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ABSTRACT 

 

Subjective well-being scholarship (SW-B) has opened valuable new vistas in wellbeing 

research over the past four decades or so. However, owing to its operationalist 

epistemology, it cannot effectively advance into areas it now wants to influence, notably 

welfare economics and public policy. It must first adopt a more realist epistemology, which 

begins with a deep theory of wellbeing, including its causal structure. I provide this 

theory—the wellbeing production function—drawing on ideas in clinical, hedonic, moral, 

behavioural and developmental psychology, and both analytical and continental philosophy. 

The individual components of this theory have empirical backing, but the model of 

wellbeing that it gives rise to produces some inferences that are not verified by subjective 

well-being data. In particular, the model would suggest that people can experience 

sustained improvements in life satisfaction over the life course, but this is rarely what we 

see in data generated by life satisfaction scales questions administered in advanced nations. 

This discrepancy motivates an investigation in the final chapter as to whether life 

satisfaction scales might suffer from issues of scale norming driven by ceiling effects. This 

would explain the discrepancy between the model’s inferences and what we see in the data. 

I provide theoretical arguments and empirical evidence from a novel life satisfaction 

plotting metric that lends credence to this hypothesis. This leads me to argue that the field 

should experiment with alternate metrics for measuring life satisfaction and evaluated 

wellbeing more generally. I discuss some possible options. 
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Introduction 

 

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters: pain and 

pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what 

we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes 

and effects, are fastened to their throne. 

- Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation  

 

Man does not strive for happiness; only the Englishman does that. 

- Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols  

 

 

* * * 

 

 

There has been a tremendous upwelling of interest in subjective well-being (SW-B) in the 

past four decades or so, driven in large part by hedonic psychology (Kahneman et al 1999) 

and more recently by happiness economists (Frey and Stutzer 2002, Bruni and Porta 2005, 

Weimann et al 2015). This research has been almost entirely atheoretical (Argyle 2001, p. 

227) and has relied on an approach that might be described as exploratory data analysis. 

Researchers began with simple metrics for measuring SW-B, notably life satisfaction and 

experience sampling tools for studying mood. They delved into the data collected using these 

metrics with mostly correlational statistical techniques to derive insights into the nature of 

SW-B. The concept itself was defined operationally by how it was measured: as affect and 

life satisfaction. Early findings by researchers in the field were built on using richer data sets, 

and insights were steadily if slowly refined.  

This line of inquiry has opened important new vistas. Most significantly, it has convinced a 

great many people that SW-B can actually be studied empirically, something that economists 

in particular have been sceptical of since an influential publication by Robbins (1934). It has 

also brought to light a range of important issues concerning the cognitive evaluation of 
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wellbeing, including the possibility of adaptation to new circumstances and the impact of 

changing reference groups on life satisfaction. Finally, it has freed wellbeing scholarship 

from the arguably stagnant debates of philosophers and allowed it to be discussed 

independently from the tricky normative issue of prudential value—what is “good for” 

someone. In the process, SW-B scholarship has even revitalised philosophical inquiry into 

wellbeing (Fletcher 2015).  

Encouraged by these successes, SW-B research has started to press into the public policy and 

welfare economics discourses, notably as part of the movement to go “beyond GDP” (Diener 

and Seligman 2004, Diener et al 2009, Clark et al 2018). In this, SW-B scholarship seems to 

have overstepped its limits. As calls to more thoroughly integrated perspectives from SW-B 

research into public policy have increased in volume, critiques of such actions have also 

increased in quantity and prominence. Old arguments pertaining to the difficulty of 

measuring SW-B with the precision required for public policy (Adler 2013), the potential for 

perverse outcomes from “affective governance” (Jupp et al 2016, Davies 2015), and the 

ethical dubiousness of making SW-B the target of policy have come once again to the fore 

(Haybron and Tiberius 2015, Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2015, ch. 5).  

To date, SW-B scholarship has not responded to these criticisms in detail. This is 

understandable given the historical context of the field. Subjective well-being had to push 

past a lot of these old critiques to establish itself. It is now established, and the limits of its 

present methods and theories are being revealed by its recent attempts to go beyond the 

parameters it set itself in its infancy. As Alexandrova (2017) describes, SW-B has until now 

been a “field science” scouting terrain. It discovered a large area of inquiry that could be 

explored without needing to engage with classic critiques. But now this area is more or less 

documented and so SW-B scholarship is moving further afield. As it attempts to cross over 

borders into new territory it is coming up against the classic critiques. To effectively 

contribute to areas like public policy and welfare economics, SW-B scholarship must address 

these critiques by revisiting its fundamental methodological limitations, specifically its lack 

of theoretical depth and the questionable precision of its empirical instruments. In doing so it 

will transition from being a field science to being a more mature theory-led science.  

As I will argue in this thesis, now is an excellent time for this self-critical reflection as the 

field’s efforts in recent decades have granted it the requisite credibility and respect. There is a 

growing appreciation for the research questions of the field, interest in its findings, and 
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patience with its shortcomings. This is indicated by the growing frequency of publications 

associated with SW-B appearing in top journals across economics, psychology and 

philosophy. SW-B has attained the latitude required to engage in a period of more 

speculative, potentially messy research that may undermine the field in the short-term but 

ultimately strengthen its foundations into the long term.  

The present volume is an attempt to kick-off this new wave of scholarship. It provides the 

holistic theory of wellbeing that SW-B scholarship presently lacks. It also clearly articulates 

and empirically demonstrates the measurement problems of scholarship to date, and presents 

novel solutions.  

This book develops an integrated theory of subjective wellbeing (SWB – unhyphenated) 

drawing on ideas in clinical, developmental, moral and behavioural psychology, analytical 

and continental philosophy, and economics. SWB here refers to how well individuals believe 

themselves to be. This is distinct from objective well-being, which refers to how well 

individuals are independently of their own subjective assessment. SWB is also distinct from, 

or rather broader than, SW-B, which I use to refer only and specifically to the constructs of 

affect and life satisfaction and to the literatures in hedonic psychology and happiness 

economics that have studied them. In a sense, the theory developed here merges the field of 

“subjective well-being” (hyphenated) with the broader literature on “subjective wellbeing” 

(unhyphenated), such as that which prevails in clinical psychology and philosophy. For the 

sake of brevity, I will use the acronyms SW-B and SWB for subjective well-being and 

subjective wellbeing, respectively. I will use the term “wellbeing” to describe all research 

concerned with the topic and all conceptualisations of it, including SW-B and those lines of 

inquiry concerned with objective wellbeing. I will use the term “welfare” to refer specifically 

to matters concerning the standard of living. Welfare thus takes in just about all of the 

literature in economics concerned with wellbeing other than happiness economics.  

The broad theory of SWB presented in this book has two parts. The first is a description of 

wellbeing as an outcome. This aspect of the theory is called the wellbeing production 

function. Wellbeing is here modelled as a dependent variable that is a function of three 

“dimensions of wellbeing” that serve as independent variables. These are hedonia, 

eudaimonia and despair. These three dimensions roughly correspond to whether life is 

pleasant, fulfilling and valuable, respectively. Each dimension is made up of further sub-

variables. Hedonia is a function of positive and negative affect and hedonic life satisfaction. 
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Eudaimonia is a function of the three basic psychological needs of autonomy, relatedness and 

competence. And despair is a function of the three themes of existentialism: meaning and 

purpose (nausea), identity (anguish), and virtue (seriousness).  

The second part of the theory is a model of the process by which wellbeing is attained. This 

aspect of the theory is called the coalescence of being. It is a model of self-actualisation in the 

eudaimonic tradition, blending insights from psychology and philosophy. Coalescence 

involves the individual harmonising their actual self with their ideal and ought selves through 

goal setting and achievement. This process is guided by affective signals that accompany goal 

pursuit and social self-verification. Introspection upon these signals helps the individual to 

comport towards an identity that is self-concordant and wellbeing promoting.  

This two-part theory is a “mega-hybrid” theory of wellbeing. In recent accounts from 

analytical philosophy, hybrids are characterised as theories of wellbeing that blend two or 

more of the traditional schools of thought regarding the nature of wellbeing, namely 

hedonism, objectivism and subjectivism (Woodard 2015). The production function of 

wellbeing is both objectivist and subjectivist in that it emphasises objective criteria that 

define wellbeing but also recognises that how these criteria are met will differ from 

individual to individual. In short, the production function of wellbeing posits objective ends 

with subjective means. The coalescence of being then places a strong emphasis on process, 

arguing that there is a prudent way to pursue wellbeing, albeit one that allows for a great deal 

of individual heterogeneity. This integrates eudaimonic perspectives on wellbeing into the 

theory of subjective wellbeing. Eudaimonists emphasise how one must live in order to attain 

wellbeing (often described as flourishing in this literature), rather than dwelling on what kind 

of state wellbeing is (Besser-Jones 2015). Coalescence also sees a strong role for virtue in the 

form of the ought self and reason in the form of introspection, thereby bringing into relief the 

Aristotelian emphasis on rationality and virtue in fostering wellbeing. Finally, coalescence 

delineates a critical role for affective signals in steering self-actualisation. This means that 

hedonism is central to a holistic understanding of wellbeing. I thus argue in this thesis that 

hedonism, subjectivism, objectivism and eudaimonia are all interdependent in wellbeing. 

Understanding wellbeing thus requires integrating the insights of each of these schools into 

an internally consistent model. This in turn requires a strongly cross-disciplinary approach.  

The theory of wellbeing presented herein is unique in that it is integrative, interdisciplinary 

and describes wellbeing in terms of its causal structure. It complements existing statistical 
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studies of the overarching structure of wellbeing (Ryff 1989b, Van Dierendonck 2004, 

Springer et al. 2006, Springer and Hauser 2006, Diener et al 2010, Hupert and So 2013) as an 

outcome variable with a sophisticated theoretical account of how different aspects of 

wellbeing interact as part of the process by which wellbeing is achieved. In so doing, it 

clarifies (i) why certain variables overlap in correlational analysis while others do not, (ii) the 

nature of apparent two-way causal relationships between wellbeing variables, and (iii) how 

the many seemingly divergent conceptions of wellbeing in philosophy, psychology and 

economics can be harmonised in a way that brings clarity rather than merely added 

complexity.    

This thesis is structured as follows. It begins with an account of SW-B including its history 

and positive contributions to scholarship. The history of the field is important because it 

explains why SW-B proceeded with its peculiar methodology and why it was helpful and 

appropriate that it did so. The second chapter reviews theoretical (as opposed to empirical) 

weaknesses in the paradigm of SW-B. Foremost among these is that SW-B’s operationalist 

epistemology gives rise to circularity. Construct validation exercises are pushed into service 

to resolve this issue. However, construct validation requires theorising at step one and this 

theorising is lacking in SW-B, at least for the new lines of inquiry it now wishes to explore. 

