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Since I began studying subjective well-being in 1981, the field has grown dra-
matically. Figure 25.1 presents the number of studies published per 5-year
period, from 1961 to 2005, for “life satisfaction” and “happiness.” As can be
seen, the number of publications has increased from a handful to about 300 per
year for each topic. Furthermore, there is an accelerating trend in the number of
articles published on these topics. There are now about 2,000 publications per
year on topics generally related to the subject of subjective well-being, and many
more when ill-being is included. This trend is gratifying because our understand-
ing of well-being has rapidly grown over these years. Despite the progress, in
every field certain popular myths develop, and subjective well-being is no excep-
tion. These myths arose in part because nobody can master all of the studies in
the field, in part because of our ideological beliefs and our desire to simplify find-
ings for public consumption, and in part because rapid changes in our under-
standing of certain processes that influence well-being have recently refined ear-
lier conclusions.
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FIGURE 24.1. Growth in research on subjective well-being.

Common Myths

In this chapter I review several myths that I believe are widespread. As the sci-
ence of well-being has become more popular with journalists, these myths have
been promulgated to the public, and they are often readily accepted because ﬁ.ro%
provide a simplified view of reality that is in accord with people’s preconceptions
and values. In some cases, the misunderstandings are based on early research E.&
only recently has better evidence shown them to be myths. My purpose 1n
reviewing these misunderstandings is not to point fingers or to ENBTH. wm,\”m
communicated these ideas too. Instead, my purpose is to describe the oversimpli-
fications so that the field continues to develop in sophisticated and accurate

directions.

Myth 1: Happiness Has an Unchanging Individual “Setpoint”

In their classic article, Brickman and Campbell (1971) suggested that we live on a
hedonic treadmill in which we all strive to be happier but are doomed by adapta-
tion to come back to hedonic neutrality. In a follow-up classic, Brickman,
Coates, and Janoff-Bulman (1978) suggested that lottery winners were not Tm.@-.
pier than others and that individuals with spinal-cord injuries were not unhappier
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than others. Since the time of those articles, several groups have updated the
original theory. The important work by the Minnesota twins research group
(Tellegen et al., 1988) led to a revision in the early theory of adaptation, suggest-
ing that people do not return to hedonic neutrality but instead return to a level of
happiness set by their individual temperaments, which are largely determined by
genetics (Lykken 1999). This idea, which asserted that people have individual
levels of happiness determined by their temperaments and only temporarily
move away from these levels after bad and good events, has been labeled the
“setpoint” hypothesis, and was advanced by Headey and Wearing (1992) as well
as the Minnesota twin study group. Headey and Wearing attributed the stability
in people’s happiness to the repetitive nature of the events they experienced
because of their personalities.

Both the idea of adaptation to life circumstances and the important influ-
ence of genetically based predispositions on happiness reflect major milestones of
understanding in the field. Adaptation is a force that, over time, can dampen the
effects of both good and bad events and circumstances, and genetic differences
between people represent some of the strongest influences leading to the individ-
ual differences in happiness. However, these findings have sometimes led to a
belief in an extreme form of genetic determinism in which all long-term differ-
ences in well-being are thought to be caused by inborn temperament. This myth
frequently has been reported by journalists and the media. Although people do
vary in their predispositions to experience positive and negative emotions and
moods, there are a number of problems with a setpoint theory that maintains that
genes are all that matter for long-term subjective well-being.

Substantial evidence now indicates that the extreme setpoint theory, in
which circumstances do not matter in the long run, is untenable. For example,
there are significant differences between nations in happiness ratings (Diener &
Suh, 2000), which closely map onto the objective conditions in nations (e.g.,
Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995; Economist Intelligence Unit, 2006). Further-
more, many of these differences in subjective well-being have persisted for
decades, belying the idea that people invariably adapt to all conditions over time
(Inglehart & Klingemann, 2000). We also now know that people with serious
health conditions that interfere with the activities of everyday life, such as
quadraplegia, on average report lower levels of well-being than others (e.g.,
Lucas, 2007; Dijkers, 1997). Even in the classic Brickman et al. (1978) study that
is cited to support the hedonic treadmill, individuals with spinal-cord injuries
were substantially less happy than others. Contrary to a widespread misconcep-~
tion, the spinal-cord-injured sample did report significantly lower current happi-
ness than the lottery winners. Althougli the Brickman et al. study found that lot-
tery winners were not significantly happier than a comparison group, this finding
might be due in part to the fact that the sample size was small. In another larger
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study of lottery winners, Smith and Razzell (1975) found that the winners were
significantly happier and healthier than the comparison group, which was
matched on other demographic factors besides income.

Although genetically influenced temperament affects happiness in impor-
tant ways, and while people are likely to adapt to most conditions to some
degree, my colleagues and I (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006) point to another
important shortcoming in the setpoint account—people’s long-term levels of
happiness can and do change. Fujita and I (2005) found that over a period of
many years, about one-quarter of a large sample changed significantly in base-
line levels of life satisfaction. Similarly, Scollon and 1 (2006) found that there
were significant long-term changes in life satisfaction, positive affect, and nega-
tive affect for some individuals, both at group and individual levels. Thus,
“setpoint” is not destiny.

