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Abstract:
The aim of this thesis is twofold: To give a historical account of the experiments and
development of instruments needed for positive psychology to flourish, and to find a
framework within which the epistemic status of another discipline can be assessed.

The narrative follows the operationalizations and measurements of happiness research in
psychology. This narrative is then compared with the ’problem of nomic measurement’,
the feedback loop between theory and measurement, of the historical cases of the theory
of temperature and the definition of water as H2O.
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List of Abbreviations

ASQ Attributional Style Questionnaire

D-T Scale Delighted-Terrible Scale (A response scale (grapheme) devised by Andrews
and Withey (1976).)

DSM-IV Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 4th ed. (American
Psychiatric Association (1994))

ESM Experience Sampling Method

MTMM Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix

NA negative affect (One of the three components of happiness according to Andrews and
Withey (1976). For more information on the third factor please see pages 43 and
48.)

PA positive affect (One of the three components of happiness according to Andrews and
Withey (ibid.).)

PANAS Positive and Negative Affect Schedule

PERMA positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning and achievement (The
components of the new well-being theory introduced by Martin E. P. Seligman
(2011).)

QOL quality-of-life (The construct measured by the Social Indicators Movement.)

SWB subjective well-being

SWLS Satisfaction With Life Scale

VIA-IS Values in Action Inventory of Strengths
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Introduction

According to Aristotle, happiness is the ultimate purpose of human existence (see Aristotle
2018) and therefore it should be of no surprise that not only greek philosophers but
also contemporary scientists devote themselves to studying this topic. Some scholars of
happiness and the conclusions of their research have made it to relative prominence lately.
The economist Sir Richard Layard for example became famous for advising Tony Blair on
his labour market reforms (see Layard 1980, 2005), while the German chancellor Angela
Merkel considered the experts from economic and psychological happiness-research in order
to determine which policies to apply during her presidency of the G-7 states (see Bräuer
2014, p. 33).

This in itself should not be surprising. In the end we would like politicians to listen more
often to science, as the recent Corona pandemic was not shy of reminding us. Further, the
scientists themselves seemed to be confident enough in their research that they published
guidelines on how to use their indicators for public policy (i.e. Ed Diener 2007). Needless
to say, the promise to provide instruments allowing to measure happiness and offer evidence-
driven interventions to boost it has drawn the attention of politicians and economic decision
makers alike to the research of happiness.

This ’movement’ of happiness-researchers has been covered in several popular books like
Bright-sided1 written by Barbara Ehrenreich (2009), The Happiness Industry by William
Davies (2015), Manufacturing Happy Citizens by Edgar Cabanas and Eva Illouz (Cabanas
and Illouz 2019) or What Is This Thing Called Happiness by Fred Feldman (2010).

While we have certainly seen research and public policy on happiness rise in recent years,
the foundations of this research has been in development for a few decades. The literature
ranges back further (i.e. W. R. Wilson 1960; Hartmann 1934),2 but most of the ’founding’
texts of today’s happiness research in psychology and economics were written in the course
of the 1960s to 1980s.

A famous example is the ”Easterlin paradox”, named after the economist Richard Easterlin
1The title of the German version of the book, Smile or Die (Ehrenreich et al. 2010), might give away

the author’s assessment of the movement’s motto.
2In contrary to Wilson and Hartmann, most of the older literature on happiness like Barschak (1951),

Beckham (1929), Goldings (1954) and Symonds (1937) does not get mentioned in the literature from the
1960s to 1980s to which in turn contemporary literature is still referring to. For that reason I do rarely
consider literature before the 1960s. For a good analysis of subjective measures of happiness starting from
the 1920s please see (Angner 2005, p. 27 ff).
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who discovered that happiness correlates with income, but stops doing so after a certain
income has been reached (see Easterlin 1974).

Approaching this topic, I wondered what this happiness is that the scholars of happiness
are speaking of. This naïve question is not answered by the scientists explicitly of course,
further, every discipline involved applies its own tools and therefore drives the discussion in
another direction. For example, some research groups have started using big data analyses,
mapping emotionally laden words used on Twitter with levels of heart disease (Eichstaedt et
al. 2015a) or tracked whether emotions can be transmitted outside of in-person interactions
over Facebook (Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock 2014).

Figure 1: A section of a Twitter wordcloud, correlating emotional word use on Twitter with data
on heart disease (Eichstaedt et al. 2015b, p. 158).3

While the question what happiness is is mostly discussed in philosophy, the main question
in science seems to be how to tell that another person is happy. The above mentioned
research, while methodologically highly controversial4 and interesting, still did not come
close enough to the third-person assessments of happiness that I was looking for.

Most publications about happiness were written in either philosophy, psychology or eco-
nomics. While the discussion on happiness in economy certainly revealed interesting results,
like its correlation with democracy and federalism (Frey and Stutzer 1999, 2002a), the
assessment of happiness is usually done by using a questionnaire, provided by psychologists.
Therefore, I have decided to focus on the measurements of happiness, on which the above
arguments are based and will for the most part look at literature from psychology and
philosophy in this thesis.

3Full figure found on https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4433545/figure/F1/
4See the ’Editorial Expression of Concern and Correction of Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock (2014)

about the use of Facebook data without informed consent or opting-out options for the users.
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The goal of this thesis is to assess happiness as it is being discussed empirically in psychology
and stick as close to the psychological literature as possible. That way I aim to lay the
experimental mechanics of psychological happiness experiments open. Further, I wish
to show how the experimental results changed our perspective on happiness. But most
importantly I argue that the understanding of what happiness is or could possibly be
had to be changed in order to make happiness measurable and enable experiments in the
first place. Lastly, I argue that different measures of happiness should not be confused as
measures of happiness but should be seen and referred to as measures of their respective
theory or ”construct” of happiness. Specific constructs of happiness require a specific
viewing angle on happiness that need not necessarily be compatible.5

A Brief Overview and Discussion of the Psychological Literature

In psychology, Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi coined the term ”Flow” in 1975 in his book
Beyond boredom and anxiety: Experiencing flow in work and play (Csikszentmihalyi
1975) which described a status of total concentration on one activity. Flow has been
associated with happiness and Csikszentmihalyi worked on the topic until the end of his
career (see Csikszentmihalyi 1990; Csikszentmihalyi and Hunter 2014). The sociologist
Ruut Veenhoven published his dissertation on happiness in 1984 (Veenhoven 1984), the
same year as the psychologist Ed Diener published his foundation-laying paper ”Subjective
Well-being” (Ed Diener 1984). Veenhoven is also the founder of the World Database of
Happiness6 where all known measures of happiness and studies can be found.

While research on happiness was gaining in popularity, Martin Seligman, a clinical psy-
chologist who has worked on the topics of helplessness and how to strengthen resilience
in children (see Martin E. P. Seligman 1975; Martin E. P. Seligman, Reivich, et al. 1995),
announced the new movement of ”positive psychology” in his presidential address of the
American Psychological Association (APA) in 1998. This new movement, in contrast to
”psychology pre 1998” (Hefferon and Boniwell 2011, p. 5), does not want to mitigate
negative effects on the human psyche but reinforce the things that make life worthwhile
(see Martin E. P. Seligman 1999a). Seligman’s movement soon was joined by Ed Diener
and Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi. The latter co-authored the introduction to the special issue
of the American Psychologist about positive psychology (see Martin E. P. Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi 2000) and was also involved in writing the Positive Psychology Mani-
festo that was published after the first annual meeting of the founders of this movement
(K. Sheldon et al. 2000). In the year 2000, shortly after the establishment of positive
psychology, Ruut Veenhoven and Ed Diener co-founded the Journal of Happiness Studies
together with political scientist Alexandros Michalos (Ruut Veenhoven 2014). Since then,
the movement has grown considerably and attracted many new researchers to the field of

5For a simple example see page 15.
6https://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/
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happiness-research. Having started in the USA, many universities in the English-speaking
world and Europe now host a chair in positive psychology.

In the first few years laypeople probably knew the movement of positive psychology mostly
for ranking nations among the happiness of its people. In the year 2000 Ed Diener argued
for national indices of happiness providing a current score and helping to track happiness
over time (Ed Diener 2000). In 2012 the first World Happiness Index (WHI)7 was published
by the United Nations. A further distinctive attribute is that positive psychology boasts
the highest prize money for scientific awards.8 However, this research of positive psychology
is not undisputed.

Criticism and Contrast to Historical Understandings of Happiness

Critical psychologists and philosophers point to methodological inconsistencies and missing
conceptual clarity (Lazarus 2003a,b; Bayertz 2012, 2010; Froh 2004) or even go so far as to
call the discipline guilty of positivism, behaviourism and creating a cult of narcissism (see
Taylor 2001). Furthermore, anthropologists express concerns about the pressure to show
one’s own happiness and individuality in modern society, a phenomenon that we could call
’the dictate of happiness’9 (see Leimgruber 2010).

Who and by what standard one can be considered happy, has changed tremendously in
the course of history to which Darrin McMahons Happiness - a History is a true testament
(McMahon 2006). The contrast between the way in which happiness has been understood in
ancient times to the contemporary understanding of happiness is probably best portrayed
by the tale of king Croesus which was written down by Herodotus. The king, convinced
that he does not lack anything, asked the wise Solon if he is the happiest person on earth.
To his surprise the sage answered: ”The thing that you asked me I cannot say of you yet,
until I hear that you have brought your life to an end well” (ibid., p. 4). Happiness, in
the eyes of Solon the wise, was not something one had worked for in life, but rather the
honour and glory that had been bestowed upon a person by the gods at the time of death.
Happiness was not considered an emotion but a feature of life as a whole. The state of
one person’s happiness could therefore not be determined before death. A good death
was the best that one could hope for, since afterwards nobody could take the happiness
away (ibid., p. 6). Still, happiness was something everyone sought after, but only a small
number of ’happy few’ were able to reach this half-god status. Only since the time of the
enlightenment did happiness come to be understood as something that could be achieved
before the beyond (ibid., p. 13). For our modern societies however, the findings of happiness
research are of great interest as ”all of the important ideologies of modernity are [...] also

7https://worldhappiness.report
8https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2002/05/templeton
9The loosely translated German title of Edgar Cabanas and Eva Illouz book Manufacturing Happy

Citizens, Das Glücksdiktat (Cabanas and Illouz 2019, 2021).
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concepts of happiness” (Leimgruber 2010, p. 48).

It is remarkable that the research of happiness, originally a philosophical-ethical project
since Herodotus, has received so much attention in the empirical-experimental sciences.
Such a shift in disciplinary interest has of course caught the eye of the social sciences and
the humanities. The rise of (self-) therapy since the 1970s has been studied by sociologists
and historians alike (for example Maasen et al. 2011; Eitler and Elberfeld 2015; Kleiner
and Suter 2015).

Stefanie Kleiner in her work also took a closer look at the humanists in the 20th century
who’s topic was picked up by psychologists like Ed Diener and eventually led to positive
psychology. She argues the scientific narrative has changed and with it the very essence of
what happiness is supposed to be (Kleiner 2015).

A Brief Introduction in the Recent Philosophical Literature on Happiness

A problem that plagues all disciplines doing research on happiness is the multitudes of terms
used for (purportedly) the same thing, i.e. happiness and well-being. In philosophy Valerie
Tiberius and Daniel Haybron have discussed, within the range of hedonic (subjectivist)
and eudaimonic (objectivist) views of well-being, that ”[p]ublic decision-making procedures
regarding well-being should be subjectivist in practice, whether or not well-being really is
subjective” (Haybron and Tiberius 2015, p. 714). Both authors have further publications
on how a happy life should be lived and how well-being measures should be interpreted
philosophically (Haybron 2013, 2010, 2001; Tiberius 2006, 2010; Tiberius and Plakias 2010;
Tiberius 2015, 2018).

In his book What Is This Thing Called Happiness Fred Feldman argues against the practice
of much of the psychologists literature where happiness and well-being (as well as different
constructs of the former) are used synonymously. Feldman further argues that there seems
to be confusion even among psychologists at the conceptual level amplified by the problem
of obscurity (Feldman 2010). He points out that the different terms being used, i.e. well-
being and happiness, are not interchangeable and articulates his own operationalized and
therefore measurable notion of happiness. I will come back to this point on page 12.

Dan Hausman accurately points out, that measurement of well-being are not as clear on
what they actually measure as psychologists would like them to be. The question ”Overall,
how satisfied are you with your life nowadays?”10 can be answered by referring to one’s
momentary feelings, attitude towards one’s life or judgement about one’s life (Hausman
2015, p. 108).11 ’Happiness’ therefore potentially means a swath of different things and

10A question of the ”Personal well-being” questionnaire tapping into life-satisfaction. The user guidelines
can be found here: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/methodolog
ies/personalwellbeingsurveyuserguide

11The difficulty of the terminology also shows in philosophical texts: Hausmann contradicts Haybron and
Tiberius separation of well-being and happiness (Haybron and Tiberius 2015, p. 714) since in his chapter
”health and happiness” he is referring to subjective well-being several times (Hausman 2015, p. 104 ff).
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just by the term alone it is not clear what exactly is being referenced.

Anna Alexandrova in her publications discusses the concepts, measurements and their
tests for validation in the empirical research of happiness and well-being. She argues that
a contextual concept of well-being might be too narrow from a philosophical point view -
but from a practical point of view at least, such a narrow concept renders it measurable
(see Alexandrova 2017b, p. 135). Alexandrova further lays out the different possibilities of
understanding well-being as a (scientific) object, the different concepts of happiness and
what conditions measures of happiness would have to fulfil (see Alexandrova 2012, 2017a,
2018).

While not directly concerned with happiness, Denny Borsboom is criticising psychometric
construct validation (Borsboom 2003, 2006; Borsboom et al. 2009), of which happiness-
research is certainly a part.

Elina Vessonen is discussing operationalism and validation of tests in psychology and in
happiness-research specifically (Vessonen 2019, 2021a).

Further, Erik Angner has written his PhD thesis on the philosophical foundations of
subjective measures of well-being and the comparison between them and economic measures
for the purpose of public policy (Angner 2005). In further articles Angner argues happiness-
researchers differ in notions when they employ the term ”subjective well-being” (Angner
2010) and finds them guilty of score reification and literal interpretation fallacy12 when
discussing subjective well-being measures (Angner 2013).

How to Assess the Psychological Approach to Happiness

At this point it becomes clear that happiness and all the other terms positive psychology
has produced cannot be understood from intuition but have to be approached by the way
of definition and measurement. We can narrow down the leading question about what
happiness is to how it is being measured and experimented on. In his epistemological
reflections on the synthetization of proteins Hans-Jörg Rheinberger argues that no one
experiment falsifies a theory as Karl Popper has argued (Popper 2008, 2005), rather a whole
system of experiments is necessary in order to enable the conditions for new knowledge
to appear (Rheinberger 1997). Looking at how experiments function, Rheinberger is
interested in how new knowledge can appear, whereas traditional philosophy of science
most of the times was merely asking how theories can be tested. The former director of the
Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in Berlin has a background in philosophy
and later did research on molecular genetics after finishing his thesis and habilitation in
molecular biology.13 With this background Rheinberger argues for a closer look at what is
happening materially in a lab when discussing science.

12In score reification the number resulting from the test is expected to represent the measured attribute
perfectly. In trait reification an abstract idea is misinterpreted as a real thing.

13https://www.mpg.de/331708/history-of-science-rheinberger
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”If one wants to know how scientific research actually works, one must begin
with the characterization of an experimental system, its structure and its
dynamics, rather than address theory, or the relation between theory and
experiment, as the starting point of the analysis” (Rheinberger 1992b, p. 306).

There of course are differences between the science Rheinberger looked at and the the
science of happiness. To begin with, happiness is not a physical material to run experiments
on, still, psychologists run labs and perform experiments, inside the lab and ’in the field’.
I’d like to take Rheinbergers approach as inspiration to take a closer look at the experiments
that psychologists run and the tools they apply to get a better feel for how a certain concept
of happiness which is being measured, compared and improved has been conceived.

Hasok Chang also looks at experiments, but does so from a greater distance, both in the
historic and in the abstract meaning. In his historical analysis of sciences past, he stresses
the operationalizations that were necessary in order to conduct an experiment in the first
place (see Chang 2014). A rough idea of the phenomenon alone does not allow the scientist
to conduct an experiment, let alone build a measurement instrument. In order for the
scientist to succeed, she needs to break down her idea of the phenomenon to concrete
manageable pieces that she can manipulate. Chang argues for a kind of coherentism that
he calls ”epistemic iteration”, where scientists might start with an ill-founded guess, but
improve on it while their understanding, abilities to manipulate and instruments improve
(see Chang 2004, p. 226). What is meant when naming the topic of a scientific endeavour
or measurement therefore depends on the operationalization and the current stage of the
epistemic iteration.14 So when we look at statistics showing ’happiness’, or any similar
term like ’flourishing’, we are actually looking at an operationalized term, that simplifies
the totality of what ’happiness’ could encompass, narrowed down to a specified, single
interpretation. The definition of this term is probably well-founded and based on an
experimental system defending the claims of the term, differentiating it from other terms.

For example, let’s take the list of European countries below, ordered by the percentage
of their population that are ’flourishing’. What exactly is being calculated here, such
that a holiday destination like Portugal with its abundant sun-hours per day is the least
’flourishing’ nation of Europe?15

14For example, today we believe the universe to be cold, except in the places where heat it produced i.e.
by nuclear fusion in the sun. This was not always the case. Some scientists held that cold was a positive
quantity and not just the absence of heat. This dispute has not been settled until the late 18th to beginning
of the 19th century (see Chang 2004, pp. 164).

15The answer: An operational definition computing the construct scores of competence, emotional
stability, engagement, meaning, optimism, positive emotion, positive relationships, resilience, self-esteem
and vitality as measured in the European Social Survey (ESS) 2006/2007 (Huppert and So 2013, p. 837, p.
842).
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Figure 2: Listing of nations taking part in the European Social Survey according to the operational
definition of ”flourishing” (Huppert and So 2013, p. 848).

The authors of the study which produced the data seen in this figure do describe how a
score of ’flourishing’ comes to be, as they made ’flourishing’ measurable through a process
called ”operationalization”.

The Problem With the Terms

Before we discuss what and how scholars of happiness measure I have to discuss the
terminology. A construct (or mental construct) is a label summarizing the underlying
cause of covarying behaviours of certain entities under a common term. In physics some
well-known constructs are gravity and temperature. The referents of constructs are not
measurable directly, however. After observing natural phenomena the commonality of the
underlying cause is inferred and summarized under the label of the construct.

”For example, it might be supposed that gravity can be shown by dropping
an object to the floor. All that has been demonstrated in that case, however,
is the falling of an object, not gravity. Gravity is a label for the hypothetical
cause of the falling object, not the observable event” (Binning 2016).

Examples for psychological constructs are intelligence, self-esteem, anxiety and yes, ’happi-
ness’. Being a construct, ’happiness’ is not directly measurable. In order for the referents of
the construct to be measurable, the construct needs to be operationalized. We could argue
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that money has no influence on a person’s ’happiness’, since ’happiness’ is an internal state.
We could also argue that having money might allow a person to be more happy, since the
person can buy things he needs or likes. However, the construct of ’happiness’ is silent on
that matter. We could now operationalize ’happiness’ as a money-dependent phenomenon
and set up an appropriate experiment, or we operationalize it as money-independent and
seek empirical evidence for said claim.16

There also is a different class of constructs that are partly defined but still lack a distinct
operationalization or are only partly operationalized. An illustrative example: Let’s define
’true happiness’ to be the kind of ’happiness’ that is not influenced by money but keep
silent on further properties of ’true happiness’. This definition is somehow related to
’happiness’, we assume, but slightly more defined. I propose the term ”proxy construct”
for this kind of more articulated but not completely operationalized construct. We could
now operationalize this proxy construct with a very simple instrument and measure ’true
happiness’ by asking a person ”how happy are you?” where the participant scores her
answer on a scale from 1 to 3. Such a measure would not exclude money-dependent
happiness, but also not obviously tap into it. It is ’one’ possible operationalization of ’true
happiness’, but probably not a very good one. In this example, the proxy construct ’true
happiness’ would have been operationalized and measured with the ”how happy are you”
instrument. This instrument consists of only one question (item) that reads ”how happy
are you” and is scored on a 1 to 3 scale, whereas 3 is the highest score.

In this thesis I will refer to the construct that describes the overarching folk-psychological
phenomenon of feeling good and content that lacks a clear way of operationalization
as ’happiness’. So, ’happiness’ is what you, the reader, intuitively understand when
reading that word. Guessing that the reader can neither immediately put said idea into
words, not to mention come forward with an operationalization and a measurement, I
understand ’happiness’ as a vague folk-psychological idea. Whenever I refer to this general,
non-measurable idea, it will be marked in scarecrows as ’happiness’. The totality of
research done on any operationalization of ’happiness’ is in this thesis referred to as
”happiness research” and the scientists conducting the experiments and collecting the data
as ”happiness scholars”. All the psychological constructs covered in this thesis are referring
to the folk-psychological idea of ’happiness’ to some degree. Happiness in the psychological
understanding is a construct that can be operationalized and measured. The happiness
construct is described in a theoretical/philosophical way. However, there is another type
of constructs as well: These constructs are called ”quality of life”, ”psychological well-
being”, ”subjective well-being”, ”well-being”, ”flourishing”, ”authentic happiness” etc.
These constructs are already partly operationalized in the sense that their description
include information according to which they must be measured.17 This information is not

16See Alexandrova and Haybron (2016, 1103 ff.) for a discussion on the problem of construct validation
concerning the money dependent claim.

17See page 46 for more information on the conditions that measures of the proxy construct ”subjective
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exhaustive on how exactly to measure the construct but limits operationalization to some
degree. I refer to this type of construct as ”proxy construct”.

I do realize that my understanding of proxy construct is very similar to Uljana Feests
understanding of ”concepts”. The operationally defined concepts serve as temporary ”tools
in the generation of knowledge” (Feest 2010, p. 176) and allow the scientists an initial
’take’ on their object of interest. The definition of a proxy construct does not need to be
well-argued or based on empirical data. As an example, Ed Diener defined that measures
of the proxy construct ”subjective well-being” have to ”cover a period ranging from a few
weeks to one’s entire life. There is no a priori way to decide what time period is best”
(Ed Diener 1984, p. 544). Also, Diener argues for subjective measures and against a third
party view where the state of a person is compared against an existing value framework,
since this understanding does not line up with ”happiness in the modern senses of the
word” (ibid., p. 543). While proxy constructs do serve as research tools, I want to stress
the argument that proxy constructs refer to a superordinate construct that is less defined.
In the discussion about subjective well-being, while not explicitly named, ’happiness’ is
always the reference.18

Another topic worth discussing is how scholars of happiness in psychology and philosophy
refer to the respective topic. In the methods section of psychological publications the
happiness scholars generally are very clear to what they refer - the measured scores of their
instrument, which represents a specific operationalization of a chosen (proxy) construct.
The trouble starts when the results are being discussed:

”For simplicity, the rather clumsy term ’reported subjective well-being’ will be
interchangeably used with the more simple and vivid term ’happiness’”(Frey
and Stutzer 1999, p. 756).

”In the literature, terms such as ’happiness’, ’subjective wellbeing’ [sic!], ’thriv-
ing’, and ’flourishing’ are often used interchangeably, and we use these terms
interchangeably here”(Butler and Kern 2016, p. 2).

The conclusions of the studies on an operationalization of ’happiness’ very often are applied
directly to ’happiness’ in the broad sense. This problem of trait reification, the confusion
between a measured operationalization of a construct by an instrument and ’happiness’,
has been criticised by Erik Angner.

”Happiness scholars are guilty of trait reification when they confuse the latent,
abstract construct - that which is represented by subjective measures - with
happiness in that sense of the word that has moral significance and normative
import” (Angner 2013, p. 234).

well-being” have to meet as an example.
18Even though Ed Diener’s research since 1984 almost exclusively revolved around subjective well-being

his son named him ”the father of modern happiness research” in his obituary https://positiveacorn.co
m/blog/ed-diener/.
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Not to differ between a broad construct as ’happiness’ and proxy constructs that are in
some aspects defined, in my opinion can only produce very imprecise outcomes.

In Philosophy, Valerie Tiberius and Daniel Haybron suggest the following terminology:

”We follow the emerging consensus in using the term ’well-being’ for the most
general kind of prudential value, or the good for a person. We use ’happiness’
in the psychological sense of the term, which could include life satisfaction,
domain satisfaction, positive affect, positive emotional condition, etc. We use
the terms ’well-being’ and ’welfare’ interchangeably” (Haybron and Tiberius
2015, p. 714).19

The authors choice of terminology is interesting. It suits my intuitive understanding
of what ”well-being” and ”happiness” refer to and is a good fit for a discussion on the
difference between a general understanding of ”well-being” and psychological ”happiness”.
However, the terminology obscures that there is no ”’happiness’ in the psychological sense
of the term”, but numerous proxy constructs of ’happiness’ with potentially contradictory
attributes, tailored to the empirical basis and intuitions of the specific research group that
is using it.

When deciding to measure ’happiness’, happiness scholars first have to decide on a proxy
construct, partly limiting possible operationalizations, and then decide on a specific op-
erationalization measured with a specific instrument. Let’s look at two different oper-
ationalizations of ’happiness’: ”Life satisfaction” is one of three operationalized factors
of the ”subjective well-being” proxy construct of ’happiness’. The subjective well-being
reading of ’happiness’ favors subjective positive whole-life assessments of one’s life. One of
it’s components operationalizations is called ”life satisfaction” and is scored by answering
five questions, which have to be scored on a scale from 1 to 7. One of the questions of the
so-called Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) questionnaire reads as follows:

”If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.”

Another question reads:

”In most ways my life is close to my ideal.” (Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985,
p. 72).20

This specific operationalization of ’happiness’ taps into an individuals cognitive evaluation
of her past life as a whole. In contrast to the above, the following operationalization used
in a famous study on the heredity of happiness reads as follows:

”Taking the good with the bad, how happy and contented are you on the
average now, compared with other people?