SW-B’s operationalist epistemology is particularly problematic in the context of studying 

SWB because it gives rise to what Alexandrova (2017) calls “evidential subjectivism”, which 

is where both the definition of the construct of interest and the way it is measured are 

subjectively defined. It is logically impossible to ensure that you are analysing a consistent 

construct when utilising an evidential subjectivism paradigm. These epistemic issues point to 

the need for deeper theorising in order to bridge SW-B and SWB. This deeper theory is 

elaborated over the next seven chapters. 

The theoretical exposition begins with an exploration of analytical philosophy’s perspectives 

on wellbeing. These define wellbeing as the prudential good, meaning what is “good-for” an 

individual. There are three traditional classes of wellbeing theory in analytical philosophy: 

hedonism, subjectivism and objectivism. Chapter 3 argues that analytical philosophy’s 

tendency towards differentiation and classification has predisposed it to overlook important 

complementarities between these different classes. These complementarities are manifesting 

in tightening equivalence between the three classes in recent cycles of debate between their 

advocates. Focusing on the overlaps between the three classes reveals that they are more 

interdependent than their advocates and analytical philosophers in general might presume. 
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This motivates the production function model of wellbeing, which tries to integrate rather 

than differentiate various perspectives on and theories about happiness. Chapter 3 also argues 

that analytical philosophy has tended to emphasise wellbeing as an outcome and thereby miss 

the crucial prudential issues associated with how wellbeing is pursued. There is a right way of 

achieving wellbeing regardless of how wellbeing is defined. Understanding this process 

requires integrating perspectives from the eudaimonic branch of wellbeing theories. To date, 

these have mostly been discussed under the rubric of objectivist theories of wellbeing as 

outcome, often missing their insights into wellbeing as process.  

Chapter 4 presents the production function model of wellbeing in full, including a formal 

mathematical specification. It provides a preliminary description of the components of the 

production function. Chapters 5 through 8 then explain these components in more detail and 

justify their inclusion in the model. The production function model of wellbeing extends the 

consumer’s problem in economics from one where an individual maximises their utility from 

consumption subject to a budget constraint to a broader problem where the individual tries to 

maximise their wellbeing subject to a capabilities constraint and a lack of wisdom and 

information regarding what will enhance their wellbeing.  

The individual’s capability constraint consists of income, health, education, political 

enfranchisement and environmental quality. These variables are justified in chapter 5 with 

reference to the development studies literature, particularly the work of Sen (1999a, 1999b). 

The individual’s wellbeing function is given by the wellbeing production function and 

consists of hedonia, eudaimonia and despair.  

The nature and content of hedonia is elaborated in chapter 6 drawing especially on the work 

of hedonic psychologists and happiness economists. This chapter not only describes hedonia 

but also, continuing the emphasis in chapter 3 on the praxis of wellbeing, explains how to get 

it. This explanation covers a range of techniques for mood management developed in recent 

decades including gratitude, savouring, positive activity interventions, mindfulness and 

prosociality.  

Chapter 7 continues work started in chapter 6 differentiating hedonia and eudaimonia. It also 

goes into more detail on the nature of the three eudaimonic variables: autonomy, competence 

and relatedness. These are the basic psychological needs postulated by self-determination 

theory (SDT), the most prominent school of eudaimonic psychology. SDT has a tremendous 

amount of wisdom to contribute to our understanding of the process by which wellbeing is 
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achieved and individuals come to flourish. These are presented at some length in this chapter. 

They include the nature of human motivation, how values can be internalised over time, and 

what goals nurture well-being and why.  

Chapter 8 analyses the despair dimension, which concerns the three problems of existential 

philosophy: nausea, anguish and seriousness. Succinctly and crudely, nausea refers to the 

need for life to feel meaningful and purposeful. Anguish refers to the need for identity. And 

seriousness refers to our need to feel like we are a good person and be regarded as such by 

our peers. SW-B scholarship has recently moved rapidly to integrate meaning and purpose 

into its understanding of SWB, but it has done this in a typically atheoretical way. This is 

inappropriate because meaning and the other variables of despair concern fundamentally 

normative and meta-ethical issues that cannot be understood without substantial theorising. 

Existential philosophy from roughly 1850 to 1950 did a tremendous job developing this 

theory, and several more recent literatures in psychology, such as logotherapy, have extended 

the existentialists’ insights. Chapter 8 integrates these works into the broader SWB literature, 

bringing into sharper focus the importance of despair, how it relates to the other dimensions 

of wellbeing and what can be done to ameliorate it.  

Chapter 9 presents a relatively complete account of the coalescence of being, building on 

ideas from SDT presented in chapter 7 and ideas from existentialism presented in chapter 8. 

The coalescence of being models how agents come to gain the wisdom and information, in 

particular the self-knowledge, required to leverage their capabilities to attain wellbeing. The 

coalescence of being is a model of self-actualisation—the process by which we discover, 

create, affirm and become our identity. Coalescence involves goal setting with the intention 

of becoming one’s ideal self. As the individual goes about achieving these goals they will be 

met with successes and failures and these will be accompanied by affective signals like 

depression, anxiety, exhilaration and joy. These signals help the individual to navigate away 

from goals that are not self-concordant and towards goals and an ideal self that is inspiring 

and possible for the individual. Steady progress towards being this ideal self in reality brings 

with it a preponderance of positive affect and gradually reduces instances of negative affect 

in life, nourishes the basic needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness, overcomes 

nausea through intrinsic motivation, grants seriousness through the need for integrity and 

fealty towards the desired-self, and dissolve anguish by building an internally consistent, 

palpable and rationally accessible sense of self. Coalescence thereby carries us to wellbeing.  
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Chapter 10 uses the model of wellbeing developed in chapters 3 to 9 to reflect on how 

wellbeing is measured. It begins with an analysis of whether life satisfaction scales suffer 

from a problem of scale-norming. This is where respondents recalibrate their scales between 

responses over time such that the numbers on their scales correspond to different absolute 

levels of satisfaction from one survey to the next. The existence of scale-norming would 

undermine the inter-personal and inter-temporal comparability of responses, thereby making 

them unsuitable for welfare analysis and most policy applications. The chapter presents 

existing empirical evidence and new evidence from a novel SWB metric—the plotting 

metric—that scale-norming is a real phenomenon. These results align with inferences from 

the coalescence of being. Coalescence suggests that people frequently recalibrate their scales 

when they experience success or failure to achieve goals. The final part of the chapter 

elaborates a second new metric for measuring the dynamics of wellbeing—worms. A 

methodology is then described by which worms could be used to estimate the coefficients of 

the wellbeing production function and to begin studying how individuals learn what values 

are most suitable for them as coalescence proceeds. 

The conclusion briefly returns to the issue of wellbeing and public policy. It argues that SWB 

is not ready for applications in welfare economics, notably cost-benefit analysis. However, 

there are some applications of SWB in the areas of education, workplace organisation, prison 

policy, and support for community and deliberative mechanisms that could be promoted 

today without transgressing the ethical obligations of government or being guilty of rushing 

to apply unripe science.   
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Chapter 1 

Subjective Well-Being 

 

Policy decisions at the organizational, corporate, and governmental levels should be more 

heavily influenced by issues related to well-being—people's evaluations and feelings about 

their lives.  

- Ed Diener and Martin Seligman, Beyond Money: Towards an Economy of Well-Being  

 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the paradigmatic approach to understanding 

wellbeing adopted by the subjective well-being literature (SW-B), which dominates 

contemporary policy thinking on wellbeing among hedonic psychologists and happiness 

economists. The chapter begins with a brief history of the study of wellbeing in order to 

explain why SW-B adopted its peculiar paradigm in the first place. SW-B scholarship 

emerged at the end of the 1960s against a backdrop of logical positivism and scepticism 

towards anything that wasn’t objectively measurable. Economics had just about completely 

done away with the mind in its theories and while the cognitive revolution was well 

underway in psychology, neither this new paradigm nor the old behaviourist one could 

effectively accommodate research into the kinds of questions subjective well-being scholars 

were interested in. Meanwhile, philosophical and psychoanalytic theorising about wellbeing 

was hundreds of years old and mired in a swamp of theoretical conjectures so dense as to be 

difficult to apply in the context of scientific practice. In order to survive in this hostile 

environment, SW-B scholarship had to adopt a radically empirical methodology with a 

borderline disdain for theorising. Early work in happiness economics developed alongside 

this literature and was then increasingly folded into it until today happiness economics is 

basically a sub-discipline of SW-B scholarship. 
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The second part of the chapter explores the definition of wellbeing used in SW-B scholarship. 

This definition emphasises experience and evaluated wellbeing, typically operationalised if 

not explicitly defined in terms of affect and life satisfaction respectively. The merits of this 

definition are discussed in the third part of the chapter, which highlights three main strengths: 

generality, the clear delineation between experienced and evaluated wellbeing, and 

liberalism. The focus on very general outcomes in the definition of subjective well-being 

leaves it free of theoretical priors regarding the ingredients and causal structure of wellbeing. 

This allowed subjective wellbeing scholarship to break away from the weighty history of 

wellbeing theorising and focus on empirically validating claims, something philosophy in 

particular was disinclined to do. The emphasis on experienced wellbeing contrasted with 

philosophical views, which tended to either dismiss experienced wellbeing as unimportant or 

argue that it was a function of evaluated wellbeing, neither of which appear to be true. The 

subjectivity of the definition allows people to decide whether they are well and what exactly 

this means. This liberal quality inoculates subjective well-being from some forms of political 

abuse.  

This chapter analyses SW-B and presents its merits. The next chapter then discusses its 

shortcomings, especially in the context of economics and public policy. This discussion 

motivates a more thorough theoretical engagement with the concept of wellbeing that goes 

beyond the subjective well-being literature. This called-for theoretical engagement then 

forms the middle chapters of the book.    