What might cause long-term changes in subjective well-being? Again, my
colleagues and I (Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003) found that widow-
hood can decrease life satisfaction and that this effect can last for many years.
Similarly, unemployment (Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2004) and divorce
(Lucas, 2005) can also alter people’s levels of life satisfaction. In a large German
sample Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, and Diener (2003) discovered that marriage did
not produce a long-term change in life satisfaction. They found, however, that
some individuals were more satisfied after marriage and some individuals were
less satisfied after marriage, and that these conditions sometimes persisted over
time. Thus, average levels of well-being following specific events may conceal
individual variability in reaction and adaptation to those events. Finally, my col-
leagues and I (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006) reviewed evidence showing that
different types of subjective well-being may move in different directions at the
same time. For example, positive and negative affects might simultaneously
increase or decrease, or life satisfaction might increase while positive affect
decreases. These findings indicate that there cannot be a single setpoint because
different aspects of people’s subjective well-being move in different directions.
Thus, it is clear that there are limits to the setpoint idea. Now we need to
describe the factors that can alter people’s long-term baseline levels of various
types of well-being versus those circumstances that only temporarily change peo-
ple’s subjective well-being.

Myth 2: Causes of Well-Being Can Be Understood
as a Pie Chart of Influences

In Figure 25.2, 1 present a pie chart that indicates the percentage of variance in
an individual’s happiness that is due to various causal factors. Please do not spend
time studying this figure because such percentages are misleading for a number of

reasomns.

Myths and Directions for Future Research 497

Activities

FIGURE 24.2. Misleading pie chart of causes of happiness.

One misunderstanding of percent of variance figures applied to the causes of
human happiness is that the numbers are presented as though they apply to indi-
viduals. In other words, 45% an individual’s happiness is said to come from
inborn temperament, 12% from demographics, and so forth. The percent figures
are derived, however, from the amount of variance between individuals that is
“explained” or predicted by specific variables. These numbers tell us little about
the absolute importance of the variables, because people in a sample may or may
not differ to the sanie degree on each of them, and they do not tell us how indi-
viduals would change in well-being if they were to change on these variables. It
Is inappropriate to interpret the figures as applying to how much an individual’s
subjective well-being is derived from the various causes because the numbers are
derived from variation between people in specific samples. The percents might be
interpreted to mean that if one were to improve one’s demographics from terri-
ble to great, one’s happiness might increase by 12%, but this is a2 misunderstand-
ing of what the figures mean. It is important to recognize that the percent of
variance between individuals, due to various causes of happiness, depends on the
range and variation between people on this factor, and has no necessary connec-
tion to what might be important to altering a person’s happiness.

Let me offer analogies to show why the between-subject variance figures do
not apply within individuals. If we were to examine income, we might find that
people’s salaries predict 70% of the variance in household income, because a few
people make significant amounts of money from investments. But this does not
mean that 70% of an individual’s income will come from his or her salary. Per-
centages applied to aggregates of people may have little to do with how any spe-
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cific individuals earn money. For many people, virtually all income may come
from their salaries, whereas for a few wealthy individuals, virtually none of their
income may come from salaries. And if an individual is concerned with how to
earn a lot more money, he or she should not think that 70% of income will nec-
essarily come from salary.

Or consider an example of longevity and its causes. People might die of can-
cer, heart attack, stroke, aortic aneurysm, infant mortality, cirrhosis, accident,
suicide, murder, animal attack, parasites, or infection—and we can assign num-
bers to the causes indicating the percentages of people in the world who die from
each. Only a small percentage of people dies due to the parasite causing malaria;
nevertheless over a million deaths per year are caused by this parasite. A person
living in an area where malaria is particularly devastating would be foolish to
ignore precautions against contracting malaria just because the worldwide per-
centage of deaths due to malaria is very small. Even if the percent figures came
from malarial areas, they do not necessarily apply directly to 2 particular individ-
ual, or to how controllable this disease is relative to other causes of death. Thus,
the percentage figures do not necessarily tell the individual what he or she should
worry about the most or what he or she should do in order to live longer. For
example, a person with sickle—cell anemia and good mosquito netting might
need to worry little about malaria, even if many locals are dying of it. Similarly,
influences on happiness may not tell the individual much about what will make
him or her happy; it only tells us about the differences between people in what
makes them happy.

Notice, too, that deaths due to some causes are not independent of each
other, in that outcomes such as heart attack, stroke, and aortic aneurisms have
several of the same underlying causes. Furthermore, “demographic variables” and
“unhealthy lifestyles” are not listed as sources of death, although both of them
can have a profound influence on the likelihood of contracting certain diseases.
How do we divide the variance between deaths due to cirrhosis of the liver ver-
sus those due to alcoholism? These variables represent a different level of analysis