1 = the lowest 5% of the population,
19A further proposal to note by Feldman (2010, pp. 9–10) is to distinguish between descriptive and

evaluative happiness.
20The five-item questionnaire ”Satisfaction With Life Scale” measuring life satisfaction can be found here:

http://labs.psychology.illinois.edu/~ediener/SWLS.html
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2 = the lower 30%,
3 = the middle 30%,
4 = the upper 30%, and
5 = the highest 5%” (Lykken and Tellegen 1996, p. 186).

The scores of the two questionnaires can probably not be compared, since they used different
scales, 1-7 and 1-5 respectively. Further, the latter item has participants comparing
themselves with others, whereas the questions of the Satisfaction With Life Scale points
the participants to their own assessment of their lives. It might be that the phenomenon
that these two questionnaires operationalize (’happiness’?) overlaps to some degree, but
I hope that I have made my point clear that these items potentially lead participants
to answer on two only distantly connected questions. This in my view validates the use
of two different terms, the respective proxy construct, for what these two questionnaires
measure. Subsuming all proxy construct with their operationalizations under one term as
Tiberius and Haybron suggest would reduce the accuracy of such a term considerably in
my opinion. The proxy construct life satisfaction measured by the Satisfaction With Life
Scale refers to a cognitive evaluative reading of one’s own life and therefore an ’inward
lead’ understanding of ’happiness’. The second questionnaire operationalizes ’happiness’
comparatively and refers to an understanding of ’happiness’ that is relative and dependent
on the impression the subjects has of the happiness of her peers. I argue these two
understandings of ’happiness’ (and hence their operationalizations) are not equal and
therefore different terms (i.e. the ones of their proxy construct) should be used for them.

The empirical research on happiness, even within the discipline of psychology, is a very
heterogeneous field. This heterogeneity stems from the vagueness of what ’happiness’
could imply and therefore results in vastly different proxy constructs with their own
operationalizations and specific instruments used. As Erik Angner has argued, the different
accounts of ’happiness’ matter, since they are based on differing assumptions about the
nature of ’happiness’ (Angner 2005, pp. 106–110).

I would have preferred to follow Haybron and Tiberius (2015) suggestion by using ”well-
being” for the superordinate notion of the good for a person, since that term intuitively
describes the topic more accurately. However, this would have brought my use of the
terms when describing psychological findings in stark contrast to the terms used in the
psychological literature that I am considering for this thesis. The psychologists in their
literature are very clear what they want to measure eventually: happiness!21 Using the
term ”well-being” for the superordinate notion, while the same term is being used as a
more specified proxy construct for ’happiness’ by the psychologists would inevitably lead
to confusion. Since the aim of this thesis is to analyse operationalizations and proxy
constructs of ’happiness’ in psychology, the terminology used in this thesis is adapted to

21In my reading: ’happiness’, the overarching folk-psychological phenomenon of feeling good and content
that lacks a clear way of operationalization.
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the psychological literature cited.

For that reason I will use the term ’happiness’ as defined on page 13 marked in scarecrows
as the superordinate notion of the good for a person when referring to the general idea
without a specific operationalization in mind. In all other instances I will use the name of
the specific psychological proxy construct.

The Structure of the Thesis

In the first chapter ”How to Perform Research on Science” I will establish my approach,
inspired by Rheinberger and others. I argue that taking a closer look at the experiments
in happiness research, keeping the different proxy constructs apart and explaining their
differences will help understanding the research of happiness better. Further, to my
knowledge no publications exists that explains the current state of psychological happiness
and happiness research by virtue of experimental history and conclusions drawn. I aim to
ameliorate this research gap.

The second chapter, ”The Inception of Subjective Well-Being”, elaborates the first empirical
studies on happiness that paved the way for the contemporary research on this topic. I will
argue that these sociological studies including demographic factors laid the groundwork
for psychology to be able to access this topic and dominate the discourse by the end of
the century.

Chapter three, ”Research After Establishing the Field - Focus On Positive And Negative
Affect”, takes a closer look at the proxy construct of subjective well-being. This proxy
construct founded by Ed Diener acted as a loose framework that enabled working on ’hap-
piness’ as a psychological topic. I will show by virtue of experiments done and conclusions
drawn how ’happiness’ became a concept applied to individuals instead of populations,
based on personality traits.

The fourth chapter, ”The Rise of Positive Psychology”, begins with the caesura by the
establishment of positive psychology. This marked the big breakthrough of this sub-
discipline, accompanied by less empirical groundwork and more focus on interventions.

Chapter five, ”Methodological Discussion and Criticism of Positive Psychology”, acts as
a discussion chapter of the descriptions of experiments, tools and approaches used by the
happiness scholars over the decades. Its aim is to provide a basis for further discussions
on the quality of the research of happiness and whether this happiness is worth pursuing.

I hope that this thesis, by providing an accurate historical derivation of the scientific
processes that lead to the contemporary proxy constructs of ’happiness’ can serve as a
basis for further discussions on the epistemic status of ’happiness’ as used by happiness
scholars.
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Chapter 1

How to Perform Research on Science

In the introduction I have argued that it is imperative to look at the actual experiments
performed and instruments applied when assessing scientific models, theories, or concepts.
But are scientific models not well-founded enough? Have scientific theories and models
not proved to be accurate by facts and experiments? In this chapter I am going to give a
brief introduction about some key approaches of science studies used in this thesis.

1.1 Taking a Closer Look at Experimentation

Hans-Jörg Rheinberger argues that there is no such thing like an unfiltered, direct access
to the object scientists would like to study. A lot of work has already to be done to
enable meaningful scientific experiments. In spirit of the ”practical turn” in history and
philosophy of science (HPS) Rheinberger rejects a theory-centered analysis of science and
argues for a detailed analysis of experimentation when assessing a scientific discipline or
topic.22

”What goes on practically in the research process is the realization, i.e. the
production, of scientific objects with the help of things that can already be
considered and manipulated as sufficiently stable embodiments of concepts,
theories, or models (Rheinberger 1992a, pp. 390–393).23

Of course, experimentation is not the only legitimate object when assessing science. How-
ever, according to Rheinberger, it is experimentation that is the driving force of the
research process (see Rheinberger 2018, p. 345). On page 13 I have introduced the high
level terminology on the topic of happiness research. Having assessed that experiments
will play a vital role in the analysis of the research on happiness I would like to introduce
the vocabulary with which to address the experimental components. In order to be able to
address the components of experimentation I will rely heavily on Rheinberger’s terminology.

22For an intricate analysis of the practical turn towards (new) experimentalism in HPS and beyond please
see Feest and Steinle (2016).

23All italics and parantheses in quotes throughout this thesis are by the original authors. Additions to
the quotes by the author of this thesis are added in square brackets.
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In his book Toward a history of epistemic things (Rheinberger 1997) Rheinberger tells the
story of the experimental arrangements used in order to do research on cancer cells that
eventually ended up enabling to read RNA molecules. Since Rheinberger’s vocabulary is
used to refer to ’real’, physical experiments, it might be a stretch to apply his approach
to a research field that is nothing but unphysical.24 As such, whether and how successful
Rheinberger’s approach can be applied to ’mental’ experiments, is a further research
question of this thesis.

Epistemic Things

Rheinberger introduces a few terms in order to better find our way around in the experi-
mental sciences. The easiest category of entities to describe in Rheinberger’s vocabulary are
the scientific objects under investigation that Rheinberger aptly names epistemic things.25

Being able to define the ”epistemic thing” is the goal scientists set out to achieve. Epis-
temic things can be of physical nature, a chemical reaction, a psychological mechanism,
a biological function. Questions about what exactly the epistemic thing is, are what is
driving scientific curiosity. Since the epistemic thing is still under investigation one of its
main characteristics is its vagueness, as scientists do not yet know what exactly they are
looking for, let alone how to describe it. For this reason, the ’scientific object under investi-
gation’ cannot directly be present in the experiments. Would it be possible to describe the
epistemic thing in such an accurate manner that it could be included in an experiment, the
latter would not be needed any more.26 In the case of happiness research, ’happiness’ is the
epistemic thing, which, since it can’t be experimented on directly, has to be represented by
something else in the experiments. The proxy constructs come in mind, but as I will argue
later they represent the same epistemic status as epistemic things and are not measurable
either. Therefore, the only thing that can be manipulated and measured in place of the
epistemic thing ’happiness’ or the epistemic things in the second degree in experiments,
the proxy constructs, are the operationalizations of the proxy constructs.

24Happiness scholars like Martin E. P. Seligman expressed interest in research being able to show
happiness as biochemical reactions in the brain. According to the paper ”The Neuroscience of Happiness
and Pleasure” (Kringelbach and Berridge 2010) neuroscientists have made considerable progress in mapping
the neuroanatomy of pleasure. However, I have found very little discussion of neuroscientific discoveries by
happiness scholars. Consequently, in this thesis the research on happiness will be treated as a psychological
research field only.

25In Toward a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube (Rheinberger 1997)
the author provides an extensive explication of the different terms and a detailed analysis of the dynamics
in science that lead a lab from cancer research to ushering in a new age in microbiology by discovering
artificial protein synthesis. The core of Rheinberger’s ideas laid out in the book can already be found
in a more condensed fashion in some of his previous publications (here, I’ll mainly refer to Rheinberger
1992a,b). For this reason I’ll preferably refer to these two papers published prior to Toward a History of
Epistemic Things.

26In 1935, the brilliant Ludwik Fleck argued in the same line: ”If a research experiment were well defined,
it would be altogether unnecessary to perform it. For the experimental arrangements to be well defined,
the outcome must be known in advance; otherwise the procedure cannot be limited and purposeful” (Fleck
1979, p. 86).
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Experimental Systems

According to Rheinberger, experimental systems are the smallest functional unit of science.

[The experimental system] is not only a device that generates answers, at the
same time, and as a prerequisite, it shapes the questions that are going to
be answered. An experimental system is a device to materialize questions”
(Rheinberger 1992b, p. 309).

An experimental system, in his view, is more than a mere passive tool that a scientist uses
in order to test a hypothesis. It plays an active part in the scientific process. According
to Rheinberger, any scientific study actually begins with the choice of such a ’system’ (see
ibid., p. 312).

The experimental system provides the technical conditions within which an epistemic thing
can be framed and operationalized. ”An experimental system creates a space of representa-
tion for things that otherwise cannot be grasped as scientific objects” (Rheinberger 1992a,
p. 391). A single experiment is only able to give hint at potential answers for a few limited
questions. For the most part, every experiment rests on the assumptions and convictions
based on prior experiments. Therefore, a single experiment does not show anything, it has
to be embedded in a whole system of other experiments in order for it’s result to make
sense to the scientist.

”Epistemic things take shape in systems of experimentation composed of in-
struments, apparatus and procedures that stabilize them sufficiently but at the
same time allow them to lay out their ambiguity” (Rheinberger 2018, p. 345).

Experimental systems allow to receive gradual hints whether a hypothesis about the nature
of an epistemic things should be further pursued or needs to be rejected. It is only within
the frame of an experimental system network that an epistemic thing can slowly start to
take shape. It is the device for catching a glimpse at the epistemic things that are beyond
our knowledge. The experimental systems therefore act as a ”generator of surprises” (see
Rheinberger 1992b, p. 307; original argument made in Hoagland 1990, note 9, p. xvii).
Rheinberger’s experimental system is the antithesis to the conviction that a scientific
hypothesis can be rejected or accepted within one cornerstone experiment alone.

”In research, we do not have to do with single experiments in relation to a theory,
but with a whole experimental arrangement designed to produce knowledge
that we do not yet have” (Rheinberger 1992b, p. 309).

Many consecutive experiments lead the scientists on a certain trail, convincing them of a
specific approach and in its wake potentially lead them to change the discipline in which
the research is conducted or bends the research question in a different direction altogether.
Only an experimental system, a system of experiments in its interlocked totality is able to
stabilise the phenomena in order to give convincing answers to scientific questions.
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Technological Objects

Rheinberger argues that one experiment alone cannot prove or disprove a scientific hy-
pothesis. Further he claims that the epistemic thing in a way is not actually part of
any experiment, since it yet too vague to be grasped. But how are we supposed to learn
something new if the simplest attributes of the epistemic thing are still so unclear? This is
where ’technological objects’ come into play: These objects are the opposite of epistemic
things, they are well-defined and part of the boundary conditions of every experimental
system. The behaviour of technological objects should not surprise the scientists, since it is
their known characteristics that elevate them to this function. They are the arrangements
to refer to when describing the experimental conditions, since the technological objects
characteristics are determined. ”They perform, at least for the purposes and within the
conditions of their use, according to known regularities” (see Rheinberger 1992a, p. 310).
The discrimination between epistemic thing and technological object is functional, not ma-
terial. It is the known characteristics of the technological objects that allow the scientists
to describe the observed phenomenon in an experiment and therefore paint the epistemic
thing in a less vague manner. Epistemic things ultimately transform into technological
objects when ”a once surprising result [...] has been sufficiently stabilized” (Rheinberger
1992b, p. 321). After its transformation it can be integrated into a new experimental
system as a now stable subsystem.

”Most ’new objects’, therefore, are first shaped by ’old tools’. Yet in the long
run, a technical system may become completely replaced by systems which
embody the current, stabilized knowledge in a more efficient way.[...] As a rule,
an experimental system starts as a research device, becomes transformed into
a technological device, and finally is replaced” (ibid., p. 323).

It is my understanding that, eventually, devices or instruments are to be categorized as
technological objects.27 As such they are the ’pillars’ of every experiment. However, these
instruments are not just passively recording data from the experiment, in the contrary.
The epistemic things are shaped by the capabilities of the technological object instruments.
Rheinberger gives the following example: Philip Siekevitz and Paul Zamecnik from Hunt-
ington Laboratories used centrifuges to separate the contents of the cell sap in the process
of the establishment of a cell-free protein synthesis system.

”The content of the tissue cells was unpacked into different fractions, which
were operationally defined in terms of different centrifugal forces for separating
light and heavy components. [...] the centrifugation determined the fractions,
and they in turn determined the provisional partition of the scientific object”

27Rheinberger’s technological objects are similar to Bruno Latour’s ”black boxes” (see Latour 1987).
However, the emphasis on technological objects is that all characteristics of interest and the behaviour in
the current environment is known. Latour defines a black box as a piece of machinery about which the
scientists ”need to know nothing but its input and output” (ibid., pp. 2–3).
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(Rheinberger 1992b, p. 316).

To put it very bluntly, the adjustment options that the manufacturer of these machines
had put on the dial of the instrument in part determined the categorization of the cell
contents and played a vital role in which conclusions the scientists were able to draw from
these experiments.

Graphemes

In order to be empirically valuable, the experiment must allow to record some traces of an
effect. At some point in the experimental system scientists need to ’see’ something they
can record: graphemes.

”Here, graphemes are to be understood as the primary, material, significant
units of the experimental game which, for the purposes of translation, eventually
may become transformed into graphs, i.e. second order representations” (ibid.,
p. 308).

The epistemic thing is produced or ’seen’ in the experimental system thanks to the
graphemes which are recorded with the measuring devices built in to the experimen-
tal system. The representation of the epistemic thing is constructed from the graphemes.
”[T]he representation realized in this space is an epistemic thing which relies on a particular
instrument and technical background” (Rheinberger 1992a, p. 393). In some instances in
Rheinberger’s example experiments, no visible traces could be seen. In these instances
markers like colour or radioactive fluorescent materials had to be introduced in the experi-
ments which allowed recordable inscriptions.

”The experimenter is dealing with ’big spots’, ’heavy peaks’, ’little shoulders’,
’yellow soups’, and so on. A particular sequence of DNA is ’read’ as a ladder
of black bars in four adjacent columns on the autoradiograph of a sequencing
gel. All measuring techniques and experimental arrangements are optimized in
order to reduce noise and to produce traces” (ibid., p. 393).

Since the graphemes are so invaluable to the whole scientific process, not only does the
scientist need sophisticated measuring instruments and adds markers where needed, ”the
scientific object itself is shaped and manipulated with respect to a traceable information”
(ibid., p. 393). The scientist needs some kind of instrumental readings in order to push
further. In some cases this means the research is going where readings can be produced.

Rheinberger’s reflections help to understand how a phenomenon can be produced in such a
way that scientists are able to work on it. Questionnaires serve as measuring instruments.
Since mental states cannot be directly observed, not unlike many physical phenomena, we
need the questionnaire items that, in their totality, might make the phenomenon in question
(empirically) visible by providing data about the phenomenon. The actual recording of
an effect, in Rheinberger’s terms the grapheme, happens on the level of the scales used in
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the questionnaire where the study participants jot down the answers to the questionnaire
items. The data points collected from the scales are being computed into a questionnaire
score which is used for second order representations like graphs and figures.

With Hans-Jörg Rheinberger I have argued that a closer look at the experiments of a
scientific endeavour is necessary if we want to know how this science ”actually works”
(Rheinberger 1992b, p. 306). Rheinberger’s literature cited here mostly deals with labo-
ratory experiments. But how does ’nature’ end up in the lab in the first place? Science
starts before a ’piece of nature’ lies on a lab bench.

”Nature as such is not a reference point for the experiment; it is even a danger.
[...] It is a constant threat of intrusion. [...] If one works with an in vitro system
[...] one must not contaminate an in vitro experiment with ’nature’. So we end
up with the paradox that something which we are used to calling ’natural’, by
remaining so, turns into something artificial. Consequently, the reference point
of any controlled system can be nothing else but another controlled system”
(ibid., pp. 392–393).

While this section focused on the importance of experiments, I’d like to take a closer look
at scientific work pre-experiment in the next section. With Bruno Latour I’d like to argue
that experiments and data collections outside of a lab already rely on manipulations in
order to be able to abstract and transport what was learned. In order to be able to set
up an experiment, the scientists must already have conceptualized ’nature’ in such a way
that it can be experimented on.

Latour’s Immutable Mobiles

In ”Circulating Reference” (Latour 1999) the anthropologist Latour follows a botanist, a
pedologist and geographer as a participatory observer on an expedition to the Amazon.
The destination of the field trip: The boa vista forest, a site where savanna meets jungle
naturally. The goal of this field trip: To establish whether the savanna is eating up the
forest or the jungle is slowly extending into the savanna. Upon arrival, Latour recognizes
number tags on plants. ”I thought I was deep in the forest, but the implication of this
sign [...] is that we are in a laboratory, albeit a minimalist one, traced by the grid of
coordinates” (ibid., p. 32). The botanist picks a few plants from the squares, but not all
of them. Only those that she thinks matter for the scientific question at hand. Similarly,
the pedologist collects some clods of soil from predetermined depths in the ground and
arranges them in a tableau of grids and rows. This tableau ”extracts, classifies, and codes
the soil” (ibid., p. 56). Conveniently the tableau also acts as a suitcase, allowing ordering
and transportation at the same time. Its double function permits the transportation of
the soil of the research site and the protocol at which depths the soil was collected allows
the comparison of the sample with samples of other sites of interest. In the final report
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of the study, the soil and plant samples are processed into a diagram, summarizing what
has been started by sorting the soil in the tableau. The material gathered in the research
site has been transformed. When a clot of soil has been tested on its consistency, it can
be thrown away after the result has been written down. The collected material undergoes
many transformations until the study can be published. All these transformations have in
common that they are reversible in the sense that the stages of the transformations are
traceable in both directions. For any field trip to be successful what has been gathered
and displaced has to be presentable to the people that need to be convinced.

Most often this happens by transforming what is to be brought back to an ”immutable
mobile” (see Latour 1986). Latour argues that every transformation brings material
gathered at a research site closer to an immutable mobile. As immutable mobiles, the
collected research material can be combined and compared with research material of a
different site, since the transformations allow the material to become mobile, immutable
and modifieable in scale (see ibid., pp. 18). ”A thing can remain more durable and be
transported farther and more quickly if it continues to undergo transformations at each
stage of this long cascade” (Latour 1999, p. 58).

After a long cascade of manipulations the things gathered at the research site, now in the
form of immutable mobiles, can be shown as graphs, figures or pictures. Interesting enough,
these visualisations are not trying to be ’realistic’. ”[S]cientific imagery is never mimetic.
If it were, there would be no gain of information between one step [of transformation] and
the next” (Latour 2012, p. 159). At the same time, scientific imagery is very influential
and important. It allows to make things present that are far away or unable to be seen by
conventional means.

Figure 1.1: Introductory illustration from ”The More Manipulations the Better” (Latour 2012,
p. 158).
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Most scientific arguments are far easier to settle with the appropriate figures and graphs at
hand. ”[N]o scientific discipline exists without first inventing a visual and written language
which allows it to break with its confusing past” (Latour 1986, p. 13).

I take Latour’s work as a call to pay great attention to the transformations that scientific
material goes through over the course of research. In the case of happiness research this is
especially interesting, since in psychology what is being displaced in the field is immaterial.
Any visibility therefore must come from transformations. Once immutable and mobile,
data turns into figures and illustrations.

1.2 Van Fraassen’s Theory-Laden Measurements

Psychological phenomena can only be represented by the data provided by the measurement
instruments. Constructs are an abstract description of the phenomenon in question but
only data according to the operationalizations render the phenomenon tangible in an
empirical sense. This is of course true for many sciences, but in psychology it is an
especially interesting case, since the effect in a literal sense cannot be ’seen’, or the
measures seldomly focus on anything that could be visually confirmed. Bas van Fraassen
argues, that representation does not depend on resemblance. As the above picture in a
jokingly manner pointed at: ”It seems then that distortion, infidelity, lack of resemblance
in some respect, may in general be crucial to the success of a representation” (Van Fraassen
2008, p. 13).

Therefore, he argues, scientific representation has to be classified at least partly as a cultural
object, as instrumentation can only represent the phenomenon symbolically relative to a
theory (see ibid., p. 29 and p. 94). Most instruments do not simply allow us visual access
to a phenomenon. A measurement is a process, a procedure producing a certain outcome.
Instruments are designed to provide measurements for answering specific questions. The
information provided by the outcome of the measurement is relevant to the answers of
these questions.

Van Fraassen also points out that experiments have further functions than just testing
theoretical hypotheses. Rather, he argues, theories are written incrementally and are able to
fill a blank in a developing theory. Parameters to be measured cannot be identified without
a theory supporting the claim that such a parameter is of any importance. Vice versa,
”with no theoretical background, very few procedures classify as measurement procedures”
(ibid., p. 123). Every measure therefore adds to and is based on theory at the same time.
This is a clear contradiction to Bridgman’s operationalism who holds that parameters can
be identified through measurement procedures alone, while any concept means ”nothing
more than a set of operations” (Bridgman 1927, p. 5 ff. see Van Fraassen 2008, p. 124). In
a narrow reading of operationalism as a tightly defined scientific philosophy, science can
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be done without theory.28 However, Van Fraassen and many others strongly deny that. In
the best case, a measure of an already existing instrument can confirm or make sense of
the phenomenon in question, but in some way there is always theory involved coordinating
the measurement procedure and the parameter measured.29

”So a definite identification, a complete definition, of the measured parameters
is possible but only through, at the hands of, and relative to the theory offered
and finally accepted to account for the stability of the measurement procedure”
(Van Fraassen 2008, p. 124).

In the end it is theory connecting measures to convincing theoretical arguments about how
the phenomenon can be explained and which scales do show the explanations best. The
procedure of measurement and theory influence each other in such a way over a period
of time until the one confirms the other and vice versa. Theory and measurement adapt,
’get better’, until theory reaches a stable point providing a classification for an object to
be measured, before such measures are or can be made (see ibid., p. 143). That is to
say, a well-delevoped/adapted theory to a certain type of measurement can reach a point
that theory can predict measurement. Still, the argument stands, that measurements
are theory-laden. ”[A]n observable (measurable parameter) might not have a specific
value outside of the context of measurement” (ibid., p. 150) and by extension, outside of
theory. This leads me back to my original, rather naïve research question what this kind
of happiness is that happiness scholars are speaking of. With reference to van Fraassen
I now argue, that this question can only be answered within the space of representation
created between theory and measurement.

1.2.1 What Do Psychological Measurements Actually Represent?

In the following paragraph I am referring to past discussions in the realm of psychology.
I am trying to argue for a theory of measurement that would get us closer to the answer
of the question what happiness scholars probably mean, when they refer to a score of a
measurement instrument.

Very roughly speaking, research in psychology since the 1960s can be divided in two schools
of thought: humanism and behaviorism. Humanists argue, that the whole individual has

28Bridgeman did not advocate such a stance. In a conference in 1953 he even argued that people are
taking things too far, creating a dogma of what he simply deemed to be a point of view (see Chang 2004,
p. 142). Simply put, Bridgeman was wary when certain concepts like distance were extended to novel
circumstances that required a different set of operations. Originally, distance was measured with a meter
rod. ”To say that a certain star is 105 light years distant is actually and conceptually an entire different
kind of thing from saying that a certain goal post is 100 meters distant” (Bridgman 1927, p. 18). More on
operationalism in this thesis, specifically on Hasok Changs understanding of it in chapter 5 from page 84
on. See the Stanford Encyclopedia article by Chang (2021) for a deep dive.

29The story has it that when Galileo showed the imperfections of the sun and the moon as arguments
against the Copernican hypothesis, his adversaries did not necessarily deny his observations, but were not
convinced by the theory of optics, claiming the devil was inside the telescope producing these misleading
images.
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to be taken into consideration when discussing a certain phenomenon about a person, with
special focus on the person’s inner feelings and self-image. Famous protagonists of this
movements were Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, the latter most famously known for
his hierarchy of needs (see Maslow 1943).