 

A brief history of wellbeing research 

Scholarship of SWB in general but especially among economists is presently dominated by 

the frameworks developed in the SW-B literature. It is important to distinguish this literature 

from the broader literature on wellbeing and even on SWB. Ultimately, my contention is that 

economics, and public policy even more so, should be interested in SWB more broadly than 

the narrower domain of the SW-B paradigm. The SW-B literature is and will continue to be 

immensely valuable to furthering our understanding of wellbeing in general, but it has 

shortcomings when it comes to applications of wellbeing in economics and policy. In part, 

what this dissertation amounts to is an attempt to fold the subjective well-being literature into 

the broader literature on SWB. One thing about this integration that will be confusing is that 

the literature on wellbeing in general contains a rich vein of writings about so-called 
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“subjectivist” conceptions of wellbeing. The theory of wellbeing that I present in this 

dissertation is also a subjectivist theory. The paradigm of the SW-B literature is certainly 

subjectivist in flavour, but it developed independently of the subjectivist tradition and 

remains to this day meaningfully distinct from it, as we will see. Succinctly, the SW-B 

paradigm defines wellbeing (and happiness) as a preponderance of negative over positive 

affect and high life satisfaction. This is narrower than just restricting one’s field of inquiry to 

subjective assessments of one’s own wellbeing, which is what SWB is. I will argue 

throughout this thesis that SWB is broader than the definition used in SW-B research.   

Parfit (1984) influentially distinguished between 3 different categories of wellbeing theory: 

objectivist, hedonistic and subjectivist. Objectivist theories state some collection of criteria 

that must be met in order for someone to qualify as well. These might be as straightforward 

as good health, or consider more complex factors like whether the individual is living 

virtuously. Hedonistic theories argue that wellbeing can be reduced to some balance of 

pleasure over pain or pleasant over unpleasant mental states. Subjectivist theories put an 

emphasis on whether an individual considers themselves to be well. Frequent expository tools 

in the subjectivist tradition are the suffering artist and the stoic or ascetic. The suffering artist 

cares little for their poor physical health and even for their happiness (mood), and is 

concerned only with the creation of their works. Similarly, the stoic and ascetic explicitly do 

not care about the pleasantness of their existence, only that they are free from desire or living 

in accordance with their religious ideals. On hedonistic conceptions of wellbeing, neither of 

these individuals is well, but this seems perverse. A similar outcome emerges from the 

application of most objectivist theories to the stoic and artist.    

Objectivist theories dominated classical philosophical perspectives on happiness and 

wellbeing, such as in the writings of Aristotle and Christians like St. Augustine. They are also 

very prominent in contemporary thinking around health outcomes and quality of life, and in 

welfare economics. The capabilities approach, which is ascendant in welfare economics, 

draws heavily on Aristotelian thinking and, in some of its stronger forms, lays claim to 

universal values that underpin inter-subjective comparisons of welfare (Nussbaum 2000). In 

even its weakest forms, it argues that certain objectively observable factors, such as health 

and health human rights, constitute wellbeing or at least welfare.  

Hedonism was largely dismissed in the earliest days of philosophy, notably by Aristotle, who 

said pleasure was the concern of swine not men. It enjoyed a substantial revival under the 
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influence of Bentham and the other early utilitarians. It was, perhaps consequentially, integral 

to postulates in early economics, which held that people make consumption decisions based 

on expected outcomes in terms of pleasure or at least positive sensations (Bruni and Sugden 

2007). However, hedonism was largely ejected from economics following, first, Mill’s 

revival of Aristotle’s swine argument and subsequent delimitation of higher and lower 

pleasures, and then especially after Robbins’ (1934) influential argument that “utility” was 

unmeasurable and so economics should focus on observed behaviour and simply infer utility 

from that. Thereafter, utility in economics went from being thought of as something like 

pleasure to being seen instead as anything to which one could affix a positive (+) sign. 

Curiously, this would seem to return to a conception of utility that is found in Bentham 

(1780). He is often considered to have cared only about pleasure and pain as a result of his 

famous claim that “nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign 

masters, pain and pleasure”. But less than a paragraph after this infamous statement he makes 

comments that suggest that he uses pain and pleasure as shorthand for the more general 

categories of value and disvalue: 

The principle of utility recognises this subjection, and assumes it for the 

foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear the fabric of felicity by 

the hands of reason and law…By utility is meant that property in any object 

whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good or happiness, (all 

this in the present case comes to the same thing) or (what comes again to the 

same thing), to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil or unhappiness to 

the party whose interest is considered: if that party be the community in general, 

then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then the happiness 

of that individual. (ibid. p. 2, emphasis added)         

Bentham here seems to be suggesting that utility means anything that is “good” and disutility 

anything that is “bad”. His desire is to make practical statements about policy, not to get 

bogged down in a debate about what the good is. This approach of treating utility as anything 

positive was then prosecuted to its logical extreme by Samuelson (1938, 1948) in his revealed 

preferences approach, where utility comes to be only a representation of a preference 

ordering and utility as some state of mind is completely removed from economics. 

Economics consequently became associated with a subjectivist theory of wellbeing where 

individual’s satisfying their personal preferences was taken to be wellbeing.  
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The history of happiness economics is substantially a history of bringing utility as a state of 

mind back into economics. Easterlin (1974) first used measures of life satisfaction in the 

world values survey as a proxy for utility to examine the effect of income. And then Van 

Praag and his Leiden School (Van Praag and Frijters 1999) used similar assumptions about 

synonymy to estimate utility functions.  

While early work in happiness economics like that of Easterlin and Van Praag developed 

independently of the SW-B literature, in recent years the two have basically moved in 

parallel. Indeed, it is fair to say that SW-B scholarship is comprised of hedonic psychologists 

and happiness economists. Both place a strong emphasis on empirics and exploratory data 

analysis and are generally disinclination to engage with the theory of wellbeing. With few 

exceptions, happiness economists use the SW-B definition of wellbeing. Both happiness 

economists and hedonic psychologists commonly use happiness, life satisfaction and 

wellbeing interchangeably. And prominent happiness economists frequently appear in 

academic volumes edited by subjective wellbeing scholars. For example, Van Praag has a 

chapter in Kahneman et al’s 1999 volume (Van Praag and Frijters 1999). Easterlin (2014) has 

a chapter in Sheldon and Lucas’ 2014 volume Stability of Happiness, which in many respects 

is an updated handbook of hedonic psychology. Powdthavee and Stutzer (2014), two other 

prominent happiness economists, also have a chapter in that volume. Finally, the list of 

academic advisors for the OECD’s (2017) Guidelines for Measuring Subjective Wellbeing 

features a substantial number of economists, including doyens of happiness economics like 

Layard, Helliwell and Krueger.  

The arguments of Robbins and the approach of Samuelson mirror in some ways the 

behavioural turn in Anglophone psychology. Metaphysical questions pertaining to the nature 

of mind were thought to be impeding progress on understanding human psychology. To 

remedy this, an emphasis was placed on observable behaviour and its explanations. An 

individual’s subjective reports were irrelevant. This attitude persisted to some extent through 

the cognitive revolution. As Kahneman et al (1999) note, even the relatively simple or narrow 

model of wellbeing advocated by hedonism could not be accommodated within the strictures 

of these paradigms of psychological science.  

While hedonistic and more recently objectivist theories of wellbeing predominated in the 

history of Anglophone thinking about wellbeing until the rise of economic subjectivism, 

continental philosophy was fonder of subjectivist theories of wellbeing from early on. 
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Existentialist philosophy and early psychoanalysis argued for the importance of individuals 

affirming their personal values and self-actualising in order to achieve wellbeing. Subjectivist 

conceptions of wellbeing have only become popular in Anglophone philosophy in recent 

years, perhaps in part as a result of the progress of the subjective well-being literature. 

Prominent examples from recent decades include Sumner’s (1999) highly influential 

subjectivist “life satisfaction” theory, and the recent work of Vitrano (2014).  

It was against this backdrop of deeply qualitative theorising about wellbeing in the history of 

philosophical thought and widespread antipathy towards subjective or otherwise 

unobservable phenomena in economics and psychology that the study of subjective well-

being had to emerge. As Diener et al (2009, p. 15) outline: 

In Psychology, several researchers were developing and testing affective theories 

of well-being in the first decades of the 20th century (Beebe-Center, 1932). 

Behaviourism ended this program of research, and the scientific study of feelings 

in psychology reemerged only gradually in the 1960s (Bradburn 1969, Schacter 

and Singer 1962, Nowlis 1965). It was only after the affective revolution in the 

1980s that psychologists rediscovered feelings as an important research topic 

(Bower 1981, Frijda 1986, Schwarz and Clore 1983). 

SW-B seems to have gone about establishing itself in this context by strongly prioritising 

empirics. It began its research program by developing instruments for measuring the cluster 

of phenomena it was interested in, notably emotions, affect and satisfaction. A theory of 

subjective wellbeing was only developed later and only on the basis of what could be 

observed in data that had been collected. Kahneman, Diener and Schwartz’s 1999 volume, 

Wellbeing: The foundations of hedonic psychology, was the first substantial statement of 

theory in SW-B scholarship. Even that volume is arguably light on conjecture. SW-B 

scholarship tends to progress from measurement to theory rather than in the more 

conventional direction of theory to empirical test. By utilising this data-driven approach, SW-

B scholarship was able to fend off critics who disliked the study of subjective phenomena due 

to their inaccessibility, and progress without getting bogged down in the reams of theory that 

dominated philosophical and psychoanalytic perspectives on wellbeing.  
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Definitions of subjective well-being 

It is understandable given this historical background that SW-B scholarship employs a very 

general definition of what SW-B actually is. Below, I survey several prominent examples of 

this definition before commenting on its strengths.  

One of the most recent and comprehensive engagements with the SW-B literature is the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s 2017 report Guidelines for 

Measuring Subjective Well-being. It defines wellbeing as: 

Good mental states, including all of the various evaluations, positive and 

negative, that people make of their lives and the affective reactions of people to 

their experiences. (OECD 2017, p. 10) 

This is one of the most general definitions of SW-B in its emphasis on “good mental states” 

broadly defined and “all the various evaluations” that people make of their lives. The 

definition apparently draws on Diener et al (2006), Beyond the Hedonic Treadmill: Revisiting 

the Adaptation Theory of Wellbeing. That article uses a more circumspect definition of 

wellbeing (note that happiness is here used synonymously with wellbeing and SW-B):  

The idea of happiness set points implies that well-being is a single entity with a 

single baseline. However, work by Lucas, Diener and Suh (1996) indicates that 

the global category of happiness is composed of separable well-being 

variables…Thus, the idea of a unitary set point is not tenable, because positive 

and negative emotions might both decline in tandem or life satisfaction might 

move upward while positive emotions decrease. (p. 307, emphasis added) 

This definition of subjective well-being as a combination of positive effect, negative effect 

and life satisfaction is standard in the field. It originates with Ed Diener, and its pre-eminence 

is perhaps due in large part to his leadership of SW-B scholarship from the beginning. A 

similar definition is provided in Diener et al’s (2009, p. 20) volume Wellbeing and Public 

Policy:  

In short, we have defined well-being as a life that matches an individual’s own 

ideals. We think of income, affect, and well-being judgements as alternative 

indicators of well-being. These indicators reflect well-being for different reasons 

and they have their own biases and measurement problems. By integrating the 
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information across different indicators, it is possible to obtain a better impression 

of individuals’ and societies’ well-being.  