wherein one cause leads to the other cause. In the same way, in presenting the
causes of happiness, it does not make sense to present demographics, activities,
and attitudes as separate causes of happiness or as independent of each other.
They are variables that represent different levels of analysis and influence each
other in complex ways. If variables from different levels of analysis are included,
the pie-chart numbers should sum to more than 100! Finally, it can be seen that
there are causes of death at the aggregate level that simply do not apply to indi-
viduals who are considering how to live a long and healthy life—for instance
“infant mortality.” In the same way, group statistics about happiness may not
apply to an individual.
Happiness is sometimes said to be about one-half heritable, but this state-
ment can easily be misunderstood. It is a descriptive statistic based on particular
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samples in particular life circumstances and might not apply to other samples—
for Gﬁaﬁﬂ ones in which life circumstances are more variable across Mo le
ermﬁ is, the “heritability” of happiness is not constant across samples. HEM m%msm
e MMHMMMOMHWM %MoEo because they do not realize that heritability is not the same
. Pie-chart numbers sometimes lead researchers to view some variables as
being more important than other variables, and this is often mistaken. Further~
more, these figures are sometimes offered to the public as a guide to what might
be most worthwhile to change in order to achieve greater happiness Ioﬁo%ﬁ
&m causes for change in an individual’s happiness might diverge from wzrwm cau .
differences in happiness between individuals. For instance, one person might MMM
-an enormous boost in happiness from becoming religious, even if the mstEW f
:.a:sac& differences in happiness due to religion in a population is modest H%@
?ﬂnﬂmﬁ&émw of QEDEDW is seductive, because it is clear and simple, but M.n can
MWMW W ead us to think about the causes of subjective well-being in misguided
. 5.5@5@ for a moment that income accounts for 4% of the variance in hap-
piness in the United States. Even if only 4% of subjective well-being could W
@Ho&o.ﬁoa by income, this prediction would encompass all individuals W:a all le -
els of .Eooaolignw would not tell us how the richest and poorest might &m.“ .
If an E&Sac& were to apply the figures, erroneously, to him- or rm%&m he oH :
she might think that his or her happiness would increase by 4% if he or mwuo wo .
a large lottery, but this is not what the findings indicate. If the person is poor T.D
or her iwrudowsm might increase much more than 4%. On the other rmwa mu QM
person enjoys a simple life and has few material aspirations, his or her rmmmwbomm
ﬂcmwﬂ not increase at all. The percent of variance figures derived from sample sta-
tistics do not apply to individuals. pes
We have adopted pie charts because they simplify things for the public, but

nro. m:sm.rmomﬁos is too great; we should not communicate numbers that can so
easily mislead.

Myth 3: Money Does Not Correlate with Happiness

Although it rwm sometimes been said that happiness researchers have discovered
that money is not important to subjective well-being, the connection between
money and happiness is more intricate than that statement implies. People in rich
nations are, in fact, higher in average subjective well-being than those in ve
wwOn Bmaosm. In addition, the richest of individuals is, on average mzvmﬁﬁau%\
higher in life satisfaction than the poorest individual, even in Som&g\ :waonw
Small correlations result from the large variability in happiness between 5&397.
als- but do not indicate trivial mean-level differences between rich and poor
Another oversimplified belief is that there is little or no effect of income Um«ébm
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a certain point, such as $10,000 per year (the most often-quoted mmﬁw .In mmn_ﬁ
the place that the well-being line starts to rise less .maom@_w .&o@oﬂ% on ﬁvm m.wHM@ e
used and on the particular dependent variable that is examined, so that the inflec-
i int of the slope varies across studies.
e WMV MWMS 25.3 meoé the life satisfaction levels of adults mno:ﬁm wmoowu %ﬂo
entered college in 1976 (see Diener, Nickerson, Lucas, mm. mma.aﬁw, 20 &v‘. .o
lines show the percent of individuals by income who are dissatisied (very :S:M
fied and somewhat dissatisfied combined) ma.a those mommo:aoza érMm Hn@wwﬂo
being very satisfied. As can be seen, the relation Uonéoob. income msa. e satis mnﬁm
tion is not trivial. Further, as is often the case, the relation Uogooz. income an !
life satisfaction is stronger as one rises out of poverty ﬁrm.: at Emﬁ rwﬁw,w o
income. However, one obtains a somewhat different m:ngn.o in examining &mmmm
isfaction versus high satisfaction. For dissatisfaction, there is w mvmﬂ aon_:mo mzﬁ
then a relatively flat line. Levels of dissatisfaction are much Em:on pr. wﬂo_. Mccowl
income group compared to the highest income groups. The line m0w mr ife sat
isfaction continues upward across the income groups, thus msmmo.mﬂsm the possi-
bility that different subjective well-being ﬁiwzom 4‘055 show Bm.mmoﬁ.: @wgwsw
with income. As shown in the figure, high life mmcmmmnﬁowp occurs twice mnmﬂ rao
quently in the high-income group compared to the low-income group. Thus,
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FIGURE 24.3. Income and life satisfaction.
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although mean differences might not always seem large, income and well-being
can show a substantial relation when exaniined in certain ways,

The percent of dissatisfied individuals in the poorest group is about 17,
whereas only about 2% of the richest individuals are dissatisfied—an eightfold
decrease. In contrast, whereas 29% of the poorest individuals say they are very sat-
isfied, 62% of the richest individuals do so—over twice the proportion. The cor-
relation between income and life satisfaction in this sample is .16. Thus, the per-
centage figures for rich versus poor may give a different impression of the
strength of the relation of income and subjective well-being than does the corre-
lation. The findings described above are similar to those reported by myselfand a
colleague (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002), who found that several times as many
poor people as affluent people had a negative affect balance score, being higher
on negative affect than on positive affect. Although the correlation between
income and subjective well-being in wealthy nations is often in the .15-.20
range, the ratio of unhappiness among the poor versus the rich was 3 in one sam-
ple and 8 in the other. If poor people were three times or eight times more likely
to die of cancer or heart disease, a national scandal would ensue, suggesting that
the differences in subjective well-being are not trivial.