Behaviorism was introduced by John B. Watson who envisioned psychology to be ”a
purely objective experimental branch of natural science” (see J. B. Watson 1913, p. 158).
In contrast to the mentalist psychological paradigm of the time and the subsequently
established humanistic branch of psychology, introspection is not part of the behaviorists
toolbox. B. F. Skinner, a fervent advocate of ”methodological behaviorism” argues that no
assessment can be made about so-called ”private-events” that only manifest in the mental
sphere of a person. While Skinner in the direction of the humanists argues for the possible
usefulness of self-observation or self-knowledge, he questions the nature of what is felt or
observed. On the grounds of missing public agreement on their validity he rules private
events out of methodological behaviorism (see Skinner 1976, p. 18). Instead, psychology
according to the behaviorist creed should only measure publicly observable behavior and
use this data as grounds for a scientific argument. However, many actions in human society
are not as clear cut as animal experiments where the subject has to push a lever. Skinner
himself argues that humans often act indirectly upon the environment. Instead of looking
for water source in order to drink one might simply ask someone for a glass of water. For
that reason Skinner argues that verbal behavior is behavior.30

Explicitly rejecting behaviorism, the scholars of happiness are proponents of cognitivism
which holds mental states accessible i.e. through self-reports.31 However, methodologi-
cally cognitive psychology is considered behaviorism in a new form: ”The mainstream of
psychology [...] remains as firmly behavioristic as it was in 1910” (Leahey 1992, p. 316).
While Martin Seligman argues that the shift from behaviorism towards cognitivism was
a big step for psychology and attributes his own work on a phenomenon called ”learned
helplessness” to behaviorism’s downfall (see Martin E. P. Seligman 2002, p. 43), John A.
Mills sees a major connecting thread between the two: ”Today’s cognitive psychologists
are as deeply committed to operationism, and thus to positivism, as the neobehaviorists
were” (Mills 1998, p. 191). Further, Georg Mandler, a cognitive psychologist argues:

”Psychology must talk about people. Your private experience is a theoretical
construct to me. I have no direct access to your private experience. I do have
direct access to your behavior. In that sense I’m a behaviorist. In that sense,

30For more on verbal behavior see (Skinner 1976, pp. 98–99), for more on the indirectness of behavior
see (Skinner 1957).

31Martin Seligman was working on the topic of depression and discovered a phenomenon he called ”learned
helplessness” when experimenting on dogs with unavoidable electric shocks. He argues it is difficult ”to
even approach the sort of phenomena” like learned helplessness from a behaviourist point of view and has
”found the cognitive theorizing to be more fruitful and to reflect more accurately those processes that we
feel to be reflected in behavior” of the dogs in the experiments (see Maier and Martin E. P Seligman 1976,
p. 41). Seligman later became one of the most cited psychologists to date and is one of the founders of
’positive psychology’ studying ’happiness’.
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everybody is a behaviorist today” (Baars 1986, p. 256).

Since verbal or indirect behavior is considered behavior, a questionnaire asking a person
about one’s mental states measuring ’questionnaire answering behavior’ seems to be in
line with methodological behavoirism as it is being used in psychology today.32

1.3 On Measurement Scales

In 1932 the British Association for the Advancement of Science assigned a committee to
debate the problem of measurement representing scientific results from the mathematical,
physical and psychological sciences. They came up with four different categories of scales,
dubbed ’Stevens scales’ after the director of the Psycho-Acoustic Laboratory in Harvard.
Measurements as per their definition are defined as ”the assignment of numerals to objects
or events according to rules” (Stevens 1946, p. 677). The representation of scientific data
on scales is enabled and limited by the isomorphism between the aspects of measured
object and the properties we can accredit the resulting measures.

Nominal Scales: These scales categorize equality in one attribute to the objects falling
under the same category. One common example is the distinction between ’verbs’
and ’nouns’. ’Happiness’ and ’measurement’ fall under the ’nouns’ category, while
’to feel’ and ’to be’ would be categorized as ’verbs’. Nominal scales do not allow any
hierarchy between the different categories, ’nouns’ are not higher valued than ’verbs’.
The only permissible statistics of note are number of cases per category, i.e. a text
containing X ’verbs’ and Y ’nouns’.

Ordinal Scales: The classic example for ordinal scales is ”Mohs scale of hardness” (see
Gregersen and Editors of Encyclopaedia 2022) classifying minerals. Another simple
example is a scale representing quality of leather. The measurements that these
scales represent allow a hierarchy of the categories. Minerals of category 2 are harder
than minerals of category 1, without making any claims that the steps between the
categories are equal. The scale is not linear. Also, members of one category only
share approximate hardness, determined by observing whether a material is scratched
by another substance of defined and superior hardness.

Interval Scales: In contrary to ordinal scales, almost all statistical transformations are
applicable to interval scales. The main difference to the former is that the difference

32It has been argued that behaviorism is intrinsicly linked with logical positivism and behaviorism
therefore inheriting all of logical positivisms flaws should not be accepted as a valid approach anymore.
This is too big a topic to explore in this thesis. Skinner himself argues that behaviorism and logical
positivism are concerned with different issues (see Skinner 1976, p. 16). Kurt Danziger, a fervent critic
of behaviorism, argues that behaviorism was ”deeply beholden to the pragmatic variants of positivism
current in North America rather than to the logical positivism imported from Europe” (Danziger 1999).
As it seems, behaviorists leaned towards logical positivism for pragmatic reasons without really relying on
it. For an excellent and detailed discussion on the connection between logical positivism and behaviorism
please see L. D. Smith (1986). On the topic of behaviorism I’d further refer to the interesting discussions
by Mills (1998), Danziger (1999) and Bakan (1966).
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from one category to the other (the interval) is standardized, hence the name. The
difference between a ’2’ and a ’3’ on the scale is the same as between a ’4’ and a ’5’.
The zero-point in these scales is arbitrarily set by convention, as exemplified in the
Celsius and Fahrenheit temperature scales. As such, it is meaningless to say that
one value is double to another, such a calculation only makes sense relative to the
arbitrarily set zero-point that does not represent a ’real’ zero.

Ratio Scales: A zero is a ’real nothing’ in a ratio scale. Weight i.e. in kilos is a common
example of a ratio scale. Not only are the intervals standardized, the absolute zero
point is also an ’actual absolute zero’, no negative is imaginable. Ratio scales are
most commonly encountered in physics where operations for all four relations have
been determined: rank-order, equality when on the same point of the scale, equality
of intervals, and equality of ratio. Scores on these scales can be transformed by
all types of statistical means like multiplication, division, mean and median can be
applied. Stevens mentions the scale of human observers judging loudness ratios of
pairs of tones as one of the known ratio scales of psychological magnitude.

In order to be able to use one scale or another, certain conditions have to be determined.
Nominal scales can only be used when at least equality (in the attribute in question)
has been determined among objects in one category. In order to be able to use ordinal
scales, greater or less has been determined and can be read from the scale. Objects on
interval scales additionally have had equality of intervals standardized. Ratio scales have
an equality of ratios by having an ’absolute zero’ at the bottom of the scale.

Figure 1.2: Stevens scales (Stevens 1946, p. 678).

Stevens holds that most scales used in psychology are ordinal scales (see Stevens 1946,
p. 679). As such means and standard deviations ought not to be used, since more knowledge
than relative rank-order is necessary to allow these transformations. Stevens allows that
pragmatically speaking these calculations on ordinal scales have lead to fruitful results in
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many instances but holds that we should be cautious when applying statistics to ordinal
scales and what we conclude from them. He goes on to add that percentile measures on
rank-order data (as is typical in ordinal scales) by assuming the interval differences are
linear (as expected in interval scales) ”is, in all strictness, wholly out of bounds”, since the
linearity of the intervals ”is exactly the property which is open to question” (Stevens 1946,
p. 679) in ordinal scales. ”Most psychological measurement aspires to create interval scales,
and it sometimes succeeds. The problem usually is to devise operations for equalizing the
unit of the scales” (ibid., p. 679). Stevens argues that usually the problem with using
interval scales for psychological measurement is to devise the operations that show the
units of the scales are equal. He does allow some leeway however, and argues intelligence is
being usefully assessed ”on ordinal scales which try to approximate interval scales” (ibid.,
p. 679).

In general, when discussing psychological data, the question seems to be whether it is
permissible to use an interval scale or whether ordinal scales have to be used since proof
of the equality of intervals often cannot be given. This position has recently come under
attack by Larroulet Philippi (2021) arguing that the strict reading of the conditions of
ordinal and interval scales are the two extremes of a continuum of possibilities regarding
intervals differences.33

While the discussion about scales is closely related to the problem of measures of mental
states, I would like to close this discussion in this thesis with one last quote by Stevens:

”Measurement is never better than the empirical operations by which it is
carried out and operations range from bad to good” (Stevens 1946, p. 680).

1.4 Active Scientific Realism

Another very important influence on the approach taken in this thesis were Hasok Changs
works on temperature and the chemical status of water (see Chang 2004; and Chang 2014).
To retell the history on the measurement of temperature and creation of an appropriate
scale in very few sentences: Over time and not without controversies natural philosophers
decided on fixed points (i.e. freezing and boiling point of water) after which the instruments
to measure temperature by the use of various substances (i.e. mercury, clay, air) could be
developed in order to establish a procedure to represent the various degrees of heat on a
scale between the fixed points. But in order to arrive at this stage, several philosophical
problems had to be solved. Or, to put it differently, the natural philosophers had to be
able to set up experiments, of which the results drawn allowed for a converging answer to
the questions they had. Hasok Chang calls this ’the problem of nomic measurement’. We
want to measure quantity X, but X is not directly observable. We infer it from quantity

33For more on the discussion of the Representational Theory of Measurement (RTM) which provides an
in-depth foundation for the scales and some new takes on the subject please see (Suppes and Zinnes 1963;
Tal 2013, 2020; Vessonen 2021b).
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Y, which is directly observable. Therefore we need some sort of ’law’, that expresses X as
a function of Y.

”The form of this function
∫
cannot be discovered or tested empirically because

that would involve knowing the values of both Y and X, and X is the unknown
variable that we are trying to measure. [...] This circularity is probably the most
crippling form of the theory-ladenness of observation” (Chang 2004, pp. 59–60).

In the case of temperature, the natural-philosophers soon agreed that instruments can
be built by observing the expansion of different materials. Early on, such instruments
were built based on the unjustified assumption of uniform expansion of the used materials.
But what to do when two instruments disagree with each other? All too often refuting
one instrument for another was not an easy matter, since the reasoning alone that an
instrument is supposed to work is based on theory. One way to argue for the validity of
an instrument is checking whether the instrument gives the same value under the same
circumstance when measured multiple times. The assumption here is that ”a real physical
quantity [like heat] should have one unique value in a given situation” (ibid., p. 77).

In the end, Chang argues, ’inventing’ and measuring temperature hinged on the ability
of operationalizing the unobservable, to ”link abstract theoretical structures to concrete
physical operations. [...] Operationalizing an abstract theory involves operationalizing
certain individual concepts occurring in it, so that they can serve as clear and convenient
bridges between the abstract and the concrete.” (ibid., p. 197).

Based on his work on temperature and H2O Chang argues for the analysis of scientific
developments as ”systems of (scientific) practice” that are made up of ”epistemic activities”
(Chang 2014, p. 15). Chang claims the chemical revolution (away from a phlogistonian
theory) was not a scientifically well-argued event and explains the non-acceptance of
Johann Wilmelm Ritter’s research on batteries and electrosynthesis (which might have
saved the phlogiston theory) had to do more with ”style and strategy of communication
rather than the substance of his work, just as much as Lavoisier’s success owed much to
his vigorous and effective campaigning” (see ibid., p. 51 and 127).34 The argument is that
temporal assumptions, even when they are ill founded and turn out to be wrong, can lead
to scientific progress. The deciding factor is not that those assumptions need to be good.
They need to allow operationalizations and measurements where measurements were not
possible before. Successful operationalizations made it possible that water came to be
understood as an element, the molecule HO and later H2O. As it turned out, most of the
’shifts in understanding’ were based on ”ultimately unjustified” (ibid., p. 133) assumptions,
in the sense that alternative theories were as flawed as the ones they were replacing. The
difference is that the new theory allowed an operationalization that improved through an

34No discussion on the point of non-rationality when changing scientific ’paradigms’ is complete without
reference to Ludwik Fleck who has made similar arguments as early as 1935 based on his work on the
history of medical research (see Fleck 1979, 2011).
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iterative process.

Hasok Changs ”active scientific realism” (see Chang 2014, pp.218) serves as a template to
analyse operationalizations taking place in the realm of happiness research.
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Chapter 2

The Inception of Subjective Well-Being

In this chapter I would like to give an overview on the early research on well-being
and the eventual emergence of the proxy construct of subjective well-being (SWB). In
the narrative of positive psychology, the development of SWB by Ed Diener in 1984 is
portrayed as a major milestone. Therefore, the focus of this chapter lies on explaining
what SWB as described in 1984 consisted of and why this legacy is so important to positive
psychology. The empirical research on ’happiness’ by now is to a large degree driven by
a psychological ’inward lead’ understanding of the topic. In this chapter I am going to
argue that the empirical research on ’happiness’ actually started with the conviction that
demographic measures would enable objective happiness readings of a population. Over
time, incremental research lead some proponents in the field to argue that ’happiness’ can
be measured by psychometrics alone.

I will argue that Ed Diener’s paper “Subjective Well-Being” (Ed Diener 1984)received its
status not only because of Diener’s own studies and experiments, but because it provided a
much-needed summary of terms and conclusions in a rather young field of research. I will
argue that SWB was an important step of operationalizing ’happiness’, without narrowing
the topic down to one operationalization only. The legacy of the paper therefore is not that
it added another term to the already existing types of well-being but that it unified all or
most of the existing terms in one and therefore out of several studies by different research
groups created its own field of research within psychology. This, in my opinion, is the power
of using proxy constructs. Proxy constructs are often defined pragmatically in tandem
with the measurement instruments at hand in the research field. As argued with Hasok
Chang, proxy constructs might in part be based on assumptions which in the end turn
out to be not true or very inaccurate. Still, if the assumptions allow operationalizations
that were not possible before, an iterative epistemic process will improve the assumption.
Consequently, several of these proxy constructs are operationally defined and a discussion
becomes necessary about the development of the measuring instruments which lead to the
very definitions of these proxy constructs. Interestingly, the researchers in the field all
seem to agree that their operationally defined proxy constructs relate in some way or form
to the state that we call ’happiness’ in everyday language. At least at the beginning of this
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research, folk psychology must have played an important role by keeping all these different
constructs within the imaginative range of what ’happiness’ is supposed to be. Only
this silent agreement can explain why, in the face of a plethora of different measurement
approaches, researchers might disagree on the quality of the results of a measurement scale,
while at the same time accepting its results as a measures of ’happiness’, the definition of
which is still unknown. The scholars of happiness might prefer one over the other proxy
construct and argue that a proxy construct might include some unnecessary factors. They
however almost always agree that the proxy construct of questionable ’quality’ is a proxy
construct of ’happiness’. Consequently, another aim of this chapter is to give some insight
in the development of these measuring instruments that were improved through several
iterations of studies and how ’happiness’, this overarching research goal, changed as the
measurement methods became more sophisticated.

William Pavot, a psychologist that has worked closely with Ed Diener since graduate
school, described measures of SWB to represent subjective indicators of quality-of-life
(see Sirgy et al. 2006, pp. 383-384). Subjective indicators in this context are individual
evaluations, usually of your own life or mood, as opposed to ’objective’ measures like air
pollution or literacy rate. Quality-of-life (QOL) in that sense is not only a predecessor
of SWB, but SWB a specific, ’subjective’ reading of QOL. QOL is a research field that
spans several disciplines from psychology to sociology, economics and the health sciences
and was initially called Social Indicators Movement. In order to assess SWB we have to
understand the origins of the research on quality-of-life.35 The aim of this chapter is to
uncover the links from previous research in the field to what is to become research on
SWB.

2.1 Social Indicators Research

The research on well-being is tied closely to the social indicators movement that emerged
in the 1960s and that is still a relevant research movement today. Most theories and bodies
of knowledge that were considered when conceiving SWB, were developed within the social
indicators movement. Research findings concerning SWB within populations, the relation
of SWB and wealth, reflections on what scales to use and other practical considerations of
SWBmeasurements were frequently published in the movement’s Social Indicators Research
journal by Diener. The movement has strong ties to sociology, economy, psychology, the
health sciences, marketing and industrial/organizational psychology. Kenneth Land and
Alex Michalos, who both joined the social indicators movement in the 1970s, give a good
description of the history and the contents of the social indicators movement (see Land
and Michalos 2018), while Sirgy et al. (2006) give a good summary of the breadth of

35The literature first mentions the “Social Indicators Movement”, later the terms “Social Indicators
Research” or “Quality-of-Life Research” became more common. I will use the terms interchangeably. To
make matters worse, QOL used as the abbreviation for the quality-of-life movements as well as for the
proxy construct of quality-of-life. For that reason I will use the abbreviation for the movement only.
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the movement. For the sake of context to the concept of SWB, the converging research
interests of sociology and psychology are the most important disciplines to consider and
will be focused on in this text.

In the early 1960s the US National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) com-
missioned a study on the consequence of the space program for the population (see Land
and Michalos 2018, p. 837). The participating researchers soon realized that they had
no data, framework, or methodology at hand with which such a research question could
be answered. The realization of this lack of data, framework and methodology sparked
the social indicators movement to life. The book Social Indicators (Bauer 1966) edited
by Harvard business administration professor Raymond A. Bauer, is the product of the
attempted study mentioned above and usually seen as the founding document of the social
indicators movement.

In the book, Bauer and his co-authors called for the creation of a set of ’true’ social
indicators. They concluded that purely economic indicators like the gross domestic product
(GDP) were not good enough to detect social change. The aim of the social indicators
movement was to do research on quality of life of normal people, which is why it is
sometimes called “quality-of-life movement” or QOL in short.36 Economic indicators, in
Bauer’s view, were not good indicators of quality-of-life since they merely dealt with the
quantity of goods and dollars. Soon, the construct of well-being was chosen as describing
the overarching research object of the social indicators movement. The researchers became
interested in social indicators seeing that projects like the NASA study cannot be conducted
without such a frame of reference. The U.S. government also soon became interested in the
project. In the same year as Bauer’s publication, in 1966, US president Lyndon B. Johnson
directed his Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare to develop social statistics and
indicators in order to assist the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Council of Economic
Advisors to measure social conditions and progress (see U.S. Department of Health 1969,
p. 114). The finished report, published on the last day of Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency,
stressed the importance of the so far lacking data and social indicators. While economic
indicators were in wide use at the time and the president and his advisors even were
required by statute to produce an economic report on the economic health of the nation,
no official social indicators had been gathered or evaluated at that point in time. Indeed,
economic indicators had become so important for government officials that rising national
income was equated with national well-being. However, that this approximation was not
working anymore had become all too obvious in the 1960s. While national income was
reported to rise rapidly at the time of the 1969 report, the discontent of many citizens was
not to miss as violent unrest roared in the streets. This shed serious doubts on economic

36As far as I can tell both terms, quality-of-life-movement and social indicators movement have been used
as early as 1969 interchangeably (see U.S. Department of Health 1969). While some authors today ascribe
QOL and well-being a difference in level of evaluation, I did not find any clear differentiation between those
terms in the early literature.
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indicators being a good measure of how ’well off’ the general population actually was.
These circumstances were seen as strong arguments for separate indicators and reports on
well-being and economy in order to improve public policymaking. In the report from 1969
social indicators were defined as statistic measures of direct normative interest. Therefore,
the number of doctors would not be a social indicator, while a figure on health would be.
Social indicators therefore were not only supposed to measure clear-cut operationalizations
but also represent broad constructs.

By the standards set by this definition most of the contemporary existing social statistics
would not suffice as social indicators. According to Heinz-Herbert Noll, member of the
advisory board of the government strategy on well-being in Germany, finding a better
measure to portray the development of populations than gross domestic product (GDP)
was at the heart of the movement since the beginning that has “primarily aimed at
operationalizing and quantifying the concept of wellbeing [sic]” (Noll 2017, p. 7). Sweden
started a similar research endeavor as the social indicators movement in 1965. The Swedish
project was based on the question “[w]hat kind of information is needed to give public
discussion on [...] social policy an acceptable base?” (Land and Michalos 2018, p. 839).
For that purpose, a “level of living” concept was established, which allowed to measure and
compare the living conditions of populations. This living concept was supposed to direct
political mechanisms that can be used to influence living conditions through social policy.
A unitary measure of welfare as well as the attempt to specify “a model for a good life”
(ibid., p. 839) were rejected in favor of separate indicators. The importance of the various
indicators for public policy was set to be defined through the political process. The last
point specifically was interpreted in such a way that the social indicators movement was
not interested in philosophical speculations what “the good life” might entail and in specific
interventions of improving an individual’s life but to prepare the tools for scientifically
informed policy making.

Over time a number of indices have been created. For example, the Better Life Index, the
Human Development Index (HDI), the Canadian Index of Well-Being (CIW) and the World
Happiness Report to name just a few. While the movement according to the dominant
narrative had its roots in the USA, it produced branches in many places. Most mentioned
projects in the reviewed literature were based in North America and Europe, however. In
1974 the Social Indicators Research journal was founded with the aim to publish articles
related to the measurement of all aspects of quality-of-life.37 Social indicators were defined
as statistic measures of direct normative interest and therefore included classical datapoints
like income and education. But as we will see in the following studies, the researchers soon
also became interested in producing statistics of the individuals own assessment of their
well-being. In summary, the social indicators movement strives to create the tools and
frameworks policymakers would need to detect social change. From the beginning a focus

37https://www.springer.com/journal/11205
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on statistical data, the measure of quality-of-life and well-being, the aim to replace GDP
and an adversity to philosophical theorizing was at its core. Even tough some scholars had
come to the conclusion that the interest in the social indicators movement had waned in
the late 1980s and that the field will fade away, interest in has revived and expanded since
the mid 1990s (see Land and Michalos 2018, p. 848). Nowadays, the quality-of-life concept
receives more attention than ever before, not least thanks to the interest in psychological
measures of individual’s assessment of their satisfaction with life. In the social indicators
movement own representation, the numerous rankings that exist, like ”Best Cities for
Business” by Fortune Magazine or ”Best Cities to Raise a Family” by Readers Digest, are
parallel developments in the private sector that also follow the notion of quality-of-life.

2.2 The Studies Leading to the Definition of Subjective Well-Being

In the research that emerged around and after Bauer’s 1966 Social Indicators, a host of
terms like “well-being”, “psychological well-being”, “perceived well-being”, “quality-of-life”
and “happiness” were used. These terms were at times used synonymously. At other
times the meaning of these terms were operationally defined in terms of a specific scale.
So, either the terms referred to ’happiness’ in general, or to a specific proxy construct
relying on a specific operationalization of said proxy. For example, the Happiness Scale
used in one of the studies discussed in this chapter measures a specific operationalization
of ’happiness’ (the superordinate term) called happiness (the specific operationalization)
on a scale from 1 to 3.38

One milestone in quality-of-life research leading towards the definition of SWB were the
pilot study by Norman M. Bradburn and David Caplovitz (Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965)
and the main study The Structure of Psychological Well-Being (Bradburn 1969). In
the pilot study in 1965 Norman M. Bradburn, a clinical social psychologist, and David
Caplovitz, a sociologist, studied four communities in Illinois noting happiness self-reports,
marital status, income, education and many more factors of the daily lives of normal people.
In the introduction they explained that the study was conducted because the researchers
noted the basic lack of knowledge about the behavior of people leading normal lives. The
pilot study was published one year before Baur’s Social Indicators and shared the criticism
that without a proper framework social change cannot be detected.

38In the spirit of the social indicators movement the superordinate epistemic thing should be either
referred to as ’well-being’ or ’quality-of-life’. In light of too many terms already I will stay with the
definition set in the introduction however and will call the superordinate notion of the good for a person
’happiness’.
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Figure 2.1: Questionnaire item measuring happiness according to (Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965,
p. 178).39

I would like to focus on two things in this study: First, the definition of the research
construct and second the operational definitions and measurements within the study.

Figure 2.2: Bradburn’s items
measuring affect (Bradburn and
Caplovitz 1965, p. 17), yellow em-
phasis by me.

In order to refer to their research construct either “hap-
piness” or “well-being” were used interchangeably. The
construct was defined by Bradburn as the preponderance
of positive affect (PA) over negative affect (NA). Affect de-
scribes mood or feeling, happiness by this definition there-
fore consists in having more experiences inducing positive
feelings than negative ones. In order to verify this thesis,
measures of positive affect and negative affect had to be
carried out and compared. A single-item happiness ques-
tionnaire (see figure 2.1) was applied, which was meant to
measure total happiness of study participants.

A second questionnaire, called ”Feelings Check-List”, was
to measure positive and negative affect. According to the
hypothesis of the authors, these two questionnaires would
have to correlate in an expected manner. Subjects had
to answer if they had felt at least once as described on
the Feelings Check-List as seen on the left during the past
week. The items from the feelings check-list40 did fall
into a positive and a negative clusters, meaning the items
correlated with other items from the same cluster and the
total items of each cluster correlated negatively with the
total items of the other cluster.

The second-order representation (the building of the clus-
ters) of the data collected on the graphemes (the scales
used to track the answers of the questionnaire items) in-

39An illustrative example of the synonymous use of the terms: While the “Happiness-Scale” was meant
to measure “happiness” it was described as the person in question would “rate himself in terms of his
subjective feelings of well-being” (Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965, p. 7).

40The clusters of the ”Feelings Check-List” were separated and called Bradburn Positive Affect Scale and
Bradburn Negative Affect Scale respectively as seen in later publications like Andrews and Withey (1976).

38



deed allowed this interesting observation. Further, the comparison of the data from the
Feeling Check-List and the Happiness Scale showed that data from the positive and nega-
tive cluster correlated to the happiness measure41 in the expected manner. Respondents
that had checked items on the positive cluster more often tended to consider themselves
“very happy”, while respondents reporting negative feelings tended to answer “not too
happy” on the happiness scale. However, the authors were surprised to find that single
items in one cluster were not correlated negatively with single items in the other cluster in
a consistent or strong fashion. Bradburn and Caplovitz concluded, that “negative feelings
are produced by certain types of experiences the absence of which result not in positive
feelings but merely in the absence of negative feelings” (Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965,
p. 24). The results of the study supported their thesis of well-being as the preponderance
of positive affect over negative affect. The study had additionally shown, that well-being
has to be approached by measures of negative and positive affect as done in this study
and cannot be inferred by an absence of negative feelings alone.

