sensory, bodily ones. In philosophy, hedonism is more broadly defined as the
view that our happiness depends wholly on how we feel, that all and only positive experiences are good for
us (Gregory, 2015). Many arguments can be and have been raised against hedonism, the most famous one
being Nozick’s (1974) “pleasure machine” thought experiment. Nozick imagines an extremely effective
brain stimulation machine that would allow a person to experience whatever pleasurable or desirable
experience they could want, while floating in a tank all the time, and not being aware of it. Would you plug
into this machine, choosing it over real life? If pleasurable experiences were all that mattered in life, then
people would want to be hooked up to the machine, however, typically they do not, suggesting that there is
more to happiness than hedonism fails to capture.

Another reason why chasing pleasures is a suboptimal happiness strategy lies in the fact that
pleasures, by their nature, are fleeting. The quest for pleasures could thus easily mutate into an endless
cycle of ups and downs, with bursts of pleasure being followed by a sense of disillusionment, deprivation,
and craving for more. Especially in Buddhism, it is a common idea that happiness should not depend on all
our experiences being pleasurable and that prioritizing pleasure could lead us into a trap of unhealthy,
unhelpful patterns. Indeed, the constant pursuit of rewarding stimuli and “highs” is a hallmark of addiction
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disorders and come with grave costs. These ideas are consistent with findings showing that seeking
happiness primarily in pleasure is associated less strongly with subjective well-being than seeking
happiness in engagement or meaning (Schueller & Seligman, 2010). Furthermore, whereas engagement and
meaning orientations to happiness were positively associated with educational and occupational attainment
in a large sample of adults, a pleasure orientation was associated negatively, highlighting its potential costs.

Seeking Happiness in Money and Consumption

Aristotle believed that wealth was a necessary ingredient of happiness (1991). Stoics, in contrast,
believed that material possessions and wealth were in no way required for happiness. Inhabiting the middle
ground were the Epicureans, who maintained that although we should have sufficient money to shelter us
from harm and pain, money ceases to offer greater levels of happiness beyond a certain threshold.
Empirical research on the relationship between income and happiness supports this latter view. In a
worldwide sample of over 1.7 million respondents, Jebb, Tay, Diener, and Oishi (2018) have demonstrated
that despite substantial variation across regions, higher incomes stopped contributing to more positive life
evaluations at $95,000, and to higher emotional well-being at $60,000 to $75,000. Thus, we can say that an
adequate amount of money is a necessary condition of happiness, albeit not a sufficient one.

Whereas having money can have a beneficial effect on well-being, at least until a certain point,
valuing and wanting money too much turns out to have a detrimental effect. Materialism, defined as
viewing possessions and acquisitions as central to one’s life and essential to one’s happiness (Richins &
Rudmin, 1994) has been consistently linked to lower well-being (Dittmar, Bond, Hiirst, & Kasser, 2014;
also see Kasser, this volume). Wanting money seems to have an especially toxic influence on happiness, if
it is fueled by motives such as seeking power, showing off, and overcoming self-doubt (Srivastava, Locke,
& Bartol, 2001). These findings dovetail with studies demonstrating that placing a strong emphasis on
extrinsic goals (e.g., wealth, fame, an attractive image) relative to intrinsic goals (e.g., affiliation, personal
growth, community) is linked to poorer psychological and physical well-being (Kasser, 2003).

Seeking Happiness in the Fulfillment of Our Desires

Desire fulfillment theories of well-being, in their simplest form, hold that well-being consists in the
satisfaction of the desires or preferences of the person (Heathwood, 2015). Desire theories have been
enjoying wide acceptance among philosophers and economists, and they also overlap with how lay people
commonly conceive of happiness—as satisfying the needs and desires of the ego, as in “I’d be happy, if
only I could get everything I want, and get rid of everything I don’t want”. Yet expecting the universe to
yield to all our wants is not very realistic, suggesting that we might be setting ourselves up for
disappointment if we have our happiness depend too much on the gratification of our desires. This does not
even take into consideration the fact that not everything we desire turns out to be good for our well-being—
that in the words of Saint Teresa of Avila, “there are more tears shed over answered prayers than over
unanswered ones.”

Furthermore, research shows that happiness is not necessarily the result of good things happening to
oneself. For one, as noted earlier, people’s circumstances in life, including their marital status, income, or
their personal history (e.g., having experienced a childhood trauma, having won a prestigious award)
account for a fairly limited amount of happiness differences among people (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).
Similarly, when Diener and Seligman (2002) compared “extremely happy” students (upper 10% of the
happiness distribution) to students with average happiness levels, they found that the two did not differ
from each other in the number of objectively positive and negative life events. These findings corroborate
one of the most frequently encountered ideas in ancient wisdom, namely that happiness is less a matter of
what happens to us and more a matter of how we see the world and respond to it.

Especially in Stoicism and Buddhism, there is a strong sense that it is not external causes that
determine our happiness, but our state of mind. These philosophies emphasize that enduring happiness
becomes possible once we transform the way we look at the world. The notion that our mental outlook—
such as what we pay attention to and how we interpret what we encounter—has a major impact on our
happiness receives wide support from research (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008; Lyubomirsky, 2001; also
see Margolis & Lyubomirsky, this volume). In keeping with this, many positive psychological
interventions are variations on training people to notice positive things more frequently and interpreting
things in a more positive light (Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Gross, 2015). To sum up, although there is
nothing wrong with having desires and striving after goals, tying our happiness too tightly to their
attainment appears to be less productive as a happiness strategy than training ourselves to love life even
when things do not go our way.

How to Cultivate Happiness?
We have contemplated some methods of seeking happiness that presumably are less effective in
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leading to enduring happiness. In this final section, I want to turn to methods that bear more promise, as
proposed by the distinguished minds of the past and as revealed by modern research. Specifically, I will
argue that happiness will become more achievable if we cultivate (1) healthy habits of the body, (2) a
healthy relationship with ourselves, (3) healthy habits of the heart and mind (i.e., virtues), (4) healthy
relationships with others and (5) a healthy connection to a larger beyond (e.g., God, nature).

Healthy Habits of the Body

We would be hard-pressed to find any philosopher, or any ordinary person for that matter, who
would contest the crucial importance of bodily health to happiness. Our well-being is affected by our
physical health, and at the same time it affects our physical health: Happier people are more likely to be
physically healthier and live longer (Diener & Chan, 2011; also see Cross, Hofschneider, Grimm, &
Pressman, this volume). This bidirectional relationship suggests that working on our health would benefit
our happiness, just as working on our happiness would benefit our health. Studies consistently show that
cultivating healthy habits of the body, such as eating well (e.g., increased consumption of fruits and
vegetables), exercising, and getting enough sleep improve well-being (e.g., Conner, Brookie, Carr, Mainvil,
& Vissers, 2017; Mujcic & Oswald, 2016; Reed & Buck, 2009; Steptoe, O'Donnell, Marmot, & Wardle,
2008).

A Healthy Relationship with Oneself

It has been said that the self is at once our greatest ally and fiercest enemy (Leary, 2004). Self-
generated thoughts and feelings can cause a great deal of unhappiness (Ingram, 1990) and the self can be
so burdensome at times that the urge to escape it takes self-destructive forms such as drug and alcohol
abuse, binge eating, and even suicide (Baumeister, 1991). Through both conscious and unconscious routes,
how we relate to ourselves has a powerful impact on how we relate to others and the world around us, and
is therefore essential to well-being. What then makes for a healthy relationship with oneself?

The self-construct that has been most robustly linked with happiness and mental health is self-
esteem (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003). Self-esteem refers to a feeling born from the I’s
evaluation of the me—it is a general sense of comfort and happiness with all the things one is. A love for
oneself and a love for life typically go together, explaining the link between happiness and self-esteem.
Crucially, not all types of high self-esteem are created equal, with some being healthier and more conducive
to well-being than others. More preferable are types like “true self-esteem” (Deci & Ryan, 1995) or
“optimal self-esteem” (Kernis, 2003), which entail a firmly grounded sense of self-worth and calm self-
confidence, standing in opposition to fragile, unstable, or overly contingent forms of self-esteem.

Self-compassion (Neff, 2003) and a quite ego (Bauer & Wayment, 2008) have also been proposed
as alternative ways of relating to oneself that bypass some potential pitfalls of self-esteem. Both of these
constructs emphasize self-acceptance and an awareness of the self’s interdependence with others. Recently,
humility and, defined more broadly, hypo-egoic functioning have also been attracting interest from
researchers (Brown & Leary, 2016; Tangney, 2000). These constructs are defined by low levels of self-
focus and self-centeredness, which are considered foundational to well-being in many spiritual and
religious traditions. Buddhist notions of happiness, for instance, regard attachment to the self as the source
of our most disruptive thoughts and a main impediment to inner peace. Inspired by this understanding,
Dambrun and Ricard (2011) proposed that self-centered psychological functioning attracts considerable
suffering and leads to unstable, fluctuating happiness, whereas a selfless psychological functioning is
linked to authentic-durable happiness.

Healthy Relationships with Others

The history of philosophy had its own share of misanthropes, like Arthur Schopenhauer, who
argued that loneliness was a superior condition to human company. This view, fittingly, was hardly popular
however, and is powerfully contradicted by research. The desire to belong is considered a fundamental
human motivation, and its satisfaction through love, friendship and close emotional ties is robustly linked
to well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Diener & Seligman, 2002; Reis & Gable, 2003). In contrast,
loneliness and poor quality social relationships have been strongly associated with low emotional and
physical health (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008; House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988). It must be true that “it is
man, who is essential to man’s happiness” (Tatarkiewicz, 1976, p. 130), and as much as some may believe
that hell is other people, so, apparently, is heaven. To cultivate happiness, then, it is critical to cultivate
close relationships characterized by mutual trust, caring, and understanding.

Virtues: Healthy Habits of the Heart and Mind

Frequently figuring in philosophers’ discussions on the happiest, best possible life is the concept of
“virtue”. Aristotle, for instance, believed that happiness (eudaimonia) lay in the exercise of virtue. Taking
this idea to its logical conclusion, Roman Stoic Cicero maintained that a man in possession of virtue could
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be happy even while being tortured (McMahon, 2006). More recently, Hursthouse (1999) argued that
possessing virtue does not necessarily result in happiness, as luck plays an irrefutable role in human affairs,
yet it is the only reliable bet for a happy, flourishing life—just as adopting a healthy lifestyle is the best bet
for being healthy, even though it does not guarantee perfect health or longevity. Is there any merit to these
claims? Does possessing and exercising virtue truly lead to happiness?

Studies conducted in the last decades using the VIA classification of character strengths and virtues
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) yielded substantial evidence for the association between happiness and virtue.
For example, in a large-scale study Park, Peterson, and Seligman (2004) showed that almost all of the 24
character strengths in the VIA classification correlated with global life satisfaction, even though the
strengths of love, gratitude, hope, curiosity, zest, and perspective/wisdom emerged as most strongly linked
to life satisfaction (correlations in the .35 to .60 range). Experimental and longitudinal studies further
corroborate the age-old wisdom that virtue leads to happiness (e.g., Proctor et al., 2011; Proyer, Ruch, &
Buschor, 2013). After reviewing the literature on the relationship between happiness and virtue, Kesebir
and Diener (2014) concluded that while virtue leads to happiness, there is also support for the notion that
happiness leads to virtuous behavior. They have argued that these reciprocal causation dynamics are
conducive to virtuous cycles running from virtue to happiness to virtue, potentially leading to enhanced
happiness and enhanced virtue over time. This account is also parallel to Bishop’s network theory of well-
being (2015), according to which “having well-being is to be ‘stuck’ in a self-perpetuating cycle of positive
emotions, positive attitudes, positive traits, and successful engagement with the world” (p. 8).

The question about whether virtue leads to happiness is at some level also a question about human
nature: Is it fundamentally good, or is there an insurmountable conflict between the love of self and love of
others? A portrayal of human nature as deeply egoistic has characterized the writings of many thinkers,
from Thomas Hobbes to Adam Smith to Freud, and might even have been inherited from the Christian
doctrine of original sin (Lenoir, 2015). Yet recent scientific studies from diverse disciplines cast doubt on
this pessimistic conception of human nature (Ricard, 2015) and suggest that humans might flourish in
loving and giving (also see Helliwell, Aknin, Shiplett, Huang, & Wang, this volume).

A Healthy Connection to a Larger Beyond

Transcending the self and connecting to something larger than the self (e.g., God, universe, nature)
has been regarded as a recipe for happiness across ages (Haidt, 2006; Leary, 2004). Self-transcendent
connections act as a powerful source of meaning and purpose, which are critical ingredients of well-being
(also see Steger, this volume). Connection to nature, for example, has been widely documented to
contribute to well-being (Bratman, Hamilton, & Daily, 2012; Hartig, Mitchell, de Vries, & Frumkin, 2014;
McMabhan, this volume) and a sense of meaning in life seems to mediate the association between nature
connectedness and well-being (Howell, Passmore, & Buro, 2013).

For a lot of people, religious faith is the central self-transcendent connection in their lives and a
major provider of a sense of meaning and purpose. Although the positive association between happiness
and religiosity might depend on societal factors, religious people on average still report higher subjective
well-being, and the enhanced sense of purpose they report does not depend on societal conditions (Diener,
Tay, & Myers, 2011; Newman, this volume). Self-transcendent emotions such as compassion, gratitude,
and awe have also been linked to greater physical and emotional well-being (Stellar et al., 2017), echoing
the insight that self-transcendence might be a more promising strategy for cultivating happiness than
strategies focusing heavily on the self.

Conclusion

The goal of this chapter was to familiarize the reader with the crucial questions that define the
philosophy and science of happiness. Relying on philosophers’ careful thinking and using the methods of
science, we have been able to provide some initial answers to questions that have vexed humanity for
millennia. It is simultaneously thrilling and touching to realize that while the questions asked about
happiness are timeless and will stay the same centuries hence, the answers offered will become much more
precise and accurate with time. We are fortunate to be living in an era when our understanding of the causes
and conditions of happiness is growing day by day, and grateful to all the thinkers and scholars, ancient and
modern, who asked these questions and provided the answers.
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Abstract

This article examines three crucial turning points or “revolutions” in the world history of happiness from
the Paleolithic to the present, focusing on the impact of the Agricultural Revolution that began c. 10,000
BCE, the “Axial Age” of the first millennium BCE, and the “Revolution in Human Expectations” of the

long 18™ century. The article contends that each of these revolutions initiated significant changes in
humanity’s experience and understanding of happiness. And though we are still living in the shadow of the
last of these three great revolutions, it may be that humanity stands on the cusp of another.

Keywords: happiness, history, Paleolithic, Axial Age, revolution in human expectations

The tools available to social scientists hoping to measure the happiness of the living are now many and
varied. They range from the detailed scales and questionnaires that assess subjective well-being around the
globe, to methods of experience sampling, to a variety of physical measures that capture the brain and
body’s response to stimuli both internal and external. It is true, as Dan Gilbert has remarked, that the nature
of subjective experience is such that there will never be a “happyometer,” a perfectly reliable instrument
that allows us to measure another person’s well-being with complete and total certainty. But the
alternatives to perfection are still pretty good. Gilbert invokes the wisdom of the builder. “Imperfect tools
are a real pain, but they sure beat pounding nails with your teeth” (Gilbert, 2006).

From the perspective of a historian who would hope to measure the happiness of the dead, however,
the prospect of broken teeth is real. ~ Try asking a skeleton to meditate in an MRI machine and you will
begin to see the problem. The dead, most often, are unresponsive. You can’t do experience sampling with
a corpse. And though it may be that we are now bequeathing enough survey data to our descendants to
enable future historians one day to ask questions of the departed that we currently ask the living—"“Did you
experience happiness during a lot of the day yesterday?” “On the whole, would you describe yourself as
very happy, pretty happy, not so happy?”—for the time being such questions, when posed to people in the
past, tend to fall on deaf ears.

Yet if historians’ questions, like their instruments, must necessarily differ to some extent from those of
their social-scientific colleagues who work with subjects still among us, they needn’t throw up their hands
in complete despair. A variety of methods and approaches are at their disposal to aid inquiries about
happiness in the past. Historians might, for instance, follow the lead of the Marquis de Chastellux, who in

the 18 century undertook to write the world’s very first history of happiness by means of proxy data.

Lower levels of slavery, say, or war, or famine, Chastellux reasoned, ought to correspond to higher levels
of what he called “public felicity.” By aggregating such data, Chastellux hoped to sketch the broad
outlines of the history of social happiness (Chastellux, 1772). And although more recent historians have
not, to my knowledge, attempted such an undertaking, they surely can. So too can they undertake
conceptual histories of happiness, examining how different cultures have imagined and understood this
complex phenomenon at different times (McMahon, 2006). There is a particular need to devote energy to
this work in non-western and comparative settings. Finally, historians can draw on the tools developed by
their colleagues in the sub-discipline of the history of emotions, who ask how emotions are channeled and
expressed under different affective or “emotional regimes” (Reddy, 2001; Stearns, 2012; McMahon,

2013). Although any one of these approaches might be pursued separately, this article draws on elements
of each of them in order to sketch, in broad terms, three crucial turning points or “revolutions” in the long
history of human happiness. Insight into the different ways that human beings have conceived,
experienced, and defined happiness in the past, it is hoped, may be of service to those who think about
happiness in the present, and pursue it in the future.

The Deep History of Happiness

How happy were our earliest human ancestors? The question, of course, admits of no easy answer,
and yet it is striking how many cultures of the world seem intent on attributing an original happiness to the
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very first human beings. Myths of a lost paradise or a vanished golden age are virtually universal in
human culture, and their consistent accounts of teeming abundance and ease are striking. At the very least,
such accounts can offer clues into how human fortunes have changed over time, to say nothing of men and
women’s capacity to imagine circumstances better than their own.

For the men and women who first fashioned these myths may have been onto something.
Archeologists and anthropologists today emphasize that early human existence was surprisingly prosperous
—if not a paradise, then perhaps an “original affluent society,” to cite the well-known formulation of the
anthropologist Marshall Sahlins (1972). In this view, the hunter-gather bands that roamed the earth for
much of the Paleothic era prior to the advent of agriculture roughly 12,000 years ago enjoyed a number of
comparative advantages that their later, myth-fashioning descendants did not. For one, what we now style
the “paleo” diet—rich in protein and fibers and free of refined carbohydrates—was abundant, varied, and
nutritious. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors, it seems, were relatively well-fed. Evidence from fossilized
skeletons and dental remains, for example, suggests that early foragers were less likely to experience
starvation or malnutrition than their farmer-peasant counterparts of later periods, and that they were, on the
whole, of superior stature (Harari, 2015). Average life-expectancy, though brought down by a high
incidence of infant-mortality, was, for those who survived the first years after childbirth, surprisingly high,
upwards of sixty years, which compares favorably to most human societies up until the time of the
industrial revolution. The absence of infectious diseases born of high-density populations and domesticated
livestock, moreover, meant that the curse of large-scale epidemics was unknown. With only 5 to 8 million
foragers inhabiting the earth on the eve of the Agricultural Revolution there were ample resources and
room to move about, which meant that tensions both within and between bands could be diffused by simply
moving on. An alternative to war was flight, and a strategy for dealing with excessive coercion was to
leave the group and strike out on one’s own. As a number of scholars have concluded, this meant that
early hunter-gatherers likely enjoyed a significant degree of freedom, and, in the absence of accumulation
and private property, equality (Maryanski & Turner, 1992; Sanderson, 1995; Boehm, 2001; Veenhoven,
2005). Certainly their fortunes were superior in these respects to those of the vast majority of men and
women born into the highly stratified and coercive societies that followed in the wake of the Agricultural
Revolution, in which slavery was common and inequality the norm (Scheidel, 2017). Finally, foraging
peoples had the luxury of time. Rough calculations suggest that the average “work week” of hunter-
gatherers—measured in the hours necessary to ensure the supply of food and to perform essential tasks—
was considerably less than that of modern workers, leaving ample opportunity for leisure, recreation, and
social interaction in settings that were favorable to close interpersonal interaction (Sahlins, 1972; Harari,
2015).