This definition has a few noteworthy features. First, it is a definition of well-being, not just 

SW-B. The only difference seems to be the inclusion of income alongside affect and well-

being judgements in the definition of well-being. Income is an objective indicator of 

wellbeing, so this cannot be a definition of SW-B. The other variables are the usual 

combination of affect and some measure of life satisfaction. It is worth noting given the 

earlier discussion of convergence between hedonic psychology and happiness economics in 

SW-B that one of the co-authors of Wellbeing and Public Policy is John Helliwell, a 

prominent happiness economist and author of the World Happiness Report. Other economists 

writing in the SW-B space give similar definitions of SW-B. The definition employed by the 

Stiglitz–Sen–Fitoussi commission (2009, p. 16) is perhaps the most succinct:   

Subjective well-being encompasses different aspects (cognitive evaluations of 

one’s life, happiness, satisfaction, positive emotions such as joy and pride, and 

negative emotions such as pain and worry): each of them should be measured 

separately to derive a more comprehensive appreciation of people’s lives.  

Again we see an emphasis on affect and cognitive evaluations. The most commonly 

operationalised such evaluation is life satisfaction, as can be seen from the slightly more 

complex definition of SW-B below from Clark et al (2017, p. 3): 

In our view, we should evaluate people’s happiness as they themselves evaluate 

it. People are often asked, “Overall, how satisfied are you with your life these 

days?” They answer on a scale of 0–10, where 0 means “not at all satisfied” and 

10 means “extremely satisfied.”…When people answer this question, they are 

evaluating their own overall well-being. That is why we like this question. But 

well-being is often measured in other ways. One approach is to try to catch 

people’s mood—their current hedonic feelings of enjoyment or discomfort…A 

third approach is to ask people how worthwhile they consider the things they do 

in their life—the measure of so-called eudaimonia. These measures are 

interesting, but we prefer life satisfaction as our measure of well-being for a 

number of reasons.  

This definition demonstrates economists’ tendency to think of well-being, life satisfaction 

and happiness as basically the same thing. It is also notable in that it doesn’t so much define 
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wellbeing as argue for a particular measure of it, namely life satisfaction as opposed to 

eudaimonic or affect-based measures. This is a central feature of the subjective well-being 

literature in general: the construct of interest is basically defined in terms of the measurement 

instruments used. A final noteworthy feature of Clark et al’s definition is that eudaimonic 

aspects of wellbeing are considered alongside the more traditional affect and satisfaction 

aspects. This reflects the growing awareness among SW-B researchers of the importance of 

eudaimonic aspects of wellbeing. Note, for example, that Diener et al’s definition in 2009 

makes no mention of eudaimonia.  

By the time the OECD guidelines were published in 2017, there was a growing awareness of 

eudaimonia among SW-B scholars. However, the guidelines avoid a full-blown engagement 

with eudaimonia owing to the relatively embryonic understanding of eudaimonia among SW-

B scholars. The guidelines document has this to say about eudaimonia in terms of defining 

wellbeing: 

However, the guidelines also provide advice on measuring people’s experiences 

and evaluations of particular domains of life, such as satisfaction with their 

financial status or satisfaction with their health status, as well as measures of 

‘meaningfulness’ or ‘purpose’ in life (often described as ‘eudaimonic’ aspects of 

subjective well-being). This definition of subjective well-being hence 

encompasses three elements: 

 Life evaluation—a reflective assessment on a person’s life or some 

specific aspect of it 

 Affect—a person’s feelings or emotional states, typically measured with 

reference to a particular point in time 

 Eudaimonia—a sense of meaning or purpose in life, or good 

psychological functioning. 

 

It is worth summarising the themes that these definitions of SW-B share. First, SW-B is 

commonly and classically defined as a combination of experienced and evaluated wellbeing. 

These are then defined as affect and life satisfaction respectively. Eudaimonic wellbeing, 

defined as purpose or very broadly as good psychological functioning, is gaining traction as 

an additional element. Second, SW-B reflects an individual’s own self-assessment of their 

well-being. In the 2009 definition of Diener et al., it also includes a component that is the 
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individual’s evaluation of the extent to which their life aligns with their ideals for that life. 

Clark et al (2018) make a similar point shortly after introducing their definition. They say that 

they prefer to focus on life satisfaction because “it allows individuals to assess their lives on 

the basis of whatever they consider important to themselves” (p. 4). This is in contrast to 

objective indicators like GDP and the human development index, which could be improving 

even as someone complains about the deteriorating quality of their life. Clark et al (ibid.) 

argue, fairly, that there is an important democratic element to giving primacy to people’s own 

assessments of their quality of life.  

 

The strengths of the subjective well-being approach 

There is a lot to commend in the empirical flavour of SW-B scholarship and its associated 

usage of a very general definition of the outcome variable of interest. First, the generality of 

the definitions of wellbeing in SW-B scholarship mitigates against the presupposition of a 

specific theory of wellbeing. In particular, they say almost nothing about the causes of 

wellbeing. This generality allowed the first generation of SW-B research to place a strong 

and overdue emphasis on empirical approaches to improving our understanding of wellbeing. 

Second, the definition neatly delineates between experienced and evaluated wellbeing, which 

is important for understanding a range of findings in behavioural and hedonic psychology. 

Historical definitions, especially in philosophy, rarely made this distinction, or else were 

somewhat dismissive of experienced wellbeing as compared to evaluated wellbeing.1 This 

cynicism towards affective issues is implicit in Aristotle’s disdain for hedonia and in 

continental (Nietzsche 1889/1990) and analytical philosophy’s (Haybron 2001) scepticism 

about the importance of hedonism in accounts of the good life. Finally, the definition 

emphasises the subjectivity of wellbeing. This allows individuals themselves rather than 

some class of enlightened ones to decide whether they are well and what well means.  

The definition of subjective well-being as affect and satisfaction posits only indicators of 

wellbeing and is thus a very open definition of the concept. As Sheldon (2013, p. 132) 

explains, it does not strongly imply particular ingredients for wellbeing or propose how these 

ingredients translate into wellbeing:  

                                                 
1 The tendency in philosophy is instead to distinguish between mental-state and state-of-the-world conceptions 

of wellbeing 
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Tiberius also calls for a general definition of well-being that does not presuppose 

a particular theory, just as I do (which is one reason I use the subjective well-

being measure). However, in my view she may make a mistake in saying that 

eudaimonic measures describe ingredients “that go beyond positive affect and 

life-satisfaction”. If she means that eudaimonic theories (e.g. the self-concordance 

model) specify ingredients for happiness that go beyond hedonic theories, I agree. 

However, if she means that positive affect and life satisfaction (and low negative 

affect) are insufficient as indicators of well-being, then I disagree, for reasons 

already discussed. These three variables, combined, provide an admirable 

criterion for studying what produces happiness, in part because they are content 

free and do not presuppose a particular and in part because they really do 

discriminate between hedonic and eudaimonic activities. In a similar vein, 

Tiberius states that “psychologists who study subjective well-being…take the 

ingredients of well-being to be subjective, psychological states such as life 

satisfaction or positive affect”. Again, I disagree; I am a psychologist who studies 

subjective well-being, but I take states of satisfaction and positive affect as the 

outcome to be predicted by the proper ingredients, not the proper ingredients 

themselves. 

An important benefit of this approach is that it discourages empirical work from becoming 

biased (in the partisan rather than statistical sense of the word) by theoretical priors. This is 

arguably a double-edged sword, as we shall see in the next chapter, but makes sense in the 

historical context of SW-B scholarship. The definition puts to one side the long history of 

theorising about well-being and effectively hits reset, restarting this field of inquiry from a 

much more empirical-oriented basis. In the absence of this focus on outcomes and the 

attendant reset of scholarship, inquiry into wellbeing had a tendency to get rapidly derailed 

by arguments emerging out of theoretical biases. For example, non-hedonists were liable to 

be dismissive of empirical inquiry into pleasure-based models of well-being on the grounds 

that, among other things, affective states are merely the phenoumenal surface of deeper 

constructs like virtue and self-actualisation (Haybron 2001). It is these deeper constructs that 

determine hedonic states and it is thus these deeper constructs that constitute wellbeing and 

are the proper objects of study. A good example of such objections to simplistic theories of 

well-being is Annas’ (2004) Aristotelian critique of subjective well-being scholarship. 
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Differentiating between experienced and evaluated wellbeing is important to make sense of a 

range of empirical observations in behavioural and hedonic psychology. A prominent 

example is the peak-end rule, where people tend to judge how pleasant or unpleasant an 

experience was based on its most intense point and/or how the experience felt at its 

conclusion (Kahneman 1999). As a result, people can remember experiences that they judged 

at the time to be very painful on average for a relatively long time as being less unpleasant 

than shorter and less painful on average experiences so long as the worse-at-the-time 

experience had a weaker peak or a less painful conclusion. This is important for 

understanding SWB over time, such as in the context of goal pursuit. Many goals are mostly 

arduous but come with a substantial, albeit brief, final payoff. Completing a PhD is, for 

example, arduous but comes with a nice high when you finally tender your thesis and go 

through your graduation ceremony. It may seem that completing a PhD is not worth it from 

an experienced well-being point of view. It is instead typically justified from an evaluative 

point of view. Completing a PhD thesis, unlike say, completing a professional license course 

that you don’t care about, has diffuse positive benefits after its peak experience. Besides the 

graduation ceremony—the peak—one has generally better self-esteem as a result of 

completion, and a clear symbol one’s identity as a smart person and effective scholar. These 

certainly improve evaluated wellbeing, but may also provide a flow of positive affect when 

reflected upon or else bolster one’s emotional resilience in times of crisis.  

Historically, wellbeing theory was arguably dismissive of experienced wellbeing, or at least 

argued that experienced wellbeing was substantially a function of evaluated wellbeing. For 

example, Nozick’s (1974) famous “experience machine” thought experiment was frequently 

used to debunk the idea that experienced wellbeing was of primary importance. The 

experience machine is a fictional device that you can plug into and be transported to some 

simulated reality, like in the movie The Matrix, wherein you have only positive experiences. 

In some other iterations of the thought experiment it is even implied that you can live out all 

your dreams, including the experience of achieving your goals. Would you plug in? 