The findings of the above mentioned pilot study from 1965 were replicated in the main
study (Bradburn 1969), which is the one usually cited when referring to the independence of
positive and negative affect. The term “well-being” is very seldomly used in this publication
and is replaced with “psychological well-being” in order to discriminate it from its potential
ethical, theological, political or economical understanding. In accordance with the pilot
study from 1965 Bradburn wrote in the main study four years later: “the model specifies
that an individual will be high in psychological well-being in the degree to which he has
an excess of positive over negative affect” (ibid., p. 69). During the four waves of testing
the same people, the response of each individual was stable, and the respondents tended
to give the same answer they had given previously. While mostly supporting the claims of
the pilot study, the main study of 1969 also corrected some popular beliefs about people’s
personal attributes and correlations to well-being. Bradburn for example explicitly noted
that although women were frequently pictured as being moody, their responses showed
greater stability than men’s while also showing similar results in well-being.

Another cornerstone in the development of the social indicators movement was Andrew
and Withey’s book Social Indicators of Well-Being: Americans’ Perceptions of Life Quality
(Andrews and Withey 1976) in which they developed a methodology for the measurement
of indicators of well-being as measures of the quality-of-life. These measurement methods
would then be implemented in order to create social indicators which could be used
in policymaking. As such the authors explicitly counted the study towards the social
indicators movement. Indicators should measure something that is cared about directly
and over which the government wants to have control. The social indicator is supposed

41An early example of a confusing terminology: While the Happiness Scale was introduced as a self-report
on well-being, its correlation with the Feelings Check-List was described as a correlation with happiness.
Later on, Bradburn specified his object of research as “psychological well-being, or happiness” (Bradburn
1969, p. V).
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to be defined as at least a part of the operational definition of the concepts central to
describing a social system, which differentiates them “from just any social science variable
by making it characteristic of the social system” (Andrews and Withey 1976, pp. 3-4). The
authors note that quality-of-life is sometimes used as describing an outsider’s judgement of
quality of life, measured in noise pollution, crime rate, income levels (objective indicator)
etc., but may also refer to privately evaluated aspects of life (subjective indicator). While
some connection between objective and subjective measures were expected, Andrew and
Withey decide to start measuring well-being by subjective measures. In line with the
social indicators movement Andrew and Withey explicitly state that they had made no
attempt in their study to make interferences on the structure of perceptions of well-being,
since they did not believe that such a structure exists. As such Andrew and Withey kept
silent on the subject how people were supposed to live, but generated statistics about
people’s life circumstances and their own assessment of how well they were doing. It was
decided that two parallel series of social indicator are to be developed: One indicating
how people evaluate their own lives, and the other tracking external conditions relevant
to these aspects. The focus of Andrew and Withey’s study was to determine indicators
of “perceived well-being” and included measuring the importance and interrelations of life
concerns like income, family, local government and much more. For the sake of simplicity
only the self-evaluation of well-being will be discussed in this section. The authors were
led by the hypothesis that a person’s assessment of life quality both includes a cognitive
evaluation and an affective (feelings) evaluation. One of the main differences of this study
when compared to Bradburn (1969) is that several different questionnaires, most of which
not the authors creations, were used as control to show that their own questionnaires
provided better results. Further, Andrews and Withey used the same scales as Bradburn
in order to measure NA and PA. However, Bradburn had asked whether the respondents
had felt in the described way, while Andrews and Withey asked how frequently they had
done so. The results were identical (Andrews and Withey 1976, p. 87).

Answers to questionnaire items (the questions part) were given on different scales (the
grapheme, on which the answers can be tracked), typically ranging from one to three, one
to five or one to seven. Andrew and Withey developed their own, so-called Delighted-
Terrible Scale (D-T Scale) that could be used for different questionnaire items measuring
affect and concluded that it had the highest estimated validity on the criteria of “dis-
tribution forms, ease of use, and precision of category meanings” (ibid., p. 178).42

42The D-T Scale according to Andrew and Whithey encompasses only the grapheme part tracking the
possible answers. It was an improvement over other graphemes, since the seven-point scale allowed more fine
tracked answers than an i.e. three-point scale and the descriptions for each possible data-point made clearer
what each data-point meant. In later publications the D-T Scale was misunderstood as a full questionnaire
including a question on happiness (see for example Ed Diener 1984, p. 546; Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985,
p. 72). In this thesis I’m trying to be clear in the text when referring to a questionnaire encompassing
questions and answers or only to an answering scale, but since several questionnaires have “scale” in their
name some confusion might still persist.
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Figure 2.3: The seven-point D-T Scale (Andrews and
Withey 1976, p. 18).

A comparison between the scales
had become necessary, since a mul-
titude of different questionnaires
and scales had been used at the
time.

The scales compared in this
study included the D-T Scale and
scales that have been developed
and tested by other researchers.
These scales were used to measure
“quality-of-life”, “well-being” or
parts of it. Andrews and Withey

tested a multitude of different types of questionnaire items and types of response scales.
The D-T Scale represented an attempt to improve over scales used in previous studies, of
which most had produced skewed results. For example, studies using the Satisfaction Scale
of Campbell, Converse and Rodgers (A. Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 1976), another
research team that worked on similar questions, two thirds of the respondents had checked
two of the most happy categories. The satisfaction scale used seven points ranging from
“completely satisfied” to “completely dissatisfied” while not having the points in between
labelled. Andrew and Withey argued for the superiority of their own D-T Scale over the
Satisfaction Scale and others on the grounds that they would expect a lot of people to be
more in the middle ground. They felt that the concentration on one end of the scale was
due to the other scale’s categories not differentiating between people who were “satisfied”
(one of the possible answers) and those who were “merely satisfied” (which was not one
of the labelled categories). Their attempt to improve the scale consisted in adding more
affect to it by changing the naming scheme of the end categories. Partly convinced by
the results of the Satisfaction Scale, the D-T Scale allowed the responses to be made in a
range of seven-points in contrary to the many other five and three-point scales. Another
consideration that was put into the D-T Scale was the labeling of every possible answering
category in contrast to other scales that only labeled the end categories like the satisfaction
scale of Campbell, Converse and Rodgers. Andrew and Withey felt this left too much
ambiguity as to what the respondents actually meant when checking the middle categories.

In order to find valid and efficient ways to measure perceptions of well-being, Andrew and
Withey compared several different single-item questionnaires in their study. The national
survey was conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan,
where both were employed. The data included responses from 8590 individuals and was
gathered over the course of six years in 36 states. Additionally, certain use was made from
the data of the national survey conducted by Campbell, Converse and Rodgers (ibid.).

Of the 37 unique questionnaires used, several were applied multiple times during the two
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to four hours interviews and some results were calculated into an average of multiple
questionnaire responses until a total of 68 measures were conducted. The question of the
Satisfaction Scale (A. Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 1976) read: “how satisfied are you
with your life as a whole these days?” and allowed the responses to be made on the above
discussed seven-point scale ranging from completely satisfied to completely dissatisfied.
Another questionnaire called ”Happiness Scale” asked “how do you feel about how happy
you are?” and allowed the answers to be made on the D-T scale (Andrews and Withey
1976, p. 67). In these two cases the questionnaires measured satisfaction and happiness,
which were operationally defined in terms of the answers on the respective questionnaires.
Also included were Bradburn’s PA and NA scales that were discussed above. One scale
presented seven faces with varying degrees of smiles and frowns, while asking the question
which of these faces comes closest to the respondent’s feelings about his life-as-a-whole.
Another scale presented a ladder. The top of the ladder represented the best life the
respondent might expect to have, the bottom of the ladder the worst life reasonably to
expect. The respondent was asked where she would situate her life most of the time during
the past year. A third example presented a “feeling thermometer” with a graphic scale
from very cold to negative, very warm and positive at the top. The respondents were asked
where they would put their life-as-a-whole on the thermometer. The D-T Scale was also
used in order to rate the respondent’s feelings about life-as-a-whole by persons nominated
by the respondent and how the interviewers rate the respondent’s feelings about her life
as a whole. These examples should suffice in giving a quick glimpse of the breadth of
the used scales and questions and the necessity for a comparison of the quality of the
data produced by them. The analysis of the results of the questionnaires showed that
most of the responses of similar questions tended to cluster together. Interestingly, all the
result clusters from less general measures i.e., how the respondent’s life was during the last
two weeks were correlated strongest to the cluster of life-as-a-whole responses. This was
interpreted as an important finding which showed that all those different questionnaires
using a variety of different scales and differently worded questions were “tapping the same
underlying phenomenon: general evaluations of life-as-a-whole” (ibid., p. 77).

The cluster of life-as-a-whole responses was named “core cluster” from there on. Andrew
and Withey stated that while some of the other questionnaires might be interesting for some
aspects of well-being, the questions whose results ended up in the core cluster deserved
the primary attention in a social indicators framework (ibid., p. 106). On a technical level,
the authors preferred the seven-point over the three-point scales. Both, the Satisfaction
and the Happiness Scale questionnaire items were applied with a seven-point and a three-
point scales. Correlations were easier to show with data tracked on the seven-point scales.
Andrew and Withey argued that three-point scales were too crude, while seven-point scales
allowed respondents better to indicate their respective feelings towards the question posed.

They also were able to replicate the independence of the positive and negative affect
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Figure 2.4: The core cluster (encircled) of the life-as-a-whole responses. Each circle with a ”G-”
title symbolizes the results of a single- or multi-item questionnaire (Andrews and Withey 1976,
p. 82).

measures as found by Bradburn. Andrew and Withey noted that the results of the
Bradburn PA and NA Scales questionnaires were only moderately related to the results
of the general evaluations of life-as-a-whole questionnaires that clumped together in the
core cluster and therefore dismissed them as good measures for assessing well-being. This
weak correlation opened up a new interpretation however: Since the relationship of affect
measures to well-being43 were very low, this showed that people who reported only few
“highs” and “lows” were not worse off in well-being than people reporting a lot of strong
feelings on either scale. It appeared that what one feels is more important than how much
of it is felt.

Even though Andrew and Withey had concluded that affect was a bad measure for well-
being, a conventional factor analysis showed affect to be the second and third factors of
assessing life-as-a-whole, while they called the first factor “cognitive evaluation”. This
first factor was by far more deciding than PA and NA by several orders of magnitude
when explaining the statistical variance in life-as-a-whole measures. Andrew and Withey
concluded that cognitive evaluation, PA and NA are the three basic components in global
measures of well-being.

43Here, operationalized by the Happiness Scale and Satisfaction Scale questionnaire results.
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The focus of this section has been to demonstrate how the early history of measurement
of well-being was rooted in several closely related research programs, which emerged in
the context of evidence based social policy. The multitude of scales, questionnaires and
terms used reveal the problem researchers face early in the development of a field, where
they are trying to develop ’good’ measurement instruments, while at the same time not
knowing which standards a ’good’ measure would have to meet, let alone what exactly
to measure. At this stage of a research endeavour, the ”epistemic thing”, as Rheinberger
would call it, is still very opaque. At the same time, Hasok Chang’s ”problem of nomic
measurement” becomes all too obvious, when theory doesn’t yet reveal what exactly to
measure and existing measures are not well understood enough to argue for a convincing
theory yet.

Social Indicators of Well-Being by Andrews and Withey was such an important step
towards what is to become subjective well-being because it allowed the conclusions drawn
on the three factors of happiness by comparing the data of several other questionnaire
instruments. On the level of graphemes, Social Indicators of Well-Being has also been very
influential since the data-quality of the respective graphemes has been compared. To note
here is that arguments for dismissing other scales and for creating the Delighted-Terrible
Scale was not based on truth or validity. While not questioning the findings presented
on the scales showing skewed results, Andrews and Withey ”felt this concentration at the
»Satisfied« end of the scale posed both conceptual and statistical problems” (Andrews
and Withey 1976, p. 19). Hasok Chang claims arguing for ”truth” as a leading value
when talking about a scientific endeavour is a difficult matter (see Chang 2004, p. 220
ff.). In this vein I find it interesting and telling that parts of an instrument over another
were not necessarily chosen because of ’wrong data’ or ’the data being not good enough’.
Andrew and Withey preferred their D-T Scale not because it was closer to ’reality’ than
the alternatives. The second order representations based on the data of the D-T Scale
grapheme allowed the authors to make additional claims, separating two groups of subjects
that were indistinguishable before.

”[W]e suspected that the large group who said they were satisfied included
some who were »merely« satisfied and others who experienced a more active
and positive enjoyment. We wanted a scale that would separate these groups”
(Andrews and Withey 1976, p. 19).

2.3 The Creation of Subjective Well-Being

Before 1984 the term “subjective well-being” had already been used, but the term was
not very common. Andrew and Withey claim Campbell, Converse and Rodgers measured
subjective well-being with their Satisfaction Scale questionnaire in the book The Quality of
American Life (A. Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 1976). However, the authors use the
term only twice in the 600 page book and not while talking about their satisfaction scale

44



questionnaire but in the summary. In most publications, the term “subjective well-being”
had been used to stress the subjective nature of certain well-being measures (i.e. R. Larson
1978), while the model of the construct at times seemed to be very similar to Bradburn’s
“psychological well-being”, as shown in figure 2.5.

Figure 2.5: The model of subjective-well-being before Diener (P. T. J. Costa and McCrae 1980,
p. 675).

The different research groups all seemed to use their own terms but tried to find correlations
between the data generated by the different questionnaires. Paul Costa and Robert McCrae
refer to Bradburn as well as Andrew and Withey in their study (P. T. J. Costa and McCrae
1980). The term ”subjective well-being”, while not exclusively, seems to have been used in
gerontology mostly. The above-mentioned Paul Costa and Robert McCrae both worked
at the National Institute on Aging at the time of the publication of the paper and Reed
Larson also used the term to refer to the happiness of old people. The term ”subjective
well-being” to that point seems to have been just another term in that area of research
that at times has been used as a synonym to ’happiness’ as was the case for Costa and
McCrae.

During the time of the studies by Bradburn Ed Diener was studying psychology at Cal-
ifornia State University from 1964-1968 and received his PhD at Washington University
in 1974. Shortly afterwards Irwin Sarason, one of Diener’s supervisors, together with his
co-authors, developed the ”life experience survey” (Sarason, J. H. Johnson, and Siegel
1978). This 57 item self-report measure assessed life experiences and their impact on
life stress. While no reference to the above-mentioned studies or any of the used terms
including “happiness” and “well-being” were made, the study showed somewhat similar
results as Bradburn in 1965. Sarason et al. concluded that positive and negative life
changes show different patterns of relationship with relevant variables and therefore must
be assessed separately. While Sarason and his co-authors might not have been part of
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the social indicators movement at the time,44 their study shows that there had been a
general interest in research about how people are coping, which might have affected Di-
ener during his education. At the start of his academic career Diener worked on group
dynamics and crowd behaviour, a research field inspired by the riots in the 1960ies and
the anti-Vietnam rallies. After receiving tenure at Illinois University in 1980, Diener spent
most of his sabbatical year on the Virgin Islands reading into the well-being literature. In
his autobiography Diener gives no reason for why he changed the field but that he had
been interested in the ingredients of the good life since he read some works of humanistic
psychologists and that his parents had taught him to think positively (see Ed Diener 2006).
The summary of his sabbatical was published as “Subjective Well-Being” (Ed Diener 1984)
which is by now one of the most cited publications in the positive psychology literature.

In this paper in 1984 Diener explicitly defines SWB research to include all constructs
described in the literature on happiness, life satisfaction and positive affect. He coherently
declares that “a large number of articles devoted to subjective well-being” (ibid., p. 542)
have been published in the journal Social Indicators Research since 1974, even though
few if any of them have used this specific term. Based on Diener’s remarks and William
Pavot’s summary of SWB history, proponents of SWB research saw themselves as the
psychological branch of the social indicators movement45 (Sirgy et al. 2006, pp. 383–408).
Diener states that literature on SWB is concerned with how and why people experience
their lives in positive ways, including cognitive evaluation and affect and so far has used as
diverse terms as “happiness”, “satisfaction”, “morale”, and “positive affect”. Concluding
from the previous research Diener names three hallmarks of the area of SWB:

1. It is subjective and resides within the experience of the individual.

2. It includes positive measures and does not only consists of the absence of negative
factors.

3. Subjective well-being measures include a global46 assessment of all aspects of a
person’s life.

As such, Bradburn (1969) and Andrews and Withey (1976) are explicitly included and
named as SWB publications, even though the term was never used in their publications.
Furthermore, we see the direct influence these two studies had on the definition on SWB.
The second hallmark leans on Bradburn’s purported independence of positive and negative
affect, while the third hallmark does justice to Andrew and Withey’s measure of the
dominant core cluster of life-as-a-whole measures. Diener also states:

44The study was published in the Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology and not in Social
Indicators Research.

45In the mentioned publication Social Indicators Movement is explicitly used synonymously with Quality-
of-Life Research Movement.

46Global in this context refers to the total evaluation of one’s life instead of only certain aspects (i.e.
work life) and implies the assessment of a certain time frame ranging from a few weeks to the whole life
(see Ed Diener 1984, p. 544). In that sense it can be compared with the term “life-as-a-whole” in the study
by Andrews and Withey (1976).
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“[S]ocial scientists have focused on the question of what leads people to evaluate
their lives in positive terms. This definition has become labeled life satisfaction
and relies on the standards of the respondent to determine what is the good
life” (Ed Diener 1984, p. 543).

If a line between the social indicators movement and SWB research needs to be drawn
it could be argued that the social indicators movement relies on politics to define ’the
good life’ using (among others) socio-demographic indicators while SWB research takes
its lessons from the social indicators movement but relies on the individual only.

From all the papers and studies about the topic at the time Diener seems to be the first one
to discuss several possible understandings of the overarching research object ’happiness’ and
taps into literature outside of his own discipline. Bradburn for example mentions that “the
Greeks” called this subjective sense of well-being “eudaimonia” and argues that he initially
expected positive and negative affect to be related based on “general utilitarian notions”
(Bradburn 1969, pp. 224–225). The paragraph in which these statements were made
deals with the difficulty of naming and measuring the overarching research object without
references to back up these claims. Furthermore, philosophers and positive psychologists
including Diener would strongly disagree with this interpretation of eudaimonia. Diener in
contrast discusses several understandings of the term “happiness” and dismisses Aristoteles
virtue-based definition as it does not describe ’happiness’ in the modern sense but rather
a desirable state judged from a particular value framework. Diener refers to several
philosophical publications, some of them being unpublished dissertations. Interesting
enough many of these publications are highly critical of the notion that happiness is
measurable, referring to the danger of equating pleasure with long term happiness (for
example Chekola 1974, p. 19; Michalos 1980).

Outside of philosophy, Diener argues that another social indicators research study by Shin
and D. M. Johnson (1978) using the same question for measuring well-being as Bradburn
(Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965; Bradburn 1969) established that subjective measures like
assessment of needs and perceptions of life standing tend to be more strongly associated
with ’happiness’ than objective indicators of the resources that the individual has at her
disposal. Diener therefore argues that ’happiness’ in SWB research is approached either
according to Shin and D. M. Johnson (1978) as a global assessment of life quality by
self-chosen criteria or as Bradburn’s use of the term as a preponderance of positive over
negative affect. With reference to Andrew and Withey, Diener names the three components
of SWB: (1) life satisfaction, (2) positive affect (PA) and (3) negative affect (NA). While
still being interested in affect as his later research shows (i.e. Ed Diener and Iran-Nejad
1986; Larsen and Ed Diener 1987), Diener seems to dismiss Bradburn’s operationalization
of well-being as the preponderance of positive over negative affect and applies Andrew
and Withey’s discovery of the three components of well-being to SWB. Based on the use
of the term by Diener it must be assumed that what Diener calls “life satisfaction” is
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what Andrew and Withey had coined “cognitive evaluation”. Like SWB, the term “life
satisfaction” was not Diener’s creation either but had already been used in gerontology
mostly until that point based on the references given by Diener in “Subjective Well-Being“
(see Ed Diener 1984).

After establishing the framework of SWB research, Diener focusses his attention on the
operationalization of SWB and compares the already existing questionnaires. As seen in
Andrews and Withey (1976) most SWB scales at the time were single-item questionnaires,
only consisting of one question. Larsen, Emmons and Diener argued for the inferiority
of single-item scales, since they do not allow to assess the separate components of SWB
(life satisfaction, positive and negative affect) within that single question. Furthermore,
single-item scales are highly affected by the particular wording of the question and most
of them so far showed highly skewed results, which the authors didn’t trust (see Larsen,
Ed Diener, and Emmons 1985, p. 13). While some multi-item scales had emerged, the
items seemed to be tailored to an older population, referring to age and time of life and
were therefore not suitable for a general population. Some of the existing multi-item scales
also did not line up with Diener’s definition of SWB, since they included factors like zest
and apathy (for example Neugarten, Havighurst, and Tobin 1961).

The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) (Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985) was Diener’s
own take at improving the already existing multi-item scales criticised above. The publi-
cation was scheduled for 1983 but did not get published until one year after “Subjective
Well-Being” (Ed Diener 1984). In Diener’s words this multi-item scale is measuring “global
life satisfaction”, which in turn is a component of SWB. Related constructs such as PA
are not tapped by the SWLS. According to Diener the SWLS was the first questionnaire
that only aimed to tap the judgmental quality (cognitive evaluation) of life satisfaction.
The SWLS consists of the following questions:

“Using the 1-7 scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing
the appropriate number on the line preceding that item. Please be open and
honest in your responding. The 7-point scale is: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 =
disagree, 3= slightly disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = slightly agree,
6 = agree, 7 = strongly agree.

In most ways my life is close to my ideal.

The conditions of my life are excellent.

I am satisfied with my life.

So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.

If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.”

(Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985, p. 72)

From Diener’s description of the SWLS, we can infer that it is only measuring the main
component of SWB that Andrew and Withey had called “cognitive evaluation”. It is also
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specifically noted, that the SWLS is adequate for all age groups, in contrary to many of
the existing multi-item scales of SWB. We further see that the SWLS applies a seven-point
scale where all the answer categories have been labelled, similar as the D-T Scale that
Andrews and Withey (1976) suggested.

In his study on the SWLS Diener applied several of the questionnaires that he had included
in his definition of SWB and compared the results with the SWLS results.47 The study was
to establish the SWLS as a good measure of SWB and compared test results of students
and an older population. To Diener’s satisfaction the results correlated as expected. This
included weak correlations with scales that picked up affect like Bradburn’s Positive Affect
Scale. This was expected since the SWLS was not intended to pick up much affect since
these were the two weak components of SWB.

2.4 Conclusion

Diener discussed several theories of well-being and the literature in great length and
concluded that so far only a few theories had received propositional development and no
attempt to integrate the different theories had been made. He furthermore criticized that
constructs should be more rigorously defined as they have been so far in well-being research
and that falsifiable propositions must be stated.

I have argued that in his paper “Subjective Well-Being” (Ed Diener 1984) Diener tried to
find common ground in a research area riddled with different concepts, scales and repeated
name-changes. Andrews and Withey (1976) had accomplished an important step on the
way by comparing different types of scales and questionnaire items. While their work
certainly was important in terms of ’knowledge on happiness’ I would like to stress their
work on the graphemes, allowing progress on this end of the experimental systems who’s
object is to stabilize the epistemic thing ’happiness’. Throughout their arguments were
based on a pragmatic spirit, for example argueing for the seven-point D-T Scale, since
such data was easier to compare statistically. Further, a long section of their book dealt
with reflections on measurement theory, validity and reliability of measures (see ibid., 179
ff. ), a discussion that is seldomly found in comparable literature in the field. Andrews
and Withey had proposed good ways of instrument design like using two or three items
to assess life-as-a-whole, but did not seem to outline the research area other than through
the applied scales and questions.

I argue that the legacy of “Subjective Well-Being” (Ed Diener 1984) consists in allowing
a research field to prosper by providing a common ground and a proxy construct to
work with, while building on the lessons learned about the core clusters of life-as-a-whole

47Diener states that he applied Andrew and Withey’s D-T scale. Having already established that the
D-T scale is only the answering part of the questionnaire it is unclear which question the scale was paired
with. From the examples given by Andrews and Withey “how do you feel about your life as a whole?” or
“how do you feel about how happy you are?” seem to be the most fitting (for the list of the questions see
Andrews and Withey 1976, pp. 66–68).
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measurements and instruments designed by Andrews and Withey. The proxy construct of
”subjective well-being” was defined broad enough to shelter many different approaches to
’happiness’. At the same time, through its three hallmarks48 it enforced a psychological
reading and operationalization of ’happiness’, distinguishing it from the ”quality-of-life”
field. To that aim, certain terms like life satisfaction and subjective well-being that had
mostly been used in specific research areas like gerontology, were broadened to use in
well-being research for populations in all kinds of life situations. Diener himself described
SWB as an “umbrella term for the different valuations people make regarding their lives”
(Ed Diener 2007, p. 152). The SWLS by Diener also implemented many of the findings
of previous research endeavours, by including questions concerning global life assessment
and focusing on life satisfaction while excluding affect measures in the scale. Summarizing,
the definition of SWB respects Andrew and Withey’s findings of a “core cluster” when
asking people about their life-as-a-whole as opposed to short term life evaluations. While
Diener’s research will later oppose the alleged independence of positive and negative affect
as stated by Bradburn (1969) with reference to weaknesses of the scales used, Diener agrees
with Bradburn’s interpretation that ’happiness’, or in this case the above-defined SWB,
cannot be measured by the absence of negative experience alone and therefore must include
positive measures (albeit not positive affect). In this sense the outline of SWB presented
a Kuhnian paradigm within which a “normal science” could develop (Kuhn 1970). While
Diener in his paper regrets the limited theoretical progress made in the field so far, he does
not seem to prioritize it either. Diener’s outline of SWB is less the outline of a coherent
theoretical construct than an outline of how measurements of the most correlated measures
of one factor of life-as-a-whole have been achieved so far.