Of course, it is important not to substitute our own myths for the myths of old, imagining the hunter-
gatherer past as some sort of sylvan idyll before humanity’s corruption and fall. Modern observers, it is
true, have not always avoided that temptation. But clearly life in the Paleolithic period was never a golden
age. Even after our Homo sapiens ancestors rose, with the help of fire, tools, and teamwork to the top of
the food chain within the last 100,000 years, they still were susceptible to attack by a variety of fierce
predators—not least, other members of the genus Homo. The evidence of mass grave sites in the
Paleolithic period—replete with shattered skulls and severed limbs—belies any easy assumption that our
ancestors lived in uninterrupted peace and harmony. And however abundant their streams, forests, and
savannahs, eking out an existence—above all in the long winters of the long ice age—was never an easy
task. In the end, the life of foraging peoples in the Stone Age was, just as it has been for the great majority
of those who came after, a struggle.

Still, when we compare this earlier period with the settled societies that began to spring up in the wake
of the Agricultural Revolution, we can understand how later observers might have looked back with a
certain elegy. For the broadly egalitarian existence of hunter-gatherers, with their relative freedom and
prosperity, gave way to societies of a very different sort, characterized by a far greater degree of hierarchy,
inequality, and oppression, as well as the persistent threat of famine, war, and disease. The paths to these
destinations, of course, varied considerably, and they frequently doubled-backed. Yet in their circuitous
ways, they led across the threshold of what the scholar Walter Scheidel has called “the great
disequalization,”, the “transition to new modes of subsistence and new forms of social organization that
eroded forager egalitarianism and replaced it with durable hierarchies and disparities” of income, wealth,
and power (Scheidel, 2017). Agriculture was an important (though not the only) driver in this process,
permitting accumulation and surplus, which could then be transmitted to one’s offspring, perpetuating
status and power. Concentrated state power was another (Scott, 2017). Inequalities followed in turn, and
were gradually rendered hereditary, setting humanity on a road to “monarchy, slavery, and empire,” and the
incessant wars needed to create and defend these institutions (Flannery & Marcus, 2012).

To be sure, there were winners in this process. Those who were able to concentrate the surplus
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wealth generated by farming—most often in close concert with emergent states—did far better than their
forager ancestors could ever have dreamed—so much so that this early elite has been styled the “original
1% (Scheidel, 2017). But for the vast majority, lowly peasants and laborers now tied to the land and
crowded in settled communities, the tradeoffs were extensive. Although agriculture meant a greater sum
total of food (and so expanding populations), the end result was to keep more people alive in worse
conditions than they had known before. Diets were increasingly less varied and nutritious, as the shift to
agriculture favored carbohydrate-heavy foods such as rice, grains, corn, and potatoes that were high in
calories but low in essential nutrients. The labor required to tend to them, moreover, was backbreaking and
monotonous, and the reliance on a limited number of staples rendered populations susceptible to crop
failure and famine. When combined with the parasites and epidemic diseases spread by domesticated
livestock and communicated via concentrated populations, and the war, violence, raiding, and social
conflict that attended territorial competition, the picture that emerges is far from pretty. On a range of
indices from life-expectancy to stature many human beings around the world would not obtain the levels of
their hunter-gather ancestors until after the industrial revolution, if then (Clark, 2007). It may be an
exaggeration to say, with Jerrod Diamond, that the transition to agricultural societies was “the worst
mistake in the history of the human race” (Diamond, 1987). But the point is well taken. At the very least
it reminds us that history is not an inevitable march of progress. Some “advances” actually set us back.
The first revolution in the history of human happiness, it seems likely—our exit from our hunter-gatherer
past—was an unhappy one.

Why, then, did men and women leave? Hindsight, of course, is 20-20, and the first agriculturalists
had no way of foreseeing the human future. Some were coerced, and others tempted into settlement,
seeking security in greater numbers. But the broader answer is that evolution is not interested in the fate of
individuals, but in the perpetuation of species. Agriculture, for all its drawbacks, enabled Homo sapiens to
expand exponentially, even when the quality of individual lives suffered (Harari, 2015). From an
evolutionary standpoint, greater population was a victory in itself.

It is true that an evolutionary account also suggests that human beings must be happy enough to want
to reproduce and carry on. Darwin himself posited an adaptive role for happiness, observing that the
“vigorous, the healthy, and the happy survive and multiply,” and evolutionary psychologists have further
developed that insight (Darwin, 1859; Buss, 2000; Grinde, 2002; Hill, DelPriore, & Major, 2013). If
happiness as positive affect is often good for us, they reason, it was also good for our ancestors, who did us
the favor of passing on their genes. Good feelings could serve as a carrot to induce adaptive behaviors and
a reward for acts that contributed to our fitness, such is social bonding, the search for nourishing food, and
sex. Then again, negative affect in the form of jealousy, anxiety, and fear, could serve as a powerful stick,
ensuring that we never got too happy for our own good. The picture that emerges from such accounts is
one of human beings inclined to adapt quickly to their pleasures, so that they will then set off in search of
more. Restless creatures, we are rarely satisfied for long. And it may be that our long evolution in the
conditions of the Stone Age has given us a reward system (and anxieties and fears) that are maladapted to
the conditions of the modern world.

But if consideration of the early human past can provide material for speculation about our subsequent
psychology, it may also help historians understand why so many cultures that developed in the aftermath of
the Agricultural Revolution looked with longing to that time long ago, imagining an Arcadian golden age of
plenty and ease in contrast to their own experiences of uncertainty and periodic privation. It is altogether
telling that the earliest recorded words for “happiness” in virtually every human language are cognate with
fortune or luck (McMahon, 2006; Oishi, Graham, Kesebirm, & Galinha, 2013). For cultures regularly
subject to upheavals and twists of fate—from the descent of plague to the appearance of a marauding army
to the onset of famine or the wrath of one’s betters—it was difficult to imagine happiness as something that
could endure, still less as something that one could control. Happiness, rather, was in the hands of the gods,
meted out by fortune, or forged in the crucible of fate. And though the prosperous might better hedge
against uncertainty than the poor, even they were not immune to the upheavals and sudden reversals that
inevitably threatened us all. As ancient Chinese sages cautioned, misfortune (suo) was fortune’s ( fir)
twin. That reflection figures in some of the earliest extant writings of China, and it was repeated down
through the ages. As the Daoist philosopher Lao Tsu observed around 500 BCE: “Misfortune (huo) is that
which beside fortune (fur) lies” (Keping, 2001). Artabanus of Persia, as interpreted by the Greek historian

Herodotus in the 6 century BCE, echoed this wisdom, but in even darker tones, voicing assumptions that
were shared in many cultures.

Short as [the human life] is, there is not a man in the world, either here or elsewhere, who is happy
enough not to wish — not once only but again and again — to be dead rather than alive. Troubles
come, diseases afflict us, and this makes life, despite its brevity, seem all too long (Herodotus,
2003).
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The reckoning was grim, reflecting a view of the world as at once hostile and unpredictable, in which
suffering was the norm. It was a world governed by forces beyond our control. And in such a world,
happiness must be elusive and fleeting. To conceive of it otherwise—as something that could endure in a
world of change—would be to imagine a supreme, even superhuman, achievement, happiness as something
divine.

Happiness in the Wisdom Traditions of the Axial Age

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the German philosopher Karl Jaspers published his Vom
Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte (1949), “The Origin and Goal of History.” An audacious work, the
book departed from what Jaspers characterized as an article of faith: that mankind has one single origin and
goal. And it advanced the view that world history, as a consequence, possesses a coherent meaning,
structure, and end. Few practicing historians are liable to share that view today. And yet scholars,
particularly those of world religions, continue to draw on one of Jasper’s central themes: the formative
influence of what he called the “Axial” age, through which ran the axis of history (Bellah & Joas, 2012). It
was this period, Jaspers argued, spanning roughly the first millennium BCE, that witnessed the emergence
of the world’s great religious and wisdom traditions: from the Confucian and Daoist teachings of China to
the doctrines of the Upanishads and the Buddha in India, to the Hebrew prophets in Palestine and the great
philosophers of Classical Greece. And though other major traditions were to follow—most notably
Christianity and Islam—they built on spiritual foundations already established. The Axial Age, Jaspers
contended, bequeathed to humanity a store of spiritual values on which it has continued to draw. “Until
today mankind has lived by what ... was thought and created in that period” (Jaspers, 2010).

Jaspers himself did not consider the subject of happiness or human flourishing directly. But students
of religion who have addressed the impact of the Axial Age have. And in the opinion of one of them, the
noted philosopher Charles Taylor, the “most fundamental novelty” of the Axial revolution was precisely its
“revisionary stance toward the human good.” “More or less radically,” Taylor maintains, “all of [the Axial
religions] call into question the received, seemingly unquestionable understandings of human flourishing”
that had reigned previously (Taylor, 2012). The Axial religions, in short, reconceived and redefined human
happiness.

Each did this, of course, in unique ways. But there were, nonetheless, striking commonalities. Most
importantly, the wisdom traditions explicitly challenged purely worldly or mundane understandings of
happiness as plenty, prosperity, pleasure, or power. Fantasies of freedom and abundance of the type that
had likely drawn the imaginations of the poor and powerless since the advent of the Agricultural
Revolution (and continued to do so long after) were not always rejected outright: milk and honey might
still be seen on the horizon. And it is also true that the various Axial creeds adopted differing perspectives
on the instrumental value of material prosperity—with some, Confucians say, or Aristotelians, arguing that
a certain degree of wealth was a prerequisite to the pursuit of the higher aspirations of the good life, and
others emphasizing the inherently corrupting nature of pleasure and affluence. In most cases, however,
moderate worldly prosperity was seen, at best, as a means to higher ends, never as an end in itself. To
pursue wealth for wealth’s sake, all agreed, was to succumb to one of the many dangerous temptations that
common understandings of happiness dangled before us, as if mere riches, power, or sensual satisfaction
could fulfill us. Genuine happiness required something more—a connection to the transcendent, to God or
the gods, to the Good or the True. It involved, as Taylor asserts, a “going beyond” ordinary human
flourishing, however such flourishing might be conceived locally (long life, prosperity, freedom from
disease, drought, natural catastrophe, etc. (Taylor, 2012). For the Axial traditions, human happiness must
always entail something else.

The Daoist philosopher Zuhang Zi expressed this nicely in the 4 ™ century BCE with the seemingly
paradoxical assertion that “Perfect happiness is without happiness” (zki le wu le), by which he meant that
true happiness did not depend on those things that people in the world often considered to be valuable
sources of (ordinary) happiness, such as easy living, good food, wealth, longevity, and the like (Keping,
2001). Indeed, those who devoted themselves solely to such worldly goods and pleasures were “upside
down people,” whose priorities had been inverted (Ivanhoe, 2013). Genuine happiness required devotion
to the Dao or Way, the true order and harmony of the universe that transcended the self. Similarly, in this
respect, the master Kongzi, known as Confucius in the West, taught that living well went far beyond
ordinary pleasures and comforts. Rather, it involved knowing how to find joy in the right things in the
right ways. Kongzi emphasized the importance of good conduct to others and the value of family and
friends, while praising behaviors, rituals, and rites that took us beyond ourselves, connecting us to the
deeper structures and patterns of the universe. It was in this alignment, he believed—between the
individual and the transcendent, between right conduct and right order—that true harmony, peace, and joy
could be found.
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In their common rejection of “ordinary” happiness, conceived largely in hedonic terms, Axial
understandings of happiness were thus invariably “eudaimonic,” concerned less with good feeling and
enjoyment for their own sake, than with living optimally, living well. The very term (eudaimonic), of
course, emerged in the context of the Axial wisdom traditions of Classical Greece, employed by Socrates
and Plato in explicit contrast both to good fortune (eutychia) and to sensual pleasure (Nussbaum, 1986). As
described by their acolyte Aristotle, eudaimonia was the “highest good,” a characterization of a life lived
fully in its entirely. Neither a fleeting feeling nor an ephemeral emotion, eudaimonia was the product of
discipline, dedication, and craft. Eudaimonia, in short, required what Aristotle and the Greeks called aréte
(virtue).

Regardless of the word used to describe it, however, the insight that human flourishing demanded the
development of human excellence—the cultivation of particular strengths of character and mind—was
another common assumption of Axial understanding of happiness. Moses and the Buddha, Aristotle and
Confucius, the author of the Upanishads and the Stoics were of one mind on the matter. To learn to live
well required preparation, training, and perseverance, a discipline of the body and of the mind. We were
not born into the world knowing how to live at the highest level of excellence. This was a skill to be
acquired, practiced, and perfected. Living well was a way of life, and it was never easy.

The various traditions took different stances on the role played by the divine in this process. Was
revelation necessary for enlightenment? Did human perfection require grace or the direct assistance of the
gods? Or did we all, as the Buddhists maintained, have within us the full potential to live happy lives?
Regardless of the individual positions taken on these and a range of related questions, none of the Axial
traditions denied the importance of the human element in realizing human perfection. Happiness, in other
words, did not just happen by chance. It was a product of our characters, of who we were and of who we
chose to be. To live well was to make choices about how best to live, and about what kinds of virtues to
cultivate in the service of a flourishing life.

Once again, the range of recommendations on these matters put forth by the various wisdom traditions
was extensive. And though it may be that there are certain basic character strengths that are lauded
universally across cultures, to enumerate them in any detail here would be to go beyond the scope of the
present inquiry (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Haidt, 2006). Still, it is useful to call attention to a number of
key virtues and insights extolled by the Axial traditions that have drawn commentary in the more recent
scientific literature in relation to human flourishing. Virtually all of the wisdom traditions, for example,
reinforce the virtues of gratitude and forgiveness, urging us to express thanks for what we have, and to treat
with indulgence those who have done us wrong. Virtually all of the wisdom traditions, likewise, cultivate
the virtues of optimism and hope, recommending that we make an effort to see the good in the world, to
keep alive its possibility, and to trust that it is there, even (especially) when it is hard to see. Virtually all of
the wisdom traditions, furthermore, cultivate the importance of friendship, fellowship, and loving kindness,
extolling compassion, love, and human understanding as among the highest expressions of the soul. And
so virtually all foster the insight that magnanimity and charity to others are not only good in their own
right, but good for oneself, recommending the injunction later voiced by Jesus: Give and you shall receive.
Finally, virtually all the wisdom traditions operate on the assumption that there are powerful forces at work
in the human mind (and flesh) that militate against the cultivation of every one of these virtues (and others
besides), meaning that to craft a flourishing life will inevitably be a challenge—a difficult one—a process
of self-mastery that demands continual attention and training.

The upshot of these prescriptions for pursuing a flourishing life is that many—indeed most—will not
be up to this challenge. The Buddha, who maintained that all human beings have the capacity for
happiness, acknowledged as much when he asserted that all life is suffering, misery, and pain. Most people,
that is, live lives of ignorance, illusion, and craving. They could change this by seeking enlightenment, but
alas most don’t. The other Axial traditions tend to agree: those virtuosi who successfully devote
themselves to cultivating genuine human flourishing are necessarily an elite. The happy, as Aristotle says,
are the happy few.

Although the great Post-Axial faiths of Christianity and Islam developed their own variations on these
themes—while accentuating the importance of the afterlife, where the inevitable sufferings of this world
would be overcome—they did not depart essentially from the basic perspectives on human flourishing
elaborated here. Many might be called, but few would be chosen. True happiness, whether of this life or
the next, remained an extraordinary achievement.

And so humanity plodded on, taking its pleasures where it could, while accepting that happiness—
both of the ordinary and extraordinary kind—was more the exception than the rule, the provenance of the
lucky, the privileged, and the powerful, on the one hand, and the chosen, the enlightened, and the saved on
the other. This is not to say that human beings were less happy (or more) in those times than their later
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descendants. In the absence of surveys and direct reports, that question, to repeat, can only be addressed by

proxy. Chastellux, for his part, thought that his own age (the 18th century) was the happiest in the history
of the world, and there are those among us today who would be inclined to say the same about our own day
on the basis of other metrics (average life expectancy for one), building a case for progress over time
(Veenhoven, 2005). Then again, we know that human adaptation is a powerful force, and in the absence
of direct comparisons, it may be that people of previous times and economic fortunes were just as happy as
we are now (Clark, 2007). Historians should devote more attention to the matter.

What we can say here, however, is that regardless of how men and women of the past may have felt,
experientially, from day to day, their expectations about how they should feel were very different from our

own. That was as true in China as it was in Africa or Europe. For until at least the 18 century, men and
women across the globe lived in societies that regarded, with good reason, suffering and scarcity as the
norm. In societies such as these, happiness might be a hope or a dream, an aspiration or an achievement, or
a turn of the wheel of fortune. But it was seldom an expectation, and rarely, even for the most privileged,
was it assumed. That would only begin to change—and with powerful consequences—with the dawning of

the great revolution in human expectations of the long 18th century.
The Revolution in Human Expectations

It is a striking fact that in 1800 the economic condition of the average human being in the world was
no better than it had been in the Stone Age (Clark, 2007). Life expectancy was no better either, and
average stature was actually worse. Despite impressive outliers—soaring cathedrals, great pyramids,
palaces, and sprawling estates for the landed and wealthy—very little had changed in the economic history
of the world.

But change was on the horizon, and indeed had already begun in Western Europe and its North
American possessions, preparing the way for the tremendous economic takeoff of the Industrial Revolution
and what historians now refer to as the “Great Divergence,” the unprecedented economic gap that began to

open up between the West and the rest in the late 18th century (Pomeranz, 2000). To look at a graph of
average income since 1800 is to watch fortunes soar.

What was the place of happiness in this development? Some economic historians answer that it was
considerable (McCloskey, 2016). They point out, for example, that towards the end of the 17" and the

beginning of the 18th century, one can detect an important shift in Christian theological reflection, which
began to speak less of deferring our happiness until the next life and more of making it here below. De-
emphasizing sin and the fires of hell, Christians stressed instead God’s benevolence and desire for our
well-being during our earthly sojourn. Did not God want us to be happy? By mid-century, an erstwhile
Calvinist like Benjamin Franklin was expressing amazement that Christians could reflect any other way.
“‘Tis surprising to me that men who call themselves Christians,” he observed, “should say that a God of
infinite perfections would make anything our duty that has not a natural tendency to our happiness”
(Franklin, 1960). Increasing numbers of his contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic were becoming
convinced that the Creator would not. As the historian Roy Porter (2000) has aptly observed, the old
question “How can I be saved?” was gradually giving way to the new question “How can I be happy here
below?”

These changes in religious reflection, which increasingly sanctioned the pursuit of happiness on earth,
were accompanied by a new rhetoric and apology for pleasure put forth by thinkers associated with the
Enlightenment (McMahon, 2006). Inspired by the thought and example of Isaac Newton, they drew the
conclusion that the universe was not random and chaotic, but ordered and predictable, governed by rational
principles that could be ascertained through human reason. And if human beings could know and
understand the natural world, then they could certainly know and understand the human world, a world of
their own making. Setting themselves that task, they labored not only to understand, but to improve.
Surely it was no sin to seek greater comfort in life, and to work to better our condition? And why should it
be taboo to enjoy our own bodies and the pleasures of the world? Were not human beings constructed so as
to pursue pleasure and to flee pain? Pleasure was natural and nature intended us to be pleased. Human
beings, in short, were meant to be happy.

Thus, a growing Enlightenment confidence that humans being could control their fate was
accompanied by a frank apology for pleasure and happiness. The two, in fact, were increasingly spoken of
as one and the same. When the great English utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham recommended that
the “greatest happiness of the greatest number” be the standard by which we judge, he understood this to
mean the maximization of pleasure and the minimization of pain (Bentham, 1996). Pleasure was good,
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pain was bad. We should work to spread the one and mitigate the other. That belief, in the 18 th

was widespread (McMahon, 2006).

And so the Enlightenment apology for happiness worked to undermine both the perennial view that
saw happiness as a function of fortune—something we cannot ultimately control—and the longstanding
assumption common to Christianity and the wisdom traditions that happiness was a product of superior
virtue or grace, a rare and special achievement in a world in which suffering was the norm (McMahon,

century,

2004). “Does not everyone have a right to happiness according to his whims?”, asked one 18th—century
observer in that bible of the Enlightenment, the French Encyclopédie. Judged by historical standards, the
question was remarkable: a right to happiness?! And yet it was by no means an isolated claim, reflecting a
growing belief that justice demanded the happiness of all. Since human beings were meant to be happy, it
followed that when they were not, there must be a reason—injustice or false belief, oppression or
individual failure. Governments, accordingly, should work to provide the conditions in which human
beings could flourish. “The happiness of society is the first law of every government,” declared the
American founding father James Wilson (2007). The French Jacobin constitution of 1793 imbedded the
assumption in its very first article: “The goal of society,” it declared, “is common happiness.” Here was a
creed for a new age.