Philosophers generally assume that people would not plug in because they would rather lead 

a life that is in contact with reality. This implies that hedonic experiences aren’t preeminent 

in people’s subjective wellbeing. There is a common argument in philosophical discussions 

of wellbeing that suggest that an illusory life or one in which the individual is deceived is 

somehow worse than a life lived with perfect knowledge (see Kagan 1984 and Adams 1999, 

p. 84, for examples). However, in empirical studies of the experience machine thought 



21 

 

experiment, people turn out to be more comfortable with the idea of living in The Matrix than 

philosophers typically suppose (De Brigard 2010, Weijers 2014). Evidence from experience 

machine experiments suggest that people are certainly fond of reality but that they are also 

tempted by the machine, and will overwhelmingly choose the machine if reality is 

unpleasant, such as being consigned to prison (Hindriks and Douven 2018).  

A different critique of experienced wellbeing is that it is merely a function of evaluated 

wellbeing, or at least of things that determine life evaluations. This sort of argument is 

implied in, for example, self-discrepancy theory, which will be discussed in greater detail in 

chapter 9. Self-discrepancy theory argues that people try to harmonise who they actually are 

with who they would ideally like to be. If they achieve this, they experience positive affect in 

the form of self-esteem and a sense of achievement, while if they fail, they experience 

depression. The affective states are here the product of an evaluation, specifically whether 

one is one’s ideal self. 

The problem with finding the root cause of experienced wellbeing in evaluated wellbeing is 

that there are undeniably ways for experienced wellbeing to change, at least temporarily, 

independently of changes in evaluated wellbeing. Many of the techniques of mood 

management discussed in chapter 6, like gratitude, rely on this, and are used in interventions 

with depressed patients to help them improve their mood while other, longer techniques are 

used to heal the evaluative sources of their depression. Focusing on evaluated wellbeing, 

even if it accounts for the lion’s share of the causes of experienced wellbeing, obfuscates the 

existence of these independent sources of experienced wellbeing.       

A final commendable feature of the subjective well-being definition is that it leaves the 

individual sovereign over their state of being. This is attractive to anybody who subscribes to 

liberal norms. Objective metrics of wellbeing are open to abuse by paternalistic or 

authoritarian governments that desire to dictate to their citizens. An extreme case would be 

any of the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century, where citizen’s wellbeing was defined in 

terms of how well society conformed to a utopian vision. In China, for example, the horrors 

of the Cultural Revolution were justified on the grounds that it was accelerating and 

deepening communism. More benignly, if a government pursues economic growth but does 

not deliver on more qualitative considerations like housing affordability and cultural policy, 

this won’t show up in GDP figures but it will show up on subjective wellbeing variables.  
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The liberalist merits of the SW-B definition can be presented more abstractly against 

competing hedonistic and objectivist theories. A hedonistic definition of well-being runs the 

risk of degenerating into a society that pursues pleasure and the absence of suffering at the 

expense of any kind of depth of thought or feeling. This possibility is eloquently explored in 

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. In his arguably dystopic vision of the future, people take 

Soma (read: antidepressants) at the slightest hint of negative emotions, including mere 

thoughtfulness, and focus all their energies on sexual gratification and work. When one of the 

protagonists complains “but I don’t want comfort. I want God, I want poetry, I want real 

danger, I want freedom, I want goodness. I want sin.” He is sent away to the Falklands least 

he destabilise Utopia. The protagonist’s complaints would have more traction in policy 

circles if those circles were animated by a subjective definition of wellbeing.  

The kind of thinking that lies behind classic objectivist theories of wellbeing are implicated in 

all of the horrors of historical totalitarianism and theocracy. Objective list theories tend, like 

Aristotelian eudaimonism, to specify well-being in terms of pursuing “the good”. There is 

almost always a strong and clear normative dimension to these theories, which include things 

like Christian notions of Godliness, fascist notions of racial purity and even materialistic 

capitalism’s occasional over-simplification of wealth as synonymous with wellbeing. If the 

good is what matters for wellbeing, then a government or ruling class has a moral imperative 

to bring its citizens into line with that good. Of course it is the ruling class that defines the 

good, and so there is a tendency in the context of objectivist states to be authoritarian. More 

recent incarnations of objectivist theories of wellbeing, notably the capabilities approach, 

especially as articulated by Nussbaum (2000), get around these problems by specifying 

fundamental liberal rights as inherent to the good or as universal values to be promoted.  

The SW-B definition as an instrument of public policy arguably gets around these concerns 

not only by letting individuals decide whether they are well but also by leaving individuals 

free to decide what well means to them. In some articulations of the definition, it is further 

implied that individual wellbeing will depend on whether people are able to satisfy their 

preferences (their “ideals”). It follows from this that SW-B presupposes a liberal world order 

that leaves individuals free to pursue whatever normative code they wish.  
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Summary 

The field of SW-B research had to define itself against a backdrop of scepticism towards 

anything subjective and a centuries old body of wellbeing theory. In order to do this 

effectively, it opted for a fundamentally empirical approach that emphasised a very general, 

outcomes-based definition of wellbeing derived in no small part from the instruments used to 

measure that particular conception of wellbeing. This definition initially emphasised affective 

state—derived from experience sampling methods—and life satisfaction—derived from scale 

questionnaires. More recently, the definition of subjective well-being has also emphasised 

that subjective is defined in terms of whatever the respondent’s ideals are. Even more 

recently, SW-B scholars have come to suspect a role for eudaimonic issues in SW-B, but 

have stopped short of a full blown engagement owing to what they perceive as a lack of 

effective measurement tools (OECD 2017, p. 32–33).  

The merits of the SW-B definition of wellbeing are three fold. First, the very broad definition 

obviates against research being biased by theoretical priors. It places a strong and overdue 

emphasis on the empirical as opposed to theoretical investigation of wellbeing. Second, the 

discrimination between experienced and evaluated wellbeing makes clear the important 

distinction between these two aspects of wellbeing and allows their natures and 

interrelationships to be more accurately understood. Finally, the central position of the 

respondent in both the definition of subjective well-being and its assessment ensures a degree 

of commitment to liberal norms that are arguably important in the context of wellbeing 

policy. In the next chapter, I turn to consider criticisms of the SW-B paradigm, motivating a 

deeper engagement with the wider wellbeing literature.   
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Problems with Subjective Well-

Being  

 

But I don’t want comfort. I want God, I want poetry, I want real danger, I want freedom, I 

want goodness. I want sin. 

- Aldous Huxley, Brave New World 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the paradigm of SW-B certainly has merits. However, it 

is also not without weaknesses. These are the subject of this chapter. I argue that while the 

definition and methodology of SW-B was acceptable within the field’s original remit, it is 

inappropriate to applications in welfare economics and public policy. Once you leave the 

realm of SW-B scholarship with its relatively narrow questions and peculiar disciplinary and 

historical background you need to adopt a more sophisticated definition of “wellbeing” and 

more complex and incisive methods than life satisfaction scales. This requires engaging with 

all the interdisciplinary theory that SW-B scholarship has largely and deliberately avoided. It 

also requires then subjecting a fit-for-purpose theory of wellbeing to empirical tests designed 

to unearth the causal structure of that wellbeing. This is in contrast to the exploratory data 

analysis approach of SW-B scholarship to date. As Alexandrova (2017) has argued, the 

definition of well-being used in SW-B to date is acceptable for a field science, but the field is 

now relatively mature and needs to become a theory-driven science and ultimately a 

laboratory science. For this, deeper theorising about what wellbeing is and how it can be 

measured is required. Given the field has achieved increasing academic reputation in recent 

years, now is a perfect time to engage in this critical reflection.  
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I split the weaknesses of SW-B scholarship into three groups: epistemic, theoretical and 

measurement. This chapter covers the epistemic and theoretical weaknesses, while chapter 10 

discusses measurement issues.  

Under the heading of epistemic concerns I discuss issues of circularity, the application of 

construct validation techniques in SW-B scholarship, and evidential subjectivism. SW-B is 

defined in terms of the instruments used to measure it. These are then justified on the grounds 

that they do indeed measure SW-B. This is circular and problematic from an epistemological 

point of view. One cannot logically arrive at conclusions about reality using this 

methodology, only conclusions about constructs. “Construct validation” exercises are 

required to exit circularity. However, the construct validation used in SW-B scholarship is 

arguably invalid in this regard. Construct validation as an exercise is itself only 

epistemologically sound if it begins with thorough theorising about its construct of interest. 

Owing to the field’s history, SW-B scholarship avoids this crucial bit of initial theorising and 

its construct validation exercises are thus arguably ineffectual. SWB scholarship’s approach 

is further undermined epistemologically by its adherence to evidential subjectivism. This is 

where both the measurement of a construct and the construct itself is subjectively determined.  

I canvass a range of further weaknesses in SW-B research associated with its disinclination to 

theorise that aren’t strictly epistemological issues. First, I consider whether affect and life 

satisfaction are an appropriate conceptualisation of wellbeing for the contexts SWB is starting 

to press into. I explain how SW-B research sneaks a range of political and normative 

assumptions into its work, often inadvertently, under the guise of an empirical methodology 

and value-neutral definition of wellbeing. Second, I explore how insufficient philosophising 

in SW-B research leads to some outcomes that are of low marginal value because they merely 

rediscovers things we already know and/or overlooks deeper and more complex issues. Third, 

I discuss the difficulty of understanding how different aspects of a complex phenomenon like 

wellbeing interrelate and interact without thorough theorising. Finally, I note the tendency in 

SW-B research towards disjunctivitis, which is again a function of insufficient theorising 

about how different elements of wellbeing fit together.  

The discussion in this and the next chapter ultimately builds to the claim that now is an 

appropriate juncture in the scholarship of wellbeing to take stock, posit an integrated theory 

of what wellbeing is and consider how it might be measured accurately and in a manner that 
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aids causal identification. Presenting this theory and contemplating how it might be 

investigated empirically then becomes the subject of the rest of the dissertation.   

 

Epistemic Concerns 

Circularity 

In conventional scientific method of the Popperian variety, research proceeds from 

hypothesis to test (Popper 1934/59). You begin with a theory and you attempt to find 

evidence refuting that theory. If it stands up to the scrutiny of tests designed to prove it false, 

you treat the theory as factually accurate until such time as falsifying evidence comes along. 