48Being subjective, including positive measures and including a global assessment of a person’s life. For
more, see page 46.
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Chapter 3

Research After Establishing the Field - Focus On
Positive And Negative Affect

The aims of this chapter are twofold: 1. To give an overview of how the field of SWB
developed. 2. To shed some light on methodological processes undertaken to make sure
the respective studies were testing the right hypotheses. Specifically, I will argue that the
field of SWB shifted its scientific approach. Subjective well-being, as I described in the
last chapter, started as a scientific endeavor based on demographic data converging on
a proxy construct based on lessons learned on how the core cluster and how to design
instruments. At the end of this chapter, subjective well-being will, at least partly, be based
on personality and character traits and therefore conclude on a more ’internal’ construct
of ’happiness’. The social indicators research movement, the forerunner of the field of
subjective well-being, was measuring the influence of demographic factors on well-being
by conducting large-scale studies as seen in Andrews and Withey (1976) and Bradburn
and Caplovitz (1965) and Bradburn (1969). In these studies, the demographic factors of
the population like age, religiosity, education, income relationship status and more were
compared to indicators of well-being. Diener’s research was part of the social indicators
research movement in the sense that some of his papers were published in their journals
(for example Balatsky and Ed Diener 1993; Ed Diener 1994, 1995; Ed Diener, Horwitz, and
Emmons 1985; Larsen, Ed Diener, and Emmons 1985) and many of his papers included
references to publications of the social indicators research movement. The shift from
measuring demographic factors to correlating personality factors of happiness was a slow
move. First study results were published in the 1960ies, but in the field of subjective
well-being the paper of P. T. J. Costa and McCrae (1980) was one of the earliest and most
prominent cited that claimed personality trait correlations with subjective well-being. By
1999 Diener described the difference between the conclusions of Warners Wilsons research
of the 1960ies (W. R. Wilson 1960; Warner R. Wilson 1967) and his own research as
follows:

“Wilson believed the happy person to be well-paid, young, educated, religious,
and married. We would emphasise that the happy person is blessed with a
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positive temperament, tends to look on the bright side of things, and does
not ruminate excessively about bad events, and is living in an economically
developed society, has social confidants, and possesses adequate resources for
making progress toward valued goals” (Ed Diener, E. M. Suh, Lucas, et al.
1999, p. 295).

In the years after establishing subjective well-being as a field and life satisfaction as
its most potent component, it seems to be odd that Diener’s papers after 1984 deal
mostly with positive and negative affect, the two minor components of SWB. Those two
components of SWB had been defined as the main components of ’happiness’ by Bradburn
(Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965; Bradburn 1969). The third factor had at the time of
its discovery by Andrews and Withey not been measured by any instrument yet. But
when the relationships of 12 well-being measures that revolved around life-as-a-whole were
submitted to factor analysis Andrew and Withey discovered a third factor which they
called “cognitive evaluation” (Andrews and Withey 1976, pp. 88–89). This third factor
alone contributed to more than 50% of the explained variance, while NA and PA only
were about half as strong each. Diener renamed this factor to “life satisfaction” (Emmons
and Ed Diener 1985) and I will refer to this factor by this term from now on. Andrews
and Withey themselves were very cautious towards life satisfaction. While it was one
of the most surprising findings of their study, since this factor had not been discovered
before, they mentioned that having a label for this most prominent factor of well-being
“may imply a greater conceptual clarity than we believe actually exists” (Andrews and
Withey 1976, p. 88). To the author’s knowledge until 1985 no instrument existed to
measure life satisfaction/cognitive evaluation until Diener devised the Satisfaction With
Life Scale (SWLS) (Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985). With the SWLS, the construct of
life satisfaction could be measured directly. All this considered, an explanation is needed
why Diener’s team focused on NA, PA and later personality factors like neuroticism and
extrovertedness, since his own study results showed life satisfaction to be a more decisive
factor. Why were seemingly less-optimal constructs focused?

I hope to show over the course of this chapter that Diener’s primary goal was less to build
an intricate theory of happiness and what it might entail, but was research oriented, driven
to measure some necessary facts in order to enable building such a theory.

3.1 Construct Validation

A “construct” in Psychology is a “theoretical” or “mental” term like intelligence or ’happi-
ness’. These terms oftentimes have some meaning in folk knowledge, but not necessarily
so. They describe phenomena that cannot directly be observed. The measurement there-
fore needs to be indirect and the construct needs to be operationalized through a test
or instrument in order to be measurable. Let’s say a psychologist is doing research on
anxiety. She produces an anxiety scale and now she needs to verify whether that scale
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actually picks up on the anxiety construct. Since she is teaching at a university and has
plenty of students around, exams would make for typical situation where her test subjects
are expected to show anxiety. Further, the psychologist expects anxious students at an
exam to have sweaty palms. She devises a method to measure how sweaty the palms of
the students during an exam were and correlates this with data from the same students
applying her anxiety scale just after the exam. Anxiety has now been operationalized by
measuring sweaty palms of students during an exam situation and with a self-report anxi-
ety scale. Now the psychologist needs to make sure that both her instruments are actually
picking up on the same underlying factor that is anxiety. She compares the data of her
two instruments and is happy to find that 81% of the students that said they were anxious
during the exam also had sweaty palms. Such a process is called construct validation.49

Construct validation is supposed to make sure that the respective instrument actually
measures the construct in question. There are different types of validation, but I would
like to focus on construct validation here, since this is the only type of validation discussed
in the source material. In their paper on construct validation Lee Cronbach and Paul
Meehl argued, that such a test should verify that the construct in question is responsible
for the variance observed in the test (Cronbach and Meehl 1955). In order to do con-
struct validation a theory is needed that describes the connection between one measured
behaviour that is linked to the construct to another observed behaviour also linked to
the construct. By checking the expected correlation between two observations, construct
validation describes to what extent the construct is responsible for the test score variance.
Now one could argue that construct validation does not actually check the proposed link
of the construct to the measured attribute. It only checks the correlation of the two
measures which the theory suggested is supposed to correlate in a certain manner. This
is why construct validation is sometimes referred to as a merely statistical instrument.
Construct validation is less of an issue when the construct is operationally defined. In the
case of operational definition a mental theory is not operationalized to make the construct
measurable, but vice versa. The construct is whatever result a given instrument produces.
An example for an operational definition would be: ”Intelligence is whatever a given set
of IQ measure picks up.” Elina Vessonen defends this practice as a temporary workaround.
The psychologist “may want to stick with an operationally defined concepts because she
does not presently have epistemic access to that »test independent something«” (Vessonen
2019, p. 7).

In their famous study on subjective well-being Andrews and Withey state this variance
observed in a test can be distinguished in three parts: a valid component which they want
to measure, a correlated error component which includes biases like a tendency of seeing
the world positively, and a random error component. The goal therefore is to estimate

49The above example is a simplified and adapted version of an example given in Cronbach and Meehl
(1955, p. 283).
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how the total variance can be divided among different measuring methods. “We assume
that measures […] which derive from different measurement approaches, may differ in the
proportion of their variance that is valid; i.e., in their »validity«” (Andrews and Withey
1976, p. 179). For that purpose a “validity coefficient”50 is calculated, which reflects the
correlation between the true condition of the construct and the obtained measures. The
square of the validity coefficient reflects the proportion of the observed variance that is true
variance. This represents the relative amount upon which the test results are measuring
the true construct so to speak.

Figure 3.1: ”A Rudimentary Measurement Model” by Andrews and Withey (1976, p. 181).

In diagram 3.1 Andrew and Withey illustrate a rudimentary basic measurement model:

Two measures of x are influenced by the same true condition, as well as by some nonvalid
effects. Only the link between the two measures e can be observed, while all other linkages
remain undetermined. Andrew and Withey remark, that with some basic assumptions, like
there being no method effects and identical validities of the two measures, the validities of
the observations can be calculated.

According to Andrew and Withey construct validation requires the estimation of rela-
tionships between measures and variables with regards to interrelationships of observed
measures and theoretical assumptions about relationships of unobserved variables to the
observed ones. Since the publication of Cronbach and Meehl (1955) techniques have been
developed to portray theoretical assumptions in structural models and to “compute esti-
mates of construct validity by fitting parameters of the model to the data” (Andrews and
Withey 1976, p. 183). According to them, any measurement of a construct can only be

50In the social sciences usually Pearsons product moment r is used.
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validated relative to another measure of the same construct.

At the time when Diener started working in the field, NA and PA and their relationship
to one another had already been established. That relationship while later refuted as
a statistical artifact, had been confirmed by several studies.51 In stark contrast, life
satisfaction was barely picked up by the science community and before Diener devised
the SWLS very few publications concerned themselves with that construct. The only
other measure that explicitly targeted life satisfaction I came across before 1984 was the
”Life Satisfaction Index” by Neugarten, Havighurst, and Tobin (1961), which, according to
Diener, is not actually measuring life satisfaction since it is also picking up mood factors
and factors like zest versus apathy (see Ed Diener 1984, p. 546). The measure of life
satisfaction could not be verified or compared to another measure or data upon which it
was not already based on. Therefore, from a measuring perspective, it seemed to be a more
fruitful approach to focus on NA and PA in the beginning of SWB research. Measurement
instruments like the Bradburn Scales for NA and PA had already been established. Any
new developments in measuring instruments could therefore be contrasted to the already
existing scales. Furthermore, NA and PA seemed easy enough to tell apart, which helped
in validation, while life satisfaction seems a less clear concept to grasp.

3.2 Improving on Known Methods by Adding Variables: Frequency and
Intensity

Often when researcher criticise a previous study flawed methods are blamed to be respon-
sible for the misleading results. A better method is supposed to produce the results the
researcher expects, since the old method is missing a variable that the researcher deems
important. In some studies, new variables are added to old methods to prove the point
that that this new variable is the missing factor that provoked the critizism. The following
study should serve as a twofold example: 1. To show the incremental structure of the
psychological studies. 2. to show how adding variables to well-known instruments can lead
to different interpretations. In the example of the purported relationship of NA and PA it
eventually lead to a different operationalization of the construct of subjective well-being.

Bradburn had claimed that NA and PA are not negatively correlated but independent
altogether. This phenomenon has been confirmed by the results of many research groups
at the time. However, already in his foundational paper “Subjective Well-Being” Diener
challenged the alleged independence of PA and NA. According to him, NA and PA, as
represented in Bradburn’s study, did not paint a full picture. He criticised that the
measures based on Bradburn’s scales only track the occurrence of PA and NA but neither
the strength (the intensity) nor how often it happened (frequency). The paper “The
Independence of Positive and Negative Affect” (Ed Diener and Emmons 1985) summarizes

51More on the purported independence of NA and PA on page 58.
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a total of 5 studies. These studies incrementally test Diener’s own thesis on how he
expected NA and PA to correlate, while at the same time testing how the methodological
changes influence data gathered with Bradburn’s scales. Every study introduces small
changes to the original study procedure of Bradburn and checks whether the change in
method produces data that lines up more with Diener’s thesis than with Bradburn’s.

Study 1 confirmed the independence of NA and PA and improved on Bradburn’s existing
instruments. Bradburn gave no information upon which basis his scale has been con-
structed.52 Bradburn merely mentions that the items “were chosen to represent a wide
range of pleasurable and unpleasurable experiences apt to be common in a heterogeneous
population” (Bradburn and Caplovitz 1965, p. 16). In order to check whether the specific
items in Bradburn’s scales were responsible for the results, Diener devised a new scale with
emotions thought to be related to ’happiness’ and unhappiness. This scale was based on
lists of frequent emotions comprised by other research teams who were working in the field
of emotion theory (Plutchik 1980; James A. Russell 1979; James A Russell and Mehrabian
1977).53 The groups in the first study reported the intensity in which they had felt certain
emotions during the past year with Diener’s new scale and the frequency how often they
had felt the emotions with Bradburn’s PA and NA scale. The two scales measure frequency
and intensity because Diener’s scale asks participants on a scale from 1 to 7 how intense
they had felt the emotion while Bradburn’s scale asks participants to respond how often
they had experienced said emotions. The study confirmed the independence of the two
factors (NA and PA) in frequency and intensity in the respective scales and showed the
factor loadings of the items to the two factorswith Diener’s scale.54

The third factor discovered by Andrew and Withey (cognitive evaluation/life satisfaction)
was on purpose excluded in this study since the aim was to test Bradburn’s independence of
NA and PA with Diener’s new scale. According to study 1 a scale which’s items were more
thoroughly picked and checked on intensity instead of frequency of emotions produced the
same results as Bradburn’s scale. Study 2 consisted of the almost identical procedure as
study 1, but this time the timeframe was changed. The participating students reported
the frequency (Bradburn’s scale) and intensity (Diener’s scale) of their emotions for the
past year and the past month. While the intensity results over a year were similar to
those of study 1 and showed independence, the results over the timeframe of a month
showed that NA and PA indeed did correlate negatively. Also when measuring NA and PA

52The items on the scale were “pleased”, “proud”, “excited”, “on top of the world”, “angry”, “too much
to do”, “couldn’t get going”, “uneasy”, “restless”, “bored”, “lonely”, “depressed” (Bradburn and Caplovitz
1965, p. 17). The emotional terms were presented within a sentence. Participants had to respond whether
they had not felt that emotion during the timeframe at all, “once”, “several times” or “often”.

53In Diener’s new scale the terms were “happy”, “joy”, “pleased, “enjoyment/fun”, “glad”, “delighted”,
“contended”, angry”, “fear/anxiety”, “frustrated”, “depressed”, “annoyed”, “sad”, “gloomy”. Participants
had to rate the intensity of their mood on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) (Ed Diener and
Emmons 1985, p. 1108). As argued in chapter 1, scales from 1 to 7 were considered superior to other scales
and very popular in the field.

54“Delighted”, for example had a factor loading of 74 PA and -15 NA, whereas “fun” in the same subject
sample had a factor loading of 78 PA and 0 NA.
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frequency with Bradburn’s scales over the timeframe of a month, a negative correlation
was observed, albeit with low significance. Study 2 therefore showed two things: Since the
student sample consisted of black Caribbean students on the Virgin islands and frequency
and intensity results over a year were similar to those of the University of Illinois students
in study 1, cultural bias could be expected to be minimal. Second, frequency and intensity
results over the shorter timeframe of a month did show negative correlation. However,
the results could be influenced by memory distortions since people might recall memories
selectively.

Study 3 sought to remedy this bias: Participants reported the intensity of their moods
with Diener’s new questionnaire during the day and in the evening and had to hand
in the questionnaires the next morning in order to ensure daily completion. While the
questionnaire items were partly changed based on the factor loadings of the previous studies,
what is interesting to us here is the change in methodology in order to reject memory bias.
With this method the team not only had access to the intensity of certain emotion of the
participants summarized over a day but also how the intensity of the emotions changed
on a daily basis. As such the researchers also had access to the frequency of the emotions,
without explicitly asking for it. When calculating frequency NA and PA correlations of
days within-subject, PA and NA were negatively correlated, confirming study 2. So, when
a person feels PA, she is less likely to feel NA at the same time. However, when comparing
how much NA and PA people felt overall in average (intensity), the results were positively
correlated. People that feel intense PA (mean over a long period of time) are the same
people that feel intense NA at other times. The caveat of study 3 was the small sample of
26 students and that only a single time period was covered.

Study 4 had participants complete mood reports for six consecutive weeks as in study
3, summarizing the emotions of the day in the evening. Additionally, the participants
had to complete mood reports at two random times every day. In this case they had to
report the emotions they felt at this very moment.55 While Diener and Emmons used no
specific name for this method,56 other publications used the term Experience Sampling
Method (ESM) for this kind of methodology (Reed Larson and Csikszentmihalyi 1983).
From now on, I will use the term ESM when describing questionnaires that participants

55The participants wore a watch with an alarm that they had to set according to a randomised list of
times, hours in advance of the moment the rating had to be done. Participants were asked if they were
thinking about the alarm. Most participants reported that in the first few days they were conscious about
the alarm, but for the rest of the study period, the alarm had caught them unexpectedly. In later iterations
of the exprimental setup, it was taken care that every 5-minute period in the waking hours of a day had
been covered by a questionnaire at least once (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 1258).

56The term ”mood reports” was used for the questionnaires with the kind of items like “happy”, ”joy,
”angry” etc. However, in this publication, the term ”mood reports” would either refer to measures applied
at the end of the day summarizing a whole day or mood detected at random times during the day. After
this publication the setup where participants reported non-summarizing moods but the moods they felt
that very instant at randomly chosen times during the day was used almost exclusively. Reed Larson
who to my knowledge was one of the first to use the experience sampling methog (ESM) with Mihalyi
Cziksentmihalyi later collaborated with Diener on several publications.
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had to fill out at random times during the day and respond about their mental status
at this very moment, independently of whether Diener has used this term to refer to
this method or not. Additionally to the daily summarizing and the moment reports,
participants had to return three-weeks summarizing reports. Eventually they also reported
on a separate questionnaire when they had felt very strong emotions, at maximum once per
day. The correlations of the different time periods differed greatly. The strongest negative
correlation in intensity between NA and PA within-subjects was at the emotional times.
This correlation decreased with an increase of the time period covered. The shorter the time
period, the stronger the negative correlation in intensity. With this study, Diener has shown
that the independence of NA and PA in frequency and intensity is based on the length
of the time-period covered. The change in methodology towards the ESM also ensured
that memory-bias did not affect the results, since participants filled out the questionnaires
immediately. Since all the previous studies participants had been undergraduate students,
there was one last study to conduct before the paper could be wrapped up.

Study 5 participants were aged 33 to 85 and handed in day-summarizing mood-reports for
30 consecutive days.57 The mood items were identical to study 3 and 4, albeit in enlarged
print. The results confirmed the ones obtained from the college students. Separating the
methodological steps in their own studies allowed to track every change in the method
and it’s influence on the results. Getting results from two timeframes in the third group
helped to establish that positive and negative emotions correlated more strongly negatively
over the relatively short time period of a month than over a year. “The shorter the time
period is, the more negatively correlated are the two types of affect” (Ed Diener and
Emmons 1985, p. 1112). First Diener and Emmons changed the emotional items to ones
they trusted and ’validated’ them with Bradburn’s scale. After the graphemes had been
callibrated the experimental setup of the ESM allowed to rule out memory bias completely.
Through adaptation of their instruments, Diener and Emmons managed to get the data
that confirmed their hypothesis and showed Bradburn’s hypothesis lacking.

The results of these five studies strongly supported the argument that the independence
of frequency and intensity of NA and PA depends on the time period considered and
offered a compelling explanation why previous studies using Bradburn’s instruments came
to another conclusion (see ibid., p. 1114). The research on affect frequency showed that a
person’s positive mental state in a certain moment has the effect that this person’s negative
mental state must be very low. “When a person is experiencing either positive or negative
affect, he or she is less likely to experience the other type of affect” (ibid., p. 1111). The
frequency of NA and PA therefore is clearly negatively correlated short term. However,
the intensity of either affect within-person seemed to correlate positively. Therefore, a
person feeling one type of affect more intense on average will also feel the other one more

57Since study 5 only needed to rule out that the shown effects were student specific, the application of
the expensive ESM was waived.
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intensely – at another point in time. “Thus, mean levels of the two types of affect do not
correlate when longer time spans are considered because the influence of frequency and
intensity cancel each other out” (Ed Diener and Emmons 1985, p. 1116). The purported
independence of NA and PA as detected by Bradburn was a measurement artefact by not
differentiating between frequency and intensity and only taking long-term measures into
account.

Each of the above-described studies built on previous work done, testing a new hypothesis
and rejecting new antitheses and biases. While not described above, several studies in that
paper also included response-style checks58 and a questionnaire to check for answers based
on social desirability. Further, study 3 and 4 also included some personality questionnaires.
Some of the traits correlated with one affect positively and the other negatively, while
other personality traits only correlate with one type of affect, most notably “extraversion”
and “neuroticism”. These leads were not covered in study 5 but soon picked up in further
studies.

The studies mentioned in this chapter were usually done building on each other’s results.
The confirmation or adaptation of each working hypothesis then lead to a new set of
hypotheses that were tested and if possible lead to a new research question. In the above-
described study, an already existing instrument (the Bradburn scale) is compared to a
new instrument that he had been assembled using previous research. After determining
that the new instrument was working as intended compared with the old instrument,
the researchers introduced further changes to the studies’ design to fix the perceived
shortcomings of previous studies. In this case the possibility of memory bias and the
impact of the inclusion of intensity of affect were checked. The first few studies were done
on students of various psychology classes, leading to a limited age-range of participants
and an over-representation of women in most cases. The gender of the participants was
usually listed in the methods section. However, no other information, for example on ethnic
background, was given about the participants,59 other than the numerous reassurance that
the “subjects were quite heterogeneous insofar as is possible in a student sample” (Emmons
and Ed Diener 1985, p. 91). The methodology and hypothesis were tested and improved
iteratively on the student population. Frequently, also in the above-described case, the
last study in a publication confirmed the observed effects in a more general population
that included people aged 33-85. The number of participants in this last study was usually
limited, due to cost and since the goal of this previous study was not to add more data to
the hypothesis, but simply to confirm the previous studies results. The instruments used
in the last study were usually limited to the best working methods.

58These items checked whether certain people were prone to use big numbers for example when noting
down their answers on the scales for example.

59With the exception when a cross-cultural sample was included. In the described paper the study 2
participants were students from the College of the Virgin Islands.
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3.3 Frequency and Intensity of Affect

The purported influence of frequency and intensity on PA and NA was focused in the paper
“Intensity and Frequency: Dimensions Underlying Positive and Negative Affect” published
in 1985 (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985). The three studies in this publication followed
the same general structure as in “The independence of Positive and Negative Affect”,
where hypothesis were tested incrementally and the last study confirmed the results in
a non-student population. There are two main points in this paper I’d like to focus on:
artifacts checks and a change in methodology which lead to the definition of “frequency of
affect”. So far participants had been filling out the questionnaires about their experienced
affect. The results might therefore hypothetically be influenced by the way people see
themselves and by their use of numbers. In order to check for the latter, participants had
to rate 57 positive affect words on the level of intensity implicit in their meaning, not in
how they felt at that moment.

“In this rating task any consistent tendency to use either high or low numbers
had to be due to how people used the numbers of the scale and not the
differences in their affective state because the same words served as stimuli for
everyone” (ibid., p. 1256).

If participants had tended to use high number when rating the intensity of these words,
they could be expected to rate their felt affect stronger as well. When this intensity rating
was partialed out in the results,60 the correlation of intensity of NA and PA actually
became stronger. Therefore, rating bias does not explain the use of numbers participants’
apply when filling out their mood forms.

In the second artifact check, self-report bias, should be rejected. Participants had to hand
in three descriptions of times when they felt very happy and three descriptions when
they had felt very unhappy. Each description had to be written within 30 minutes and
participants were asked to write in great detail. Judges (researchers) then rated these text
descriptions on affect, without knowing the participants’ score when measured by ESM.
An estimate of affect was computed for each participant. The ratings of the judges, based
on qualitative data and not influenced by the participants’ use of numbers, correlated
well with the ESM self-reports of each participant. “[T]hese correlations represent strong
evidence that the variance between subjects on the intensity dimensions reflect meaningful
differences in how they experience affect” (ibid., p. 1257). After years of asking people
about their mental state, this study checked whether ’questionnaire response behavior’
correlated with how people actually feel (as per their written description).

The last part that I want to discuss in this publication concerns a methodological trick
Diener and his team applied. First, they chose 9 items that had to be reported on a

60This was done by partialing out the mean rating for the 57 positive affect words of the correlation
between PA and NA (see Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 1257).
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monopolar scale based on factor analytic work. While items in previous studies were
selected on the basis that there was a connection between them and NA/PA, these 9 were
considered to best describe PA and NA.61 The scores of these ESM reports were calculated
in such a way, that they could all be put on a bipolar scale.62 Putting NA und PA on the
same scale made them directly comparable.

Bradburn had compared NA and PA purely on the level of frequency as expressed by the
participants by memory. This new instrument had access to the frequency and intensity of
NA and PA. Further, it did so based on ESM data that could not have been tampered by
memory bias. Therefore, this new instrument allowed a summarized mood intensity and
frequency report of the day that was based on actual data.63 “The frequency of positive
affect” would in this publication now be defined by “adding up the instances when the daily
positive affect score exceeded the daily negative affect score, and dividing this number by
the total number of days sampled. Therefore, the »frequency« dimension refers here to
the frequency of predominantly happy days” (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 1256). As
such, Diener and his team were able to produce a unified NA/PA score that was true to
the discoveries that they had made on the journey.

Diener and his team concluded that the intensity of affect is a vital personality variable.
However, it is not a personality variable only. Just about half of the variance in intensity
score seemed to be accounted for by this underlying personality factor. The rest of the
intensity of PA and NA must be influenced by unknown factors, probably the context of
the situations. The strong positive correlation of intensity of PA and NA and the strong
negative correlation between the frequency of PA and NA seem to cancel each other out
over time, hence the claimed independence of PA and NA by Bradburn and others. With
these studies, Diener and his team were able to explain why some scales show that PA
and NA are independent and others suggest that they are inversely related, depending
on whether their wording taps mean levels of intensity or frequency. The introduction of
better and more sophisticated instruments lead to unmasking one of the most important
empirical findings concerning the relationship of NA and PA to be a statistical artifact,
while at the same time explaining why previous instruments confirmed the purported
independence of NA and PA.

3.4 The Personality Structure of Affect

I would like to present two additions to the toolbox in the paper ”The Personality Struc-
ture of Affect” (Ed Diener, H. Smith, and Fujita 1995): To the already introduced day-

61“Happy,“ “pleased,” “joyful,” and “enjoyment/fun” represented PA and “unhappy,” “depressed/blue,”
“frustrated,” “angry/hostile,” and “worried” represented NA (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 1256).