Another instance in which well-being variables can be influenced differently
by income is the gap between life satisfaction and daily reporting of moods
(Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2006). Kahneman et al. found
that respondents with higher income were significantly more satisfied with their
lives. However, when computing happiness by multiplying individuals’ ratings of
happiness in various activities by the amount of time spent in those activities,
they did not find individuals with higher incomes to be happier. Richer individ-
uals spent more time working, and because lower happiness scores were reported
in work compared to leisure, the respondents with higher income did not expe-
rience higher time-adjusted happiness scores for the day. We currently have little
understanding of why income might influence one form of subjective well-being

but not another, although Kahneman et al. suggest that it is how people direct
their attention differently when various types of measures are administered.

Money is related to subjective well-being in complex ways. As incomes in
societies rise over time, the effects usually have been small or even nonexistent.
In contrast, the differences between wealthy and impoverished nations, as well as
between rich and poor individuals, are in some cases substantial, at least when
analyzed by percentages rather than by correlations. Correlations are often low
because there is a lot of variability within many income groups, but an examina—
tion of aggregated mean differences often reveals substantial differences between
extreme income groups.

It is likely that income is related to happiness in part because people with
high subjective well-being are more likely to earn high levels of income. Thus,
much of the data do not indicate the causal influence of money on well-being.
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Much more research is needed on this topic. The point I am emphasizing, how-
ever, is that the relation between money and happiness is not as small as is some-~
times claimed; it is intricate and may be considerable.

People with little money may be able to experience high well-being in a
culture such as the traditional Maasai (Biswas-Diener, Vitterso, & Diener, 2005),
but they are likely to do less well in the mainstream of a wealthy society—for
example, homeless individuals in California (Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2006).
Thus, the effects of income on happiness must be taken within the context of a
person’s life. Money may not be the royal road to happiness, in part because of
rising aspirations due to the rising incomes of one’s reference group (Clark,
Frijters, & Shields, 2006), and in part because money cannot fulfill certain human
needs. However, we cannot assume that money matters little or not at all for
happiness, and we need to be keenly aware that, in some instances, the differ-
ences between rich and poor are substantial.

A brief comment on the deleterious effects of materialism is also in order.

Although early research showed that materialistic people were less happy than oth-
ers, the correlation was virtually assured by the items in the early materialism mea-
sures. These measures, for example, included items that were saturated with neu-
roticism, such as worrying about one’s material goods. In later research materialism
was sometimes defined as valuing material goods and money more than other
things, such as love or social relationships. The difficulty with this assessment of
materialism is that it confounds the importance placed on money with the impor-
tance placed on other factors and therefore is not a pure measure of materialism per
se. A “materialist” might be unhappy as a result of not valuing relationships rather
than because of overvaluing money. When materialism is assessed simply as the
importance placed on money, our findings are more complex regarding the detri~
mental effects of this state. We found that at particular levels of income, materialists
are less satisfied with their lives than nonmaterialists~—except at the very wealthiest
level of our respondents, an income of $280,000 or more per year (Nickerson,
Schwarz, Diener, & Kahneman, 2003). However, this cross-sectional finding
ignores the fact that people who were materialistic were likely to gain more money
in life, and this effect offset the effects of materialism. Other recent researchers such
as Rooberts and Robins (2000) have not found an inverse relation between material
aspirations and well-being. Thus, our understanding of the relations between mate-
rialism and well-being is incomplete and depends, in part, on how materialism is
assessed.

Although recent research shows that the overall relation between income
and life satisfaction can be quite small in wealthy nations (Diener & Biswas-
Diener, 2002), this is not the whole story. Measures of wealth and consumption
can add to the prediction of subjective well-being beyond the effects of income
(Headey, Muffels, & Wooden, 2004), and financial resources can buffer people’s
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life satisfaction when problems occur (Johnson & Krueger, 2006). Furth

recent research with lottery winners (Gardner & OmimE, mood. re :nMﬁE Hoﬂw,
.m:d% and Razzell (1975) finding that lotteries can Eonmmmw imz;_u&% HMm o
1s true that rising aspirations can cancel the effects of rising incomes W Smw_ﬂ%

M@oﬁncmmv U.cn 1615 a vast oversimplification to assume that rich people do not have
igher subjective well-being than poor people!