It was also a creed for a new economy. For regardless of the precise role played by Enlightenment-era
discussions of happiness in fostering the economic take off that ensued, clearly an apology for earthly
happiness and material improvement was conducive to economic growth. And clearly economic growth—
with a new culture of consumption proffering luxury items, comforts, and pleasures to expanding segments
of the population—was conducive to the belief that suffering need not be an unfailing law of the universe.

As the 18M-century French economist and administrator Anne Robert Turgot observed, in modern
commercial society men and women “buy and sell happiness” in the form of discrete packets of pleasure.
Modern economies, it seemed, lent themselves perfectly to happiness’s pursuit.

Whether they lent themselves to happiness’s attainment was another matter. That claim, of course,

would be hotly contested in the 19" and 20™ centuries, with socialist and Marxist critics of capitalism,
among others, charging that it did no such thing. But what united all parties in the dispute was the common
assumption that happiness is, and ought to be, the human due. This was the novel consequence of the

revolution in human expectations of the long 18th century. The dramatic economic growth that followed,
however imperfectly distributed between countries and classes, only fed those expectations, spreading the

demand for happiness ever wider. Already, in the middle of the 19 ™ century, the Scottish critic Thomas
Carlyle could draw attention to this remarkable transformation, noting that “Every pitifulest whipster that
walks within a skin has had his head filled with the notion that he is, shall be, or by all human and divine
laws ought to be, ‘happy.’” Carlyle was a skeptic, a dissenter to the new creed of happiness as our “being’s

end and aim ... not yet two centuries old in the world” (Carlyle, 1965). Yet he had put his finger on the
way in which that creed had a tendency to crowd out other organizing principles of life, as well as to spread
downward and outward to formerly marginalized segments of the population. Notwithstanding two world
wars and the incalculable tragedies of the 20th century, it has continued to do so, hastened since the 1960s,
as the philosopher Pascal Bruckner has argued, by the expansion of personal credit and an ascendant
individualism that has further licensed an ethic of personal fulfillment and non-delayed gratification.

Happiness, today, Bruckner (2011) observes, constitutes “the only horizon of our modern democracies.”

Meanwhile, globalization in the wake of decolonization, notwithstanding its other effects, has begun to
narrow the economic gap that opened up with the Great Divergence, exposing hundreds of millions more
(above all in China, India, and the emerging Asian economies) to the prospect that happiness on this earth
might be more than good fortune or a millenarian dream. The fact that today the United Nations, along
with Gallup, the OECD, and other international organizations, collect data on happiness in every country of
the world is a sign of this expansion, an indicator of the aspiration that all might be happy one day and that
we should work to make it so. The overall significance of this expansion, however, in historical terms, and
the “meaning” of the rise of a global conversation about happiness is not yet clear (McMahon, 2010).

Conclusion

In this brief essay, I have examined three major developments in the history of human happiness,
presenting the departure from our hunter-gatherer past at the time of the Agricultural Revolution, the
emergence of the wisdom traditions of the “Axial Age” of the first millennium BCE, and the “Revolution in

Human Expectations” of the long 18th century as crucial turning points in humanity’s experience and
understanding of happiness. Judging by a number of indicators, there is reason to conclude that the first
revolution was on balance detrimental to the happiness of the many, even as it provided new opportunities
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to the few. In hostile and unpredictable environments of relative scarcity and insecurity, suffering was
regarded as the human norm, while happiness was represented as largely beyond our agency and control, a
fortunate condition bestowed by the gods or luck, and seldom lasting or assured.

Yet this prevailing and perennial conception—common to virtually all early societies and kept alive in
the folk cultures of many peoples to this day—was profoundly challenged by the great religious and
philosophical traditions of the Axial Age. Taking up the problem of human suffering, they sought means to
address it, asserting collectively that human beings do not live by bread alone. True happiness, they
agreed, involved a “going beyond” conventional prosperity and the ordinary conditions of life in the pursuit
of a higher happiness predicated on the cultivation of human virtue and excellence. Retaining the view
that happiness was a rare exception and human suffering the norm, they nonetheless wrested human
flourishing away from the clutches of fortune, making it in large measure the product of human will and
action aligned with what were deemed the transcendent forces of the universe.

In a very general way, these were the basic orientations on human happiness that held sway in most

parts of the world until the 18™ century, when a revolution in human expectations began to alter
perspectives on the prospects for happiness in this life. Forthrightly hedonic in their equation of happiness
and good feeling, these new perspectives presented happiness neither as a matter of chance nor as a reward
for superior virtue. Happiness, rather, was treated as a natural endowment, whose pursuit and attainment
would follow from the mitigation of pain and the removal of “unnatural” barriers, such as injustice and
false belief, that stood in its way. Coinciding with the beginnings of a remarkable economic transformation
that continues to this day, this revolution had the effect of gradually eroding the older, eudaimonic
perspectives on happiness that had long equated human flourishing with virtue of character.

Needless to say, this revolution occurred only slowly and imperfectly. Yet the dominant ideological

systems of the 19t and 20™ centuries helped to spread the prospect of happiness to ever wider segments of
the world’s population, radiating outward from Europe and the New World, so that today more people than
ever before are being raised in environments that inspire the pursuit of earthly happiness and encourage
expectations that it will be found.

Whether or not such pursuits and expectations correspond to actual increases in levels of happiness is
a matter of considerable debate within the contemporary social scientific community, which has pioneered
efforts in the last several decades to measure happiness around the world, and to analyze its causes and
correlates in relation to economic conditions and other variables. To a significant degree these efforts have
drawn on, and contributed to, the new “science of happiness” pioneered by positive psychologists, who
have also turned their attention of late to better understanding happiness’s foundations. Working together,
they hope to help not only individuals, but governments and policymakers, shape better policies and
prescriptions for the future.

From the perspective of the student of history, it is noteworthy that there have been significant
overlaps between the “modern truths” of the new science of happiness and “ancient wisdom,” particularly
the eudaimonic insights of the Axial traditions and their post-Axial successors (Haidt, 2006; McMahon,
2016). Research on gratitude, for example, or on charity and loving kindness, meditation and meaning,
forgiveness and hope has demonstrated the benefits of these “virtues” in encouraging flourishing lives.
Such research would suggest that those who spearheaded the revolution in human expectations initiated in

the long 18th century may have been too quick to denigrate and displace the older insights of the Axial
traditions. Whether those insights can now be updated with the imprimatur of science and adapted to

cultures that have largely accepted the hedonic and democratic consequences of the 18th—century revolution
in human expectations remains to be seen. The history of happiness, and in particular the first great
revolution examined here, cautions against any facile assumption that “progress” and happiness necessarily
go hand and hand. But it also makes room for the possibility that they can advance together. For those
hoping to use the knowledge about happiness being generated by researchers today to better guide the
policies and prescriptions of tomorrow, aligning the two will be the great challenge, and historians have a
role to play in this alignment by further clarifying the relationship between happiness and
progress/historical change in the past. Should we succeed in our collective endeavors, we may hope,
however modestly, to contribute to the beginnings of a new revolution in the happiness of the world.
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Abstract

Religion plays an important role in the lives of many people. To understand how religion relates to well-
being, it is important to consider the beliefs and practices of the world’s main religions. In the first section,
we begin by describing how various religions define well-being and how religions envision God. Next, we
outline various beliefs about the afterlife and key religious teachings that may affect well-being. In the
second section, we describe how religious practices such as prayer, meditation, and fasting could influence
one’s well-being. We conclude by arguing that it is crucial to consider the specific beliefs and practices of
religions to understand more fully how religion relates to well-being.

Keywords: Religion, Well-being, Overview

Religion is a central part of the lives of many people. According to one estimate, 68% of humans
claim that religion is an important part of their lives (Diener, Tay, & Myers, 2011). According to a 2016
Gallup poll, roughly 51% of Americans attend church or synagogue once a month or more frequently
(Gallup, 2016). Given the paramount role of religion in many people’s lives, it is important to understand
how religious beliefs and traditions could relate to individuals’ well-being.

Research suggests that people who engage in religious activities report higher levels of well-being
(Diener et al., 2011; Hackney & Sanders, 2003; Oishi & Diener, 2014). More specifically, religious
individuals report higher levels of life satisfaction and positive feelings in the US (Diener et al, 2011) and
lower levels of depression in the US and Europe (Smith, McCullough, & Poll, 2003). These effects tend to
be small and positive, and the effects also depend on the level of analysis (Tay, Li, Myers, & Diener, 2014).
For example, within countries, religion can fulfill needs such as a sense of belonging and community
affiliation, which promote well-being. Between countries, religious practices could increase volunteerism
and altruistic behaviors. The relationship between religiosity and well-being in non-western nations also
appears to be positive but weak (Tay et al., 2014).

In many of these studies, religiosity has typically been measured with a single item, such as “Is
religion an important part of your daily life?” or “Thinking about your life these days, how often do you
attend religious services, apart from social obligations such as weddings or funerals?” Although such
measures could be informative in predicting well-being, specific religious beliefs and practices could relate
to well-being in nuanced ways. In order to more fully understand the complex relationship between religion
and well-being, researchers should carefully consider what religions say about well-being. The goal of this
chapter is to provide an overview of these teachings, and of how the beliefs and practices of the major
world religions relate to well-being.

To provide an overarching framework to this chapter, we rely on the distinction of doxis vs. praxis
often used to define religions (e.g., Snoek, 1999). Doxis, from the Greek word doxa, refers to worldviews,
beliefs, and thoughts, whereas praxis refers to actions, rituals, and practices. Religions are often defined by
these two characteristics. Given these two dimensions, we believed it would be helpful to use this
distinction in framing our chapter.

To narrow our focus within each of these broad dimensions of religion, we rely on the
conceptualizations of religion developed by Ninian Smart (Smart, 1998, 1999). According to Smart, a
religious framework is composed of seven dimensions: narrative/mythological, doctrinal, ethical,
institutional, material, ritual, and experiential (Smart, 1999). These dimensions capture the broad and
encompassing nature of religion. The narrative dimension refers to the foundational stories of a religion,
passed down through history either orally or written. These stories often concern the religion’s founder.
The doctrinal dimension is related to the narrative dimension as it refers to the philosophical nature of the
religion, such as the nature of God. Next, the ethical dimension refers to the rules or laws of a religion. The
social or institutional dimension concerns the organization and gathering of a religious community, for
example in a church, mosque, or temple. Religions typically designate a particular day of the week for
worship in addition to particular days of celebration or remembrance during the year. Somewhat related, the
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material dimension refers to specific places and artifacts that are of particular importance to a religion. The
ritual dimension concerns the specific practices in which religions express themselves, such as prayer and
meditation. Finally, the experiential dimension refers to the strong emotional experience connected to the
rituals that provide them with meaning.

The advantage of such an organization and framework allows one to categorize and define a
religion. Of course, debate continues as to the best way to do this and whether it is even possible (cf.,
James, 1902). Putting this debate aside, we opted to use a common-sense approach by describing the main
world religions. Most individuals are familiar with the names used to define the world’s core religions, and
some scholars categorize religion using these common labels (e.g., Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, etc.;
Smith, 1991). Similar to Smith’s categorization, we believed that fine distinctions between particular
religious denominations, such as the difference between Baptists and Presbyterians, would not be fruitful
for a concise overview. Therefore, we have opted to rely on Smart’s dimensions of religion to guide our
discussion of how religion relates to well-being while still referring to core religions. After discussing the
main topics and dimensions, we will provide examples from the major world religions, such as Christianity,
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism.

In the first half of the chapter we cover doxis, religious beliefs and thoughts. First, we describe how
religions conceptualize well-being. Next, we discuss how various religions conceive God (e.g., as a
forgiving and loving father, as a harsh and powerful entity) and how these conceptions might relate to well-
being. Following this, we depict various beliefs of the afterlife and how these thoughts could influence
one’s current well-being. Finally, we outline various key rules and guidelines that religions endorse and
what role these rules play in influencing one’s well-being. Finally, in terms of Smart’s dimensions, doxis
covers the narrative, doctrinal, and ethical dimensions.

The second half of the chapter covers praxis, the rituals and practices of religions. We begin with a
description of many common rituals such as prayer, meditation, fasting, religious services, pilgrimages, and
festivals and holiday celebrations. In each of these sections, we discuss the emotional or experiential aspect
that accompanies these rituals. These rituals and practices overlap with Smart’s social, material, ritual, and
experiential dimensions. The chapter concludes with a section on implications for well-being research.

Doxis

The key beliefs and thoughts discussed in this section cover religious conceptions of well-being,
envisagement of God, beliefs about the afterlife, and ethical teachings.

Conceptions of Well-being

Before discussing how religions define well-being, it is important to delineate different types and
definitions of well-being used by researchers. One broad and helpful way of classifying well-being is
through the hedonic vs. eudaimonic distinction (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Hedonic well-being refers to pleasure
and positive feelings. The goal of striving for as much pleasure and hedonic well-being as possible was
even endorsed by the philosophers Aristippus, Epicurus, Hobbes, Locke, and Hume (Joshanloo, 2013a). In
contrast, eudaimonic well-being refers to a sense of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment in life. Plato,
Aristotle, and Fromm endorsed this type of well-being by suggesting that it was more worthwhile to strive
after virtue than hedonic happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

Empirically, hedonic well-being typically includes measures of positive emotions, negative
emotions, and life satisfaction. Someone experiencing high levels of hedonic well-being is assumed to
experience high levels of positive emotions and life satisfaction, and low levels of negative emotions. A
common way of categorizing some of these measures is through the term subjective well-being, which
consists of positive emotions, negative emotions, and life satisfaction (Diener, 2000). Positive and negative
emotions define an affective well-being component, and life satisfaction defines a cognitive well-being
component.

Specific definitions and measures of eudaimonic well-being definitions often vary. Measures of
eudaimonic well-being include self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental
mastery, purpose in life, personal growth (Ryff, 1989), meaning in life (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler,
2006), vitality, and self-actualization (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Despite the many different measures used to
capture eudaimonic well-being, researchers tend to believe that eudaimonic well-being is some form of
well-being that extends beyond pleasant emotions and feelings.

A useful way of categorizing the well-being types is through the categories of evaluative,
experiential, and eudaimonic (Schwarz & Strack, 1999; Steptoe, Deaton, & Stone, 2015). Evaluative refers
to judgments of life satisfaction; experiential refers to emotions, often captured in real time through the use
of ecological momentary assessment techniques (Shiffman, Stone, & Hufford, 2008); and eudaimonic
refers to a sense of meaning and purpose in life. In terms of the broader distinction between hedonic and
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eudaimonia, evaluative and experiential would fall under the hedonic category.

With this categorization in mind, it is important to understand what happiness and well-being mean
in different religious contexts. Certain differences in relationships between religious practices and well-
being could stem from how religions define well-being. In Judeo-Christian traditions, two primary Hebrew
words are used to refer to happiness: ashrey and smh (Charry, 2010). Ashrey is often translated as “blessed”
or “happy” although it does not refer to a subjective pleasant state or feeling. This word is often found in the
Psalms and the book of Proverbs. Typically, this word is used in connection to God and God’s teaching.
Grammatically, ashrey always accompanies another noun to describe the meaning of the word. For
example, Psalm 1 begins with the word ashrey: “Blessed (ashrey) is the man who does not walk in the
counsel of the wicked....” One would not use the word ashrey as a self-descriptive adjective the way one
might use the word happy in contemporary language (e.g., “I am happy”).

In Greek, ashrey is translated as macarios, which could also be defined as happy or blessed. The
word macarios is the word used often in Jesus’ sermon on the mount. Here the word macarios is used in a
similar way to its use in the Old Testament, in connection to God’s commands (e.g., “Blessed ( macarios)
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness...”; Matthew 5:6).

The word ashrey has been defined somewhere in between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being
(Charry, 2011). Although it is often translated as happy, its meaning is certainly different from a pleasant
emotional state one might experience at a party. Perhaps ashrey could be considered closer to eudaimonia
as it refers to a sense of “enduring pleasure, contentment, satisfaction...” (Charry, 2011, p. 244), but this
must be connected to a life characterized by obedience to God’s commands.

The Hebrew word smh also means happiness and is found often in the book of Psalms. In contrast
to ashrey, however, smh is more closely related to a positive feeling (Charry, 2010). Smh can also be used
self-referentially (e.g., “I am happy”) and would be categorized as a form of hedonic well-being. Thus,
happiness in the Old and New Testaments can refer to both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being.

The concept of happiness or well-being in Islam is also a complex one. It has often been defined in
terms of physical, social, mental, and spiritual health (El Azayem & Hedayat-Diba, 1994). Similar to
Christianity and Judaism, the concept of happiness is connected to having faith and practicing that faith,
i.e., by obeying commands (Joshanloo, 2013a). Furthermore, the Islamic culture views true happiness as
inner peace that comes from devotion to God (Joshanloo, 2013a). In terms of the hedonic vs. eudaimonic
distinction, the goal of Islam is not to maximize positive emotions or minimize negative emotions (Quran
7:169). Thus, this would seem to favor a eudaimonic goal. However, the Quran also says that Muslims who
follow customs, laws, and lifestyles will experience positive emotions, suggesting some hedonic benefits
of the devout life as well (Joshanloo, 2013a). Moreover, Islam values low arousal positive emotional states
over high arousal positive emotional states, a finding consistent with some cross-cultural research (Tsai,
2007). Thus, the concept of happiness or well-being in Islam consists of both low-arousal hedonic and
eudaimonic aspects.

In Buddhism, the concept of well-being is often connected to a practice and cultivation of an
equanimity mindset that is achieved through meditation. One must first realize that life is suffering (the first
Noble Truth). From this realization, there are multiple steps one should take, outlined in the Eightfold Path,
such as practicing mindfulness and compassion. One purpose of these steps is to detach oneself from the
desires of the world. In light of these teachings, happiness is sometimes defined as the state beyond bliss
that is achieved through right concentration and meditation. Thus, the type of happiness one should strive
to achieve does not refer to the hedonic definition of happiness described and sought after in many western
cultures.

In Hindu traditions, one of the key objectives is kama, which can be defined as pursuit of sensual
pleasures, broadly defined. That is, kama refers broadly to all senses involved in aesthetic experiences, such
as romantic love and the appreciation of beauty in music, art, and food. This concept relates to the notion of
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. Furthermore, this pursuit of sensual pleasures should not be pursued
over other primary objectives, such as the pursuits of righteousness (dharma), economic prosperity (artha),
and release from sorrow (moksa). Thus, the concept of well-being may not be as highly prioritized as some
other values.

Finally, it is important to briefly describe the moral concept of pursuing happiness across religions.
In Christianity, for example, Jesus taught people to value the pursuit of a life with God rather than a pursuit
of hedonistic pleasures. Jesus once spent 40 days fasting to spend time with God. His teaching to pursue
God rather than pleasure evolved somewhat in the Middle Ages such that Christians believed the pursuit of
happiness to be morally corrupt. In Islam, the pursuit of hedonism has been discouraged since the original
writings of the Quran (Joshanloo, 2013b). Even modern Muslim teachings oppose the pursuit of hedonic

33



well-being, although extreme asceticism and celibacy is also not advocated (Husain, 1998). The Buddha
denounced a life of pleasure after becoming aware of sickness and death; He led a life of asceticism until
receiving enlightenment. One of the Buddha’s teachings was that desire, including sensual desire, was a
cause of suffering. In sum, the main world religions do not teach their followers to pursue happiness as
characterized by a hedonistic lifestyle. Rather, they instruct their followers toward a pursuit of deeper
meaning, such as connection to God or a state of mindfulness through meditation. In this way the major
world religions, by urging against simple pursuit of pleasure but promising deeper meaning and purpose,
embody the hedonic/eudaimonic distinction in the modern science of happiness.

Conceptions of God/gods

The way in which one views God or other supernatural powers could potentially influence well-
being. For example, viewing God as a harsh, judging figure can lead people to cheat less (Shariff &
Norenzayan, 2011). This action may follow from a sense of fear of punishment that could lower one’s
well-being. The specific views that religions have about God -- from the metaphysical nature of God to
what God is like -- can affect people’s well-being as well.