62Four terms were computed into a daily positive affect score and five for a daily negative affect score.
The PA and NA scores had to be divided by the number of terms per affect in order to be comparable.
Therefore, the PA score was divided by four and the NA score was divided by five. If the total PA score
was higher than the total NA score, said day was considered a PA day.

63The data was not summarized by memory by the study participants.
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summarizing self-reports and scales that only had to be filled out once (i.e. personality
scales).

The first new instrument I would like to indroduce are the so-called peer-reports. In
the peer-reports, sometimes also called informant-reports, friends and family filled out
questionnaires for how frequently they perceived specific emotions of the participant to be
over the past month.

Figure 3.2: Factor Analyses of Adjectives Within the Dis-
crete Emotion Categories (Ed Diener, H. Smith, and Fujita
1995, p. 134).

By using four completely different
instruments (daily reports, sum-
marizing the day, peer-reports
summarizing the month and one
time self-report summarizing the
month) the researchers hoped to
evade the most constant sources of
errors since it is very unlikely that
an error enters all four measures at
once. The emotional terms in the
peer-reports could be grouped into
a total of six discrete emotions.

Gathering data by so many dif-
ferent instruments allowed using
the second tool portrayed here,
the Multitrait-Multimethod Ma-
trix (MTMM), developed by D. T.
Campbell and Fiske (1959). In
MTMMs measures of the same
trait by different methods should
be seen to have higher correla-
tion than measures of different
traits measured by different meth-
ods. Usually, correlations of same
trait, different methods measures

are also expected to be higher than measures of different traits by the same method. As
seen above, every discrete emotion was represented by four adjectives in the questionnaires.
These four adjectives were now summed within each method and compared to one-another.

The three methods produced very similar relative frequencies of the emo-
tions encouraging the researchers to use the data to establish how often
which emotions are felt. MTMMs are useful to compare the same emo-
tions in different methods (monotrait-heteromethod) showing the degree to which
the same constructs converge using different methods (convergent validity).
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Figure 3.3: Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix of PA (MTMM)
(Ed Diener, H. Smith, and Fujita 1995, p. 134).

Since heterotrait-heteromethod
correlations are smaller than
heterotrait-monomethod corre-
lations, a slight method bias
can be observed. Heterotrait-
heteromethod correlations in
adjacent rows and columns also
showed greater correlations be-
tween discrete emotions than
across summarized NA and PA.
Since a single method produces
greater convergence than across
methods, the researchers stressed

the influence of method variance on emotion measures and the importance of using
different methods. With the correlation matrix of the six discrete emotions times three
different methods the researchers proposed a model of affect structure.

The model shows that while the correlations between the respective emotions
and PA/NA were confirmed as expected, the emotions could not be conflated
into global PA and NA groupings. Several emotions correlated with a specific
other emotion in a way that was not accounted for by global PA and NA.

Figure 3.4: Two-factor model of affect structure by
(ibid., p. 137).

3.5 Re-Assessing Frequency of
Affect

As I have tried to show, new studies
aimed at providing data for a particu-
lar hypothesis usually incorporated old
methodology which’s behaviour was
known, as well as new methodology
which should produce better data to
support or discard the new hypothe-
sis. In order to advance knowledge on
SWB, Diener required new methods
which first had to be validated through
convergent results of the old methods. The results of a new measure have to correlate with
old measures to make sure it picks up on the same phenomenon and delivers new data to
be used for the new hypothesis.

In 1991 Diener and his colleagues published a book chapter with the telling title “Happiness
is the Frequency, Not the Intensity, of Positive Versus Negative Affect” (Ed Diener, Sandvik,
and W. Pavot 1991). In it, the authors discuss the importance of frequency and intensity
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of affect for SWB and make the practical argument that one of the main reasons to
focus on frequency over intensity is that it “is more easily and accurately measured than
affect intensity” (Ed Diener, Sandvik, and W. Pavot 1991, p. 120) Number of PA and NA
instances are easier to measure and differentiate than several degrees of intensity. Diener,
Sandvik and Pavot held that the two basic emotional experiences of PA and NA are largely
universal, whereas intensity categories on scales from one to seven are probably subjective,
given intensity values correlate positively within-person. Previous studies had also shown
that participants were pretty accurate in remembering frequency64 from memory, while
affect intensity reports from memory were heavily skewed (Thomas and Ed Diener 1990).
Further, happiness/unhappiness is easier to code within and across people. Most people
can tell whether they were happy or unhappy at a particular point in time, whereas there
is “no natural system by which to define or label emotional intensity” (Ed Diener, Sandvik,
and W. Pavot 1991, p. 121).

The studies in “Happiness is the Frequency, Not the Intensity, of Positive Versus Negative
Affect” used the methods described-above adapted to the questions posed. Diener and his
team were able to establish that intense PA is neither necessary, nor sufficient for being
happy. The frequency of PA was always the better indication of high SWB rating than
the intensity of PA was.

“Subjective well-being measures all converge on the property of frequent positive
affect, indicating that this experience is the essence of a phenomenon which
can be labelled »happiness«. [...] Thus, we maintain that happiness should
be defined as relative frequent positive affect and infrequent negative affect”
(ibid., pp. 123–124).

And thus, the research group around Diener has arrived at an operationalization of ’hap-
piness’: Living a life, in which over a certain period of time, more days pass where more
emotionally positive instances happen than negatively read ones. From an instrument and
operationalization point of view it is interesting that this operationalization does not rely
on one measurement over an extended period (memory bias!) but on several measurements
over an extended period of time that then can be summarized into one score.

3.6 The Iterative Process of Studies and Methods

Diener and his colleagues made many adjustments to the methodology not in order to get
data for the hypothesis but for being able to exclude alternative hypotheses and minimise
possible bias. The new studies and instruments made sure the data is reliable. The
researchers feared that memory bias could influence the self-report measures. For those

64As a reminder, “frequency” of PA as it was measured is reporting more days where the total number
of PA experiences excel the days where more NA events were experienced. Given a more accurate measure,
frequency of Positive Affect is “the overall percentage of time the person is in a predominantly positive (as
opposed to negative) emotional state” (Ed Diener, Sandvik, and W. Pavot 1991, p. 120).
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reasons, the participants of the long-term studies had to turn in their forms daily in order
to enforce that the participants had filled out the questionnaires as they were supposed.
Participants failing to do so were excluded from the study. A further possible artefact of
self-reports is differences in participants’ number use. The scores of the so-called “response
styles” were partialed out of several measures of affect in the studies but did not change the
correlation between PA and NA intensity. The correlation being an artefact of self-report
measures became more unlikely through the result of these precautionary tests (Ed Diener,
Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 1259).

A further technique employed to detect potential artefacts was to use different method-
ologies for the allegedly same construct to measure. The most used methods were daily-
summarizing self-reports, in-moment ESM-reports and peer-reports. Less used methods
were texts that were rated by the researchers and structured interviews. All these methods
could be adapted in order to best answer the questions of the studies by changing the time-
frame about which participants had to respond or by changing the “trigger” for filling out
the questionnaire (evening, random and at highly emotional times). As the data showed,
the correlations between positive and negative affect intensity for the two emotionally most
intense were even stronger than those for the summarised daily reports at the end of the
day (ibid., p. 1259). These results support the thesis that intensity is partly a character
trait and has less to do with the situation the participant is in. Frequency correlation was
strongly inverse when intensity was partialed out.

The studies were ordered in an iterative process. The first study had students fill out mood
forms in the evening, establishing the effect of intensity and frequency. The second study
added random time mood reports by ESM and the high emotional time mood reports
while keeping the daily reports in the evening. Since Diener and his colleagues had tested
the methodology in the first two studies on students, the third study had the sole purpose
of replicating the data in an older population. The researchers deemed the data similar
enough to be able to generalise the results of the first two studies.

These studies have shown that the behaviour of the three hallmarks of SWB was to this
point in time still mostly unknown. Furthermore, the studies have uncovered that mood
intensity might be partially caused by a character trait and not by the situation a person is
in. It seems fitting then, that Diener and his PhD students became interested in studying
the influence of character traits next. The correlation between affect and certain character
traits had already been established (P. T. J. Costa and McCrae 1980)65. Applying factor
analysis to the results of a study using several questionnaires showed two main factors of
character traits when paired with Bradburn’s scales: extraversion and neuroticism.

While extraversion correlated with PA, neuroticism correlated with NA. Several other
character traits had been found that correlate with NA and PA in roughly inverse ways,

65Paul Costa and Robert McCrae were two of the very few researchers who used the term “subjective
well-being“ before 1984 in the sense as Ed Diener does from 1984 on.
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like self-esteem and self-confidence. Extraversion and neuroticism were chosen because
they tend to only correlate with one affect and not with the other (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al.
1985, p. 1259). In the paper ”Personality Correlates of Subjective Well-Being”, Emmons
and Ed Diener (1985) compared long-term mood reports in the evening of each day
with SWLS results and several questionnaires measuring personality dimensions . Scales
measuring extraversion correlated highly with PA, while neuroticism ratings correlated
with NA. Variables correlating with PA did not correlate significantly with NA and vice
versa. Emmons and Diener concluded that “individuals who experience much positive affect
typically are extraverted (sociable but not impulsive), active, enthusiastic […]. Individuals
for whom negative affect predominates are emotionally reactive, interpersonally sensitive,
[…] are low in self-esteem and tend to believe that outcomes are not under their own
influence” (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 94). As such, the paper supports the thesis
of P. T. J. Costa and McCrae (1980) added more detail to it, while also showing that
extraversion-related personality traits correlate with life satisfaction, as measured by the
SWLS (Ed Diener, Larsen, et al. 1985, p. 92).

A follow-up study where participants described the most intense events per day in a
text and rated it on a scale showed a clear difference between high-intense subjects who
responded more strongly to life events and less intense subjects who responded more
moderately. “Furthermore, this effect held no matter how objectively bad or good those
events were” (Larsen, Ed Diener, and Emmons 1986, p. 808). A second study tested the
reaction of students to hypothetical events. A group of students listed events they deemed
typical for their everyday life. This ensured that the questionnaire items were close to what
the students experienced in their own life. The items on the questionnaire had also been
rated by a large number of students on how good or bad the events were. Another group of
students now rated how they would react to said events. The comparison of the results of
how good/bad the events were to how participants of the study would react to the imagined
events mirrored the results from the first study. High-intense subjects gave more intense
subjective emotional responses in the positive and in the negative spectrum on the fictional
events, regardless of the severity of the described situations. The findings of this study
rules out the possiblitity that the prior measured differences of high-intensity subjects and
low-intensity subjects are due a different lifestyle. As was established before with the text
report methodology, self-report measures do work in the sense that participants do report
the intensity of events in the same direction in text as in number form on a scale. As the
last publication showed, however, the intensity reported for the same events may differ
from person to person. Certain people tend to perceive events more intensely than others
independently of whether they had experienced the situation or not.

Previous studies had established a link between positive affect and extraversion. Ideas,
why this might be the case, ranging from the influence of more social contact of extraverts
to a better person-environment fit since most people are embedded in societies with a lot
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of social interactions. Some models of personality suggested that people that are high in
anxiety have a greater sensitivity to signals of non-reward. Conversely, it could be possible
that extraverts are more sensitive to signals of reward, lessening the impact of non-reward
or punishment signals. While Diener and his colleagues expected extraverts to find such
rewards in social interactions mostly, they conceived it believable that extraverts would
find other rewards in the environment in the absence of social interactions. “This approach
suggests a temperamental predisposition for extraverts to experience more happiness,
regardless of the social features of the situation” (B. Pavot, Ed Diener, and Fujita 1990,
p. 1300).

The memory difference measure was another non-traditional measurement that was used
in this study. This method was devised based on observations of other research groups.
They had observed that people tend to report memories that are congruent with the mood
at the time of recall. In the memory difference measure participants had to recall as
many possible memories within 3 minutes and as many possible unhappy memories within
another 3 minutes. Since happy people were expected to have stronger cognitive network
for happy memories this test should check whether they have a positive memory bias. The
difference in the number of events within the two intervals has been used as an additional
measure of global SWB and was validated through convergence with other measures of
SWB (Ed Diener, Sandvik, W. Pavot, and Gallagher 1991).

Additional to the self-reported data, family and friends of the participants had to give peer
reports on the SWLS for the study participants in order to calculate the participants’ SWB.
In all these measures, the gathered data offered little evidence to suggest that the greater
amount of time spent in social contact with others leads to the higher levels of SWB as
measured in extraverts. The ESM reports did not show that extraverts were significantly
more in social situations than introverts were, they did report higher mean levels of PA
though. The results also suggested, that more PA is experienced in social situations and
greater levels of NA when being alone. The described study did show the cross-method
robustness of the extraversion/neuroticism to SWB relationship. Further, this robustness
was demonstrated with three non-self-report methods (rated text, peer reports, memory
measure), all of which correlated considerably with self-report measures.

Diener and colleagues conducted a four year-long study in order to test whether personality
traits were stable and whether extraversion would lead to more reported positive life events.
At the same time, neuroticism was expected to lead to more reported negative life events
(Magnus et al. 1993). Taking the same personality, mood and happiness tests twice with
a time gap of four years showed that the neuroticism and extraversion scores were stable
for the majority of people. Based on existing scales, a life events list was constructed and
adjusted to the student population aged 22-26. Another group of students had to rate
whether the items were objectively either good or bad so that only clearly categorisable
events like ”death of a close family member” or “got into graduate school” were on the
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list. A second group of students then rated the life events on positivity and negativity.
The list of the most positive and most negative life events where then presented to the
participants of the four-year study, where they indicated which life events had actually
happened to them within these four years. Participants high in extraversion experienced
a greater number of objectively positive events, whereas participants high in neuroticism
experienced more objectively negative events. While the correlation of extraversion with
positive affect and neuroticism with negative affect had prior been established (P. T. J.
Costa and McCrae 1980), this study showed the expected relationship of extraversion and
neuroticism with life events. “Extraversion predisposed participants to experience a greater
number of objective positive events, whereas neuroticism predisposed the occurrence of
objective negative events” (Magnus et al. 1993, p. 1050). Prior studies let participants
decide themselves if the experienced life events were positive or negative. Comparing this
study with previous studies unveiled that reports of subjectively rated life events do not
show a greater relation to personality than objectively rated life events. The study also
made clear that the influence of life events on life satisfaction depends on personality to
a certain extent. Therefore, when checking the influence of life events, personality traits
also have to be considered (ibid., p. 1052).

Why participants higher in SWB experience more positive events was to be partially
uncovered by the following study: Participants completed several measures, including the
SWLS, current mood and the memory difference measure, wherein they had to recall
positive and negative life events within a set amount of time (Seidlitz and Ed Diener 1993).
The study showed correlations between remembering positive and negative life events,
mood and SWLS. A second study was to clarify two hypotheses: 1. The recall difference
stems from the difference between happy and unhappy people. 2. Recall differences
are based on subjective interpretations of life events. Participants responded to SWB
measures and did the memory recall test. Based on SWB measures a “negative group”
and a “positive group” was formed. The participants received a pre-assembled list of
life events. They had to mark those events that they had recalled during their memory
recall test and then rate these events by their favourableness. The events on the list had
already been rated objectively by other students. Comparing the subjective ratings of
events that had actually happened to the participants with the objective ratings showed
that “differences between happy and unhappy subjects in recall of positive versus negative
life events resulted from differences in the incidence of life events and from differences in
the interpretation of events” (ibid., p. 662). Furthermore, the ”positive group” recognised
more positive versus negative life events on the checklist as having actually happened to
them. This result again stressed that simply remembering positive and negative life events
is not an accurate measure since personality traits influence the interpretation of the affect
tied to the events.
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3.7 Cultural Influence

Most of the studies Diener and his colleagues had done to this point had been administered
to Americans and American students specifically. Several studies were conducted to check
if the measures, when applied to a different population, would produce similar results. For
the researchers, the most crucial point of such studies would not be which score a different
population reports, but if SWB is structured in the same way as has been concluded on
the American population. The factor analysis of the results of a study on Russian students
showed that results from the SWLS formed a unitary factor, similar to the results in the
U.S.A. This was an encouraging result as the SWLS, therefore, seemed to measure life
satisfaction and life satisfaction only, also when applied to a different population. Also, the
administration of the D-T Scale about life-as-a-whole formed the same three factors (life
satisfaction, PA and NA) as Andrews and Withey (1976) had found in the U.S. population.
Even though the scores of the SWLS and the D-T Scale about life as a whole showed
that Russian students were in generally less satisfied with their lives than their American
counterparts, the structure of these and further measures in November and December
1990 led Diener and colleagues to conclude that the facets of SWB are consistent across
cultures (Balatsky and Ed Diener 1993). The researchers also noted, however, that there
were marked differences between “individual” and “collectivist” cultures which influence
the importance of certain life domains on the SWB rating (Ed Diener, E. M. Suh, H.
Smith, et al. 1995). Other studies by Martin Seligman and Yueh-Ting Lee showed that
in a Chinese population failure and success was attributed more often to other people,
which resulted in less self-blame (Lee and Martin E.P. Seligman 1997). While this result
supported Seligman’s “explanatory style” theory on the influence of internal and external
explanations, the results also support Diener’s hypothesis on the difference of certain life
domains on SWB in individual and collectivist societies.

3.8 Putting Things Together

Reviewing his research in 1994, Diener wrote that definitions of SWB were often not made
explicit but only implied by the measures used. A composite definition of SWB suggests
three hallmarks to the area of SWB and has been left mostly unchanged since 1984: First,
SWB is subjective; the experience resides within the individual. Second, SWB is not solely
the absence of negative factors but has to include positive measures. Third, a measure
of SWB has to include global (whole life) assessments and must not focus on single life
domains (Ed Diener 1994, p. 106).

“The implicit theory of SWB [...] is the following. Humans are not only capable
of appraising events, life circumstances, and themselves, but they make such
appraisals continually. Appraisals of things in terms of goodness-badness is a
human universal. [...] Such appraisals are seen as leading to emotional reactions,
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which can be either pleasant or unpleasant. Other things being equal, pleasant
experiences are perceived as desirable and valuable. Thus, a person who has
pleasant emotional experiences is more likely to perceive his or her life as being
desirable and positive” (Ed Diener 1994, pp. 106–107).

While it has been implied through the measurements but seldomly explicitly mentioned,
SWB researchers “are primarily interested in factors which lead to specific levels of well-
being over periods of weeks, months, or years” (ibid., p. 109). So, to count as a ’good’
measure of SWB, not only have several instruments to converge on the result, the re-
sult also has to pick up on a ’stable’, long-term phenomenon. On the self-report and
non-self-report methods, Diener and colleagues argue that the measures show great con-
vergence and contain substantial amounts of common variance that points to a coherent
phenomenon. Diener refers to a study by P. T. Costa, McCrae, and Zonderman (1987)
showing demographic factors like health, income and physical attractiveness having sur-
prisingly little correlations with SWB. In comparison to demographic variables, personality
variables like extrovertedness, introvertedness and other factors like unemployment seem
to have a stronger effect. Diener refers to the unemployed as the unhappiest group the
happiness-scholars have studied so far.

As explained in the studies further above, the observed independence of NA and PA by
Bradburn and others depended mainly on the time frame, the intensity of the emotions
sampled and whether verbal or nonverbal measures were used (Ed Diener and Larsen
1993, p. 407). By using the ESM and not day-summarising measures, Diener and his team
could show, that participants did not report NA and PA simultaneously. Had NA and
PA been truly independent, participants should have reported this phenomenon. Short-
term measures showed a clear inverse (negatively correlated) relationship between NA and
PA. When long-term measures were applied that also included intensity measures, this
relationship began to blur. While Diener argues for an inverse relationship of NA and
PA under the conditions mentioned above, he still holds that they have to be measured
independently since factor analysis shows them to be two discriminant factors.

3.9 The State of SWB Research at the Advent of Positive Psychology

Demographic factors are not part of the standard SWB measures, since studies have shown
that they are weakly correlated with SWB (see Andrews and Withey 1976; A. Campbell,
Converse, and Rodgers 1976). At the same time, some life situations are known to be
influential. Studies have shown differences in SWB between children in intact and divorced
marriages (Gohm et al. 1998), while conclusions on the impact of wealth are conflicting.
While SWB reports in the U.S.A., Japan and France have not changed over 20 years in
which more income has been gained (Ed Diener and Ed Diener 1995), people whose income
increased or decreased did not change SWB (Ed Diener, Sandvik, Seidlitz, et al. 1993),
while differences in SWB reports in poor and rich nations are substantial. In general,

70



Diener holds that “external circumstances are often less important to SWB than is often
believed, probably because people partially adapt to them” (Ed Diener, E. Suh, and Oishi
1997, p. 38). Right around the time of the foundation of positive psychology Diener and
his colleagues published an overview paper called “Subjective Well-Being: Three Decades
of Progress” (Ed Diener, E. M. Suh, Lucas, et al. 1999). Even though SWB research had
picked up the pace, psychological articles examining negative states outnumber articles
exploring positive states by a ratio of 17 to 1 (Myers and E. Diener 1995). On the state of
research, Diener notes:

“SWB research is limited by the almost exclusive reliance on cross-sectional
correlational designs with inadequate tests of causal hypotheses. This short-
coming leaves researchers in an uncertain position regarding the causal priority
of the variables they study” (Ed Diener, E. M. Suh, Lucas, et al. 1999, p. 277).

Here, causal modelling and longitudinal studies have been conducted to help but need to
be improved. Since objective circumstances seem to influence SWB only on a small level,
some researchers to believe that ’happiness’ is a character trait. Since stable personality
traits like extraversion and neuroticism can influence SWB however, Diener and colleagues
hold that SWB has both trait-like and state-like properties.

“The current working model of researchers in the field is that personality predis-
poses people to certain affective reactions but that current events also influence
one’s current levels of SWB. [...] However, long-term life circumstances can
also have some continuing influence on people’s level of SWB” (ibid., p. 280).

The reason for the correlation with extravertedness and neuroticism is still unclear, but
“an intriguing possibility is the idea that the characteristics of extraverts are actually an
outcome of higher levels of positive affect” (ibid., p. 281). While initially the research on
SWB based a lot of the arguments on observations by members of the social indicators
movement, the approach in the field has changed: the graphemes chosen for the reasons
outlined above, produced data that within this vast experimental system suggested that a
such operationalized ’happiness’ as subjective well-being, is a rather internal matter.
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Chapter 4

The Rise of Positive Psychology

4.1 Short Introduction to Seligman’s Work and Theories Before 1998

The aim this chapter is to describe the different approach that Martin Seligman applies
to the research on happiness when compared with the field of Subjective Well-Being. In
the last chapter I argued that the field of SWB as observed in the research group around
Ed Diener seemed to be mostly pushed forward and constrained by what is observable by
measurements. Ed Diener defended the lack of theory building in the field with the argu-
ment that he wanted to secure some facts first before a theory can be formulated. Martin
Seligman started the new movement of ”Positive Psychology” in 1998 in his American
Psychologist Association presidential address and focuses on the possibility of interven-
tions (see Martin E. P. Seligman 1999b). In this chapter I argue that this change of focus
has serious implications for the theory of ’happiness’ formulated within these differently
formulated experimental setups.

Martin Seligman’s academic career started with a PhD in the experimental psychologist lab
of Richard Lester Solomon at the University of Pennsylvania in 1967. In his experiments
with dogs and rats Seligman noticed a curious behavior which he later coined “learned
helplessness”: Two groups Dogs were put in a ”shuttle box” which consisted of two
compartments with an obstacle in the middle. In the first stage, the first group of dogs
received inescapable electric shocks administered through the metal grating floor. The
obstacle in the middle of the shuttle box was raised during this stage of the experiment. The
second group of dogs did not receive this treatment. In the second stage of the experiment
both groups of dogs were warned of the impending electric shock with a sudden dimming
of the light in the shuttle box. The barrier was lowered, so the dogs could escape the
electric shock by jumping over it. Once they had learned to heed the light cue in the
second stage, some of dogs were able to completely avoid the shock by moving to the safe
side of the box. Seligman expected the first group of dogs quickly to pick up on the cue
and escape to the other side of the shuttle box since these dogs had experienced the shock
before. The second group who had not experience the shock prior to the experiment was
expected to be slower to react. The opposite was the case. The first group of dogs mostly
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disregarded the cues and endured the shocks while the second group managed to escape.66

Figure 4.1: The ”shuttle box” within which the dog experiments took place (see Overmier and Leaf
1965; Martin E. P. Seligman and Maier 1967), illustration from (Spielman et al. 2017, p. 519).