Myth 4: Correlations Show Causation
If There Are Enough of Them

8.@ all learned in our first psychology course that correlation does not equal ca
mmﬂoF but we quickly forget this rule when we examine data on mcv.onw<m w Hl
being. We know that correlation does not prove causation, but Sm_mmo moasw %
when we see correlations involving subjective well-being “vwom:mo it is .
N&.Eﬁm that factors such as marriage or income have a QEW& influence oMm“Wmmo
@WMW Imoémz&h we now know that well-being can predate and influence these
Ors. Tor example, my colleagues and [ (Diener et al., 2002), as well
O.onE.uo et al. (Chapter 10, this volume) found that happiness can wnma to I nmm
higher income. In addition, there is the selection of some individuals and e
O&Q‘m Eno.nmnmi roles, such as marriage, which might lead to married B_oﬁ
being happier but marriage itself not causing happiness (Lucas et al 2003) m%mm .
we must .Wmmw reminding ourselves that the correlations _uoﬁimoc.,wm H.b.n EM
onr.mw variables can often be due to the causation going from Sozlvmw nmm ﬂu
MM_DmEo, M&OE the influence of some third factor on both happiness and %Eno <M:M§
e, or - 1 i 1 .
e or QMQMHMTM MMMHWM.QOB of people into various levels of the independent
. An w:chnsdo example of correlated variables and the possible effects of
third <m§.m§m regards the finding that people who report having more 1 ;
report being happier (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004). The mcﬁwmoa re MMW rm -
much more income it would take to produce as big of an effect on mwv.on%é
well-being 3s sex produces—and it is a lot of money. This is all good mwb <M
games, but it may lead many readers to assume that having more sex will inc .
their Tm.w?:mm& this conclusion is intuitive and might even be correct wzmmmw@
no:.aczo: 1s not indicated by the correlational data. Having sex may nm.mz: mnozo
Tm<.5m a steady partner or having a good relationship with one’s partner, and nr.~
social support could be the cause of both happiness and sex. Having sex mdm b N
proxy for m.ooa social partnering, lack of psychopathology, or a cheerful oN\: MW
ng disposition. Happy people might be more desirable sex partners ﬁr%: ﬁrmm
who are unhappy, and thus the causal direction might again be reversed Hrmamo
fore, let us tattoo this on the back of our hand: Hundreds of correlations S.\ h .
analyzed with meta-analyses, do not prove causation, e
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Myth 5: Context Can Be Ignored

Many factors that influence subjective well-being are likely to have their effects
in the broader context of people’s lives. For instance, a college student’s income
is likely to have its influence in the context of parental income. A college student
who has zero income but wealthy parents is likely to be well-off materially. In
contrast, a college student from a very poor home who earns $16,000 a year
while in college might be materially poor. Furthermore, money might matter
more in some contexts (living in Manhattan) than in other contexts (an Amish
person living in Lancaster County, PA).

We presented our longitudinal findings that married people, on average, are
happier than the never-married, divorced, widowed, and separated because of
selection and because of the boost in life satisfaction around the time of marriage.
We were attacked for saying that marriage does not make people happier. It is
important to note that we were reporting averages. We found that some individu-
als were more satisfied after marriage, even after a period of years. Furthermore,
we analyzed only one sample, albeit a large one. Thus, the effects we found for
marriage might not generalize to other groups. However, ours was one of the
very few longitudinal studies conducted in this area, out of hundreds, and there-
fore the influence of selection into marriage in the cross-sectional correlational
studies cannot be discounted as a cause of the correlation between marriage and
subjective well-being,

What is perhaps most important to note is that the effects of marriage are
likely to depend on a person’s life context. For people in college, an active social
and romantic life is easy without being married; in some older communities, this
is likely to be much less true. Thus, the effects of marriage on a person’s social
life and happiness are likely to vary depending on context and culture. In our
longitudinal study we found that less satisfied people were most likely to be
helped in the long run by marriage—perhaps their social lives were less good
before marriage, and therefore they had more to gain. In a similar vein, it was
found in another study that divorce had a stronger negative correlation with
well-being in some cultures than in others, although the relation was generaily
consistent across cultures (Diener, Gohm, Suh, & Oishi, 2000).

When we examine factors such as income, marriage, education, and age, the
context of life is likely to be of extreme importance in how these factors are
related to subjective well-being. But what are the contextual factors? There are
myriad influences—such as values, social structure, cultural patterns, and role
expectations—that can influence how these variables play out in people’s lives.
Returning to the example of the influence of income on happiness, people’s

goals, values, and expectations are likely to influence how much money they .

need to be happy. However, the area where they live, the cost of living in that
area, and the amount needed to buy goods and services can also vary greatly
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Myth 6: Uncovering the Happiest Nation Is a Worthwhile Goal

List iti i
: sw ﬁom the ,w.mmw rmn&m, Wo%m. cities, and universities have become ubiquitous. It
Surprising, then, that lists of the happi i .
. . , ppiest nations and places have b
Spring up—in one list it is Nigeria (surprisi i weders
: urprisingly), and in other lists it
Switzerland, or Ireland Wi ifti u koo o7 T
, - With the shifting top-do ,
\ : ~dogs, who can keep up? The h
pIness ratings seem to attract sports-lik iti i hen 1 delt
: —ike competition. For instance, when I deli
i . , n [ deliv-
o d talks Ermcﬁ.ﬁolm:m and Canada, I was told that each of these populaces is
wommﬁw\mgmm, appier ﬁrms.goﬁnw:micmmmma:m a kind of national “Who is rm@“
piests” competition. Again, this is all good fun and games as long as it is not taken

vive fo i
ek onnm Momn after surgery, the top cardiac surgeon in a nation could differ from
est surgeon by only a fraction of i
. a percentage point. Th ki

; ; P e rankings of

Tm:m 100 might suggest a large difference when only a trivial difference acmo to
c mnm. mM:mE\ exists. Error bars of some sort around rankings might mo_m

. MB a:mm also imply objective differences when, in fact, the &mxmamnom
Could be due to spurious factors. For .
1 . example, small changes over time d
national events, such as an electi i change the
, ection or a national sports event Id
rankings of nations that are i op. Swige the
clustered tightly together at i

nkings of . the top. Switzerland

might “win” one time, and Swed. i m. sch
3 en the next time, merely d
e e, ar X y due to factors such as
Jow é.mz ﬁwoﬂ are doing in the World Cup competition, because their scores are
rwise so close. Furthermore, there could be small differences in response sets
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such as number-use artifacts and the reporting of moods, which can change the
rankings when countries are very close in the ratings.