In Christian and Judeo traditions, the nature of God is quite complex. On the one hand, God is
viewed as a powerful, judging God. For example, when God sends a flood to destroy mankind with the
exception of Noah and his family, God clearly shows power. He is also viewed as a judging God who does
not tolerate sin. Such patterns are seen in the Old Testament in various instances, such as the flood during
the time of Noah. On the other hand, the God of the Bible is also viewed as a loving father who cares for
His children and who forgives those who repent. This view is exemplified in particular in the New
Testament, as Jesus welcomes children to come to Him, places them in His arms, and blesses them (Mark
10: 13-16). In numerous occasions, Jesus also forgave those who had sinned (e.g., a paralyzed man,
Matthew 9; those who crucified Him, Luke 23).

These particular views of God can lead to different well-being outcomes. Imagining God as a
punishing God could lead to a sense of fear which could lower one’s well-being, particularly if one
believes the sins committed are not forgivable. In contrast, imagining a loving God who desires a personal
relationship with people could provide one with a greater sense of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. The
mechanisms explaining how social relationships could increase well-being could be similar to the
mechanisms explaining how a relationship with a kind and loving God could increase well-being. This
likely improves both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects of well-being.

In Islam, God is viewed as a powerful creator who can judge and also as a merciful and
compassionate God. In a similar manner to the Christian view of God, this juxtaposition could have diverse
effects on well-being. In contrast to the Christian view of the Trinity (i.e., God as three persons in one),
Muslims believe in a monotheistic God, i.e., God as a single entity. They also believe that God cannot be
fully comprehended, but they believe it is possible to have a personal relationship with God. That is, no
intermediary is necessary to communicate with God.

The view of God in Hinduism and Buddhism is a bit less straightforward. There are various
different views in Hinduism about the nature of god, whether one even exists, whether multiple gods exist,
etc. Some Buddhists, such as those part of the Theravada school, follow the teachings of Buddha, but they
would not consider Buddha God in the same way that Christians refer to Jesus as God or the way Muslims
refers to Allah as God. Buddhists who are part of the Mahayana school, in contrast, consider Buddha as a
god. Among the various schools of Buddhism, a main focus seems to center on the practice of teachings
rather than on the nature of God. We will return to the effect of these teachings on well-being in a later
section.

Beliefs about the Afterlife

Another aspect of Smart’s doctrinal dimension concerns beliefs, specifically regarding views of the
afterlife. Similar to common values, these beliefs can have important and somewhat complex associations
with well-being.

A common belief among some of the main world religions is the belief that the afterlife consists of
some form of heaven and hell. In the US, for example, 85% of Christians and 89% of Muslims reported
believing in heaven; 70% and 76% of Christians and Muslims, respectively, believe hell exists (Pew
Research Center, 2014a). Islam describes heaven as a place filled with joy and happiness, also referred to
as paradise (Jannah). Christianity describes heaven as the dwelling place of God (Psalm 33), paradise
(Luke 23), and where the streets are paved in gold (Revelation 21). Hell, in contrast, is described in Islam as
a place of blazing fire. In Christianity, hell is often depicted as a place of weeping and gnashing of teeth.

According to Christian and Islamic traditions, people will face a day of judgment and their fate will
be determined, often by what they have believed or done while on earth. A common belief seems to follow
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the saying that one will reap what one has sown. Good deeds and actions will be rewarded, whereas bad
deeds will be punished.

This view of the afterlife and judgment can certainly influence well-being. One psychological
theory that pertains to these beliefs is systems justification theory (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004), which
states that individuals want to hold a favorable view of themselves and a positive attitude about the system
and how it is organized. Although the system often refers to current political and economic situations, it
can be applied to beliefs about the afterlife. Some empirical work suggests that the belief in a just world in
which one can rationalize inequality relates positively to life satisfaction (Napier & Jost, 2008).

Although Christianity and Islam believe in some sort of reward and punishment system, it is
important to make a distinction between different views about how one can enter heaven. According to
some denominations of Christianity, one enters heaven by committing good deeds or actions (e.g., going to
church/mass, giving money to the poor, etc.). When asked about whether one will go to heaven, this view
may cause some uncertainty, stress, and worry (e.g., “have the good deeds I have done outweighed the bad
ones?”), which could lower one’s well-being. In other Christian denominations, salvation is not earned by
deeds committed by the individual, but rather it is granted by grace, a sacrifice made by Jesus on behalf of
those who believe in God. This view of salvation by grace likely promotes a sense of calm, relief, and joy
which could increase well-being. This distinction between belief in salvation by grace vs. works -- and its
relationship to well-being -- remains a fruitful avenue for future research.

According to Islamic traditions of the afterlife, both notions of grace and works are important. On
the one hand, Muslims are instructed to pray daily, give to the poor, and fast; they are rewarded based on
these actions. On the other hand, entering Paradise is ultimately based on God’s grace. According to one
hadith by the Prophet Muhammed, “No one of you will enter Paradise by his deeds alone." They asked,
"Not even you, O Messenger of Allah?" He said, "Not even me, unless Allah covers me with His Grace
and Mercy." Some scholars believe that entering Paradise depends on God’s grace, and the level in
Paradise depends on one’s actions. Clearly, grace and action play important roles in understanding the
afterlife in Islam.

Related to the notion of the afterlife is the belief in karma, common in Buddhism and Hinduism.
According to these religious traditions, karma represents a cycle of suffering and rebirth. Actions and
events that occur in one’s life could be the result of the actions of one’s life, either in one’s own past or
from a past life. The general belief is that actions may have consequences in the future. The good deeds
could be rewarded by a higher being. In terms of one’s well-being, this belief could lead to exaggerated
reactions to positive and negative events. For example, when a negative event occurs, one might believe
that God is punishing them even though they did nothing wrong at the present time. Alternatively, when
positive events occur, one might receive a boost in momentary happiness if one believes that this positive
event is a reward for a previous action.

Ethical Teachings

There are certain teachings that are common across many or all of the main religions of the world.
These teachings express moral values, rules of conduct, and ethical principles. Here we describe a few of
these common rules and teachings and explain their relationship to well-being.

The first is the “golden rule,” which states that you should do to others as you would have others do
to you. Practicing this principle should increase one’s well-being in multiple ways. It could increase one’s
eudaimonic well-being by providing one with a closer sense of connection to another. It could also provide
a reciprocal effect in which the recipient of the kind act could become happier which could reflect
positively on the benefactor. Empirically, some research suggests that people tend to report greater well-
being on days when they engage in eudaimonic behaviors, such as volunteering, in comparison to days
when they engage in hedonistic activities, such as attending a party or getting drunk (Steger, Kashdan, &
Oishi, 2008). However, doing unto others as one would do unto oneself could also result in lower well-
being if these actions require one to sacrifice certain needs that would otherwise increase well-being, such
as autonomy. In fact, when Mother Theresa was engaged in helping the poor, she often felt sad, unhappy,
and lonely (Ward & King, 2016; Zaleski, 2003).

Related to golden rule, according to many religions, it is considered better to give than to receive. In
Islam, for instance, individuals are told that true enrichment comes primarily from the soul. Secondary
importance is placed on material wealth. In Christianity, money is listed as the root of all evil. Pursuing
money can be considered an idol and can lead to greed. Instead, individuals are told to give away a portion
of money back to God as a tithe. It is often said that it is better to give than to receive. In contrast,
according to the Hindu principle of Artha, one should actually pursue wealth or material well-being.
Buddhists believe that money is not intrinsically evil or wrong, but it could be used for the wrong reasons.
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Research has shown that there is a positive relationship between income and well-being, but the
positive effects tend to slope off around yearly salaries of $75,000, depending on the specific well-being
indicator (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). The way one spends money, however, can influence one’s well-
being (Dunn, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2011). Spending money on others, for example, can actually increase
momentary well-being (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2008). Presumably, the act of prosocial spending fosters
social relationships and can make one feel good about oneself.

Many of the world religions encourage its followers to express gratitude. Christians are called to
give thanks in all circumstances (1 Thessalonians 5:18) and express gratitude to God (Psalm 118). The
Quran mentions that the soul will profit by being grateful (Quran 31:12). The Buddha taught his followers
to express gratitude as well. Empirical research suggests that expressing and feeling grateful can increase
one’s well-being (e.g., Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Nezlek, Newman, & Thrash, 2017; Seligman, Steen,
Park, & Peterson, 2005). Relatedly, it is commonly taught that one should not worry. For example,
Christians are commanded to not be anxious about anything (Philippians 4:6). Removing worry can
alleviate stress and improve well-being.

Similarly, many of the world religions encourage or teach their followers to forgive one another of
their wrongdoings. The act of simply belonging to a religious group could even increase the likelihood that
one would forgive others (Wuthnow, 2000). Individuals who tend to forgive others report higher self-
esteem and lower anxiety and depression (Hebl & Enright, 1993). The process or act of forgiving someone
could increase one’s well-being by lowering grief, anger and anxiety (Coyle & Enright, 1997). In one study
examining forgiveness behaviors over time, benevolence toward an aggressor was positively related to
satisfaction with life, positive mood and was negatively related to negative affect (Bono, McCullough, &
Root, 2008). Thus, the teaching to forgive another of their wrong could help improve one’s well-being.

Moreover, one should not compare oneself with others, but rather should be content with what one
has. The Bible often warns people to not compare them with others, but to think about how God views
them. In Islam, individuals are actually encouraged to look at those below them, i.e., those less fortunate,
and not to look above them. Research suggests that comparisons can alter the standard to which one makes
a judgment (e.g., Bless & Schwarz, 2010).

In addition to these relatively straightforward ways of attaining happiness, some religious teachings
concerning well-being are actually counterintuitive. For example, one of the Beatitudes from Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount says, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” As described
previously in this chapter, the word for blessed here is the Greek word macarios which is roughly
equivalent to the Hebrew word ashrey, meaning happy or blessed, but typically in reference to obedience
of God’s commands. Another counterintuitive Beatitude says, “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit
the earth.” The second half of each of these verses provides some insight into how those who mourn and
those who are meek will be happy. Nevertheless, these teachings do not converge with commonsense views
of how to become happy. Finally, at the end of the Beatitudes, people are told to rejoice and be glad when
others insult and persecute them because of God. They are told that their reward in Heaven will be great.

These teachings actually overlap to some extent with the teachings concerning how one should
handle negative experiences. According to the Hindu principle of moksa, one can find liberation from
sorrow. The goal is to achieve a level of bliss or happiness by understanding one’s soul. This should help
one in the midst of life’s setbacks. That is, one can actually experience happiness in the face of tragedies.
Buddhist wisdom says that the mind should be balanced and that mental training can help one maintain a
level of happiness in the face of life’s difficulties. As discussed previously, Christians can expect to suffer
and those individuals should be considered blessed and happy if the suffering comes because of their faith.
In a similar manner, Islam preaches that God tests people through hardships. This knowledge can actually
help one cope with suffering and could increase one’s well-being in the long term.

Praxis

The second section of the chapter concerns religious practices and behaviors and how they relate to
well-being. The description of these practices and behaviors conceptually overlap with various dimensions
outlined by Smart, such as ritual, ethical, and institutional. We begin with a section on religious rituals.
The goal of this section is to provide a broad overview of some of the main rituals common across the main
world religions. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to cover every ritual, so we will focus on acts of
prayer, meditation, fasting, worship services, pilgrimages, and holiday festivals and celebrations.

Prayer

According to a Pew Research Center poll, 55% of Americans pray on a regular basis (Pew Research
Center, 2014b). Some form of prayer or communication with a higher being is described in many religions,
although the exact form of prayer may vary from religion to religion. In Islam, for example, prayer is a
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mandated part of their religion as one of the five pillars of Islam. Muslims are required to pray five times a
day; parts of these prayers involve reciting sections of the Quran in Arabic. In addition to these obligatory
prayers, Muslims may pray voluntarily, and additional congregational prayers occur as well. Obligatory or
congressional prayers are also often performed in various Catholic and Anglican denominations. Many
Christian traditions have prayers that are recited from passages in the Bible, but there is also great emphasis
on voluntary prayers. These prayers occur at various times during the day. In fact, Christians are called to
pray without ceasing (Thessalonians 5:17). Prayers are often regarded as conversations with God. Specific
categories of topics such as adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication are often taught as a
guideline for how one should pray. Prayers among Hindus and Buddhists are also important aspects of
their worship. Sometimes prayers occur in private in the face of a deity (e.g., an image or statue) or in
larger congregations.

Given the nuances and different types of prayer, the relationship to well-being could be complex.
Prayers should help one feel connected or closer to God, and this could influence well-being depending on
how one views God (e.g., as a loving father or as a judgmental ruler). The effects of obligatory prayer on
well-being may dissipate with time given the habitual nature. Voluntary prayers may have a stronger
influence on well-being or could be the result of some event which could have a strong influence on well-
being (e.g., a negative event occurs which causes one to feel sad and to pray). The content of the prayer
could influence well-being in different ways. Some research suggests that individuals who engage in
prayers of thanksgiving and adoration tend to be happier that those who do not, whereas those who engage
in obligatory prayers, and prayers of confession and supplication tend to report lower levels of well-being
(Whittington & Scher, 2010). Of course, further research is needed to understand the effect of these
processes on well-being. Additional research is required to understand the effect of prayer location (e.g.,
whether one is in isolation or with others) on well-being.

Meditation

Related to prayer, meditation and mindfulness techniques involve some type of quiet reflection, an
emptying of one’s thoughts, and a time in which one is not disturbed or distracted by external stimuli or
environmental factors. In Buddhist traditions, meditation involves a focus on a narrow or specific object,
such as one’s breath. Next, the goal is to be mindful of one’s environment and surroundings while still
remaining calm and focused on the narrow object. In Hindu traditions, the goal of meditation is to become
one with God. Although people commonly associate meditation and mindfulness to Buddhism, meditation
and mindfulness techniques are also practiced in Christian traditions. Christians are often called to meditate
on God’s Word (i.e., the Bible) by considering the commands and reflecting on them.

Research suggests that mindfulness can lower one’s stress and increase well-being (e.g., Brown &
Ryan, 2003). The exact mechanisms explaining how and why mindfulness techniques improve well-being
is an active area of research (e.g., Gu, Strauss, Bond, & Cavanagh, 2015). Future studies can examine
whether these processes exist within religious contexts as well.

Fasting

Another common ritual in many religions is fasting. Similar to meditation, the goal of fasting is to
become less focused on a particular external distraction. In Islam, fasting is one of the five pillars. Muslims
are called to fast from dawn to sunset each day during Ramadan. The goal is to feel more closely connected
to God, and this could increase a feeling of attachment to God. Because all Muslims are called to fast
during the same time, it could also promote a sense of belonging and connection to others which could
increase well-being. Hindus will often fast on particular days of the month or even specific days of the
week. It can also occur during religious festivals and holidays. Buddhists will often fast during spiritual
retreats and it accompanies meditation. In many Christian denominations, fasting involves not only
abstinence from food, but emphasis is placed on devoting oneself to God and Biblical commands. This
emphasis on a connection to God, similar to the other religions during fasting, likely increases one’s well-
being.

Of course, fasting could occur with more negative thoughts and feelings. In Judaism, for example,
fasting often occurs with sorrow. The two most common days of fasting are on Yom Kippur and Tisha
B’Av. Yom Kippur is known as the day of repentance or atonement. This is typically a sorrowful day as
one reflects on and repents for one’s sins. Tisha B’Av is a day meant for remembering tragedies that have
happened to the Jewish people. Thus, the act of fasting on these days likely occurs with lower levels of
well-being. Thus, the act of fasting may lead to increases or decreases in well-being depending on the
specific contexts.

Worship Services
Religious services and community worship are important ritualistic experiences that have important
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implications for well-being. In Christian and Jewish traditions, fellow believers gather together at a church,
cathedral, or synagogue for worship. At worship services, people hear the word of God, often through the
preaching of a pastor, priest, rabbi, or spiritual leader. Songs are often sung and passages of the Old
Testament or Scripture are read aloud. In some denominations, attendance is considered obligatory,
whereas attendance is voluntary in others. Muslims also gather together for worship, but the emphasis of
meeting at a mosque is typically for prayer and a reminder. An imam will deliver a homily or short speech
on Fridays, but the meeting or gathering follows a different format from Christian or Jewish worship
services. Hindus and Buddhists often meet together for temple worship even though emphasis is also
placed on private worship. Buddhist monks will often live together in intentional and/or monastic
communities.

Being together in community can fulfill needs for affiliation and belonging, which can increase
eudaimonic well-being. Community can also provide encouragement, laughter, and joy, which could
increase hedonic well-being. A gathering together for the purpose of worship provides individuals with a
sense of unity and it binds people together (Graham & Haidt, 2010). These gatherings also provide
individuals with a social support system that could increase well-being (Salsman, Brown, Brechting, &
Carlson, 2005).

Pilgrimages
An example of another community activity is a pilgrimage, a form of which is present in most of
the main world religions. In Islam, Muslims are obligated to take a pilgrimage to Mecca at some point in

their life as this is one of the five pillars of Islam. The pilgrimage involves sleeping in various desert plains,
walking around the Kaaba in Mecca, and walking between Mount Safa and Mount Marwah.

In other religions, pilgrimages are not required but are often undertaken by a substantial portion of
followers. In Hindu traditions, for example, various cities in India are visited which are considered to be
holy. Some Christians will take trips to the Middle East to visit important sites described in the Old and
New Testament. An important pilgrimage among Catholics is the Camino de Santiago (aka Way of St.
James), a route that culminates in a visit of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Spain. The
culminating purpose of this pilgrimage is to visit the remains of Saint James, who is believed to be buried
in Santiago de Compostela.

Pilgrimages, when done with other fellow believers, can have similar positive effects on one’s well-
being as worship services. These acts likely bind people closer together, providing them with a sense of
closeness and bonding. These pilgrimages can also instill experiences of awe and wonder, experiences that
often covary with well-being (e.g., Rudd, Vohs, & Aaker, 2012).

Celebrations of Holidays and Festivals

Festivals and holidays can be times of great celebrations and exuberance, times of somber
reflection, or some mix of the two. In Christian traditions, the celebrations of Christmas and Easter are
oriented around the birth and resurrection of Jesus. These days of celebration are joyous occasions
accompanied by food, presents, and friends and family. The Jewish New Year celebration of Rosh
Hashanah is also a festive and joyous occasion. Buddhist festivals are typically joyous occasions as well
that involve food and some sort of ceremony.

More somber holidays include Good Friday and Yom Kippur, days of remembering the death of
Jesus and the atonement of one’s sins, respectively. The two major holidays in Islam, Eid al-Fitr and Eid
al-Adha begin with the word Eid which translates to solemn festival. Eid al-Fitr occurs just as Ramadan
ends and means the “festival of breaking of the fast.” It is obligatory to give money to the poor, pray, and
display signs of happiness. Eid al-Adha is celebrated in remembrance of Abraham who was saved from
having to sacrifice his son Ishmael after being presented with a ram as a substitute. This festival is
sometimes referred to as the festival of the sacrifice.

In Hindu traditions, the word for festival comes from the Sanskrit word “utsava” which means
removal of worldly sorrow. Hindu religious festivals are typically joyous occasions (e.g., Pongal) but they
can also include time for fasting and serious reflections (e.g., Maha Shivaratri). The festival celebrations
can sometimes last for several days and often involve feasting with friends and family. This would
certainly seem to increase hedonic and eudaimonic aspects of well-being.

Clearly, festivals can have mixed effects on well-being. Most celebrations likely increase hedonic
and eudaimonic well-being as they involve a gathering of people with food and merriment. Somber
holidays and festivals likely do not increase hedonic forms of well-being at the moment, but they could
increase a sense of meaning and purpose in life by solidifying one’s belief or by enabling one to remember
a somber past.
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Conclusions

In this chapter, we have outlined various beliefs and practices of the main religions of the world.
These beliefs and practices could have important implications for well-being researchers and could
highlight avenues for future research. Although it has been shown that religious individuals report greater
well-being, the exact mechanisms are less well understood. Specific religious practices could potentially
mediate the relationship between religiosity and well-being. Moreover, certain religious beliefs may
moderate relationships between religiosity and well-being. For example, the belief about how one is
accepted into heaven (e.g., grace vs. works) could moderate the relationship between a specific act (e.g.,
committing a transgression) and well-being. Among those who believe they will earn salvation through
their actions, a transgression could cause one to worry about how that could potentially affect their eternal
destination, whereas those who believe in salvation by grace may not be as influenced by a transgression in
terms of the well-being. Furthermore, a greater understanding of the process from religiosity to well-being
could be achieved by building models that integrate beliefs and practices as moderators and mediators,
respectively. For example, social support found in community worship may mediate the relationship
between religiosity and well-being more strongly among Christians than other religious groups. The key
mediator among Hindus, on the other hand, may be related to a sense of peace or tranquility that occurs
through individual prayer. That is, a specific religious belief may moderate the mediation or indirect effect
from religiosity to well-being.