After rejecting several unsatisfactory hypotheses for the effect, Seligman and his co-author
Steven Maier concluded that dogs in the first group had learned to be helpless and had
internalized by the first stage when they were given inescapable electric shocks, that they
could not help themselves. In the second stage of the experiment they were unable to
read the new situation properly. This experiment had convinced Seligman of the flaws
of behaviorism, since only taking the point of view of cognitivism and assuming that the
mental states of the dogs had caused their behavior allowed him to explain the experimental
results (see Martin E. P. Seligman and Maier 1967). Soon after, Seligman interpreted the
experiments results towards an explanation of humans with depression and was looking
for ways to improve psychotherapy (see, for example Abramson, Martin E. Seligman,
and Teasdale 1978; Martin E. P. Seligman 1972; Maier and Martin E. P Seligman 1976).
The 1982 published ”Attributional Style Questionnaire” (ASQ) (Peterson, Baeyer, et al.
1982) was an instrument based on the ”Learned Helplessness” theory which again was
built on the basic conclusions of the dog experiments: it is not the events themselves,

66This is a summarizing illustration of the experiments with a focus on the main points that lead Seligman
to his conclusions on learned helplessness. This actual study covered three experiments with up to four
groups of dogs each, whereas the main conclusions were drawn in a second study that was able to reject
more alternative explanations that would have been in line with behaviorism (see Overmier and Martin
E. P. Seligman 1967; Martin E. P. Seligman and Maier 1967).
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but the internal explanation of the subject that are the determinants whether someone
was depressed or developed a depression. The Attributional Style Questionnaire works as
follows: Participants are presented with one of several good or bad imaginative situations67

and can choose among the following explanations why such a situation could happen to
them: They might experience the event due to ”other people”, ”circumstances” or ”me”.
Further, participants are asked whether they expect this cause will ”always” or ”never
again” be present when the same event like looking for a job will present itself in the future.
The last question presented here has participants answer whether they expect the cause
of the event influencing only this type of event or other areas of life as well. The Learned
Helplessness theory predicts that an explanation style ”in which internal, stable and global
attributions are offered for bad events is associated with depressive symptoms” (Peterson,
Baeyer, et al. 1982, p. 296), i.e. not getting a raise because of other people, expecting
the same to happen again for the same cause and this cause to influence other areas of
life. Learned Helplessness theory proposed the definition of depression describing it as a
result of experience with uncontrollable aversive events. Like the dogs in the experiments,
depressed participants concluded that they were not in control of the situation and could
not help themselves. Peterson and Seligman found that when ASQ scores of students were
taken after midterm examinations, ASQ scores were correlated with depressive symptoms
following poor exam performance. Further studies confirmed ASQ scores predict which
study participants were to develop depressive symptoms one month later (Golin, Sweeney,
and Shaeffer 1981).

Later, Attributional Style theory underwent a name change and was called “Explanatory
Style”. However, only the theory underwent a name change, the attributions of the
explanatory style theory were still measured with the Attributional Style Questionnaire
instrument. With this name change came an extension of application of the new explanatory
style into the ’positive’ mental realm. Explanatory style, as measured by ASQ, was not
only able to predict how people felt but also how they performed. Seligman argued with
explanatory style that explaining bad situations by one’s own agency is having negative
effects on overcoming future challenges, while explaining good situations being brought
by through one’s own agency correlates with doing good in the future, whereas ’doing
good’ was defined pretty broadly. By applying applying the ASQ to a population of newly
recruited insurance sales agents was able to predict their job performance. The top half of
the agents as measured by ASQ scores sold 37% more insurances in their first 2 years of
service than the agents scoring in the bottom half of ASQ scores (see Martin E. P. Seligman
and Schulman 1986). On the other hand, students with a bad ASQ score were more prone
to illness years after the test (see Peterson and Martin E. P Seligman 1987). Both of these
studies were seen as confirmation of the ASQ and explanatory style theory.

Interesting on a methodological level is that when Peterson, Baeyer, et al. (1982) published
67Unsuccessfully looking for a job, getting a raise, getting rejected, getting very rich etc.
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the Attributional Style Questionnaire, they had not included a stage-like build-up of pre-
studies to confirm their working hypotheses within the paper as shown in Diener’s studies.
The authors do mention some pre-studies, like testing questionnaire items on students
in footnotes (i.e. Peterson, Baeyer, et al. 1982, p. 290), but no data is shown. The
authors did discuss validity with reference to other authors having correlated low ASQ
to depression (see Golin, Sweeney, and Shaeffer 1981). They further mentioned having
replicated this correlation several times with students, but did not add a reference. So
it must be assumed that these replication results have never been published. Further,
previous studies by the authors of ”Learned Helplessness” were mentioned, giving good
reason that the ASQ will work in the predicted way. My interpretation is that the ASQ
was published to the scientific community based on good arguments and tested on 130
undergraduates. The main difference to Diener-like studies lies mostly in the transparency
of the scientific process. Unlike in Diener’s studies, pre-studies were not included in the
paper, neither were their data or methodological setup disclosed.

Until around the end of the 1990s most of Martin Seligman’s articles revolved around
depression, bad health and how to prevent it. However, two of his books that were written
for the general public already carried in them what would later become positive psychology.
Learned Optimism (Martin E. P. Seligman 1991) and The Optimistic Child (Martin E. P.
Seligman, Reivich, et al. 1995) argue for the value of optimism beyond resilience against
depression but stress a self-therapy approach on how to lead a better and more successful
life.

4.2 The Founding of Positive Psychology

In 1998 Seligman got elected as president of the American Psychological Association.
In his presidential address he called for a new science of human strengths that aims to
identify the characteristics of a positive life, develops tools to measure and teach them
(Fowler, Martin E. P. Seligman, and Koocher 1999). In the following paragraphs I’d like
stress some of the characteristics with which Seligman describes this new science and
hint at the basic assumptions and approaches with which this new science started. The
“Positive Psychology Manifesto”, was written with other authors that have worked in
the field of happiness-research, among others with Barbara Fredrickson, the creator of
the ”broaden-and-build model”, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the creator of the ”flow”
theory. The goal of positive psychology was defined to be able to provide response to
adversity and the study of how to bring about “the good life”68 (K. Sheldon et al. 2000,
p. 1), without further defining what “the good life” is. We will come back to Barbara
Fredrickson and Mihalyi Csikszenthimalyi later in this chapter. In the introductory chapter
of the special issue of the American Psychologist on positive psychology, Martin Seligman
and Mihalyi Csikszentmihaly criticise general psychology for turning a blind eye on what

68In quotes in the original.
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makes life worth living, humanistic psychology for not building a cumulative empirical
base and philosophy for dubious assumptions on what happiness is, without actually
measuring anything (see Martin E. P. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). From all
these introductory texts in the new positive psychology we can infer that the aim was to
focus on empirical work, while having therapy and interventions in mind.

4.3 A Definition of Happiness: The Three Lives

While Seligman gives a rudimentary formula for happiness in his bestseller Authentic
Happiness (Martin E. P. Seligman 2002), I prefer to focus on the description given in
Positive Psychotherapy (Martin E. P. Seligman, Rashid, and Parks 2006), since it is a more
detailed and scientific description and publication in general. Seligman suggests, that “the
unwieldy notion of ‚happiness‘” (ibid., p. 776) can be decomposed in three parts: The
pleasant life, the engaged life and the meaningful life.

4.3.1 The Pleasant Life

Seligman’s understanding of the pleasant life is based on hedonic theories of ’happiness’
whereas positive emotions about the present, past and the future work as a buffer against
depression and anxiety (ibid., p. 777). As a sidenote I must add that Diener’s SWB
(based on a hedonic definition of happiness) and Seligman’s idea of hedonic definitions of
happiness have some marked differences. Seligman describes the pleasant life as ”having a
lot of positive emotion […] and learning the skills to amplify the intensity and duration of
these emotions” (ibid., p. 776). Diener would vigorously disagree about the intensity of the
emotions and stress that it is the frequency of said emotions that matters, while referring
to his multistaged studies, showing that high intensity of positive emotions often comes
at the cost of having had low intensity of positive emotion for a long time beforehand
(see Ed Diener, Sandvik, and W. Pavot 1991). As Diener argues, higher measures of life
satisfaction as measured by the SWLS are a product of frequent, but not necessarily intense
measures of PA. In consequence, an amplification of ’happiness’ understood in the reading
of the proxy construct subjective well-being is not the product of the amplification of the
positive emotions themselves (aka their intensity), but their frequency.

In his definition of the pleasant life Seligman relies mostly on Barbara Fredrickson’s
broaden-and-build model (see Fredrickson 1998; and Fredrickson 2001). The broaden-and-
build model follows the observation that negative emotional states like anxiety and fear
narrow people’s focus, while high-arousal positive emotions broaden attention and focus.
Barbara Fredrickson and Thomas Joiner used the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS) questionnaire (see D. Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988) and the ”Cognitive
Response Inventory” (CRI) to show that measures of positive affect (but not negative
affect) are able to predict broad minded coping when confronted with a complex problem
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5 weeks after taking the measure (see Fredrickson and Joiner 2002). The PANAS was used
to measure the intensity of some emotional items by memory over the past two weeks,
while in the CRI participants have to remember an important problem within the last year
and indicate how often various coping strategies have been used. Fredrickson and Joiner
further were able to confirm their hypotheses that PA and broad-minded coping serially
enhance each other. In essence, the broaden-and-build model proposes an upward spiral
of PA and broad-minded coping, where the two variables positively influence themselves
and one-another.

Seligman further refers to Sonja Lyubomirsky, Kennon Sheldon and David Schkade’s paper
”Pursuing Happiness: The Architecture of Sustainable Change” (Lyubomirsky, K. M.
Sheldon, and Schkade 2005) in order to argue for exercises that enhance positive memories
and therefore the pleasant life. The authors definition of happiness reads: ”frequent
positive affect, high life satisfaction and infrequent negative affect” (ibid., p. 115) and is
explicitly based on Diener’s work. By applying Diener’s SWLS, the PANAS and other
measures, Lyubomirsky and colleagues were able to confirm that an intentional change
in one’s activity has a longer lasting influence on one’s happiness than circumstantial
change, therefore arguing that “effort and hard work offer the most promising route to
happiness” (Lyubomirsky, K. M. Sheldon, and Schkade 2005, p. 116; and K. M. Sheldon
and Lyubomirsky 2006).

Figure 4.2: The three primary factors
that determine ”chronic” happiness lev-
els (ibid., p. 116).

The ”chronic happiness” in figure 4.2 is defined
as ”a person’s characteristic level of happiness dur-
ing a particular period in [...] life (ibid., p. 115).
Lyubomirsky and Sheldon’s studies in turn rely on
the data of David Lykken and Auke Tellegen’s twin
studies (Lykken and Tellegen 1996).

In the twin studies by Lykken and Tellegen Well-
Being measures of monozygotic and dizygotic twins
were taken and compared after 10 years. Twin A’s
Well-Being score was compared with twin B’s Well-
Being score 10 years later. While the cross-twin,
cross-time correlation for dizygotic twins was almost
zero, the authors concluded from the data of the
monozygotic twins, that the stable component of
subjective well-being could be heritable by up to

80%. Towards that result Diener argues that when measured over such a long period as 10
years the results are naturally more likely to be influenced by stable factors like the genes
and less likely by events that might have influenced current well-being (Ed Diener, E. M.
Suh, Lucas, et al. 1999, p. 279). It is therefore argued that the 80% as set by Lykken and
Tellegen is probably set too high, hence Lyubomirsky and Sheldon simply work with a 50%
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estimate, argueing others also share this estimate (see Lyubomirsky, K. M. Sheldon, and
Schkade 2005, p. 113). Another interesting study by Sonja Lyubomirsky to mention here
is ”Personality Fit And Positive Interventions” (Lyubomirsky, Tkach, and K. M. Sheldon
2004; Schueller 2012). The SWLS and PANAS were used to measure life satisfaction
and PA, together with the ”Big Five Inventory” to distinguish introverts and extraverts.
The study was successful in establishing that interventions differ in effectiveness between
introverts and extroverts. While writing a thank you letter and reading it to the person
it is addressed to aloud proved to have a very high effect on extroverts, introverts were
better served by reminding themselves of three good things that had happened each day
and how they were part of it.

On the basis of the presented literature on the pleasent life, to which Seligman refers often,
I argue that Seligman is mostly interested in providing intervention.

4.3.2 The Engaged Life

The second component of Seligman’s understanding of happiness is mostly based on
research done by Mihalyi Csikszentmihaly who articulated the “Flow”-theory. Through
qualitative interviews and observations on very successful people like artists and promising
students Csikszentmihalyi concluded, that people are happiest, when they are in the ”flow”
state, primarily driven by self-set goals (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Csikszentmihalyi observed
artists being indifferent to hunger, fatigue and discomfort as long as work on a painting
was going well. Through structured interviews and later the ESM technique he came to
the conclusion that there is a fragile balance between perceived challenges and skills: “If
challenges begin to exceed skills, one first becomes vigilant and then anxious; if skills
begin to exceed challenges, one first relaxes and then becomes bored” (Nakamura and
Csikszentmihalyi 2002, p. 89). However, it is not simply a balancing of challenges and skills.
Flow mostly occurs when the person in question sees greater opportunities for action than
on an average day and has the skills to adequately engage the challenge. Experiencing
Flow leads the person to persist and return to the activity because of the experiental
rewards, which in time will lead to fostering of this skill. Flow is a concept that relies
on the person to be intrinsically motivated in her work. These autotelic personalities are
least happy and motivated in apathy, whereas nonautothelic people did not find apathy
conditions (low challenge, low skill) aversive.

The second caveat to flow when trying to link it to ’happiness’ is that it is an amoral concept.
It is “possible for people to seek flow in activities that are neutral or destructive to the self
and/or the culture” (ibid., p. 101). Being in the flow, means pursuing engagement, where
time passes quickly and one is completely absorbed by the activity, while the attention
is purely focused on what one aims to do. “Flow is defined as a psychological state in
which the person feels simultaneously cognitive efficient, motivated, and happy (Moneta
and Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p. 227). In order to get data on mood, Csikszentmihalyi
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devised his own questionnaire with 26 mood-related adjectives. The Experience Sampling
Method was developed to be able to apply this questionnaire successfully. At random
times of the day participants filled out the questionnaires. The mood questionnaire that
Csikszentmihalyi used consisted of 26 adjectives related to mood, which were positioned
on 13 opposite scales like ”happy - sad”, ”ashamed - proud”, ”tense - relaxed” or ”clear
-confused”. While the aim of the resarch on flow was to get data on the concentration,
location, bodily state and people accompanying the study participants, the claim on how
happy the participant were stems solely from one 7 point scale ranging from happy to sad
(see Csikszentmihalyi and Reed Larson 1987, p. 535; and Moneta and Csikszentmihalyi
1996, p. 284). It is surprising how prominently Seligman refers to flow theory, since the
authors themselves are quite unsure how the concept of flow is tied to ’happiness’: “Does
the sum of flow over time add up to a good and happy life? Or only under certain
conditions, that is, if the person develops an autotelic personality and learns to enjoy high
challenges?” (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 2002, p. 102).

Still, the wish to enhance the state of flow seems obvious enough and Seligman proposes
the enhancement of this status by identifying people’s highest strengths and then help
them to find opportunities to engage in situations with their respective skills. For this
purpose, Seligman and contributors published Character Strengths and Virtues (Peterson
and Martin E. P. Seligman 2004), a classification of positive traits that they designated
as character strengths. Character Strengths and Virtues is supposed to fulfill the function
of an anti Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 4th ed. (DSM-IV). A
proposed character strength had to pass a total of 10 criteria in order to be accepted
(see ibid., pp. 17–27). A short selection: Criterion 1 states that a strength can be good
for others as well, but it has to fulfill the individual in question. Criterion 2 states that
strengths have to produce desirable outcomes and need to be morally valued. Criterion
5 states that a strength needs to manifest in a range of behaviors, have a degree of
generality across situations and stability across time – so it can be assessed. The resulting
24 character strengths could be summarized under six moral virtues69 that can be found
”across different cultures and throughout time”70 (ibid., p. 28). Character Strength and
Virtues then discusses character traits of the core moral virtues and how to measure
them through operationalizations. The resulting instrument Values in Action Inventory of
Strengths (VIA-IS) questionnaire is measuring the 24 character strengths related to the 6
core values (ibid., p. 627).71 The resulting VIA-IS score can then be used find activities
that a specific person would feel engaged in.

69The six core moral virtues are: Wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance and
transcendence. Each of these moral values had several character traits attached to them, i.e. creativity and
open-mindedness to wisdom and knowledge, bravery and persistence to courage, love and social intelligence
to humanity etc. (Peterson and Martin E. P. Seligman 2004, pp. 29–30). These virtues are later on called
”the high six”.

70These virtues are then compared to virtues of traditional lore, like 500 B.C.E Confucian virtues,
Buddhist virtues, Jewish, Christian and Islamic virtues, and the Nicomachean Ethics

71The questionnaire can be found on www.viastrengths.org.
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4.3.3 The Meaningful Life

The third happy life involves the pursuit of meaning. One’s signature strength in the
meaningful life is used ”to belong to and serve something that one believes is bigger
than the self” (Martin E. P. Seligman, Rashid, and Parks 2006, p. 777). These ideas
are potentially rooted in religion, politics, family, nation etc. The subjective sense of
meaning is said to strongly correlated to happiness. While this claim intuitively makes
sense, Seligman presents few studies that support the argument. Seligman refers to a
metastudy by Sonja Lyubomirsky, Laura King and Ed Diener in which a total of 225
papers were analyzed. Only one of the papers is looking at the correlation of positive
emotions and meaning at the job (Lyubomirsky, King, and Ed Diener 2005, p. 807) and
within the study only one of a total of 43 questions concerns itself with meaning and is
therefore a rather subordinate claim of the study (Staw, Sutton, and Pelled 1994, p. 67).
Seligman goes on to claim that the greatest benefits of pursuing meaning are to be able
to transform the perception of a person’s circumstances to look more fortunate. However,
the study that Seligman refers to concerning this claim compares two groups of people
in how they tell their life story and notices one group having a higher likelihood to tell
their story in a specific narrative (McAdams et al. 1997). The study was not linked to
’happiness’ and the authors even state that the life stories of the members of one group
“are no more optimistic in narrative tone and contain no greater number of positive [...]
affect experiences, than those life stories” by the other group (ibid., p. 687).

4.4 Conclusion on The Three Happy Lifes

In summary, Seligman’s empirical basis for the three happy lifes is at times rather thin.
Too often studies were referenced that (sometimes explicitly) do not seem to have a link to
the research on ’happiness’, or there are inconsistencies in how he uses the terms. For the
description of the engaged life Seligman refers to the Csikszentmihalyis flow and his and
Peterson’s Character Strengths and Virtues. In Character Strengths and Virtues Seligman
argues per criterion 2 that character strengts need to be morally valued (see Peterson and
Martin E. P. Seligman 2004, p. 19), while Jeanne Nakamura and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
explicitly acknowledge the amorality of flow (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 2002, p. 101).
Seligman then proposes to enhance flow by the character strengths which have to satisfy
moral evaluation (Peterson and Martin E. P. Seligman 2004, p. 19). This might not
necessarily be a problem but the fact that it is not mentioned generates the impression
that Seligman is not so much interested in sketching a consistent theory of ’happiness’ but
rather erratically looking for any clue to support his classification of character strengths on
which his therapy interventions are based. The three lifes are presented as “scientifically
manageable components” of ’happiness’ (Martin E. P. Seligman, Rashid, and Parks 2006,
p. 776). However, the only ’scientific’ link between these three components is that the
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absence of all of them is claimed to be a cause of depression.

4.5 Flourish

In 2011 Seligman came to the conclusion that his ”authentic happiness” theory72 (Martin
E. P. Seligman 2002) is wrong. In his book Flourish, published in 2011 Seligman reports
having changed his mind on what the research topic of positive psychology should be
about:

“I used to think that the topic of positive psychology was happiness, that the
gold standard for measuring happiness was life satisfaction, and that the goal
of positive psychology was to increase life satisfaction. I now think that the
topic of positive psychology is well-being, that the gold standard for measuring
well-being is flourishing, and that the goal of positive psychology is to increase
flourishing” (Martin E. P. Seligman 2011, p. 13).

One of the few scientific references in this book is on Felicia Hupperts and Timothy So’s
”Flourishing Across Europe” (Huppert and So 2013). Huppert and So write that several
definitions and scales for flourishing exist, but that there is no agreement yet. In their own
study they defined components of flourishing as ”the mirror opposite of the symptoms of the
common mental disorders” (ibid., p. 841). Seligman’s own suggestion is that the well-being
theory’s flourishing should be measured by the elements positive emotion, engagement,
relationships, meaning and achievement – PERMA for short. In the book Seligman gives
no consistent reasoning why these five elements make up the new well-being theory, except
for intuition and personal anecdotal evidence. When I asked Martin Seligman about the
empirical evidence behind the five elements of well-being, he responded: ”[I]t was not an
empirically based proposal. [I]t was a priori [sic!] lots of empirical data since to test it and
its psychometrics”.73

Well-being theory and its PERMA components were first introduced in Flourish, a popular
book on ’happiness’, littered with personal and historical anecdotes. Very few of the
references made in the book are explicit or complete with author, publication and year.
Every PERMA reference I have found in scientific publications refers to this very book.
Seligman further writes:

”Well-being is a construct, and happiness is a thing. A »real thing« is a directy
measurable entity. Such an entity can be »operationalized« - which means that
a highly specific set of measures defines it. […] Well-being theory denies that
the topic of positive psychology is a real thing; rather the topic is a construct
– well-being- which in turn has several measurable elements, each a real thing,
each contributing to well-being, but none defining well-being (Martin E. P.

72Not discussed in this thesis.
73Personal communication per email, 25. October 2021.
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Seligman 2011, pp. 14–15)

Well-being definitely is a construct, since it is not directly observable, but so is ’happiness’.
What Seligman probably means is that well-being is a composite of many things while
we accept ’happiness’ to be ’one’ thing. Then again, we all would probably agree, that
there are many elements contributing to ’happiness’. One could argue that well-being is
just a made up word summarizing many contributing phenomena, but the same could be
argued about ’happiness’. ’Happiness’ being a ”real thing” in contrary to the construct of
well-being is another interesting claim. The attribute ”real” isn’t somewhere to be found
inbetween ”construct” and ”operationalization”. I’m sure we all would agree, Seligman
included, that temperature is real. Temperature is a construct. Constructs are not
directly observable, which holds true for all three of the terms. According to Seligman
the ”real thing” ’happiness’ is directly measurable by means of operationalization. Then
again, ”operationalization” is the very process of making unobservables observable. The
”real thing” elements of well-being include ”meaning” and ”engagement” according to
Seligman’s PERMA theory. Are they directly observable? In the paragraph about meaning
Seligman argues that meaning is not solely a subjective state. ”The dispassionate and more
objective judgment of history, logic and coherence can contradict a subjective judgment.
Abraham Lincoln [...] judged his life to be meaningless, but we judge it pregnant with
meaning” (Martin E. P. Seligman 2011, p. 17). In that strain Seligman argues, that
Jean-Paul Sartres play No Exit (Huis clos) while judged meaningful by its author, ”now
seems wrongheaded” (ibid.). Maybe it is just that I disagree with Seligman on Huis
Clos, but I do not see the ”directly measurable” part of the ”real thing” meaning. My
alternative suggestion is to understand Seligman’s proposal as a new proxy construct
called ”flourishing”. ’Happiness’ lacks a clear operationalization. Seligman now limits
the possibilities of operationalization by suggesting that ’happiness’ could empirically
be approached from a flourishing perspective using the PERMA instruments. As such
this is an interesting proposal given that the PERMA profiler allows a much broader
assessmenst than the usual SWB instruments like the SWLS can provide.74 That said,
neither ’happiness’ nor SWB nor flourishing are directly measurable. All three need to
be operationalized in order to create instruments that render these constructs empirically
tangible. However, while the big dispute about ’happiness’ has not been resolved yet,
the creators of SWB and flourishing did outline what the respective constructs should
encompass. In the case of SWB, measures should include global measures of life satisfaction
and no measures that we would deem ”objective”. In the case of flourishing, measures
should include the elements lending the name to the PERMA profiler: Positive emotion,
engagement, relationship, meaning and accomplishment. Since both of them refer to

74In comparison to the 5 questions of the SWLS that only concern the satisfaction with one’s life, the
PERMA profiler encompasses 23 questions, among others asking the respondent about her physical health,
to what extent she receives help and support, how lonely she feels during her daily life and to what extent
she feels loved (see Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985; and Butler and Kern 2016).

82



’happiness’, while being closer to operationalization, I categorize them both as proxy
constructs.
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Chapter 5

Methodological Discussion and Criticism of Posi-
tive Psychology

I started to work on the topic of positive psychology with the critical literature in mind
(foremost Kleiner 2015; Ehrenreich 2009; Taylor 2001; Bayertz 2010, 2012; Lazarus 2015).
The picture I painted in my head was one of a sub-discipline of psychology who’s scien-
tific motivation was put into doubt by the underlying neocapitalistic political drive and
questionable methodological work that had turned into a cash machine by selling therapy
to people wanting to maximize their ’happiness’ and feeding popular science literature.75

Eva Illouz and Edgar Cabanas summarize:

”It seems clear, that positive psychology could not have thrived on the basis
of its science alone. The field is characterized by its popularity as much as its
intellectual deficits and scientific underachievement. [...] It could be argued
that positive psychology is little more than ideology recycled in the form of
charts, tables and number-filled diagrams; an easily marketable pop psychology
touted by scientists in white coats” (Cabanas and Illouz 2019, pp. 32–33).

Many a times a scientific conclusion like 80% of stable happiness being hereditary (see
Lykken and Tellegen 1996) was properly referenced and explained in a paper. But the
reason why this number should be reduced to 50% (see Lyubomirsky, K. M. Sheldon, and
Schkade 2005, p. 113) was harder to come by. The papers using the 50% number did not
explain how the number came to be, neither did the papers that were referenced in order to
argue for this number. It took alot of digging in all given references until I could conclude
with confidence that the ”50%” was not a calculated number but a simple estimate based
on the conviction that 80% ’must be too high’, since it’s computation only tracked stable

75One lead that I would have wanted to follow were the interconnections of the John Templeton Fund,
it’s potential political creeds as manifested by the funding areas ”Philosophy & Theology” and ”Individual
Freedoms & Free Markets” and positive psychology. Martin Seligman’s initiative attracted the attention
of self-made billionaire Sir John Templeton who initially funded the projects through research grants and
prize money. Seligman became the principal investigator of several Templeton Religion Trust and John
Templeton Foundation research projects and now has a chair in the steering committee and serves as
advisor to the John Templeton Foundation according to his CV.
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”Well-Being” of monozygotic twins.76

Then there are methodological inconsistencies like Barbara Fredrickson and Marcial
Losadas ”Complex Dynamics of Human Flourishing” (see Fredrickson and Losada 2005a).
Based on Barbara Fredrickson’s ”broaden-and-build-model”, the team argued that busi-
ness teams that expressed higher positivity in their meetings must perform better.

Figure 5.1: Representation of the dynamic structures de-
scribing high-performance, medium-performance, and low-
performance teams (ibid., p. 682).