The purpose of this approach is to overcome the problem of induction. This problem 

concerns the difficulty of making inferences about a population from a sample of that 

population An intuitive statement of this problem is that if you observe swans a million times 

and every time they are white, you still can’t be certain that somewhere in the world (like 

Australia) there isn’t a swan that is black. All empirical knowledge is based on sampling and 

it may be the case that you simply haven’t seen enough of the distribution. Falsification is a 

kind of solution to the problem of induction because you are not trying to prove something 

but rather to disprove it. You are not trying to demonstrate the truth of the statement that “all 

swans are white” but rather to find an exception. Until such an exception is discovered, we 

can treat the statement “all swans are white” as fact based on our existing sample of 

observations. We can continue to build a paradigm on the basis of our existing facts.    

In important ways, the science of SW-B does not adhere to this approach. One of these ways 

is that SW-B scholarship did not first develop a theory of wellbeing, then measurement 

instruments that could access aspects of this theory so that they could be tested. Instead, it 

began by developing measurement instruments and collecting data. Only then did it begin to 

make theoretical conjectures about the nature of wellbeing, or in this case, SW-B. SW-B is 

defined basically in terms of the instruments that are used to measure it. Experience sampling 

methods were developed for measuring affect, and affect then became a component of 

subjective wellbeing. Life satisfaction scale questions were developed for measuring 

evaluated well-being, and then life satisfaction came to be part of the definition of SW-B. 

SW-B scholars are now considering incorporating meaning and purpose into SW-B, but are 

holding off until they develop measure of the concept (Stone and Mackie 2013, OECD 2017, 
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Clark et al 2018). Again, the measure of the construct is preceding theory about what the 

construct actually is. 

Circularity ensues when data collected using these instruments is then used to justify the 

instruments as accessing the construct that researchers are interested in. A positive result is 

inevitable. There is virtually no way that a question about life satisfaction could fail to 

capture life satisfaction. That doesn’t mean that life satisfaction is wellbeing. What wellbeing 

is was never defined in the first place. The definition of the phenomenon of interest comes 

after something has been measured, and the phenomenon is then defined as whatever it is that 

is measured.  

Another example might make this clearer. After SW-B was defined as some function of 

affect and life satisfaction, SW-B scholars noted that the two were not closely correlated 

(Diener et al 2006). From there, they posited that wellbeing is both experienced (affect) and 

evaluated (life satisfaction). However, there was never any theoretical justification of why 

affect and life satisfaction are both part of wellbeing. As noted in the previous chapter (in 

praise), this definition does not map neatly onto any definition in the philosophical, economic 

or health traditions. Even hedonistic conceptions, which are the closest analogy, typically 

emphasise experience or evaluation (Feldman 2002). Philosophers have previously argued 

that momentary affective states should not count towards wellbeing (Annas 2004, Sen 1999). 

Instead, we should focus on “emotional wellbeing”, which is concerned with emotional 

disposition rather than emotional state. According to this argument, we would not say that 

someone who is “happy most of the time” is unwell simply because they’re in an unusually 

bad mood (Haybron 2001). 

The fundamental problem with this circularity is that SW-B research never actually posits a 

hypothesis about reality that is then subjected to tests. Theory comes after the test. It is 

logically impossible to arrive at a fact about reality using this method. Instead, one develops 

facts about constructs. This then motivates the exercise of “construct validation”. Here again, 

SW-B scholarship runs into epistemic problems.  

 

Construct validity 

The primary means by which SW-B scholars justify their definition of wellbeing is by appeal 

to psychometric evidence, in particular construct validation exercises (Kaminitz 2018, p. 
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433). “Constructs” in this context are “literally something that scientists ‘construct’ (put 

together in their own imagination) and which does not exist as an observable dimension of 

behaviour” (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994, p. 85). There are many things in psychology that 

cannot be observed objectively and thus require the development of a construct in order to be 

operationalised. Intelligence is a famous example. Construct validity refers to “the degree to 

which a test measures what it claims, or purports, to be measuring” (Cronbach and Meehl 

1955). More specifically, construct validity refers to whether a “measure performs in the way 

theory would suggest with respect to the construct being measured” (OECD 2017, p. 49). In 

the case of SW-B, scholars claim that questions about, in particular, life satisfaction, do in 

fact measure wellbeing. 

Alexandrova (2017, p. 131) describes the “implicit logic” of construct validation as follows: 

A measure (M) of a construct (C) is validated to the extent that M behaves in a 

way that respects three sources of evidence: 

1. M is inspired by a plausible theory of C 

2. Subjects reveal M to track C through their questionnaire answering 

behaviour 

3. Other knowledge about C is consistent with variations in values of M across 

contexts 

Hedonic psychologists have certainly produced a great many studies that attempt to employ 

the logic outlined above to seemingly demonstrate the construct validity of SW-B. The 

OECD (2017) Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Wellbeing provides a good summary of 

the construct validity evidence that exists for life satisfaction and affect as measures of 

wellbeing. To wit: 

Among individuals, higher incomes are associated with higher levels of life 

satisfaction and affect, and wealthier countries have higher average levels of both 

types of SW-B than poor countries (Sacks, Stevenson and Wolfers 2010). At the 

individual level, health status, social contact, education and being in a stable 

relationship with a partner are all associated with higher levels of life satisfaction 

(Dolan, Peasgood and White, 2008), while unemployment has a large negative 

effect on life satisfaction (Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998). Kahneman and 

Krueger (2006) report that intimate relations, socialising, relaxing, eating and 

praying are associated with high levels of net positive affect; conversely, 
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commuting, working, childcare and housework are associated with low levels of 

net positive affect. Boarini et al. (2012) find that affect measures have the same 

broad sets of drivers as measures of life satisfaction, although the relative 

importance of some factors changes. 

Further, it is clear that changes in SW-B—particularly life evaluations—that 

result from life events are neither trivial in magnitude, nor transient. Studies have 

shown that changes in income, becoming unemployed, and becoming disabled 

have a long-lasting impact on life satisfaction (e.g. Lucas 2007, Lucas et al 2003, 

Diener et al 2006). Although there can also be substantial individual differences 

in the extent to which people show resilience, or are able to adapt to, adversity 

over time. In the case of negative life experiences, Cummins et al. (2002) note 

that extreme adversity is expected to result in ‘homeostatic defeat’—thus, life 

experiences such as chronic pain of arthritis or the stress of caring for a severely 

disabled family member at home can lead to stably low levels of SW-B. 

Similarly, Diener et al (2006) describe evidence of partial recovery from the 

impacts of widowhood, divorce and unemployment in the five years following 

these events, but SW-B still fails to return to the levels observed in the five years 

prior to these events. Thus, although there is evidence of partial adaptation to 

changes in life circumstances, adaptation is not complete, and the impact of these 

life events on evaluations is long-lasting. 

It is worth noting that these studies all draw on panel data and do not use sources of 

exogenous variation or quasi-experimental methods to establish the causal claims they make. 

However, the weight of evidence points to SW-B measures moving broadly in the directions 

we would expect following events commonly associated with positive and negative effects on 

wellbeing such as divorce, unemployment and spinal injury.   

Despite this evidence, the OECD Guidelines are ultimately very measured in their 

conclusions as to the validity of SW-B metrics. They argue that “an extensive body of 

evidence” accumulated over the last two decades “strongly supports the view that measures 

of both life evaluation and affect capture valid information”. However, they note that this 

does not mean “that measures of SW-B are universally valid or devoid of limitations”. They 

emphasise that SW-B measures should only be regarded as “fit for purpose” if “used with 

appropriate caveats” (p. 50). 
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The OECD’s reasons for hesitation all concern statistical matters. They note that SW-B 

measures have a relatively high noise-to-signal ratio of around 20:80–40:60. Things like the 

day of the weak, the season and the weather, among others, can all influence certain SW-B 

metrics. SW-B measures are also sensitive to survey content. For example, questions about 

the political state of the nation result in lower responses to subsequent life satisfaction 

questions. A recent paper (Husser and Fernandez 2018) found that simply adding “in your 

life” to the end of life satisfaction questions resulted in respondents giving higher scores. This 

implies that the words made people think more of the state of their own life rather than 

society in general.2 The OECD also notes that respondents vary in their response styles and 

how they interpret questions. 

The OECD does not discuss more theoretical concerns with SW-B construct validation. Of 

note in this regard is Alexandrova’s (2017) argument that construct validation in the context 

of SW-B does not use enough theory to support its implicit logic: 

None of the conditions as they are currently implemented are strong enough to 

ensure validity…Indeed the philosophical heart of condition 1 [M is inspired by 

a plausible theory of C] is often enough replaced by an informal report of folk 

views or an unsystematic literature review. Instead of examining the nature of 

wellbeing of the relevant kind by building at least in outline a mid-level theory 

of it, the temptation is to canvass how this concept is understood by the relevant 

population and be done. 

The list of validations referred to by the OECD makes this charge of “folk theorising” clear. 

Only the most straightforward postulates about wellbeing are used to validate the 

instrument—things like income effects and unemployment. Deeper issues like goal 

attainment, norms and preference satisfaction are overlooked, in part because of data 

limitations. This is a shallow engagement with what wellbeing is. There is little reference to 

the rich history of philosophical or psychological literature on the topic. This is especially 

problematic when the validation of measures using such simple theory is then taken to make 

the measures valid for more nuanced work, like cost-benefit analysis. This is what 

Alexandrova is getting at when she refers to the “wellbeing of the relevant kind”. Wellbeing 

is an extremely rich concept with a great deal of political and sociological baggage. How we 

                                                 
2 A curious corollary of this observation is that it suggests people think society is worse than it actually is. If on 

average people are more satisfied with their life than with society in general, then presumably they think others 

are more miserable than they actually are.  
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understand it can vary from context to context. For example, orthodox economists tend to 

think of it in terms of the distribution of stuff (Agner 2015) while and social workers dealing 

with children think of it in terms of body weight and brain development (Waldfogel et al 

2010).  

Validating a construct using the broadest possible theoretical postulates makes sense if you 

are trying to carve out a niche amidst logical positivism, but is inappropriate when you’re 

engaging in a broader socio-political exercise. In the context of such an exercise, outsourcing 

theory to statistics inadvertently robs normative issues of their significance by turning them 

into technical questions. Alexandrova explains well the dangers of this tendency in SW-B 

scholarship: 

But it is less modest once we see its political context. Historians of psychological 

sciences have long noted the convenience of the methods of these sciences to the 

political order in which they arose and endure…psychologists, psychometricians, 

psychotherapists, and even psychoanalysts, have long played a crucial role in the 

management of individuals in liberal democracies. Their authority as advisors 

depends on their adoption of technical methods for handling questions that were 

not previously within the domain of science—what it means to be normal, 

intelligent, well-adjusted and so on. As Rose argues, this is how moral or 

prudential questions are turned into psychological ones. Similarly in our case, in 

undertaking the validation of measures of well-being, psychometrics puts itself 

forward as the arbiter of questions that are properly moral and political….Appeal 

to subjects’ behaviour or their reports is a standard move. It makes validation 

procedures seemingly democratic and grounded in facts—and evidence-based 

too, so very convenient. Far from being modest and safe, this avoidance of 

philosophy and its replacement with a technical exercise in construct validation is 

epistemically wrong and morally dangerous. (ibid. p. 147) 

Such arguments are echoed in Davies (2015), who focuses specifically on the socio-political 

implications of happiness studies and their potentially insidious consequences.   