To examine such models and test these kinds of theories, it is critical to move past single item
measures of religiosity. One possible solution would be to ask participants to report their specific religious
belief. To make such statistical comparisons, it would require large and diverse samples. Of course, there is
often great heterogeneity of specific religious beliefs and practices within a particular religion,
denomination, or sect. For example, two individuals might report being Buddhist, but yet their beliefs and
practices may vary substantially. It would be important to ask participants to describe their actual beliefs
and to record their religious practices in real time.

Future research could utilize text analysis techniques to capture individual differences in religious
beliefs. Another avenue to address religious practices would be to utilize ecological momentary assessment
techniques by having participants record their religious experiences and well-being in the moment.

One limitation of this review is that we have not addressed all religious beliefs and practices.
Within each major religious group there are many specific denominations and sects, and these differences
should be considered when researchers examine the link from religiosity to well-being. There are also
individuals who identify as atheist or agnostic who nevertheless have spiritual beliefs and/or engage in
certain religious practices, such as meditation (e.g., Harris, 2014). Future research should try to disentangle
these individual differences. Our goal was to provide a useful overview of what the main world religions
say about well-being through their beliefs and practices. We hope that well-being researchers can use this
chapter as a guiding framework to address research questions concerning religion and well-being.
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Abstract

Well-being is a broad, multifaceted construct. This chapter reviews different ways of defining and
measuring well-being and the implications this has for understanding the correlates and causes of well-
being. Hedonic well-being (HWB), eudaimonic well-being (EWB), and other conceptions of well-being are
discussed. Specific components and aspects of HWB are elaborated on. These include the distinction
between affective and cognitive well-being. Major aspects of affective well-being include valence,
frequency versus intensity, arousal, and interpersonal engagement. Major aspects of cognitive well-being
include life satisfaction, life evaluation, and domain satisfaction. Processes underlying the structure of
cognitive well-being are discussed including top-down versus bottom-up models, and the tendency to use
heuristics versus stable sources of information to evaluate one’s life. Trait versus state conceptions of well-
being are introduced. Different well-being assessment methods (online, recall, global) can be located on a
state-trait continuum. The distinction between state and trait measures of well-being has implications for
understanding the structure of affect, the relation between well-being and health, and cultural variation in
well-being. Future research is needed to clarify the distinct correlates of affective versus cognitive well-
being, as well as how positive and negative emotions are operationalized. In addition, a better
understanding of the components of EWB and how they are related to HWB and affective dimensions
beyond valence will shed light on the validity of the EWB construct. Finally, greater sensitivity to the state-
trait distinction will deepen our knowledge of the processes that shape both HWB and EWB.

Keywords: hedonic well-being, cognitive well-being, affective well-being, state versus trait, emotion,
satisfaction

The term well-being encompasses all the ways in which people experience and evaluate their lives
positively. What exactly it means to experience life positively can be understood in myriad ways. Some
equate well-being with happiness, but this can sometimes conjure up images of an immensely joyful,
cheerful person that many do not identify with. As a result, some prefer to view well-being as a prolonged
state of contentment. For others still, well-being is simply about wellness--as in having good physical and
mental health. None of these views is incorrect; but each perspective is incomplete in itself. A great
challenge for the science of well-being has been to define and measure this broad, encompassing construct.
An important development in this field over the past few decades is the recognition and growing acceptance
that well-being consists of many aspects--that it cannot be fully represented by any one measure. A person
who is depressed cannot be said to be well; however, to equate well-being with an absence of depression
misses much of what people strive for when they seek to enhance and preserve their well-being. In other
words, well-being includes the lack of suffering, but it is more than this (Diener, 1984; Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

This chapter reviews various conceptions of well-being and how different components of well-being
have been measured and studied in the psychological literature. The variety of ways in which well-being
has been defined could be said to dilute the construct or render it meaningless. However, the causes,
consequences, and correlates of well-being may depend on how it is defined and measured. A single
intervention might improve some aspects of well-being but not others. Such an understanding is critical for
the design of policies aimed at improving well-being.

Conceptions of Well-Being

What does it mean to “be well”? Numerous scholars have answered this question in different ways,
resulting in a variety of well-being concepts. There are two major approaches to conceptualizing well-being
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). The first approach emphasizes a person’s evaluation of their own life--both
emotionally and cognitively. It has been referred to as hedonic well-being (HWB) and consists of (i)
frequent pleasant feelings, (ii) infrequent unpleasant feelings, and (iii) an overall judgment that life is
satisfying. This tripartite model is also referred to assubjective well-being (Diener, 1984) because it
prioritizes a person’s own assessment of how well their life is going and whether they are getting the
things they want in life--without specific concern for what these “things” actually are.
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The second approach includes several concepts that together have been referred to as eudaimonic
well-being (EWB). This approach takes as its starting point that there are certain needs or qualities that are
essential for one’s psychological growth and development; the fulfillment of these needs enables a person
to reach their full potential (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The concept of psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989) is
an example of the EWB tradition. Drawing on the theories of Erikson, Jung, Maslow, and Rogers (among
others), Ryff posited six key features of people who are functioning well in life. Such people should have
the maturity to be guided by internal standards (autonomy), be capable of trusting and loving others
(positive relations), be able to manage external stressors and leverage on opportunities (environmental
mastery), have a positive attitude toward themselves (self-acceptance), have important aims and goals
(purpose in life), and accept new challenges in life as furthering their development (personal growth).
Other EWB approaches emphasize living up to one’s personal potential--in line with Aristotle’s view of
eudaimonia as living in accord with one’s true nature (or daimon). From this perspective, EWB is rooted in
the pursuit of goals and activities that are consistent with one’s values and identity (McGregor & Little,
1998; Waterman, 1993).

Measures of HWB and EWB are highly correlated suggesting that positive feelings and positive
functioning tend to go hand in hand. Nevertheless, a number of studies suggest that the two sets of
measures are distinguishable from one another (Compton, Smith, Cornish, & Qualls, 1996; Keyes,
Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Linley, Maltby, Wood, Osborne, & Hurling, 2009). Specifically, HWB measures
(e.g., pleasant feelings, unpleasant feelings, life satisfaction) often correlate with each other more strongly
than they do with EWB measures (e.g., meaning, growth, autonomy), and vice versa. Some studies have
found distinct correlates of HWB and EWB measures. For example, HWB is associated with the pursuit of
projects that are fun and likely to be successful; EWB is associated with projects that are closely aligned
with one’s values and identity (McGregor & Little, 1998). Challenging activities are associated with a
greater sense of EWB (personal expressiveness; Waterman, 1993) but can sometimes be associated with
less HWB (positive emotion; Moneta & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Enacting moral behavior toward others is
associated with EWB; receiving the same from others is associated with HWB (Hofmann, Wisneski,
Brandt, & Skitka, 2014). The amount of time spent imagining the future was associated with greater EWB
(meaning) but less HWB (happiness); in contrast, the amount of time spent thinking about the present was
associated with greater HWB but was unrelated to EWB (Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, & Garbinsky, 2013).

Additional well-being concepts have been proposed that are not consistently included in either
hedonic or eudaimonic conceptions of well-being. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described the state of flow, in
which a person is optimally engaged with what they are doing. Flow states require a delicate balance
between the challenges of a task and the person’s skill at meeting these challenges. Ideally an activity
should not be too easy or too difficult but challenge the person at a level slightly above their current skills.
This creates an opportunity for the expansion of one’s skill level if the challenge is met. Research suggests
that flow states involve higher levels of engagement and concentration than nonflow states, but are not
always accompanied by higher levels of pleasant feelings (Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989; Moneta &
Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Thus, flow states may be more closely related to EWB (growth and mastery) than
HWB.

Some accounts of well-being (Boehm, Peterson, Kivimaki, & Kubzansky, 2011; Diener, Wirtz et
al., 2010; Su, Tay, & Diener, 2014) include optimism--the general expectation that one wil experience more
positive than negative outcomes in life (Carver & Scheier, 2003). The disposition to be optimistic is
associated with greater satisfaction and happiness and lower levels of depression and stress (Scheier &
Carver, 1992), lower risk of health problems and faster recovery from illness (Boehm & Kubzansky, 2012;
Scheier & Carver, 1992; Seligman, 2013). Several of these studies show that optimism prospectively
predicts better health outcomes even after controlling for a range of demographic and personality
variables. These findings led Taylor and Brown (1988) to suggest that highly positive beliefs about one’s
future, oneself, and one’s ability to control outcomes, might be important hallmarks of mental health. In
particular, such “positive illusions” may be especially functional when facing adversity. Optimistic beliefs
tend to correlate strongly with measures of EWB (Diener, Wirtz et al., 2010; Su et al., 2014) and HWB
(Lucas, Diener, & Suh, 1996), but are not completely synonymous with either conception of well-being.

Other conceptualizations have been proposed that include mixtures of HWB and EWB. Keyes
(2002) offered the term flourishing to describe a condition characterized by high levels of both HWB and
EWB. Seligman (2013) presented a similar model of flourishing called PERMA: positive emotion,
engagement (flow), (positive) relationships, meaning, and achievement. According to Seligman, these five
elements of well-being are pursued for their own sake and not necessarily to increase other well-being
elements. Diener and colleagues (Diener, Wirtz et al., 2010; Su et al., 2014) also offered a conception of
flourishing, viewing well-being as social-psychological prosperity or capital. This might be thought of as a
set of beliefs or resources that not only enhance well-being but also strengthen mental and physical
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resilience in times of adversity. Such resources include those in the PERMA model, as well as optimism,
given its power to predict health behavior and recovery.

Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, and King (2008) raised a number of issues with the concept of EWB.
They noted that whereas HWB is consistently defined as the experience of pleasant affect, unpleasant
affect, and life satisfaction, EWB consists of a range of constructs that vary across researchers. As a result,
there is no unified operational definition of EWB, although certain components (e.g., growth, meaning,
authenticity, and mastery) appear in most conceptions of EWB (Huta & Waterman, 2014). The challenge
hinges on what theorists consider to be an optimally functioning person. Some components emphasize the
integrity of the person (e.g., authenticity, autonomy), others emphasize social functioning (positive
relationships), still others emphasize engagement with life and its challenges (growth, meaning, mastery,
striving for excellence). More work is needed to understand how and why specific components of EWB
are interrelated--with each other and with external outcomes.

Another theoretical issue concerns the very notion of EWB concepts as indicators of well-being
(Kashdan et al., 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2001). For example, Ryff (1989) views autonomy, mastery, and
positive relationships as defining elements of psychological well-being. A monk who lives alone in the
mountains and is happy and satisfied with his life would be well in terms of HWB, but might not be
functioning optimally in terms of EWB. In contrast, Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory
posits autonomy, competence, and relatedness as universal needs that, if unfulfilled, may decrease HWB.
Thus, the elements of EWB are thought of as antecedents to well-being rather than as defining well-being.
A similar issue might apply to concepts such as flow and optimism. Are these defining elements of well-
being or should they be considered antecedents of well-being? An answer to this issue is not easily resolved
empirically, particularly when no single criterion of well-being exists. It also quite plausible that
bidirectional influences exist among components of HWB, EWB, and other related concepts. Ultimately,
the resolution of what constitutes well-being may depend on the theoretical perspective one chooses to
adopt. Readers interested in a deeper discussion of these issues, should refer to the excellent volume on
EWB edited by Vitterse (2016).

For remainder of this chapter, we elaborate on the components of HWB. The reason for this is that
there is a larger body of research in this area, as well as a fairly consistent operational definition of its
components (pleasant affect, unpleasant affect, and life satisfaction).

Affective Versus Cognitive Well-Being

HWB (subjective well-being; Diener, 1984) consists of an affective component and a cognitive
component. Affective well-being (AWB) refers to the experience of pleasant and unpleasant feelings. A
person with high AWB generally experiences a preponderance of pleasant over unpleasant feelings. Thus
AWRB is typically assessed by asking respondents how often they have experienced specific emotions (e.g.,
happiness, joy, contentment, sadness, anger, worry, etc.). Cognitive well-being (CWB) is based on an
evaluation of how well one’s life is going relative to an ideal state of affairs. A person with high CWB
should judge that their goals, desires, and standards are largely met by the current conditions of their life.
CWB is most commonly assessed by measures of life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin,
1985), but also includes satisfaction with specific areas of life such as health, work, and family (i.e., domain
satisfactions; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). AWB and CWB are strongly correlated. To a certain
extent, these interrelationships are expected. The fulfillment of valued goals and standards is often
accompanied by pleasant affect whereas the lack of fulfillment may result in unpleasant affect. Thus,
emotional experiences provide some information about how well one’s life is going and thus may factor
into one’s judgment of life satisfaction (Schwarz & Clore, 1983; but see Yap et al., in press). Nevertheless,
correlations between AWB and CWB are not so strong that they could be considered redundant. For
example, Lucas et al. (1996) observed concurrent correlations as low as -.30 between life satisfaction and
negative affect, and as high as .65 between life satisfaction and positive affect, on various self-report
measures of well-being.

Different processes are involved in the experience of AWB and CWB. Emotions are often
experienced in reaction to specific events. In contrast, satisfaction judgments may involve a range of
factors. This can include the specific standards one uses to judge whether life is going well, and how
satisfied one is with specific areas of life (e.g. work, relationships, health; Kim-Prieto, Diener, Tamir,
Scollon, & Diener, 2005). Compared with AWB, CWB tends to be based more on stable sources of
information such as global assessments about one’s life circumstances and domains of life, rather than
specific events or activities (Luhmann, Hawkley, Eid, & Cacioppo, 2012; see also Schimmack & Oishi,
2005). Thus, if one’s social relationships are generally supportive and enjoyable, a recent argument with a
friend is unlikely to reduce CWB as much as AWB. The implication of this finding is that CWB should be
more stable across time, wherecas AWB should be more variable as it fluctuates with recent events.
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Analyses by Eid and Diener (2004) support this hypothesis.

If CWB tends to be based on information that is more stable (relative to AWB), then it should be
more strongly associated with factors that stabilize or destabilize the general conditions of one’s life.
Indeed, income and unemployment correlate more strongly with CWB than with AWB (Diener, Ng,
Harter, & Arora, 2010; Howell & Howell, 2008; Luhmann, Hofmann, Eid, & Lucas, 2012; Schimmack,
Schupp, & Wagner, 2008; Tay & Diener, 2011). These factors are often related to the conditions of one’s
society more generally, and may explain why national differences tend to be larger in terms of CWB (Tay,
Chan, & Diener, 2014). Major life events such as bereavement and childbirth also seem to have greater
impact on CWB than AWB (Luhmann, Hofmann et al., 2012). Interestingly, whereas CWB decreased in
the months following childbirth, AWB increased. Perhaps the birth of a child creates opportunities for
pleasant social interactions, but the time spent caring for the baby and resulting lack of sleep negatively
affect other areas of life (and hence CWB). Positive social relationships correlate more strongly with AWB
than CWB. For example, social support is a strong predictor of positive emotions, and feeling respected is
one of the strongest predictors of both positive and negative emotions (Tay & Diener, 2011).

One caveat to the notion that CWB is based more on stable information relative to AWB is that
personality traits such as extraversion and neuroticism correlate more strongly with AWB (Schimmack et
al., 2008). Although AWB may respond more to recent events, there are stable individual differences in
mean levels of affect (see Trait versus State Well-Being). Covariation with personality traits may suggest
that AWB is partly influenced by heritable predispositions to experience certain kinds of emotion.
Extraverts may attend to positive stimuli more than introverts (Derryberry & Reed, 1994), and this
tendency may increase the likelihood that they experience pleasant emotions. Extraverts may also actively
seek pleasant social situations (Emmons & Diener, 1986). However, personality traits do correlate with
CWB. A meta-analysis by DeNeve and Cooper (1998) examined a range of traits and did not find
consistent differences in their association with CWB (life satisfaction) versus AWB. A key difference may
be that Schimmack et al. controlled for the effect of general evaluative biases (i.e, a tendency to rate oneself
positively on a range of traits) when comparing the effect of personality traits on AWB and CWB.
Additional studies suggest that although CWB is associated with extraversion and neuroticism, this
relationship is mediated by AWB (Schimmack, Diener, & Oishi, 2002; Schimmack, Radhakrishnan, Oishi,
Dzokoto, & Ahadi, 2002). That is, these traits are associated with CWB largely because they influence
levels of pleasant and unpleasant affect, which in turn influence how well people evaluate their lives.

Thus far, AWB and CWB have been discussed in a somewhat monolithic fashion to highlight the
differences between them. That said, each construct in itself can be understood in terms of more specific
components and processes that are important for understanding the causes and consequences of well-being.

Major Aspects of AWB

Valence. A basic feature of affective experience is the degree to which it is pleasant or unpleasant.
This quality is fundamental to the notion of AWB as the preponderance of pleasant over unpleasant
feelings. The distinguishability of pleasant (positive) affect versus unpleasant (negative) affect has been
debated and studied from many perspectives. The degree to which they are correlated with each other
depends on how they are measured--a point that will be revisited in this chapter. For now, it is generally
understood that positive (PA) and negative affect (NA) are separable though not completely independent.
In this section, the emphasis is on their distinct correlates and causes. The validity of the tripartite model of
subjective well-being (PA, NA, and life satisfaction) depends partly on the identification of factors that are
uniquely related to PA and NA (Busseri & Sadava, 2011). For example, the fulfillment of basic needs is a
strong predictor of NA but not of PA (Tay & Diener, 2011). Struggling to find food and shelter may induce
unpleasant emotions; however, having food and shelter in and of itself may not produce many pleasant
emotions.

A number of studies suggest that PA and NA are associated with distinct personality traits.
Extraversion is more strongly associated with PA, whereas neuroticism is more strongly associated with
NA (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). These differences could be due to overlapping item content in that some
extraversion scales include subscales directly measuring positive emotion (e.g., the NEO-PI-R; Costa &
McCrae, 1992), and neuroticism by definition involves the tendency to experience negative emotion.
However, specific behaviors associated with extraversion (e.g., social activities) are also associated with
higher levels of PA but are not consistently related to NA (Clark & Watson, 1988). Moreover, acting
extraverted is associated with increases in momentary PA for both introverts and extraverts (Fleeson,
Malanos, & Achille, 2002). In contrast, neuroticism and dispositional negativity are associated with greater
sensitivity in regions of the brain that are associated with threat perception (e.g., the amygdala; Everaerd,
Klumpers, van Wingen, Tendolkar, & Fernandez, 2015; Shackman et al., 2016). This suggests that the
correlation between self-reported neuroticism and NA is not simply due to a tendency to endorse negative
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items.

Both PA and NA predict health outcomes. Many studies have established that chronic levels of
negative emotion are associated with increased risk of health problems such as coronary heart disease
(Frasure-Smith, Lesperance, & Talajic, 1995; Russek, King, Russek, & Russek, 1990; Smith, 1992).
Negative emotions such as anger and anxiety activate the body’s stress response, which can impair immune
system functioning if such activation is chronic (O’Leary, 1990). Independently of NA, several studies
have found that PA predicts mortality and disease in the direction of lower risk (Diener & Chan, 2011;
Pressman & Cohen, 2005). In a classic study, Cohen, Doyle, Turner, Alper, and Skoner (2003) exposed
participants to the cold virus. Those who tended to experience PA were less likely to develop a cold than
those less inclined to experience PA; the tendency to experience NA was not associated with cold
susceptibility. In a world sample, Pressman, Gallagher, and Lopez (2013) found that both PA and NA were
uniquely associated with self-reported health. The size of these relationships were similar on average,
although the positive correlation between PA and health was larger in less wealthy countries. The processes
by which PA reduces the risk of illness require further study. Effects of PA on health may be related to
stronger immune system functioning, healthier behavior, or stronger social support (Pressman & Cohen,
2005). There is also some evidence that positive emotions quicken the recovery of cardiovascular activation
triggered by negative emotions (Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998), potentially offsetting the stress response.