Another serious objection to the use of rankings is that they suggest that
“happiness,” or subjective well-being, is unidimensional, when in fact we know
that there are separable components to it. Because rankings can change depend-
ing on which component is analyzed, the question of what nation is “happiest” is
oversimplified: “Happiness” can be more than one thing. It is like asking which
animal is “longest,” when in fact that concept might refer to mass (a blue whale),
weight in its natural environment (an elephant), height (a giraffe), or length (a
giant squid). An examination of the nation-level data is instructive in this regard
(Kuppens, Ceulemans, Timmerman, Diener, & Kim-Prieto, 2006). Kuppens et
al. found clear negative and positive emotion factors across nations. If one
wanted to know the “happiest” nation, it might be Mexico (the most positive
emotions) or Canada (the fewest negative emotions). The unhappiest nation
might be Kuwait (the most negative affect), China (the least positive affect), or
Iran (the worst affect balance). I examined nation means in the first wave of the
World Value Survey because it contained measures of positive and negative
affect, as well as life satisfaction. Norway scored at the top on Positive Affect but
10th (out of 43) on Life Satisfaction and 13th on Negative Affect. Switzerland
scored first on Life Satisfaction and very low on Negative Affect; however, Swit-
zerland also scored 3rd from the bottom on Positive Affect. Because the Swiss
reported little of either positive or negative emotions, their life satisfaction and
positive affect score rankings diverged dramatically. Also, although Norway
tended toward the top on all three measures, rankings put it at only 10th and

13th on two of them. Thus, the rankings are likely to produce an oversimplified
view of the well-being of societies.

I do not mean to imply that some nations are not generally happier than
others, even across a number of components of subjective well-being. However,
it is important to understand the societal factors that reliably predict national dif-
ferences in well-being. When the life satisfaction in a broad sample of countries
correlates strongly with the average income in those nations, for example, this is
a meaningful and potentially important finding. However, the parlor game of
trying to pinpoint the happiest nation should be left to the popular media.

Myth 7: Most People Need to Be Happier
Than They Already Are

As the field of subjective well-being has gained in popularity, a number of
attempts have been made to increase happiness. For individuals who are low in
subjective well-being, these interventions might be very desirable. Furthermore,
the goal of increasing the long-term components of subjective well-being, such
as life satisfaction, are probably worthwhile—who would argue that helping peo-
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said that they were happy enough i i

: gh and did not want Ame i

Ing to make them more cheerful. oo peychologits y-

- >_ounoa5m.nw evolutionary theory, emotions evolved for adaptive purposes
us, both positive and negative emotions served a useful purpose in the @Nmn.

industrialized nations claim to be happy—above neutral most of the time in thei
Eo.o%.mua emotions (Diener & Diener, 1996). Furthermore, emotion th s
maintain that feelings of anger, fear, and sadness can all serve mm adaptive msMo”. o
E&o.ﬁ some circumstances. Thus, it is not self-evident that all wmowm wwo:_mo o
o.mmmE? be F.%?mn than they are. Perhaps most people feel a functional 85%@0[
tion of positive and negative emotions and do not need more positive @59.5»:
to mzcn.ﬂo: well. Certainly, some individuals may already be at an optimal HMMDM
.mom.omﬁgw_ functioning. Although it seems likely that there are large numbers wm
E&:\.&c&m who might profit from more positive emotions and fewer negati y
emotions, we have virtually no research on this question. Thus, atte mw o
increase happiness are proceeding in the dark to some degree émmwo:n nMw m MO
edge ,ow how many people might want to be happier or how BWHQ eople “u.cc?l
function better if they were happier. Although happy people mnomoswm e,
wwwnmo successful in a number of life domains (Lyubomirsky, WEW & WMMMMW
nommmw M\HQH MM “.un know whether being happier still will make them more suc—
In a recent paper my colleagues and 1 (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2006)
explored what we called the “optimal” level of happiness—the :om,a.o f
47253 people with different levels of subjective well-being were annommmM v
Eﬂmnmbﬁ realms of life. We discovered that extremely happy people are oy
sociable and seem to be quite successful in the social realm. Eoéﬂ&ﬂ we mo<mww_~
that anonmﬁQ% happy people were most successful in certain mn,Eo<oBMNn
Qoa.ﬁ.sr such as income. Our exploration is preliminary, and much mor
empirical work is needed on the question of optimal levels Hum subjective émbw

TOH:W. msﬁr A% OHW 18 HE@OHN:CW m HHWTH Om. ﬁrﬂ Increasin, Nﬁﬁ@uuumuam to increase HQ V-
m