It is important to underline, as Alexandrova does, that “these questions cannot be resolved by 

checking more correlations”. There needs to be “explicit deliberation of what counts as 

wellbeing to a given community”. There are no resources in the implicit logic of construct 

validation to permit such an exercise. 
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Evidential subjectivism 

There is an additional epistemic problem for SW-B associated with the circularity of its 

definition: evidential subjectivism. Unlike other applications of operationalism, such as the 

measurement of intelligence, SW-B scholarship not only uses subjective measures of its 

construct of interest, it also uses a subjective definition of that construct. As Alexandrova 

(2017) explains: 

Evidential subjectivism is a bet that not only is the object of measurement always 

a psychological state but, more importantly, the evidence used to validate a 

measure of this state must itself feed mainly from reports or behaviour of the 

relevant subjects in relation to this measure. Whatever philosophical evidence we 

might have about the nature of the psychological states relevant to well-being are 

reduced to observations of the behaviour of respondents to questionnaires (ibid. 

P. 130). 

The principle epistemic problem with evidential subjectivism is that responses to SW-B 

questions across individuals do not necessarily elicit a measure of the same construct. We 

don’t know how our respondents are defining the construct when they answer our questions. 

This makes developing a clear and unified definition of wellbeing using such questions 

difficult if not impossible. We fundamentally don’t know what it is that we are measuring. 

We haven’t defined it and developed measures for it. Instead we have started with subjective 

measurement elicited by asking people about our construct of interest. This approach cannot 

logically produce a clear hypothesis or a test of that hypothesis. 

A related issue is that evidential subjectivism undermines our ability to develop better theory 

by admitting any and all conceptions of, among other things, life satisfaction. This 

undermines the role of theorists in refining the concepts under investigation. It gives too 

much credence to bad theories. To quote Alexandrova again:  

Suppose the goal was to measure my happiness. It is certainly appropriate to 

check that my understanding of the related concepts (contentment, peace, elation, 

engagement, etc.) matches how the measurer understands these concepts. But it 

does not follow that I am the only authority on what happiness is. There are better 

and worse theories of happiness as we have seen, and this plain fact appears to be 

denied by evidential subjectivism, which in turn appears to be written into the 

very procedure of measure validation. P. 136 
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In the next section, I explore the history of SW-B’s operationalist methodology in psychology 

more generally. This makes it possible to pinpoint where SW-B crosses over from a domain 

where operationalism is appropriate to where it is not.  

 

Operationalism in SWB and psychology more generally   

The methodology of SWB research is grounded in the field’s historical context. As discussed 

in the previous chapter, when SW-B scholarship emerged, psychology was dominated by 

logical positivism. SW-B scholarship could only carve itself a niche by focusing resolutely on 

empirics rather than theory. In consequence, it developed not only subjective measurement 

tools like experience sampling and life satisfaction scales, but also a subjective definition of 

wellbeing that left respondents free to decide what they meant by the term. Importantly, how 

respondents understood the term was only very rarely asked directly.  

In a recent article, Kaminitz (2018) uncovers the history of the SW-B approach in psychology 

more generally, especially with regard to interpersonal comparisons of utility and satisfaction 

(IPCS). She notes that where difficulties associated with IPCS led economists to focus on the 

objectively observable metrics of real choices and money and thereby develop the doctrine of 

revealed preferences, psychologists instead opted for a different epistemic approach 

(Kaminitz 2018, p. 432): 

An interesting starting point is the reaction of psychologists to logical positivism 

in the 1930s and 1940s, the period of intellectual history that saw economists 

embracing the sceptical approach to the question of scientific comparisons of 

utility between individuals. Significantly, positivistic influence led psychology 

along a completely different path. In particular, the work of S. S. 

Stevens…actually opened the door to quantified scientific comparisons between 

individuals’ inner worlds. The key to unlocking this door was Steven’s (1946) 

seminal definition of measurement: “measurement, in the broadest sense, is 

defined as the assignment of numbers to objects or events according to rules.” 

This is what philosophers of science would call a nominalist definition of 

measurement. For Stevens, methods of measurement are definitive of concepts; a 

view that stands in opposition to realism, which takes measurements to be 

methods of finding out about objective quantities that we can identify 

independently of measurement. Indeed, Steven’s nominalism took the radical 
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form of operationalism: the view that the meaning of a concept is fully specified 

by its method of measurement, implying that each measurement operation defines 

its own concept. The relevancy of this stance to our concerns is straightforward: 

scientists who hold to nominalism do not commit to measuring real entities—real 

life-satisfaction/happiness included; so from this perspective the impossibility of 

inter-personal comparisons of real quantities of satisfaction is obvious, but 

irrelevant.  

Kaminitz’s observations reveal the roots of the SW-B approach and also why it is 

problematic when used outside the disciplinary boundaries of SW-B scholarship. SW-B 

scholarship uses an operationalist epistemology rather than a realistic one: SW-B is defined 

by its measurement, as we have seen. This is in contrast to the other traditions investigating 

wellbeing. They require a concept of interest to be pinpointed in reality before metrics are 

developed to measure it. It was precisely the quagmire of theory these traditions had 

developed that SW-B wanted to avoid at its genesis. Kaminitz notes, as I did in the previous 

chapter, that psychology in general and SW-B scholarship in particular was able to make a 

great deal of progress by sidelining such complex theoretical issues:  

Steven’s definition was widely accepted within the psychological community and 

integrated into the basic psychological toolbox and textbooks of the second half 

of the twentieth century. It has opened the way for tremendous progress in the 

development of methods of measurement by putting to one side substantial 

philosophical questions pertaining to issues of ontology and epistemology. (ibid. 

p. 432–433).  

Where this approach becomes problematic is when SW-B scholars move into other wellbeing 

domains, like public policy, and attempt to (often inadvertently) ride roughshod over other 

definitions of wellbeing that they find there. The argument used in favour of the SW-B 

approach in such cases is that it is grounded in evidence and value-neutral. But this is 

misleading. Due to their operationalist approach, what SW-B scholars have is an empirical 

understanding of SW-B, not wellbeing. They have an empirical understanding of affect and 

life satisfaction. It does not follow that this way of understanding wellbeing is appropriate for 

contexts other than SW-B scholarship. In other domains people are interested in a particular 

conception of wellbeing and justify this conception with reference, typically, to a range of 

political, ethical and contextual issues.  
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When SW-B scholars, including happiness economists, attempt to supplant these existing 

definitions of wellbeing along with their justifications and replace them with the SW-B 

definition on the grounds that it is value neutral, they are in fact engaged in a sleight of hand. 

In these cases, the importation of an operationally defined concept of wellbeing amounts to 

sneaking in a variety of ethical and political assumptions regarding the nature of wellbeing 

under the guise of what appears to be a sterilised concept.3 The definition of wellbeing used 

in SW-B scholarship is in such cases presented as admirably theory-free, but it should in fact 

be criticised for being theory-avoidant. What is going on here is that SW-B scholars are 

inadvertently defining wellbeing in substantive ways for purposes to which that definition of 

wellbeing may be objectionable, and heading-off criticism but saying that their definition is 

entirely derived from observation. Alexandrova (2017, p. 93) provides a neat anecdotal 

explanation of why this is concerning: 

The most serious charge is an importation into science of substantive views about 

the nature of well-being that those whose well-being is being studied may have 

good reasons to reject. This danger is real. When eminent economists including 

Nobel Prize winners advocate a measure of national well-being that takes into 

account only the average ratio of positive over negative emotions of the populace 

(Kahneman et al 2004b), the citizens can legitimately object if they take well-

being to consist in more than that. Perhaps they believe that national well-being 

should also encompass compassion, kindness, and mutual trust of their 

community, the sustainability of their lifestyle, not to mention justice.  

The items Alexandrova lists at the end of the above quote—compassion, kindness, trust, 

sustainability and justice—are all features of the long history of philosophical engagement 

with wellbeing. This philosophy is the study of what makes a life or some part of it good for 

an individual—the study of prudential value. As already discussed, SW-B scholarship had to 

put such considerations to one side to make progress in its domain, which is fair enough. But 

it is now bringing its view to other domains and failing to acknowledge, let alone engage with 

                                                 
3 Davies (2015, p. 6) notes that this tendency has a long historical record going back at least to Bentham:  

Repeatedly, from the time of the French Revolution to the present (accelerating in the late 19th 

century), a particular scientific utopia has been sold: core questions of morality and politics will 

be solvable with an adequate science of human feelings. How those feelings are scientifically 

classified will obviously vary. At times they are ‘emotional’, at other times ‘neural’, ‘attitudinal’ 

or ‘physiological’. But a pattern emerges, nevertheless, in which a science of subjective feeling is 

offered as the ultimate way of working out how to act, both morally and politically. 
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the greater complexity of wellbeing in the context of those domains. To explain why its 

definition of wellbeing is the appropriate one for exercises like cost-benefit analysis, SW-B 

scholarship must provide theoretical argument as to why its conceptualisation of wellbeing is 

superior to others in these new contexts. I discuss this issue in greater detail in the next 

section.  

 

Theoretical Concerns 

Is subjective well-being the kind of wellbeing we are interested in? 

Alexandrova (ibid, p. 142) notes in her discussion of construct validation in SW-B research 

that “part of measure validation should be whether the measure captures a construct that is 

worth caring about”. In this section, I take up this issue of whether life satisfaction and affect 

(and now meaning in life) are what we care about when we speak of wellbeing. My 

conclusions are mixed. On the one hand, all of these concepts have a long history in thinking 

about wellbeing. On the other hand, as they are used by SW-B scholars without a coherent 

theory of wellbeing, they are sometimes applied in problematic ways. Moreover, these items 

represent a kind of grab-bag of concepts that are relevant to wellbeing. They are in fact 

relevant, as is evidenced by all the construct validation work that has been done on them, but 

little attention has been paid to how these concepts fit together or what their relative 

importance might be. What work has been done is almost entirely psychometric: for example, 

checking correlations between affect and satisfaction. This can be misleading if we have no 

intuitive understanding of how and why these items might be related in complex ways. This 

becomes particularly problematic when it comes to understanding the causal structure of 

wellbeing.   