Frequency versus intensity. The frequency of an emotion (how often it occurs) can be
distinguished from its intensity (how strongly it is felt). According to Schimmack and Diener (1997), mean
levels of affect reflect a combination of frequency and intensity. Suppose that each day for one week,
participants rated how happy they feel on a scale from 0 (notf at all) to 10 ( extremely). Their mean level of
happiness across the week could be computed by averaging the seven ratings they made daily. Joe only
experienced happiness on two days, but both days were fairly intense (7). In contrast, Ted experienced
happiness every day of the week, but at a lower intensity (2). Both Joe (7x2/7=2)and Ted 2x7/7 =
2) would end up with the same mean level of happiness. However, both men clearly experience happiness
differently. Joe is happy less often, but when happy, he feels it intensely. Ted is happy often but at a mild
intensity. These differences can only be captured if we separate intensity from frequency. Specifically, the
average intensity is best understood as the magnitude or strength of an emotion when it is felt (Schimmack
& Diener, 1997). By this definition, the average intensity of Joe’s happiness is 7, whereas Ted’s is 2.
Frequency might be measured as the number of times happiness was experienced at all (i.e., a non-zero
rating was given). In that case, Joe’s frequency is 2, and Ted’s is 7. Thus, by one measure (intensity), Joe is
happier; but by another measure (frequency), Ted is happier. Are both statements correct? One way to
answer this question is to ask Joe and Ted to evaluate their lives more generally: how happy are they
overall? Diener, Sandvik, and Pavot (1991) found that measures of long-term, global well-being were better
predicted by the frequency of happiness rather than its intensity. (Diener et al. actually measured frequency
in terms of the proportion of time participants felt more positively than negatively).

Intense positive emotions may be less predictive of overall well-being because such experiences
tend to be uncommon (Diener et al., 1991). Their rarity implies that the occurrence of such intense
emotions may not adequately represent a person’s normal life circumstances. Furthermore, it appears that
people who experience intense PA are also likely to experience intense NA (Schimmack & Diener, 1997;
Diener, Larsen, Levine, & Emmons, 1985), which would seem to counteract the effects intense PA. Several
processes may contribute to the tendency to experience both intense PA and NA (Diener, Colvin, Pavot, &
Allman, 1991). One such process is highly valuing and investing in certain goals and events (Diener et al.,
1991; Pomerantz, Saxon, & Oishi, 2000; Schimmack & Diener, 1997). The goals that are extremely valued
will produce more intense PA if they are attained (e.g., winning a championship) but more intense NA if
are not.

The distinction between frequency and intensity may affect the interrelation between PA and NA.
Diener, Larsen et al. (1985) showed that over an extended period of time, mean levels of PA and NA are
only weakly correlated--suggesting that they are independent. However, mean levels of affect confound
frequency and intensity. When intensity is partialed out, PA and NA are negatively correlated. This is
because the remaining variation in mean level affect reflects the frequency of emotional experiences, which
tend to be inversely related. This finding is qualified by the definition of frequency that is used. When
frequency is defined as a proportion of time spent feeling positively versus negatively, a negative relation is
observed because time is inherently limited. More time spent feeling sad means less time to spend feeling
happy. However, if frequency is defined in more absolute terms--a simple count of how many times one
felt PA or NA--then frequencies are positively correlated (Schimmack & Diener, 1997; Schimmack, Oishi,
Diener, & Suh, 2000). This is consistent with the observation that people who experience many positive
events also tend to experience negative events (Magnus, Diener, Fujita, & Pavot, 1993).

Other dimensions of affect. In addition to their valence, frequency, and intensity, emotions may
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also be characterized by their level of arousal (Barrett & Russell, 1998; Larsen & Diener, 1992). Pleasant
emotions may be low (e.g., calm) or high (e.g., enthusiasm) on arousal. Similarly, unpleasant emotions may
be low (e.g., boredom) or high (e.g., anxiety) on arousal. Arousal represents a dimension of affective
experience that is empirically distinguishable from intensity (Kuppens, Tuerlinckx, Russell, & Barrett,
2013; Schimmack & Diener, 1997). A person who is extremely calm may not be any more aroused than
one who is only somewhat calm. Although AWB primarily emphasizes the valence of affective experience,
the relation between emotions and other variables may also depend on arousal. In their review of the
literature, Pressman and Cohen (2005) observed that mild levels of PA tend to be associated with better
immune functioning; in contrast, highly arousing PA can be detrimental in a manner that is similar to
highly arousing NA. People with asthma may have more difficulty breathing when they experience
extreme NA or PA (Ritz & Steptoe, 2000), although it is unclear from this study whether arousal or
intensity is the key factor given that a mixture of high arousal and low arousal affects were combined in the
NA and PA scores. Given that depression and anxiety are often correlated, some researchers have
suggested that a general negative disposition may underlie the detrimental effects of high arousal (anger
and anxiety) and low arousal (depression) NA on health (Suls & Bunde, 2005).

The cultural value of certain emotions may depend on their level of arousal and not just their
valence. Although people generally want to feel more pleasant than unpleasant emotions, the specific types
of emotions they want to feel varies across culture. For instance, European Americans tend to value high-
arousal PA (e.g., excitement) more than Hong Kong Chinese; the latter value low-arousal PA (e.g.,
calmness) more than the former (Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). Because East Asian cultures emphasize
attention and accommodation to the social environment, low-arousal PA may be especially functional in
this cultural context; in contrast, U.S. cultural norms tend to emphasize the agency of the individual and
high-arousal PA may facilitate the assertion of such agency. Tsai et al. found that European Americans
tended to be more depressed when they did not experience high-arousal PA as often as they desired; in
contrast, Hong Kong Chinese were more depressed when they did not experience /low-arousal PA as often
as they desired.

Another dimension that may be culturally variable is the degree to which emotions are
interpersonally engaging (e.g., feeling close to someone) or disengaging (e.g., feeling proud or superior to
others). The frequency of disengaging emotions was a stronger predictor of general “good feelings” among
U.S. participants; in contrast, the frequency of engaging emotions predicted good feelings among Japanese
participants (Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006). The
findings of Tsai et al. and Kitayama et al. are consistent with the general tendency for East Asians to value
collectivism and Westerners to value individualism (for a review, see Tov & Nai, in press).

Major Aspects of CWB

CWB judgments involve an evaluative assessment of one’s life as a whole (global measures) as
well as specific aspects of life (domain specific measures). Some researchers describe CWB as an attitude
(or evaluative belief) about one’s life (Schimmack, 2008). Most CWB concepts assume that a comparison
is made between one’s current state and a desirable state of affairs (Campbell, 1976; Diener et al., 1985).
Positive CWB (e.g., satisfaction) arises when the current state or circumstances meet or exceed what is
desired; otherwise, negative CWB (e.g., dissatisfaction) may arise. Measures of global CWB include life
satisfaction (Diener, Emmons et al., 1985) and Cantril’s (1965) self-anchoring striving scale, which is also
referred to as life evaluation (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Tay & Diener, 2011). Life satisfaction (LS) can
be assessed directly by asking respondents how satisfied they are with life, as well as additional questions
about whether they are getting the important things they want in life. The life evaluation measure asks
people to think about the best possible and worst possible life they could live, and to locate their current life
somewhere in between these two anchors. The two measures correlate strongly with each other (» = .57 and
.82 at the individual and nation levels, respectively; Diener, Kahneman, Tov, & Arora, 2010). People may
also have evaluative beliefs about specific areas of life (e.g., work, family, health, and leisure). These more
specific domain satisfaction (DS) judgments may be based on more specific standards (e.g., whether pay is
commensurate with job skills and hours). A key point is that the individual decides for himself or herself
the standards by which they judge their life and its domains.

Top-down versus bottom-up models. How does a person evaluate his or her life as a whole? The
target of judgment is extremely broad. One hypothesis is that people evaluate specific domains (DS) first.
Satisfaction across domains is then aggregated to arrive at satisfaction with life as a whole (LS; Campbell,
Converse, & Rodgers, 1976). This bottom-up model assumes that LS is derived from satisfaction with
important areas of life. Thus, conditions at work, the quality of relationships, health, and other relevant
domains each contribute to LS. One problem with this model is that LS judgments tend to be higher than
what would be predicted from a set of DS judgments (Diener, Napa Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000).
Moreover, this positivity bias is systematically related to cultural ideals regarding LS. That is, people who
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live in cultures that strive for higher levels of LS tend to exhibit larger biases (i.e., larger LS given their DS
scores). This finding supports the plausibility of top-down models, in which the direction of causality runs
from LS to specific DS judgments. In these models, one is satisfied with life not so much because of
satisfaction with work and relationships; instead, satisfaction with these domains is the product of a general
tendency to be satisfied with life as a whole. A more extreme top-down model views personality traits such

as extraversion and neuroticism as causing both LS and DS. This model implies that correlations between
LS and DS are fully accounted for by personality traits. Heller, Watson, and Ilies (2004) found no support
for such a model. Although personality traits do correlate with LS and DS, the latter two remain strongly
correlated with each other even after accounting for personality. Instead, support was found for both top-
down and bottom-up processes. Personality traits can be viewed as influencing LS, which in turn influences
specific DS judgments (top-down process). Alternatively, traits can be viewed as causing both LS and DS

(top-down), with additional effects of DS on LS (bottom-up). It is likely that both processes operate
together (Schimmack, 2008). One way the relation between LS and DS could simultaneously reflect top-
down and bottom-up processes is in the weight that individuals place on specific domains. For example,
happy people place more weight on the domain they are most satisfied with when judging LS; in contrast,
unhappy people place more weight on the domain they are least satisfied with (Diener, Lucas, Oishi, &
Suh, 2002). Thus, the top-down process is reflected in how a person weights each domain, and the bottom-
up process is reflected in the effect of that domain on LS.

Effects of heuristics versus stable sources of information. Schwarz and Strack (1999) noted that
the task of evaluating one’s life as a whole is actually quite difficult. There are a potentially large number
of important life domains so that a truly comprehensive assessment of one’s life should take hours. Yet,
people seem to answer LS questions fairly quickly. To account for this phenomenon, Schwarz and Strack
proposed a judgment model of well-being. They suggested that CWB judgments are largely constructed on-
the-spot from whatever information is currently on the person’s mind and deemed relevant. When the target
is broad (e.g., life as a whole), many kinds of information are deemed relevant. This includes current mood
as well as social comparison. The narrower the target is (e.g., as in DS judgments), the more selective the
use of information. The number of dates a person had in the past month could be relevant for judging LS
but not satisfaction with health. The judgment model implies that LS judgments are highly unstable--
susceptible as they are to momentary influences. However, Schimmack and Oishi (2005) showed that the
effects of momentary factors such as mood and priming are generally small (see also Yap et al., in press).
Instead, LS judgments are largely based on chronically accessible information--specifically, on how well
one is generally doing in important areas of life.

State versus Trait Conceptions of Well-Being

The scientific study of well-being (and happiness in particular) was once questioned on the grounds
that it referred to phenomena that were momentary and fleeting. The judgment model of well-being
(Schwarz & Strack, 1999), for example, assumes that people do not actually have enduring representations
of how happy and satisfied they are with life. However, Headey and Wearing (1989) provided evidence
that PA, NA, and LS were fairly stable across a six-year period (7’s were between .35 to .52; see also Lucas
& Donnellan, 2012; Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). These correlations suggest that HWB components contain
some stability, but not so much stability that they remain unchanged in response to life events (Lucas, 2007;
Luhmann, Hofmann et al., 2012). It is now recognized that well-being consists of both state-like variation
and trait-like stability (Eid & Diener, 2004). Trait levels of well-being refer to how a person feels or how
satisfied they are in general or on average (across time and situations). State levels of well-being refer to
feelings and satisfaction at a particular moment in time or within a restricted period of time (e.g., the past
week). Trait measures of well-being tend to be influenced by personality traits, cultural values, memory
biases, and general beliefs about the self (Robinson & Clore, 2002b). State measures of well-being may
reflect unstable factors such as the day of the week, temperature, or the nuances of a recent event or
activity. Thus, state and trait measures of well-being involve different processes; they are influenced by
different factors and are associated with distinct outcomes.

Measures of well-being can be placed on a continuum ranging from state-like to trait-like. It is
helpful to distinguish between online, retrospective/recall, and global measures of well-being (Kim-Prieto
et al., 2005; Scollon, Diener, Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2004). Online measures ask respondents to report
how they are feeling “right now”. Because respondents are often randomly alerted to complete a survey
(e.g., through smartphone), online measures may instruct participants to report how they were feeling just
before they were alerted to avoid effects of the alarm itself on their mood. Recall or retrospective measures
ask respondents to report how they felt over a specified period of time. The time frame can range from the
past hour to the past year. Finally, global measures typically ask respondents to report their well-being in
general. Whereas online measures capture well-being states and global measures capture well-being traits,
recall measures reflect a mixture of states and traits. Robinson and Clore (2002a) showed that people spend
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increasingly more time assessing their emotion as the target period increases from the past hour to the past
few weeks. This is consistent with the idea that people are recalling the specific events that they
experienced: the longer the target period, the more events there are to recall. However, when the target
period concerned the past few months or longer, no further increase in time was observed. People spent
nearly as much time recalling their emotion over the past few years as they did over the past few weeks.
This suggests that at some point, people stop recalling specific events and rely on more general beliefs
about themselves. Such beliefs are more likely to reflect the influence of personality traits and cultural
values. Distinctions between online, recall, and global measures produce important insights about affective
structure, health, and cultural variation in well-being.

Structure of Well-Being

Diener and Emmons (1984) showed that state PA and NA tend to be inversely correlated at a single
moment in time. People rarely report feeling pleasant and unpleasant at the same time. However, when
reporting how they felt over the past year, levels of PA and NA were weakly correlated. Additional work by
Diener and Iran-Nejad (1986) clarified that state PA and NA tend not to co-occur at high levels of
intensity; however at lower levels of intensity, people can experience PA and NA in different combinations
(see also Tay & Kuykendall, 2017). The co-occurrence of low intensity state PA and NA, combined with
the inverse relation observed at high intensities may contribute to their reduced correlation at broader time
frames. Thus, PA and NA may diverge more from each other at trait levels than at state levels. Watson,
Clark, and Tellegen (1988) did not observe consistent effects of time frame on the correlation between PA
and NA--which were largely independent in their studies. However, their measures consisted of
predominantly high-arousal PA and NA terms (e.g., excited, distressed). Thus the typically inverse relation
between valenced states may have been offset by positive covariation due to high arousal levels (Barrett &
Russell, 1998).

Far less work has examined momentary measures of CWB and how these relate to AWB. Tov and
Lee (2016) examined daily satisfaction (a state-like measure of CWB) and its covariation with daily affect.
Daily satisfaction was more strongly correlated with daily PA than daily NA. The effect replicated when
participants reported their well-being over the past few days. A similar pattern has also been observed with
a time frame of the past two months (Luhmann, Hawkley et al., 2012) as well as among global, trait
measures of HWB (Lucas et al., 1996; Robinson, 2000). Thus, the relation between CWB and PA appears
to be similar at both state and trait levels--although more research is needed.

Relations Between AWB and Health

Most research findings that suggest a protective effect of PA and detrimental effects of NA on
health are based on trait measures of affect (Boehm & Kubzansky, 2012; Diener & Chan, 2011; Suls &
Bunde, 2005; Pressman & Cohen, 2005). These measures tend to reflect the frequency rather than intensity
of emotional experience (Schimmack & Diener, 1997). Thus, it is chronically experiencing these emotions
that appears to affect health outcomes. Such effects could reflect other personality traits or individual
differences that predispose people toward healthy or unhealthy behaviors. For example, conscientiousness
is associated with a variety of health protective behaviors (Bogg & Roberts, 2004) and is also correlated
with trait measures of well-being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). Interestingly, however, these effects often
hold when controlling for demographic factors such as age and income.

The relation between emotion and health is more complex when considering state PA and NA. As
noted earlier, state PA--particularly high arousal PA--can sometimes affect cardiovascular and pulmonary
functioning in a way that is detrimental for those already predisposed to suffer from asthma or heart attacks
(Pressman & Cohen, 2005). In contrast, although trait NA is associated with negative health outcomes,
there may be circumstances in which state NA is beneficial. Advertising campaigns that use fear to
promote healthy behavior (e.g., anti-smoking, vaccination) appear be more effective at inducing changes in
attitudes and behavior that non-fear appeals (Tannenbaum et al., 2015). Some studies also suggest that state
anxiety and guilt may motivate patients to better adhere to treatment protocols than those who do not
experience these emotions (Mayne, 1999).

Retrospective Well-Being

A concern with recalled or retrospective judgments of well-being is their susceptibility to memory
biases (Schwarz & Strack, 1999). They may also be vulnerable to heuristic biases such as peak-and-end
effects (Fredrickson, 2000)--the tendency to evaluate a past episode by its most intense experience as well
as its ending, with less weight placed on the overall duration of the episode. If recalled experiences are
inaccurate, what utility could they have for understanding a person’s well-being? Although retrospective
well-being assessments are far from a perfect recollection of past experiences, they do reflect actual
experiences (Scollon et al., 2004; Tov, 2012). Moreover, peak-and-end effects are not consistently

50



observed when emotions are recalled for time frames that involve several episodes (Miron-Shatz, 2009;
Parkinson, Briner, Reynolds, & Totterdell, 1995). Instead, the average level of affect experienced during
the period is a stronger predictor of retrospective well-being than either peak or end experiences. Finally,
retrospective well-being judgments mediate the effect of daily events on global well-being measures, even
after controlling for trait happiness and neuroticism (Tov, 2012). Thus, how we remember our well-being
over the recent past forms a bridge from momentary well-being to more stable forms of well-being.

Retrospective judgments have important implications for decision-making. For example, the
decision or desire to repeat a vacation was predicted by retrospective but not online measures of emotion
(Wirtz, Kruger, Scollon, & Diener, 2003). Cultural differences in well-being may also manifest in
retrospective measures more strongly than online measures. Oishi (2002) found that participants of Asian
descent tended to report lower retrospective well-being over the past week than European Americans.
However, the two groups tended not to differ on measures of online well-being during the same week. This
suggests that retrospective well-being may be influenced by cultural norms and values and is consistent
with Robinson and Clore’s (2002b) model of emotional self-report. More specifically, culture may shape
people’s beliefs about which emotions are desirable to experience (Tsai et al., 2006), and such beliefs may
influence how people remember and reconstruct their past emotional experiences (Scollon, Howell,
Caldwell, & Ito, 2009). On the other hand, cultural differences in online emotional experience have been
reported in other studies (e.g., Scollon et al., 2004; Kitayama et al., 2006). Such differences appear to be
larger for disengaged emotions (e.g., pride and anger) than for other emotions—with Asians tending to
report lower levels than European Americans. Thus, the extent to which culture influences retrospective
versus online affect may also depend on the particular emotional state examined.

On the whole, the above findings offer some insight into how global well-being can be stable in the
face of most events but still be responsive to change during major life events. Cultural values, personality
traits, and other individual differences may influence how we remember our recent past, and these
influences may act on global well-being in a similar manner. However, these factors may only shape
memory to a certain point. Actual experiences impose a reality constraint on recall biases. A person who is
injured in a car accident may not be able to recall the experience as a positive one no matter how inclined
they are toward positivity.

Future Directions

A great deal of research has examined the structure and correlates of PA, NA, and LS. This work
has advanced the field but there remains much to learn about well-being. First, many studies separately
examine AWB and CWB. Researchers have only recently begun to understand the processes that are
unique to these components. For example, Luhmann, Hofmann et al. (2012) find some evidence that
adaptation to life events occurs more quickly for AWB than CWB--but the findings depend on the
particular event (e.g., bereavement versus unemployment). Few studies have compared the unique effects
of PA, NA, and LS on health. Wiest, Schiiz, Webster and Wurm (2011) observed that both PA and LS (but
not NA) independently predicted mortality. Additional research on the unique or divergent correlates of
HWB components provides important insights into how interventions can best enhance well-being, or why
some interventions and policies fail to obtain their desired effects. In addition to measuring AWB and
CWB, researchers should also attend more to how PA and NA are operationalized. Certain measures of
affect (e.g., Watson et al., 1988) measure high-arousal states, other measures are more valenced-based (e.g.,
SPANE; Diener, Wirtz et al., 2010).

More theoretical and empirical work is needed to understand how EWB should be conceptualized,
as well as the processes that contribute to convergence and divergence between HWB and EWB. Following
the recommendation of Kashdan et al. (2008), it will be extremely informative to study specific
components of EWB and how they relate to components of HWB. For example, although meaning and
satisfaction are highly correlated, they diverge more in response to negative experiences than positive
experiences (Tov & Lee, 2016). Although positive experiences are generally associated with greater
meaning and satisfaction, negative experiences (e.g., a romantic break-up) can be meaningful but
dissatisfying. In addition, the implications of an event for one’s future appears to be a predictor of meaning
but not satisfaction (see also Baumeister et al., 2013 for a related analysis).