Future Directions

In the mnon‘m&:m sections, I suggest that researchers in the field of well-bein
F:\o sometimes seized on certain answers to questions because the answers ﬁw
simple and €asy to understand, when, in fact, accurate answers are much m
complex and context-dependent. My intent is not to criticize but to wwmcwznwam
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rush to premature judgment. If our future studies on well-being are .Mozmdoa
with an understanding of the myths I described above, they should provide more
isti ions and answers.
momrﬁxﬁwﬁwﬂ&% _MMMEM&M of subjective well-being research headed E the future?
After two decades of rapid progress, can we maintain m:.w Hum.nmm I believe <<Ho nm%.
but researchers need to be ambitious and take wa,m. mm&Em into &m émwwc a Mmm y
trodden and essentially replicating past research 2;.7 minor oxwocmHoBmH M\ o%nw
the field to atrophy. Thinking that integrates mc@smm mHo.B other mm s, MMM M
sociology, experimental psychology, and neurobiology, is coomo@. M a UH MM&“
more ambitious methods are now needed, such as larger and more in-depth s
i ally conducted in the past.
. nwmm““mwwws_”””o Mﬁooaocm derive directly from cs&awmwmsﬁsm the Bﬁrm I
described above. For example, exposing the myth w.rmw. the setpoint is cbogsmmcm
leads to the conclusion that we need theories of 8.;75%305 n?mBWa as éo&mm
longitudinal findings on which to base those theories. We need muc more @
on context and how it moderates the influence of factors such as marriage n
income. There are so many promising directions WOw Hmmwmwow that I Wm&w:mﬁm o
focus on only a few. Nonetheless, here are three directions that I believe are

important.

More Sophisticated Methods Are a Must

Because the field of subjective well-being grew wlamwmx out of the moQomomMW
survey research tradition, one-time surveys based oc.vﬂom m&»wmowouﬂw ~|MN <,M=mm
being are the most frequent method used. As .&o editor of ..?:#E:.o WW e
Studies, I was inundated with submissions H&ﬁsm wc one-time Mm_ lr,%o o
veys, and rarely received papers using more .mom_‘:m.cnmﬁoa. Eoﬁwo M ogies. These
methods have served us well but have clear limitations. Similarly, the input o
ables to well-being that have been emphasized so mmn are %Eomﬂm_.ugo <mM_m n
and income and marriage. We now need more mga._om that include m%wom. mwamawo
of input and contextual variables, as émt as more &wmao Emmm:ﬂm_ovmﬁw M»Moomw_
well-being, including biological, experience sampling, nonverbal, be N omm
and informant report assessments. Some argue E.mﬂ only self-report %Mm%?a a
assess subjective well-being because it is a subjective wbwzoamsoz. v a o Wo?
not understand is that verbal self-reports are no more inherently tie ﬁn ! mocﬁ
tive feelings than are the other types of measures. dS‘wmw _.uo.o.m;w mmM_ or 8” HME out
their experience is not a direct measure of &mﬁ experience; it is o&w ac -
cation about that experience. Therefore, g&o.muo& or nonverb Bommﬁ >
also be used to index subjective experiences. Like self-reports, they mamm,z :02
indicators of subjective experience. Nonetheless, 93\, complement se -M@W&u
measures in terms of how they capture experience and in the .EomwchBMnn -
facts that are likely to influence them. The convergence and divergence betw
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the various measurement methods can reveal much about the nature of subjec-
tive well-being. Thus, although self-reports are likely to remain a primary tool of
subjective well-being researchers, they need to be supplemented by other meth-
ods.

One of the major discoveries in this field that could benefit from studies

with other measures is Norman Bradburn’s (1969) findings that positive and neg-
ative affect are not opposites of each other, and that different variables correlate
with each. We have found that life satisfaction is also separable from the two
global types of affect, even though all three forms of well-being correlate across
individuals. What we need now is a more thorough analysis of when the various
types of well-being converge and diverge. For example, my colleague and T
(Diener & Fujita, 2006) examined whether people high in daily positive mood
but low in life satisfaction, or people low in daily positive affect but high in life
satisfaction, thrive more. Of course, individuals who were high in both forms of
well-being were doing best. We found, however, that individuals high only in
life satisfaction had more energy, self-confidence, and better health compared to
individuals low in life satisfaction but high in daily positive affect. This study
points toward a type of research we need much more of: examining what factors
differentially predict the various forms of well-being, and how the outcomes of
well-being vary depending on which fype is examined. There are researchers
who advocate the importance of one type of subjective well-being or another.
However, what is missing from this discussion are data that shed light on the dif-
ferential causes and consequences of various types of subjective well-being.
There is still an unfortunate tendency in many studies to include only one type of
subjective well-being, such as life satisfaction, and this mvonnoﬁibm should be
rectified by including a full range of measures, such as positive affect, negative
affect, life satisfaction, and domain satisfactions. In addition, the assessment of
both online and recalled affect should prove beneficial. In many instances, one
type of well-being may correlate with a factor that other types of well-being do
not. Such patterns are luminating but can only be discovered when the various
forms of well-being are assessed.

Some of the most rapid advances in psychology in the next decades are
likely to come through neuroscience, immunology, genetics, and other biologi-
cal approaches. Therefore, it is imperative that subjective well-being researchers
learn to include biological methods in their studies, However, we also need con-
ceptual models that recognize that different measures assess different aspects of
subjective well-being (e.g., Dolan & ‘White, 2006; Kim-Prieto, Diener, Tamir,
Scollon, & Diener, 2005).