The data from the conducted
study observing 60 business
teams confirmed the expectations.
Fredrickson and Losada calcu-
lated that teams with a measured
positivity ratio at or above 2.9013
times more positive than negative
things discussed were the most
high-performant and mentally
flourishing.

The authors then purported a
mathematical model based on the
”Lorenz system” used in fluid dy-
namics representing the perfor-
mance and PA/NA ratios in emo-
tional space as seen in figure 5.1.
Nicholas Brown and Alan Sokal
(the latter known in the social sci-
ence through the science wars) re-

futed the mathematical model in ”The Complex Dynamics of Wishful Thinking”, calling
it an ”abuse of mathematics” (Brown, Sokal, and Friedman 2015, p. 30). Fredrickson has
since withdrawn the mathematical model elements, including the positivity ratio of 2.9013
(see Fredrickson and Losada 2013).

It is understandable that happiness research (the broader historical field) and positive
psychology specifically (since 1998) has come under attack, also since they do not consider
data from the social sciences. This picture of a dubious science is not entirely wrong. But

76The paper by Lykken and Tellegen (1996) is a study based on the data of the ”Minnesota Study of
Twins Reared Apart” (MISTRA) (For more information on this very interesting study please see Segal
2012). The paper by David Lykken and Auke Tellegen compared ”Well-Being” measures (not Subjective
Well-Being, but a different proxy construct) of monozygotic and dizygotic twins reared apart in intervals
of up to 10 years. They argue, that the correlation of a Well-Being measure of a dizygotic twin with
the measure of it’s sibling 10 years later was ”essentially zero” (Lykken and Tellegen 1996, p. 188). The
same cross-twin comparison of two monozygotic twins over 10 years equaled to 80% however. The above
mentioned paper is often used to argue for a certain heredity of ’happiness’, while applying the results of a
study measuring ”well-being” to studies using ”subjective well-being”. For my criticism on why the results
of studies using different proxy constructs should only be applied cautiously to one another please see page
16 in this thesis. For criticism on MISTRA and why it does not have the final word on the ”nature versus
nurture” discussion please see Joseph (2022).
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neither is it complete. In the defence of happiness research one could argue that they very
well did consider demographic factors, in the 1960s and 1970s, and insofar as contemporary
happiness research portrays itself in line with social indicators research they could argue
that socio-demographic factors play a very subordinate role in study participants perceived
happiness. Therefore, to some degree the criticism can be refuted on the basis of historical
research done.

While I certainly agree with Eva Illouz’s and Edgar Cabanas’ assessment that positive
psychology plays neatly into a neo-liberal agenda (see Cabanas and Illouz 2019), I would
like to spend the next few paragraphs analyzing how science is conducted and argue that
positive psychology, while certainly having its flaws, is not faring that poorly after all.

5.1 On Comparability and Scientific Progress

Hasok Chang, in his great book on water argues that water, an element as understood in
the phlogiston theory, became H2O over the course of time during the chemical revolution
(see Chang 2014, 133pp.). Scientists often arrive at what Chang calls the ”problem of nomic
measurement”.77 In order to break the cycle between wanting to develop a theory but
needing a specific measure in order to go forward and wanting to develop an instrument but
needing a theory in order to conclude what to measure, many methods seem permissible.

During the transition of water from an element to a chemical formula of atoms not every
argument was based on ’good methodology’. John Dalton, claiming water is HO in 1808
simply applied his ”rule of greatest simplicity”. Through eletrolysis Dalton only knew of
one compound of hydrogen and oxygen each. ”Why should he have assumed that the
composition of water was not the simplest possible, namely a one-to-one combination of
hydrogen and oxygen atoms” (ibid., p. 138)? While Dalton’s ”rule of simplicity” convinced
most of his peers for practical reasons, the doctrine proved to be insufficient with more
complex molecular formulas. By operationalizing the relative volumes of atoms in chemical
reactions, Wilhelm Hofmann was able to solve the mystery in 1865, and suggested that
water is hydrogen and oxygen combined in a 2:1 volume ratio.

Uljana Feest argues that (operationally defined) concepts can be used as research tools
that help to temporarily fixate conditions of application (see Feest 2010, p. 179). In that
vein, Dalton’s ”rule of simplicity” allowed an operationalization of atomic weight. While
the assumption retrospectively had to be corrected, it proved to be a milestone towards
the Formula of H2O.

”Here is a guiding idea to help us understand the spirit of nineteenth-century
atomic chemistry: in order to learn something real about atoms, do something
with them. [...] For physical atoms, operationalization mostly involved some
advanced technology or high-powered statistical reasoning, neither of which

77In this thesis shortly discussed on page 30.
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became available until the late nineteenth century. For chemical atoms, oper-
ationalization came much sooner and much more easily. By operationalizing
the concept of atoms, chemists learned to do a pragmatic sort of metaphysics”
(Chang 2014, p. 153).

Bradburn operationally defined happiness as having more PA over NA and since he gave
no detailed account how the questionnaire items for PA and NA were constructed, it must
be assumed that it must have been based on intuition alone (see Bradburn and Caplovitz
1965). The resulting two clusters did not correlate, to Bradburn’s surprise. The clusters
allowed further research by Andrews and Withey confirming the independence of PA and
NA and lead to the third factor of ”cognitive evaluation” being discovered (see Andrews
and Withey 1976). This discovery allowed Ed Diener to converge on his three markstones
of subjective well-being (see Ed Diener 1984) and finally to dismiss the independence of
PA and NA as a statistical artifact produced by memory bias and too long time frames.

Bradburn’s conclusion on the independence of NA and PA can retrospectively be considered
’wrong’, but he definitely played his part in the research on happiness so it could arrive
where it by now did. While these operationalizations sometimes seem overly crude, I agree
with Changs sentiment that ”operationalization is an achievement” (Chang 2004, p. 86).

Figure 5.2: Feigl’s representation the connection between
postulates and observations (ibid., p. 6).

In this thesis I have argued for the
separation of constructs and proxy
constructs for three reasons.
(1) Constructs are on a more ab-
stract level. A proxy construct
refers to one construct, but any
construct can be referred to by
many proxy constructs.
(2) Confusing the two might lead
to vague science since two proxy
constructs might not be compara-
ble even though they refer to the
same construct.
(3) As in the example of SWB, be-
ing transparent about the semi-
operationalized character of a
proxy construct might create a
new sub-field and enable other re-

search teams to join, since the conditions to work on something comparable are clear.

I concede that proxy constructs are probably on the same level as Herbert Feigl’s ”primitive
concepts” as seen in figure 5.1. No definite measure has been predetermined yet, but
SWB is already based on some empirical evidence and less broad than ’happiness’, the
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superordinate notion. Out of subjective well-being followed the Satisfaction With Life
Scale.

Is subjective well-being as measured by the Satisfaction With Life Scale ’happiness’?
No!
It can’t be.
’Happiness’, as an unoperationalized construct does not - and cannot - correspond to
anything in the physical realm.78 Every construct needs to be operationalized in order to
be measured and it can be operationalized in different co-existing ways.

Percy Bridgman’s operationalism was a reaction to very different ways of measurement
like measuring with a meter stick and specifying distance in light years sharing the same
word in common tongue (see Bridgman 1927). Operationalization is the answer to non-
homogeneous concepts.

”In practice, however, scientists do not recognize multiple concepts of length,
and Bridgeman was willing to concede that it is allowable to use the same name
to represent a series of concepts, if the different measurement operations give
mutually consistent numerical results in the areas of overlap” (Chang 2014,
p. 145).

Operationalizations have a vertical and a temporal quality to them. As seen in Feigl’s
illustration in figure Nr. 5.1, postulates on the vertical axis get more and more explicit,
until an operationalization allows an actual measurement. Every operationalization is also
’merely’ a suggestion for a measure that might be linked to an unobservable construct.
Only by comparing the operationalization to other operationalizations over the course of
time will answer the question whether it is a good measurement for the intended use. A
measurement possesses value in term of that specific operationalization of the postulate.
But said measurement was only possible due to the operationalizations on the vertical axis.
The measure does not directly relate to the postulate, nor can we independently judge
whether the operationalization was in spirit of the higher level concept.

In this thesis I have used the term ”proxy construct” to describe the epistemic status
of SWB. With reference to Chang (2004) and Chang (2014), I argue with this further
case study on ’happiness’ for the importance of operationalizations that allow scientists to
do something with their purported epistemic thing. I argue that proxy constructs are an
important step on the way for operationalizations to emerge. Additionally, proxy constructs
facilitate the comparison of different operationalizations, since two operationalizations
based on the same proxy construct share the same base assumptions upon which the
proxy construct is defined. As such, conclusions drawn from an operationalization of a
proxy construct from one team are easier to integrate into the experimental system of
another team provided they share the same base assumption by doing research on the
same proxy construct. Within the literature on happiness, I found SWB to be the most

78See Chang (2014, 207ff.) for an elaborate assessment on constructs and operationalizations.

88



distinguishable proxy construct, with its pre-operationalization explicitly described as its
”three hallmarks”.79 I argue that the transparency of what the proxy construct subjective
well-being entails constitutes an important cornerstone of its success and facilitated other
research groups to contribute operationalizations according to their own flavour to this
proxy construct.

5.2 On Validation

The validation of an operationalization is making sure that what is measured equals to
what is supposed to be measured and is called ”construct validation”. Denny Borsboom
argues that construct validation as it is usually being done, is actually test validation, since
not the constructs, but the tests are validated (see Borsboom 2003, 128 ff.). As shown on
the illustration by Andrews and Withey in figure Nr. ?? on page ??, construct validation
compares the overlap of the data of two instruments, being two operationalizations of a
construct.80 Borsboom argues that construct validity as it is being practiced, therefore does
not test whether a certain operationalization is measuring the abstract construct, but how
well such an operationalization is backed by evidence. In this regard I would go even further
and claim that construct validity is merely showing the overlap of two operationalizations.
A high overlap of two operationalizations is an indication that these operationalizations
measure the same epistemic thing since the measurement scores seem to be somewhat
comparable. I believe Borsboom holds scientists to too high standards when he argues
that ”[w]hen claiming that a test is valid, one is taking the ontological position that the
attribute being measured exists and affects the outcome of the measurement procedure”
(ibid., p. 131). As argued above, in my opinion no argument about the actual existence of
anything has been made. Only that said operationalizations seem to measure similar or
the same epistemic thing, given the scores are similar. Borsboom critizises psychology for
not having ”unambiguous connections between »theoretical sentences« and »obervational
sentences«” (Borsboom et al. 2009, p. 137) in a positivist understanding. Further he
disagrees with current psychologists’ practice of substituting nomological networks (which
according to Borsboom do not exist in contemporary psychology) with sets of correlations.
The term ”construct”, the way it is used in contemporary psychology is used to refer
to the theoretical term in a theory as well as the possible referent of the term (the
epistemic thing ’happiness’). For the former I have proposed the term ”proxy construct”,
if the description of the term partly defines how it is supposed to be operationalized.
The tip of the iceberg invalidating construct validation as envisioned by Cronbach and
Meehl (1955) in the eyes of Borsboom is that the authors’ understanding of construct

79The three hallmarks can be found on page 46 in this thesis.
80In construct validation usually but not necessarily operationalizations of the same construct are used.

Conversely, in the construct validation of the Satisfaction With Life Scale Diener also compared SWLS
scores with Bradburn’s PA and NA measures. Since the SWLS is not supposed to tap into affect, but only
into life satisfaction, low correlation between SWLS and PA/NA scores were seen as a positive sign for
construct validation of the SWLS (see Ed Diener, Emmons, et al. 1985, p. 73).
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validation include interpretations of test scores, resulting in validity being the outcome
of test score interpretations rather than of tests. According to Borsboom however, real
construct validation should not refer to some test scores (based on operationalizations)
but check whether a certain test is measuring what it is supposed to measure. He argues
for a realist approach to measurement and for a kind of validity that does not refer to
test score interpretations, but to the properties of the tests. In his understanding of
construct validity, Borsboom renames it test validity, which ”is not a function of evidence,
but a function of truth” (Borsboom et al. 2009, p. 138). Instead of construct validity as
it is being practiced today, Borsboom et al. suggests test validity should ”explain how
the psychological attribute acts to cause variation in [...] measurement outcomes” (ibid.,
p. 165). In my view scientists then are back at the ”problem of nomic measurement”
that is haunting all theory-laden observations. Further I can only refer to Hasok Changs
lengthy arguments that the success-truth link in science is highly suspect and I encourage
the reader to consider the respective passages in Chang (2014, 227ff.) and (ibid., 240ff.). I
understand the philosophical desire to have such a kind of validation that checks the link
between an abstract construct and a concrete operationalization. However, I think such a
point of view neglects the actual scientific practice of breaking the chain of ’the problem of
nomic measurement’ through operationalizations. As already mentioned by Angner (2013)
I would argue that some happiness scholars fall into the same trap through trait reification
where scores of tests are mixed up with the abstract construct ’happiness’.

5.3 In Defence of Temporary Claims

Above I have argued that construct validation does not actually validate the construct, but
only that operationalizations that probably tap into a similar phenomenon. I agree that
it is good evidence for a stable referent when instruments of several proxy constructs pass
construct validation. My main complaint is that the term ”construct validation” promises a
more qualitative assessment of the construct than this statistical tool can actually provide.
As Borsboom rightly notes, the arguments for the validity come from the tests and not
from the description of the construct. Above I have also argued that operationalizations
have a temporal quality to them. I wholeheartedly agree with Uljana Feest that by using
operational definitions ”scientists were partially and temporarily specifying their usage of
certain concepts by saying which kinds of empirical indicators they took to be indicative
of the referents of the concepts” (Feest 2005, p. 133). Scientists trapped by the ’problem
of nomic measurement’ might define a concept operationally because it allows them to
measure something. Such an operationalization need not be correct, as the example by
Hasok Chang with the water formula of ”HO” shows. Nevertheless, in the long run, through
a process he calls ”epistemic iteration”81 flaws in a current operationalization will be found

81”A process in which successive stages of knowledge, each building on the preceding one, are created in
order to enhance the achievement of certain epistemic goals. It differs crucially from mathematical iteration
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and another one agreed on that allows scientists to do further research. In that vein,
Uljana Feest argues that the replication crisis in psychology tells us less about the quality
of research but about the focus of that discipline on exploration (see Feest 2019).

5.4 Assessing Positive Psychology

In chapter 2 I have shown how Ed Diener worked on operationalizations of subjective
well-being by setting up multi-staged studies. He introduced new instruments, which
supposedly serve the purpose of proxy construct better, but need to be validated against
the old instruments first. This is a nice fit with Rheinberger’s description of technological
objects claiming that they are usually shaped by ”old tools”. These serve as well-needed
points of reference when new tools are being developed. If the new tools measure the same
construct and are ’better’, by i.e. being more reliable in which factors they pick up or
being faster to apply, they can replace the old instruments in the long run. ”Yet in the
long run, a technical system [object] may become completely replaced by systems which
embody the current, stabilized knowledge in a more efficient way” (Rheinberger 1992b,
p. 323). Bradburn’s PA and NA Scale serve as examples for such replaced tools. Since
Bradburn gave no indication why the tools were constructed in this way, positive affect
and negative affect are now mainly measured by applying the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS), a 20 item questionnaire which was constructed through factor analysis
of 60 emotional terms (D. Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988).

This however, brought its own set of problems, discussed by Alexandrova and Haybron
(2016, p. 1105). Alexandrova and Haybron make the point that factor analysis allows
happiness scholars to avoid having to settle on a theory of ’happiness’ (and/or a proxy
construct) in order to choose questionnaire items and instead use solely statistical argu-
ments for tuning their instruments. While agreeing, I also think that arguing for the items
of an instrument with factor analysis is still better than having no explicit arguments how
the instrument items were constructed at all.

Ed Diener’s multi-staged studies are built consistently within and newer studies are based
on the results of previous ones. This structure fits the description of ”epistemic iteration”
by Chang pretty well. Martin Seligman has a different approach to scientific work. As
argued, the PERMA theory was published without prior empirical data. As PERMA has
since been tested and successfully applied, we could portray the ’premature’ publication
of PERMA as a further example of ’breaking the chain of nomic measurement’.

Ed Diener’s approach of doing science and publishing results is definitely easier to follow
as a reader. Both ways of working seem to be permissible however. As far as Ed Diener
and Martin Seligman can be portrayed representative for the field of subjective well-being
and positive psychology they seem to follow different aims. Ed Diener unveiled the fine-

in that the latter is used to approach a correct answer that is known, or at least in principle knowable, by
other means” (Chang 2004, p. 253).
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grained mechanism of life satisfaction, opposite character traits and uncovered previous
instruments producing statistical artifacts by not differentiating between intensity and
frequency. Martin Seligman as a clinical psychologist is rather interested in developing
and therapies and interventions.

A therapy based on his ”three lives”82, which was informed by his work on the ’anti-DSM’
Character Strengths and Virtues was able to reduce depressive symptoms of mildly and
severely depressed patients significantly better than conventional therapy with and without
the application of drugs. Further, Seligman’s therapy also raised life satisfaction of the
patients as measured by the SWLS significantly compared to conventional therapy (see
Martin E. P. Seligman, Rashid, and Parks 2006). Ed Diener was rather interested in
uncovering an ’inward lead’, subjective operationalization of ’happiness’ while developing
instruments to do so. Martin Seligman used the uncovered knowledge, worked on therapies
and then applied the SWB in order to prove their superiority to existing ones.

Examples of unsound work can be found within positive psychology. That however does
not mean that the whole sub-discipline is doomed to fail. As I have argued in this chapter,
not only are temporal assumptions, operational definitions and construct validation as
used by positive psychology permissible in other sciences, they have also led to successful
scientific projects in the past. In that sense, whether positive psychology will ever come up
with an unilaterally accepted operationalization of ’happiness’ that is good enough83 it is
too early to say. As far as scientific progress can be analyzed however, positive psychology
has an impressive track record.

82Described on page 76.
83Hasok Chang on water: ”I conclude that water is H2O, but also other things, really. [...] But we can

perhaps accept these [further conditions that need to be fulfilled] as well-understood and thoroughly agreed
»fine print« that does not change the main message, to that »Water is H2O« appears as an unproblematic
approximation to the truth” (Chang 2014, pp. 203-204).

92





Chapter 6

Conclusion

This thesis attempted to evaluate whether the approaches used by philosophers of science
to assess scientific findings can be used for the social sciences as well. In particular, I
looked at the attempts to measure ’happiness’ by positive psychology and its predecessors.
To this aim, several approaches that have been used in assessing scientific findings are
introduced and adapted to the psychological studies portrayed in this thesis.

To the best of my knowledge, a history of ’happiness’ research in general and of positive
psychology specifically does not exist yet.84 In the writings of contemporary scholars
of happiness, only anecdotal stories can be found. While a comprehensive history of
the sub-discipline is still missing, this thesis aimed at reconstructing some of the central
scientific arguments and instruments used in the psychological science of happiness during
the last decades. This experimental history of happiness research follows the journey of
a philosophical understanding of ’happiness’ to an empirical research topic. While being
researched from a broader social science perspective first, measuring happiness became a
psychological issue mostly.85

The phenomenon ’happiness’ cannot be directly observed and has to be treated as a mental
construct. Theories of the topic ’home in’ on what parameters of human experience lead
people to be happy. Operationalizations then define which specific attributes are measured
with which specific instrument and refer back to the original construct of ’happiness’ as
one possible way of rendering the construct measurable. In this field exist many semi-
operationalized constructs, that define a certain approach to what kind of phenomenon the
authors expect ’happiness’ to be. I suggested the term ”proxy construct” for these kinds
of constructs that are still not observable directly, but already pre-define what kind of
attributes should be measured. In accord with Angner (2010) I argue that many scholars of
positive psychology are guilty of score reification, expecting their instruments to perfectly

84McMahon’s Happiness (McMahon 2006) is a very interesting read for anyone interested in the topic,
but focuses on the change of philosophical interpretation of ’happiness’ since the beginning of recorded
history.

85There are scientific publications from other disciplines on the subject, i.e. economics come to mind.
But the actual measure of ’happiness’ is usually done via psychological instruments, paired with economic
data and theorizing (see for example Frey and Stutzer 2002b).
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represent the measured attribute and of trait reification, confusing the operationalization of
their proxy construct with ’happiness’, the nonobservable construct. I defended the position
that since ’happiness’ is not measurable per se and partly contradicting operationalizations
of this construct are feasible, operationalizations and proxy constructs should always
be referred to by their name and never summarized within the superordinate construct
’happiness’.

In this thesis I mostly focused on the work of Ed Diener and Martin Seligman regarding
happiness research. Both are towering figures in the field, touted ”the father of modern
happiness research” and ”the father of positive psychology” respectively by their peers.
Diener created the field of subjective well-being (SWB) research by defining this proxy
construct in an open fashion in such a way that many previous studies could already
be counted towards SWB-research. Martin Seligman founded the movement of positive
psychology, becoming it’s figurehead, while working on interventions leading people to
become more happy. Other individual researchers or research groups would have served the
purpose of portraying happiness research just as well. I chose these two individuals because
they very much differ in research goal and style, while at the same time complementing
each other. Therefore, with a loose interpretation of Chang’s ”active (scientific) realism”
(Chang 2014, 203ff.) we could argue that ”anything goes” (Feyerabend 1982, p. 28) as long
as it leads to an operationalization.

In the first chapter several approaches and vocabulary on assessing a science are introduced.

In chapter two the history of an empirical debate about ’the good life’, emerging after the
middle of the 20th century is explained.

Chapter three studies the scientific process of dealing with the ’problem of nomic mea-
surement’ in the research group of Ed Diener. Empirical research usually struggles with
theory needing empirical data, while instrument creation relies on a sophisticated theory,
specifying what to measure. Diener and his research group were pioneers in developing
new instruments and strategies to reject alternative explanations. New instruments had to
be validated with old instruments in order to prove that they measure the same ”epistemic
thing” (Rheinberger 1992a,b), while at the same time producing data that is different
enough so new scientific claims can be based on them. While Diener follows his scientific
findings, it is interesting to note that his definition of ’happiness’ is based on two minor
factors, negative affect (NA) and positive affect (PA). The reasoning for the choice of
factors was not based on empirical explanatory force, but on the fact that these two minor
factors were better understood and easier to differentiate from other factors. The main
factor ”life satisfaction”, while empirically explaining more of the variance in measurement
scores is not part of his definition of ’happiness’.

In chapter four I investigate the work from Martin Seligman. I come to the conclusion
that his work deviates from the aforementioned work by Ed Diener in goal and ’scientific
style’. Coming from clinical psychology, Seligman’s aim was to create interventions to
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boost one’s own happiness, while relying on non-empirical assumptions for the creation
of these interventions and therapies. Nonetheless, Seligman’s therapies were successful in
ameliorating the suffering of clinically depressed patients when measuring with Diener’s
instruments and his own.

In chapter five I discuss the philosophical aspects of doing science on unobservable con-
structs and some of the criticism leveled against positive psychology. While initially sharing
the criticism, I eventually defend positive psychology against most of its critics. I argue
that positive psychology, when only looking at the scientific side of it and compared with
other historical cases, has had its fair share of shortcomings and missteps, but is still
producing a meaningful outcome. It is too early to conclude on this research topic as a
whole, since it may well lead to an all-encompassing definition of happiness in the years
to come.

While I first dismissed the question of what ’happiness’ as understood by positive psychol-
ogy is in the introduction, I would like to ponder over that question for a bit at the end.
’Happiness’, as psychologically understood86, are basic assumptions about its symptoms,
measured where observable and validated by the overlapping of empirical data of several
of these assumptions. A selection of these assumptions are: people that are happy make
their tick at the upper end of a scale in a questionnaire asking how happy they are, they
have a better immune system and therefore go to the doctor less often, they are more
successful at their jobs, happy people life longer, ’happiness’ is a mental state, ’happiness’
is a character trait, ’happiness’ is hereditary, ’happiness’ can be fostered by supporting
the strongest character strength of an individual etc. Some of these assumptions seems
contradictive, which hints to the point that positive psychology has not converged on one
operationalization of ’happiness’ yet. Therefore, in order to answer the question of what
’happiness’ is, we have to decide on an operationalization. If we take Diener’s take on
’happiness’, as an answer, then ’happiness’ is having more positive experiences per day
than negative ones, while explicitly not caring for the intensity of these experiences.

Is this understanding of ’happiness’ good enough, or is it, as Anna Alexandrova asks, only
lowering the bar for the purpose of making it measurable? (see Alexandrova 2017b, p. 135) I
would argue that ’happiness’ as understood by positive psychology, although losing some of
the ’flavour’ of a philosophical understanding, gains unambiguity, an important attribute
when having application in mind. Observers of the empirical research on ’happiness’
have to keep in mind that the interpretations of what ’hapiness’ is, is still very broad
and depending on the context different proxy constructs are being used. Further, the
experimental systems of positive psychology can only handle an ’artificial’ understanding
of ’happiness’, ’happiness’ in an all-encompassing understanding is too impure to be
handled by the available instruments.

However, from a historical perspective, many such endeavours have born fruit in the long
86Ergo the measured operationalizations of it’s proxy constructs.
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run, as seen in the works of Chang (2004, 2014). Out of a theoretical assumption an
operationalization was created, which in turn generated a further theoretical assumption,
whose operationalization informed and potentially corrected the first assumption. There-
fore, while many of the assumptions about ’happiness’ may be incomplete or wrong, the
project as a whole can still be successful. Anna Alexandrova has made a very similar
argument, hence I close with her words:

”[I]t is no good to decide ahead of time from a philosopher’s pedestal what well-
being87 is and then declare that no measure can do justice to this notion. [...]
If well-being is to play a useful role in life of today’s industrial bureaucracies
which live by numbers, it may have to be made measurable even if it was not
initially (Alexandrova 2017b, p. 135).

87The term ”well-being” in the quote has been terminologically defined as ’happiness’ in this thesis.
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