Efforts to identify the unique correlates and processes underlying AWB, CWB, HWB and EWB are
likely to require large sample sizes to detect such differences. This is because these constructs tend to be
strongly correlated with each other so that the amount of unique variance (e.g., in EWB after controlling
for HWB) will tend to be small. For example, Tov and Lee’s (2016) observation that certain negative
experiences are negatively correlated with satisfaction but positively correlated with meaning is based on
thousands of events reported by over 2000 participants. These correlational differences amounted to a
Cohen’s Q of .05, which is a small effect. Realistically, many differences among well-being components
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will be in the small to moderate range. Nevertheless, small effects can be theoretically and practically
important—particularly when they represent phenomena (e.g., daily experiences) that may cumulate over
time (Abelson, 1985). Well-being researchers who seek to uncover such effects will need to sample many
people and experiences to ensure that differences in well-being components are not simply due to noise or
random error. Large sample sizes also allow researchers to use more sophisticated statistical methods (e.g.,
structural equation modeling) to control for measurement error when they examine how different aspects of
well-being are related to other outcomes.

Occasionally, the contrast between HWB and EWB is described as “feeling good” versus “doing
good.” This contributes to the view that EWB is less affectively tinged than HWB. Indeed, certain elements
of EWB (e.g., mastery, growth, flow) are enhanced by activities that challenge the person. Such activities
may not be pleasant but contribute to a person’s development. However, other dimensions of affective
experience may be more relevant for EWB. For example, inherent in the experience of flow
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) is the notion of an optimal level of arousal. A task that is too easy (skills exceed
the level of challenge) induces boredom; a task that is too difficult (challenges exceed skills) induces
anxiety. Thus the balance between challenge and skills maintains a level of arousal that facilitates
concentration, interest, and engagement. Ryan and Frederick (1997) describe subjective vitality as a feeling
of positive energy that arises from the pursuit of activities that are personally expressive or self-actualizing-
- a feeling of being alive. Subjective vitality correlated only modestly with high-arousal PA suggesting that
it reflects a distinct aspect of experience. Thus, similar to HWB, it may be possible to conceptualize EWB
as consisting of distinct affective and cognitive elements. This expanded view of EWB offers more avenues
to explore processes that link these two well-being conceptions.

A final related point is that divergences and similarities between state and trait measures of well-
being deserve more attention. Divergences are important to identify and understand because they prevent
inferential fallacies. For example, although chronic or trait NA is deleterious to health, it would be
erroneous to conclude from this that state NA is equally deleterious. Momentary anxiety could lead one to
take one’s symptoms seriously and seek early care, and thus be beneficial. Similarities are equally valuable
to identify. If trait-level relations are also mirrored at the state-level, this can guide intervention efforts
toward specific behaviors and experiences that enhance well-being. For example, if extraverted behavior
induces PA (mirroring the relation between extraversion and PA at the trait level), then well-being
interventions might teach skills to enact these types of behaviors with the idea that such tendencies over
time may contribute to higher but stable levels of PA. The state-trait distinction could also further the
understanding of EWB components--which have tended to be measured as traits rather than states
(Waterman, 2008).
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Abstract

Subjective well-being, by definition, is a construct that relies on people's subjective evaluation of their lives
as a whole. The subjective nature of the construct makes self-report a natural method for assessing SWB.
However, the psychometric properties of these measures still must be questioned and assessed, both using
traditional techniques for evaluating reliability and validity, and using more targeted approaches for
understanding the processes by which respondents make these judgments. This chapter reviews the
evidence about the nature and psychometric properties of self-report measures of SWB, including
traditional global measures of life satisfaction and positive and negative affect, and more recently
developed experiential measures including experience sampling and the day reconstruction method.
Although specific questions remain about the processes underlying SWB judgments and certain limitations
exist, research shows that the psychometric properties of these measures are generally quite good.

Keywords: Subjective Well-Being, Self-Report, Measurement

There are many reasons why applied and theoretical researchers seek simple, well-validated measures
of the quality of a person's life as a whole. Such measures can help clarify which life circumstances or
individual-level characteristics are critical ingredients of "the good life," and these findings can in turn
reveal fundamental features of human nature. For instance, external circumstances that are reliably
associated with differences in well-being could provide information about basic needs that must be satisfied
for humans to flourish (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Wilson, 1967). Similarly, individual-level
characteristics or personality traits that reliably predict well-being may point towards critical skills or
approaches to life that foster high levels of well-being. Such findings could be used by applied researchers
at the individual level to guide personal life decisions and at the societal level to guide public policy
(Diener, Lucas, Schimmack, & Helliwell, 2009).

A minimal amount of introspection reveals, however, that different life circumstances are likely to
affect different people in different ways. Although strong social relationships and a meaningful career may
both, on average, contribute to a good life, it also seems likely that the value that people place on these two
characteristics will vary across individuals; some people may be willing to sacrifice some degree of
relationship quality to obtain a successful career, whereas others may make the opposite choice. Thus, to
capture one's overall quality of life, some amount of subjectivity must be incorporated into this evaluation.

Subjective well-being (SWB) is a construct that focuses explicitly on these subjective evaluations.
Indeed, one simple, over-arching definition of SWB is that it represents "a person's subjective evaluation of
the quality of life as a whole." This definition acknowledges that the subject's own evaluation is prioritized,
which means that different people can evaluate the same objective life circumstance in different ways and
can weight different life domains differently. In addition, the focus on "life as a whole" means that the
totality of one's experiences and circumstances add up to an overall sense of quality of life, and that
different life circumstances may balance each other out in their impact on the overall evaluation. SWB can
be contrasted with objective list definitions of well-being, which typically identify a limited set of
measurable dimensions that must be considered, without input from the subject himself or herself, to obtain
an overall evaluation of the quality of life (see Diener et al., 2009, for a discussion). SWB researchers
typically object to such objective list approaches by pointing out both that it is difficult, if not impossible, to
develop uncontroversial lists of important domains, and that empirical evidence suggests that people do
weight domains differently.

One implication of this focus on subjective evaluations is that the study of SWB appears, necessarily,
to require the use of self-report measures. If researchers wish to capture a person's own evaluation of his or
her life, then it is difficult to think of alternatives to self-report measures. Unfortunately, self-reports have
known limitations (Lucas & Baird, 2006; Paulhus & Vazire, 2007), which can lead to concerns about the
psychometric properties of existing self-report well-being measures. Thus, it is especially important to
consider the evidence that exists for the reliability and validity of subjective well-being measures. Because
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there is no gold-standard measures against which self-reports can be compared (as there might be for other
constructs that can be assessed by self-reports, like height or one's grade point average), the process of
validating measures of SWB can be challenging. In general, the process proceeds by considering evidence
for reliability and construct validity, and also by addressing specific theoretical questions about how SWB
evaluations are made. In this chapter, I review the evidence for the reliability and validity of SWB
measures, along with the critiques of these measures and the alternatives that have been proposed.

Self-Report Approaches to Measuring Subjective Well-Being

Many different approaches to evaluating SWB have been developed, with the simplest consisting of
brief, self-reported evaluations of the quality of one's life as a whole. For instance, single-item life
satisfaction measures that ask "All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole" are
often included in large-scale panel studies and national surveys. Multiple-item versions of these measures
have also been developed, typically with similarly worded questions that tap into this overall sense that
one's life is going well (e.g., Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999).

Diener (1984) noted that these judgments of life satisfaction form a class of measures that he referred
to as being "cognitive" in nature. This term reflects the fact that answering such questions requires
respondents to reflect on their lives and consciously select a response that best reflects their overall
evaluation. Diener noted that such cognitive judgments could be contrasted with a separate class of
evaluations that are based in respondent's typical affective experiences (e.g., Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988). The reasoning behind the use of such measures is that those whose lives are going well should
typically experience high and frequent levels of positive affect, along with low and less frequent
experiences of negative affect. Thus, an overall evaluation of life could be obtained by capturing a person's
typical levels of affect. Diener noted that these different components of SWB may ultimately result from
different causes, and thus, should be assessed separately to obtain a more complete evaluation of one's life
as a whole (though Busseri & Sadava, 2011, noted that there is some amount of conceptual ambiguity in
this tripartite model of SWB that could be clarified with additional theoretical precision; also see
Schimmack, 2008).

Traditionally, both the cognitive and affective components of SWB were assessed using global,
retrospective (or "evaluative") measures that required respondents to think back on their lives and the
characteristics of those lives to come up with judgments of life satisfactions or ratings of the frequency or
intensity of affective experiences over some extended period (Watson et al., 1988). However, there is
reason to believe that such retrospective evaluations of affective experience may not accurately capture the
actual experiences that people have in their daily lives. For instance, Robinson and Clore (2002) noted that
different processes are likely used to make judgments about one's current affective experience, one's very
recent affective experiences, and one's affective experience from far in the past. Specifically, they argued
that people can typically report with some degree of ease about their current affective experiences simply
through careful introspection, but that past experiences are rated by accessing episodic and semantic
knowledge. The more recent the experience, the more likely respondents are to rely on episodic memories
of the actual experience; the more distant, the more likely respondents are to rely on semantic knowledge or
stereotypes about how one #ypically feels in similar situations. Thus, they argued, different time lags lead to
differential accuracy, if the criterion is the actual emotional experiences that would have been reported in
the moment. In addition, some research suggests that when asked to aggregate over extended periods of
time, certain biases affect this aggregation process, leading to global evaluations that do not match with the
actual experiences as it occurred (Kahneman, Fredrickson, Schreiber, & Redelmeier, 1993; Redelmeier &
Kahneman, 1996).

Because of the potential for inaccurate reconstructions of one's affective experience at some earlier
point in time, some researchers have suggested that we should distinguish between measures that focus on
retrospective evaluations and those that capture people's emotional reactions to life as it is lived (Kahneman
& Riis, 2005). For instance, it is possible to use experience sampling methods, where respondents are
signaled multiple times per day (typically, using mobile phones) and asked to complete surveys about what
they were doing, who they were with, and how they were feeling (Mehl & Conner, 2013). Kahneman
(1999) argued that the benefits of these momentary---or experiential---reports (namely the fact that they
avoid problems with inaccurate memories and aggregation biases) makes them closer to a measure of
objective happiness than more evaluative, retrospective measures. Of course, this is an argument that must
be evaluated with empirical data, as this approach may introduce new methodological problems that do not
exist with more traditional retrospective methods (a concern I address below).

Finally, because methods like the experience sampling are extremely time- and resource-intensive,
both for the researcher and the participant, new methodologies that combine the strengths of these
experiential measures with the efficiency of more traditional questionnaire measures have been developed.
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For instance, Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, and Stone (2004) proposed a new technique, one
based in existing approaches to assessing time use, to assess affective experiences throughout the day.
Their Day Reconstruction Method involves respondents breaking their day down into distinct episodes that
represent coherent blocks of time that share some respondent-defined characteristic (e.g., "eating
breakfast," "walking the dog," or "cleaning the house"). Participants are asked to list all episodes they
engaged in throughout the day, to describe the features of these episodes (e.g., what the participants were
doing, who they were with, where they were), and to report the affect that they experienced during each
episode. The idea is that these day reconstructions, if completed relatively close in time to the actual
experience, will capture relatively accurate episodic memories of the recent events. Thus, they would have
many of the advantages of the experience sampling method, while only requiring a single, constrained
assessment occasion. Again, as with the experience sampling method, these reasonable assumptions can be
validated with empirical evidence.

The Reliability and Validity of Subjective Well-Being Measures

As I noted above, unlike certain self-report measures (such as those for height, weight, grade point
average, or even for some ratings of physical health), there is no gold standard against which self-report
measures of SWB can be compared. By definition, the evaluation is a subjective one, and thus, it captures
internal thoughts and feelings that are not visible to outside observers. This fact, however, does not mean
that self-reports themselves are unimpeachable sources of information about people's SWB. People may
misremember their affective experiences, may disproportionately weight certain irrelevant sources of
information when deriving a cognitive judgment of life satisfaction, may be unable to translate an internal
feeling to a meaningful response on an experimenter-provided scale, or may be unwilling to provide an
honest response when questioned about their well-being (see Schwarz, 1999, for a general discussion of
many of these issues). Thus, it cannot be taken for granted that any measures of SWB---self-report or
otherwise---reliably and validly captures the evaluation of interest.

In general, the quality of SWB measures has been assessed using traditional approaches to
understanding psychometric properties. For instance, indexes of reliability can be used to assess the extent
to which measures are free from measurement error. For multiple-item measures, this is typically assessed
using internal consistency coefficients, and for most measures, these coefficients tend to be high, reflecting
the fact that items that are typically included in well-being measures tend to be moderately to strongly
correlated (see, e.g., Diener et al., 1985). The reliability of single-item measures is slightly trickier to
assess, because internal consistency coefficients cannot be used to assess reliability. The reliability of these
measures is especially important, however, as single-item scales are often included in large-scale surveys.
Fortunately, because the conditions of people's lives tend to be relatively stable, at least over short periods
of times (e.g., most people's income, employment status, marital status, and health are stable in the short
term), one would expect measures that are based, at least in part, on these circumstances, to be relatively
stable, too. With this assumption in mind, short-term stability coefficients, or even longer-term stability
coefficients with varying intervals can be used to assess the reliability of the measures.

For example, Lucas, Freedman, and Cornman (in press) assessed the stability over the course of a one-
hour interview in a group of participants who had also been assessed numerous times over the previous six
years. This research design allowed the authors to estimate stability over a very short interval, to assess the
extent to which the two measures of life satisfaction were related to measures of life satisfaction assessed in
prior years, and to test whether survey content administered between the two measures influenced the
ratings that respondents provided. Together, these analyses provide information about the reliability of
single-item measures and the extent to which any instability is due to systematic effects. Their results
showed that although stability over the hour-long interview was only .62, the measure assessed at the
beginning of the survey correlated just as strongly with prior years' assessments as did the measure
assessed at the end of the survey (with correlations in the range of .40-.50). Moreover, the intervening
survey content appeared not to have a major impact on the final life satisfaction rating.

Other research has used multi-wave data to estimate the reliability of these single-item measures of life
satisfaction (see Alwin, 2007; Kenny & Zautra, 1995 for general approaches to accomplish this goal). For
instance, Lucas and Donnellan (2007) used two long-running panel studies to separate stable trait variance,
reliable but slowly changing autoregressive variance, from unstable state variance in life satisfaction (which
can serve as an estimate of measurement error). They estimated the reliability of life satisfaction to be
approximately .67. Similarly, Lucas and Donnellan (2012) extended these analyses to four panel studies
and used measures of domain satisfaction to separate reliable state variance from measurement error, and
they found reliability estimates closer to .75. These estimates are also reasonably consistent with meta-
analytic analyses conducted by Anusic and Schimmack (2016) and Schimmack and Oishi (2005).
Together, these results suggest that single-item measures have a reasonable degree of reliability (for a more
detailed review of the evidence for the reliability of single- and multiple-item measures of SWB, see
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Chapter 5 of Diener et al., 2009).

Assessing reliability is relatively straightforward, as this psychometric property can be described using
quantitative indexes. Validity, however, is more complex and more difficult to establish in any sort of
definitive way. Although validity is often simply defined as whether a test measures what it is supposed to
measure, providing evidence for validity has proven to be controversial (see Borsboom, Mellenbergh, &
van Heerdan, 2004, for a review and discussion). For instance, in contrast to the simple definition provided
above, Messick (1995) suggested that validity could be defined as "an overall evaluative judgment of the
degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of
interpretations and actions on the basis of test scores or other models of assessment" (p. 741). This
definition emphasizes that validity reflects a judgment that is based on theories of the underlying construct
that one hopes to assess.

Diener et al. (2009) reviewed evidence for four types of validity that could be considered when
evaluating self-report SWB measures. The weakest form is face validity, which simply refers to whether
the measure appears to measure what it is supposed to measure. Most SWB measures have high levels of
face validity, though it is possible to come up with reasons why face valid measures may not be desirable
or reasons why measures that lack face validity can serve as useful tools for assessing the construct. Thus,
researchers tend to focus on the other three forms of validity.

Content validity refers to the extent to which the measure in question captures the breadth of the
construct of interest, without including content that should theoretically be excluded. Diener et al. (2009)
noted that there are two types of measures where content validity is typically a concern. First, for
multifaceted measures of well-being, such as the Oxford Happiness Scale (Hills & Argyle, 2002), one
could raise concerns about the inclusion of irrelevant content. For example, this scale includes the item "I
think I look extremely attractive" which is not a face valid indicator of SWB. It is possible that happy
people are more likely to endorse this item, regardless of their objective appearance, in which case content
validity may not be affected by the item's inclusion. However, if the item truly taps the respondent's
objective appearance, then the item could shift the focus of the total scale score away from its desired
target.

The second type of scale for which content validity is typically a concern is for measures of the
affective components of SWB. For many years, debates have taken place about the number and nature of
affective dimensions that exist, and these debates shape the measures that are used to assess affective well-
being. For instance, the widely used Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988)
does not include items assessing face valid indicators of affective well-being such as happy or sad. This is
because the measure was designed to assess particular forms of positive and negative affect that are based
on underlying theories about the nature of affective experiences. Researchers who use affective well-being
scales should consider these existing theories and choose measures that best tap the content that they
believe is theoretically most relevant (for instance, alternatives to the PANAS like the Scale of Positive and
Negative Experiences [SPANE; Diener, Wirtz, Kim-Prieto, Choi, Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2009] may
provide a better match with some measurement goals).

Convergent and discriminant validity are complementary forms of validity that reflect the extent to
which a measure correlates strongly with other related measures (convergent validity) and correlates
weakly or not at all with measures to which it should be unrelated (discriminant validity). In terms of
convergent validity, it is especially important to show that different measures of the same construct cohere
even when assessed using different methods of assessment. This is because correlations between measures
can be inflated by shared method variance that may be independent of construct variance. Numerous
studies show that standard, widely used measures of SWB tend to show reasonable levels of convergent
and discriminant validity, even when different methods of assessment are used (Lucas, Diener, & Suh,
1996). For instance, Schneider and Schimmack (2009) reported a meta-analytic average correlation of .42
between self- and informant reports of well-being.

The final form of validity, and the most complicated to assess, concerns construct validity (Cronbach
& Meehl, 1955). This form of validity reflects the extent to which a measure behaves as it would be
expected to behave, given theories about the construct itself. Thus, to test construct validity, one must have
some idea about how a measure should relate to additional constructs. Diener et al. (2009) reviewed a
broad range of correlates of SWB, including income, social relationships, and relevant behaviors. They
conclude that widely used measures of SWB show relatively strong evidence for construct validity. For
instance, there is strong reason to expect that income would be related to well-being, given that money can
purchase many of the things that might be expected to cause high well-being; and indeed, income is
consistently related to measures of SWB (Lucas & Schimmack, 2009). Similarly, if low levels of life
satisfaction reflect a genuine evaluation of one's life as being of poor quality, one might expect scores on
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life satisfaction measures to predict suicidal behaviors, which appears to be the case (Koivumaa-Honkanen
et al., 2001). Other studies show that domain-specific well-being measures predict relevant behaviors within
those domains (e.g., job satisfaction predicts turnover; Tett & Meyer, 1993). Although this is just a brief
overview of the type of evidence that can be used to assess validity, prior in depth reviews suggest that
established SWB measures show an impressive degree of validity (Diener et al., 2009).

Although reliability is often a concern with single-item measures, there can also be reasons to be
skeptical about the validity of such short measures. This is because psychological constructs are often
complex, and it may be difficult to capture this complexity in a single item. For instance, personality traits
like extraversion are often difficult to capture with a single-item because the construct itself is multifaceted.
SWB constructs like life satisfaction, however, are often much simpler. It may be more reasonable to assess
one's overall satisfaction with life with a single-item than it is to assess broad personality traits or attitudes.
Indeed, multiple-item measures of life satisfaction often have items that are very close in meaning to one
another, and those items that deviate often perform worse than the more straightforward items (Oishi,
2006). In any case, evidence suggests that when single- and multiple-item measures are compared, they
tend to perform similarly. For instance, Cheung and Lucas (2014) used data from large, representative
samples to compare the associations between various criterion variables and both single- and multiple-item
measures, and they found that correlations tended to be very similar in size. They concluded that there was
not a loss of validity when single-item measures were used.