Researchers in the field also need to use many more experimental and lon-
gitudinal studies. These other methods are needed because we have already
plumbed the depths of simple correlations in cross-sectional surveys., We need
experimental and longitudinal studies to more deeply explore causal pathways



510 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

and processes. An important first step is for researchers to understand that ﬁ.ro
methods of the past will not produce the biggest advances in the future. Studies
that assess the causes of well-being need to assess, more frequently, @.6 psycho-
logical processes that are thought to lead from the inputs to well-being.

Outcomes of Subjective Well-Being and Optimal Levels

For decades, researchers have been concerned with the causes of subjective <<.o=|
being, and only recently has interest been shown in the outcomes of éotucﬂnm.
Although there is a robust laboratory tradition on the outcomes of induced
moods and emotions, very little research has been conducted on the .058052 of
long-term well-being. In 2005, my colleagues and 1 (Lyubomirsky et al.)
reviewed the extant research in this area. Similarly, Pressman and Cohen (2005)
examined the outcomes of positive affect on health, and Judge, HT.oRmoP Bono,
and Patton (2001) examined the effects of worker satisfaction on job outcomes.
Nonetheless, we have barely scratched the surface of how various types of well-
being influence behavior and success in life.

Understanding Adaptation and What Can Change
People’s ““Setpoint”

In former times, we asked what might make people happier. The mmm:Nonw ﬁrmﬁ
many things might make people happier in the short run GE. that adaptation 1is
likely to occur over time led to a new question: Are H.Tmm.m variables ﬁ.rmﬁ can lead
to a change in setpoint, to long-term changes in subjective 2@?@05% If there
are such factors, what are the processes that make them _o.nmmeﬁEmw o

The flip side of questions regarding changing the setpoint of :r.mm%:.ﬁmw are
issues regarding what causes adaptation or habituation. How much is m._oced cop-
ing involved and to what extent is adaptation mm.@mnao.sﬁ on mzﬁoawconngu
tion processes that occur regardless of a person’s intentions .ME@ choices? Recent
work on attitude change, the expression of gratitude, meditation, ms.m so forth,
suggest that specific efforts to increase feelings of mE&onﬁZo well-being can be
effective, but we need much more research on this issue. When do such mm.owﬁm
produce long-term change, and when are the effects ﬁwawo.m:%w In terms o.m soci-
ety, what improvements and progress are likely-to @.Homc% increases in subjective
well-being, and to which are people likely to habituate?

Studying More Than Life Satisfaction or Global Happiness

In the past, we hoped that various measures of well-being would converge. Ho
some degree, there is convergence among different measures (e.g., Sandvik,
Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993), but we know that various types of measures also
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diverge to some extent (Kahneman et al., 2006; Kim-Prieto et al., 2005; Oishi &
Sullivan, 2006; Thomas & Diener, 1990; Wirtz, Kruger, Scollon, & Diener,
2003). Rather than being a matter of concern, this divergence can be a source of
information that gives us greater insight into the nuanced nature of subjective
well-being. For example, at times, global subjective well-being predicts future
behavior better than momentary online well-being. Thus, future research needs
to use a broader array of measures with a more complete set of variables—
including life satisfaction—but also momentary positive and negative moods, and
satisfaction with various life domains. Furthermore, we need to focus on more
than the topic of which people are happiest—we also need to study other ways of
analyzing feelings of well-being, such as the activities in which people feel most
positive. For example, my colleagues and I (Pavot, Diener, & Fujita, 1990} found

that both extraverts and introverts experience more positive affect in social com-

pared to nonsocial situations, and Kahneman et al. (2006) analyzed moods within

specific activities. Because people’s moods and satisfaction vary across domains

and activities, it is not sufficient to focus only on which individuals are, on aver-

age, happiest.

Conclusions

A number of oversimplifications and misunderstandings have crept into our
beliefs about subjective well-being, and some of these myths are probably driven
by our values. We want friends to matter more than money, and we do not want
to defend materialism. We also desire to simplify our findings for the public. The
danger is that our oversimplifications will become accepted by researchers
because they are repeated so frequently. As researchers we must be critical, and
this includes a skeptical stance toward our own conclusions. We want to improve
society by making our findings widely known, but we must take care not to be
hasty in rushing to conclusions to meet the demand for media coverage.

The chapters in this volume help point the directions for future research on
well-being. They present studies based on sophisticated designs and review the
past research in the field of subjective well-being. The authors of this book do
much to dispel the myths I describe. I am proud to be a colleague of the out-
standing set of authors represented in this volume, and I am grateful for the cre-
ativity and sophistication they bring to the field. Eid and Larsen have brought
together an outstanding group of authors, and I am honored to write the con-
cluding chapter.

The field of subjective well-being research has grown at a rapid pace, and
for this I am grateful. However, the field has reached a point of saturation for
certain types of descriptive cross-sectional studies. We now need to use more
sophisticated methods in the study of well-being, such as multimethod measure-
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ment, longitudinal designs, and measures of context and psychological processes.
I have worked in this field for 25 years and have seen such rapid progress that it
substantially boosts my life satisfaction. I hope for even more progress in the next

25 years!
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