The Judgment Model of Subjective Well-Being

One of the biggest challenges to the validity of SWB measures comes from the judgment model of
SWB (Schwarz & Strack, 1999). This model starts with the reasonable assumption that when asked about
their well-being, respondents do not have a response stored in memory that can simply be accessed and
reported. Instead, respondents must construct a response at the time of judgment. Researchers who work
from this judgment-model tradition consider the various steps that take place when such a judgment is
formed, and they investigate various sources of validity and invalidity that affect each step of the process.

For instance, because respondents may not have the ability or motivation to consider all relevant
domains of their lives when making a life satisfaction judgment, it is possible that they rely on various
heuristics to quickly derive an appropriate response to an experimenter's question. Most famously, Schwarz
and Clore (1983) suggested that respondents may rely on their current mood at the time of the judgments as
a proxy for how they feel about their life overall. To provide evidence for this possibility, Schwarz and
Clore (1983) manipulated mood (in one study, by having respondents write about positive or negative life
events, and in a second by contacting participants on days that varied in the pleasantness of the weather)
and then asked participants to report on their satisfaction with life (the experimenters made sure to present
the life satisfaction question as if it were part of an unrelated task so that participants would not make a
connection between the mood induction task and the well-being question). In accordance with their
predictions, Schwarz and Clore (1983) found that those who were exposed to the positive mood induction
procedures reported much higher life satisfaction than did those exposed to the negative mood induction
procedures.

Importantly, the authors included additional conditions in their design to provide support for the idea
that respondents heuristically rely on mood as a proxy for a broader life satisfaction judgment. Specifically,
in additional conditions, the authors drew respondents' attention to the fact that the mood they were
currently experiencing may have resulted from the prior induction. By making the cause of the mood
salient, the authors argued, respondents would be less likely to rely on this mood when making the life
satisfaction judgment. Again, results supported this hypothesis: the previously described mood effects on
life satisfaction judgments were eliminated when the cause of the mood was made salient. Subsequent
studies replicated these results with additional mood inductions, including having one's favorite soccer
team win or tie an important game or having participants complete the well-being questionnaire in a
pleasant or unpleasant room (Schwarz, Strack, Kommer, & Wagner, 1987).

In a related series of studies, Schwarz, Strack, and colleagues suggested that the specific sources of
information that are used when evaluating SWB can be influenced by contextual factors. Specifically,
people base their judgments about the quality of their lives on different life domains, depending on which
of these domains are salient at the time of the judgment. For instance, Strack, Martin, and Schwarz (1988)
asked respondents about their satisfaction with life and their satisfaction with dating in one of two
conditions: either with the dating question asked immediately prior to the global life satisfaction question or
immediately following the question. The idea was that if satisfaction with dating was made salient, then
respondents would be more likely to incorporate this specific life domain into their overall evaluation of
life than if the domain had not been made accessible. Again, the results supported this prediction, with
much stronger correlations between the two questions when the domain satisfaction rating was presented
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prior to the life satisfaction question. Schwarz and Strack (1999) review additional studies that further
clarify how this information is used in global well-being judgments, along with other contextual factors
(such as information about social comparison or subtle features of questionnaire design) that can impact
global well-being judgments in ways that potentially affect the validity of the measures. This programmatic
line of research has had an important impact on perceptions of the validity of global self-reports of SWB
(e.g., Kahneman & Krueger, 2006).

Concerns About the Judgment Model

In recent years, broad concerns have been raised about standard research practices in the field,
especially within (though certainly not limited to) specific domains in social psychology (Bakker, van Dijk,
& Wicherts, 2012; Open Science Collaboration, 2015; Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011). These new
methodological critiques suggest that certain "standard operating procedures" within the field can lead to
high rates of false positive findings. These methodological practices include the reliance on very small
samples, which can increase the rates of false positives that make it in to the published literature (Bakker et
al., 2012); an aversion to publishing replication studies (Makel, Plucker, & Hegarty, 2012) and null results
(Ferguson & Heene, 2012); and flexibility in analyses, which, when combined with natural tendencies to
fall prey to confirmation bias, allow for capitalization on chance in support of a prediction (Gelman &
Loken, 2013; Simmons et al., 2011). Because most of the published findings that support the judgment
model were published at a time when these problematic methodological practices were the norm, it is worth
revisiting the findings to determine whether the evidence is as strong as its advocates claim.

Indeed, a close look at the studies that are typically cited in support of the judgment model suggest that
there is cause for concern. First, sample sizes from these studies are almost always extremely small (though
for an exception, see Deaton, 2012). For instance, Yap et al. (in press) reviewed as many studies as they
could find that examined the effect of mood on life satisfaction judgments and they reported that these
studies had an average of just 11 participants per cell---a sample size that could only detect very large
effects.

Second, the effect sizes that are typically found are arguably too large to be plausible given the
hypothesized processes that underlie these effects. The effect of a mood induction procedure on life
satisfaction judgments should result from the multiplicative effect of the induction on mood and the
subsequent effect of mood on life satisfaction judgments. In turn, this means that the effect of a mood
induction on life satisfaction judgments will necessarily be smaller than the effect of the induction on
mood or mood on life satisfaction. Furthermore, one could derive plausible expectations for effect sizes
from what we know about the typical effect sizes for mood induction procedures and for the association
between mood and life satisfaction. As Yap et al. (in press) showed, however, effect sizes for the effect of
mood induction procedures on life satisfaction judgments have typically ranged from ds of 1 to 2.5, which
are equal to or even exceed the typical manipulation check effect sizes for mood inductions themselves
(Westermann, Spies, Stahl, & Hesse, 1996)!

Finally, there is considerable evidence of analytic flexibility across studies, where different analyses
are used and different effects emphasized (e.g., interaction versus simple effects) even when very similar
designs were used. Together, these patterns suggest that large-sample replications would be needed before
strong conclusions about the replicability and robustness of effects from the judgment-model tradition can
be drawn.

Partly in response to these concerns, researchers have begun to reexamine classic effects from the
judgment-model tradition using much larger sample sizes than in the originals. For example, Yap et al. (in
press) conducted nine replication studies with sample sizes that were five to ten times as large as those
from the originals to examine the effect of mood on life satisfaction judgments. Effects were typically not
significant, and those that were significant were considerably smaller than those from the original studies.
Overall, meta-analytic estimates from the nine studies were less than one-tenth the size of the average
effect from the original work (with ds around .15). These studies suggest that mood has only weak effects
on life satisfaction judgments.

Moreover, these replication studies are consistent with other large sample studies investigating context
effects on SWB judgments. For instance, Lucas and Lawless (2013) used a sample of almost one million
U.S residents to examine the effect of current weather conditions on life satisfaction judgments. Even
though they had considerable power to detect ever very small effects, they found no evidence that weather
systematically influenced satisfaction judgments. In addition, in a study specifically designed to examine
the extent to which naturally occurring fluctuations in mood were associated with fluctuations in life
satisfaction judgments, Eid and Diener (2004) assessed both multiple times over a three-month period.
They showed that although mood fluctuated considerably across occasions, life satisfaction judgments did
not. Furthermore, the transient component of life satisfaction was only weakly associated with changes in
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mood, confirming with a different designs the results from Yap et al. (in press).

Additional studies have examined other context effects predicted by the judgment model and have had
similar problems replicating the original findings. Most notably, Schimmack and Oishi (2005) conducted a
number of studies examining item-order effects, in which the association between satisfaction with a
specific domain and satisfaction with life as a whole varies depending on whether the domain was assessed
prior to or after the global judgment (e.g., Strack et al., 1988). Schimmack and Oishi failed to replicate the
large differences found in the original studies, and they showed in a meta-analysis that most studies that
have tested for item order effects show only small differences across conditions. Schimmack and Oishi
concluded that manipulating the order of items should, theoretically, not have large effects, as domains that
are likely to be considered in global judgments (such as health or romantic relationships) are typically
chronically salient, and thus will be included in global judgments even if the context does not make them
salient. On the other hand, domains that are not chronically salient (e.g., the weather, local public
transportation) are unlikely to be considered relevant for global life satisfaction, and thus will not affect
satisfaction judgments even when made salient. Thus, they argued, item order effects should not be
expected to be pronounced; a prediction that is supported by their large-sample studies and meta-analysis.

It is true that at least one large-sample context effect was found that had more than a modest effect
size. Deaton (2012) showed that in Gallup data, asking questions about politics before a question about
subjective well-being led to a moderate drop in life satisfaction, compared to a condition where these
political questions were omitted. Although the mechanisms underlying this effect have not been determined
(see, e.g., Lucas, Oishi, & Diener, 2016), the fact that this effect emerged in a large sample study must be
acknowledged. Importantly, however, Deaton also showed that the effect was eliminated very easily simply
by asking a buffer question that returned focus to the person’s life before asking the well-being question.
Future research can clarify when and how these effects emerge or can be prevented.

Research from the judgment model is valuable in that it pushes well-being researchers to consider the
processes by which respondents formulate and report responses to questions about their SWB. The theory
itself is straightforward and elegant, and it is likely that the processes identified by judgment-model
researchers can impact life satisfaction judgments (as they have been shown to affect judgments in a wide
range of circumstances). The important practical question, however, is not whether these processes exist,
but how much they affect the psychometric properties of well-being judgments. It is possible, for instance,
that the heuristics that the judgment-model researchers have identified represent just one of many processes
that people can use to formulate well-being judgments, and any problems for validity that these processes
introduce are outweighed by more straightforward and intuitive processes that positively impact the validity
of these measures. Thus, it is important not only to look for evidence of underlying processes posited by the
judgment model, but also to explicitly test the extent to which these processes undermine the validity of
these measures as typically used. The research reviewed above suggests that context effects predicted by
the judgment model tend to be very small; a conclusion that is supported by the considerable evidence for
reliability and validity of SWB measures.

Comparing the Psychometric Properties of Global and Experiential Measures

If the two main categories of self-report measures of well-being are global measures and experiential
measures, then a final issue to consider concerns the comparison between the two in terms of their
psychometric properties. Remember, the idea behind the latter experiential measures is that assessing
affective reactions at the time they occur (or very soon after) reduces memory problems and prevents
biases that result from aggregation. Thus, it is often argued that such measures will have more desirable
psychometric properties than global measures (Kahneman, 1999). However, it is possible that these
methods have unique psychometric problems that don't affect global measures. In addition, the relatively
high level of respondent burden means that respondents are often assessed over a very short period of time,
which can lead to concerns about the stability of results that are obtained. In other words, if respondents are
asked to complete a day reconstruction method report for a single day of their lives, will the affect they
experience generalize to other days and reflect a stable sense of well-being?

In their initial development efforts, the researchers who proposed the day reconstruction method did
not assess long-term stability, but recent efforts have begun to provide information on this topic. For
instance, Krueger and Schkade (2008) tested short-term stability and found that it was comparable to global
measures of life satisfaction, even when only a single day of experiences was sampled. Similarly, both
Hudson, Anusic, Lucas, and Donnellan (in press) and Hudson, Lucas, and Donnellan (2016) tested four-
week stability of DRM measures, with results showing moderate stability, with correlations in the range of
.40 to .60. Hudson, Lucas, and Donnellan (2016) used four waves of data, each separated by a year-long
interval, to test the long-term stability of the day reconstruction methods. Again, even though just a single
day of experiences was sampled, year-to-year stabilities were moderate and only slightly weaker than those
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from global measures like a single-item life satisfaction scale. Thus, it appears that relatively stable, trait-
like measures of well-being can be obtained even from a single day's worth of reports.

These studies have also begun to compare the convergent and construct validity of global and
experiential measures using large samples of participants. Anusic et al. (2017), for instance, used data from
a three-wave study to examine the correlations between global and day-reconstruction-based measures of
well-being and informant reports and relevant criteria (also see Hudson et al., 2016, for a similar study
with similar conclusions). These studies show that global self-reports typically correlate as strongly or even
more strongly with alternative measures and relevant criteria as compared to experiential measures derived
from the day reconstruction method.

Given the theoretical arguments for the superiority of experiential measures over global measures,
why don't experiential measures show enhanced validity when compared directly to global measures (at
least in these initial studies)? One possible reason is that the two types of measures assess two distinct
underlying constructs. For instance, Diener and Tay (2014) suggested that global measures are better at
tapping experiences that are contextualized within a person’s life schema, and that this allows these
measures to predict a wider range of meaningful outcomes than more experiential measures that lack such
contextualization.

Alternatively, it is possible that the unique demands of the experiential measures create specific
threats to validity that do not apply to global measures. For instance, Watson and Tellegen (2002) argued
that when respondents are asked to repeatedly respond to affect questions, unwanted response-style
variance can, because of aggregation, get amplified relative to the variance that taps the underlying
construct. Furthermore, additional research shows that asking respondents to repeatedly answer the same
question over and over again can change respondent's interpretation of the questions.

For instance, Baird and Lucas (2011) examined this issue in a different domain: the repeated
assessment of personality across different situations. They found that respondents reported more variability
and greater impact of situational features when they were asked to report their personality multiple times in
different situations than if they were asked to report on their personality in just one situation. In other
words, when asked how extraverted they were in a specific situation, respondents exaggerated the effect of
the situation when they were asked about multiple situations than when they were asked just about one. It
is possible that experiential measures like experience sampling or day reconstruction methods
communicate to respondents that they should emphasize the changes that occur from situation to situation
rather than the stability that they experience. If so, this may affect associations between experiential
measures and stable predictors of well-being. All in all, although experiential measures are especially
useful when assessing changes in affective experiences over short periods of time, they do not have a clear
advantage over global measures when used to assess stable levels of well-being. Of course, more research
that directly compares the psychometric properties of these two forms of measures is needed.

Conclusion

The domain of SWB, by definition, focuses on people's subjective evaluations of their lives. Thus,
there is a strong emphasis within SWB research on self-reports of the construct, as such subjective
evaluations may best be assessed by asking the subject themselves. However, the subjective nature of the
construct does not mean that self-reports are an unimpeachable source of information about the construct.
As with all measures, the psychometric properties of these instruments must be assessed.

Fortunately, existing research suggests that SWB measures typically have desirable psychometric
properties, including relatively high levels of reliability, convergent, discriminant, and construct validity.
To be sure, these measures, like all self-report measures, are not perfect. Research from traditions such as
the judgment model of SWB provide the means of testing some of the processes underlying well-being
judgments, and when combined with more traditional approaches to evaluating psychometric properties,
this research can help clarify the relative strengths and weaknesses of these approaches. Thus, research on
the properties of self-report measures can not only strengthen conclusions from research that uses those
methods, but can also help clarify what SWB is and how people go about evaluating their lives.
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Abstract

This chapter reviews a variety of methods for assessing subjective well-being beyond traditional global
self-reports. The chapter examines indicators of SWB such as brain activity, smiling, cognitions, memory,
and momentary experience. The author discusses the practical costs and benefits of each. Lastly, the
chapter reviews new forms of data such as social media and internet searches and how they can reveal
information about the subjective well-being of groups. While no single measure is perfect, this chapter aims
to equip researchers with the knowledge to make informed decisions in their research designs and projects.
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Traditionally, subjective well-being (SWB) has been measured with global self-reports. There are
good philosophical foundations for using self-reports of SWB. After all, the construct refers to subjective,
not objective well-being, and who is best to judge how someone feels about her life other than the person
herself? Global self-reports such as those captured by life satisfaction questions are especially relevant
because it is these broader cognitive evaluations of one’s life as a whole that are arguably at the heart of
SWB. Similarly, other self-reports such as frequency and degree of positive and negative emotions provide
information about the affect component of SWB. Nevertheless, there are good reasons to explore
alternative measures of SWB. For example, global self-reports of SWB can be vulnerable to memory
biases, social desirability, or focusing illusions. Another reason is that newer technologies may allow
scientists to collect SWB data through less burdensome, more economical means. No matter the case,
alternative measures of SWB can complement traditional self-reports. This chapter will explore these
alternative measures and their validity.

Brain Activity

Since the 1990s techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and
electroencephalogram (EEG) have revolutionized the field of psychology. What can a window into brain
processes reveal about SWB? Specifically, can fMRI and EEG be used to measure SWB? In order to
address this question, we must first determine whether reliable patterns of brain activation exist for
happiness or other emotions. Feldman Barrett and Wager (2006) pointed out that conditions such as
consistency (i.e., activation that is not due to emotion induction procedures) and specificity (i.e., activation
patterns that are non-overlapping for various states) must be met in order to establish the validity of the
measures.

A handful of studies have used meta analytic techniques to examine the many fMRI and positron
emission tomography (PET) studies to identify neural profiles for happiness and other emotions.
Unfortunately, there remains no consensus among meta analytic studies. For example, Murphy, Nimmo-
Smith, and Lawrence (2003) identified the rostral supracallosal anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) and
dorsomedial prefrontal cortex (PFC) as highly involved in happiness, whereas Phan, Wager, Taylor, and
Liberzon (2002) identified the basal ganglia as consistently involved in happiness. More recently, Vytal
and Hamann (2010) used a more sensitive meta-analytic method to determine if any consistent activation
exists for specific emotions. For happiness, the most frequently activated structure was the right superior
temporal gyrus (STG).

Often it is difficult to separate activation due to the emotion itself and activation due to other
cognitive processes invoked during the emotion induction procedure. For example, Suardi, Sotgiu, Costa,
Cauda, and Rusconi (2016) reviewed 15 studies which used fMRI and PET on subjects who had been
asked to recall happy memories. They found that remembering happy autobiographical events was
associated with activation in the PFC, ACC, and insula. However, these structures were also implicated in
the experience of negative emotions. Indeed, autobiographical recall is a complex task that requires
memory retrieval, self-referencing, and cognitive processes such as appraisal. Not surprisingly, these very
regions (PFC, ACC, and insula) have also been identified as relevant to these complex processes.
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Similarly, Phan et al. (2002) identified the medial PFC as generally involved in emotion processes, and
activation of the ACC and insula as due to emotion recall procedures.

Despite the vast number of studies, neuroscience has yet to converge on any clear brain markers of
happiness or any other emotion for that matter. In fact, the most agreed upon finding is that the amygdala
is involved in fear (Murphy et al. 2003; Phan, et al. 2002), but even then, there is disagreement among
scientists. For instance, the conditions of consistency and specificity have been hard to meet. There are
conditions under which amygdala activation occurs which do not involve fear and sometimes even involve
positive stimuli (see Feldman Barrett & Wager, 2006).

Part of the challenge in identifying which brain structures are associated with happiness is that most
structures are involved in multiple emotions and serve multiple functions. Few distinct patterns exists that
characterize a particular state or trait. However, there is evidence to suggest neural correlates of broader
affective categories as there appear to be differences in brain activation in approach-related emotions (e.g.,
happiness, anger) as compared to avoidance-related emotions (e.g., fear, sadness). For instance, Richard
Davidson’s lab uses EEG to measure asymmetry of frontal lobe activation. His team has consistently found
that greater left than right PFC activity is associated with positive affect (Urry et al., 2004). Similarly,
Feldman Barrett and Wager (2006) noted that some studies found greater left-side activation for approach-
related (as opposed to avoidance-related) affect. The findings are consistent with Gray’s (1970)
neurobiological theory which posits the existence of a Behavioral Activation System that governs
appetitive, reward seeking behavior, and a Behavioral Inhibition System that governs avoidance behavior.

Smiling

What can a smile reveal about a person’s SWB? Two detailed studies provide strong evidence that
smiling in photographs is a valid measure of SWB. Harker and Keltner (2001) examined yearbook photos
of women from the Mills College Study. Expert raters used the Facial Action Coding Scheme (FACS:
Ekman, Friesen, & Hager, 1978) to rate the photographs, including the extent to which the women
exhibited Duchenne smiles, or genuine smiles. Photographic ratings correlated with self-reports of
personality and emotion. Individuals who expressed more positive emotionality in their yearbook photos
reported less negative emotionality—and this relation held over time even when comparing self-reported
emotionality 20 years after the photographs were taken. Photographic expressions also correlated with
scores on the Well-Being Scale of the California Psychological Inventory (CPI: Gough, 1990) which
contains items about emotional and physical health and has been shown to be highly related to life
satisfaction.

Another study by Seder and Oishi (2012) compared photographs from Facebook profiles and self-
reported life satisfaction. Expert raters judged participants’ photographs for displays of positive
emotionality. Smile intensity not only correlated with concurrent life satisfaction, but it also predicted
changes in life satisfaction. Individuals with greater and more genuine smiles at Time 1 had greater
increases in life satisfaction over a two-year per