Alexandrova argues that affect and life satisfaction aren’t necessarily relevant aspects of 

wellbeing for people working in particular fields. For example, doctors studying the 

wellbeing of babies are mostly interested in physical indicators of wellbeing like birth weight. 

She consequently advocates for a variantist concept of wellbeing that can fluctuate according 

to the context in which it is being used. I am sympathetic to her argument. This dissertation is 

interested specifically in applications of wellbeing in economics and public policy. SW-B 

scholarship’s definition of wellbeing is relevant to research questions in these fields and it is 

growing in influence. However, SW-B’s definition also differs in marked ways from 

traditional conceptual frameworks in these fields. In particular, in happiness economics 
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“wellbeing” is synonymous with utility (Van Praag and Frijters 1999), and in conventional 

economics utility comes from “goods” rather than life satisfaction and affect. Now “good” is 

obviously a much broader concept than affect and life satisfaction. The economic approach 

here echoes what philosophers in the analytical tradition call the study of prudential value or 

what makes a life “good-for” an individual. There are problems with the “prudential value” 

conception of wellbeing that I will discuss in the next chapter. SW-B scholarship, including 

its approach to definition, has actually been a welcome challenge to the philosophical 

tradition and has opened new areas and methods of inquiry. However, adopting the prudential 

value point of view for a moment can also illuminate how the SWB approach can lead to 

problematic outcomes.  

Problems arise for SWB scholarship when it moves from merely studying affect and life 

satisfaction to suggesting that these are “good-for” people. Some examples from SW-B’s 

policy advocacy work will help illustrate. Easterlin’s earliest paper (1974), which arguably 

kicked-off happiness economics, was entitled “does economic growth improve the human 

lot?” His measure of the human lot, that is, of prudential value, was life satisfaction. This 

would be disagreeable for someone for whom the human lot is a function of justice, the 

realisation of the kingdom of heaven on earth, goal pursuit, survival, perfection or truth, 

among other possibilities. I don’t think that life satisfaction is a worse definition of the good 

than any of these options (quite the opposite in fact), but it is worth underlining that life 

satisfaction is merely one among many competing options. This is why utilising the SWB 

definition of wellbeing in policy advocacy without admitting its normative claims amounts to 

trying to sneak moral and political values in under the guise of a value neutral, “empirical” 

definition.   

To see why these alternate specifications of what is good-for individuals are important, 

consider the implications of defining the prudential good as life satisfaction for matters of 

distribution. The claim that what ultimately matters is happiness or wellbeing and thus that 

justice amounts to ensuring an equal distribution of these things in society is called 

“welfarism”. Advocacy for welfarism is implicit in calls for SW-B metrics to be used in cost-

benefit analysis (Fujiwara and Dolan 2016). One of the most prominent arguments against 

welfarism was made by Amartya Sen (1999). He noted that people get used to their 

circumstances—they have “adaptive preferences”. As such, a downtrodden, impoverished 

wife in rural India can have a similar level of life satisfaction to a wealthy but ultimately 

frustrated businesswoman in New York. Precisely such a situation is observed in the 
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literature on “happy peasants” and “frustrated millionaires” (Graham and Pettinato 2002). If 

the only thing that is prudentially good is life satisfaction, then a social planner considering 

how to allocate society’s resources should be indifferent between these two individuals. This 

outcome strikes most people as perverse. It seems that the prudential good also has something 

to do with living in a just society or getting your justly deserved slice of the collective pie. 

That would explain why we think the happy peasant deserves redistribution from the 

millionaire even though the millionaire is less happy. It is worth pointing out that Easterlin’s 

research was not aimed at demonstrating that life satisfaction is the prudential good. Rather, it 

was aimed at critiquing the prevailing view that economic growth is the prudential good. In 

this it was certainly an important endeavour.  

Another example: Clark et al (2018) advocate for a range of schools policies on the basis of 

their effect on the emotional wellbeing of children. They focus on emotional well-being 

because of a lack of data on other dimensions. This is fine, but as I discussed in Fabian 

(2018), they do not consider whether other dimensions of wellbeing might be harmed by an 

excessive emphasis on emotional wellbeing. Consider that learning many important things, 

even when that learning is broadly enjoyable, can involve a great deal of negative emotion, 

like stress, low self-esteem and boredom. We learn them anyway for payoffs in terms of other 

dimensions of well-being, like identity, employability or purpose. So if we focus on the 

emotional wellbeing of children without considering longer term eudaimonic and other 

payoffs, we may well do those children a disservice. Stone and Mackie (2013, p. 16) make a 

similar point: 

The terms used to describe SWB have often been ambiguously applied, which has 

muddled discussion and possibly slowed progress in the field. For example, the 

term “happiness” has been used to refer to momentary assessments of affect as 

well as to overall life evaluations. This absence of precision precludes 

understanding of the complexities known to coexist. For example, a person who 

is engaged in stressful or difficult activities, such as working towards an 

education or job promotion, may find substantial meaning or satisfaction with life 

overall; a person who is generally suffering or lacking hope may experience 

temporary reprieve in an enjoyable moment 
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These examples illustrate why picking indicators of wellbeing from a grab bag rather than 

considering a more holistic model of what is “good-for” an individual can lead to problematic 

inferences.  

 

The need for philosophy    

Philosophy complements science in two main ways. First, by cleaning up existing empirical 

findings and organising them into coherent bodies of knowledge (see below on disjunctivitis). 

And second, by using deductive reasoning on inductively established facts to derive new 

hypotheses for empirical testing. In a sense, philosophy runs ahead of contemporary 

empirical research to scout the forward terrain. When philosophy is doing its job, empiricists 

should be able to draw on rich, clearly articulated theoretical work when conducting 

innovative research. Poorer outcomes emerge when philosophy is not doing its job, or when 

theorists are not paying attention to the work that has been done, or when empiricists are 

simply dismissive of anything theoretical as unscientific. In such cases, empirical work has a 

tendency to investigate things we already know, and to overlook deeper or more complex 

issues and thus test shallow hypotheses. In such cases, the marginal value of empirical work 

is low. Institutional settings in contemporary universities arguably have more to do with this 

than anything peculiar to wellbeing scholarship itself. Nonetheless, these issues are 

pernicious in this field, as the following examples indicate.  

 

Rediscovering what we already know 

A prominent example of missing something we already know is the recent rediscovery of the 

eudaimonic dimension of wellbeing by SW-B scholars. The distinction between hedonic and 

eudaimonic happiness goes back to antiquity. It features in the writings of Aristotle, the 

epicureans and the stoics. If anything, it is the hedonic dimension of wellbeing that 

disappears during the medieval period, only returning with Bentham and the utilitarians. The 

British fixation with the hedonic dimension of happiness puzzled continental philosophers of 

wellbeing, notably Nietzsche (1889/1990, p. 33), who mocked “man does not strive for 

happiness; only the Englishman does that”.  The eudaimonic dimension of wellbeing was 

prominent in Anglophone philosophy faculties in the second half of the 20th century (Kraut 

1989, Norton 1976, Griffin 1986) and has featured prominently as part of the recent revival 
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of virtue ethics therein. Against this background, it is a little odd that eudaimonic aspects of 

wellbeing only start to figure in the SW-B literature in the late 2000s, owing at least in part to 

critiques from eudaimonic psychologists about equating wellbeing with happiness (Deci and 

Ryan 2006, Waterman 2008, Kashdan et al 2008).   

That said, the application of the SW-B paradigm to eudaimonic issues has yielded some 

innovative new insights. For example, Dolan (2014) has used a simplified account of 

eudaimonia that emphasises the distinction between pleasurable and purposeful activities to 

explore eudaimonia from a behavioural perspective. Graham (2017) combines hedonic and 

eudaimonic perspectives on SWB to provide novel insights into economic behaviour and 

contemporary sociological trends in the United States. There is certainly a lot of value in 

integrating the two literatures.  

Broadly speaking however, the response of SW-B scholars to the necessity of incorporating 

eudaimonia into how they think about wellbeing has committed precisely the mistakes of that 

incorporating other perspectives should help eliminate. Namely, there is a rush to develop 

cheap and simple measures of eudaimonia so that the strictly empirical approach can 

continue. There is little attempt to understand eudaimonia in a sophisticated way by engaging 

with it theoretically before moving to the development of empirical instruments for 

measuring it. It is consequently described in shallow terms in the SW-B literature as 

“meaning in life” or “good psychological functioning” (OECD 2017, Clark et al 2018). 

Overlooking the need to theorise at the outset will ultimately undermine research into 

eudaimonic wellbeing by SW-B scholars down the track.    

It is worth noting that Daniel Kahneman, one of the progenitors of hedonic psychology and 

the field of SW-B research, has addressed similar critiques in the past (Kahneman 2010). In 

response to an article by Rakow on the “potential value of sourcing ideas from other 

disciplines or from earlier periods of time”, Kahneman said: 

I think that the assertion in the last paragraph that “What I hope to have shown is 

how decision research in the late 20th century could have benefitted from a close 

reading of Knight’s Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, particularly as a source of 

useful hypotheses to pursue” makes no sense at all. This is not how science is 

done…Science is essentially a conversation in which people respond to what 

others have most recently said, or to the ideas that are currently dominant. Ideas 

that change the direction of the conversation are new because they are new in the 
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conversation — not because no one has had them before….Reading Knight 

would not have helped us at all — we would not have recognized that what he 

said meant the same thing as what we said…I don’t think many psychologists 

draw their hypotheses from Plato or Montaigne, though these authors certainly 

said many things that sound similar to ideas that people proudly publish 

in Psychological Science.  

It is fair for Kahneman to bring up the matter of scientific “conversation”. As I have 

repeatedly emphasised, early SW-B research had a particular context—it’s conversation, if 

you will—that necessitated its particular approach. However, SWB is now mature and 

breaking into a much wider conversation: the wellbeing conversation. It is hamstrung in its 

ability to contribute effectively to this conversation by features of its traditional approach, 

namely an absence of theory. It should not contaminate the wider conversation with this 

weakness. Instead, it should borrow the strengths of the wider conversation, like a deeper 

theoretical understanding of eudaimonia and wellbeing more generally, and use these to shore 

up its own weaknesses. Kahneman might be right that empirically, wide, interdisciplinary 

literature reviews are not how science is done. That doesn’t mean it isn’t how science should 

be done. Such an approach would result in much less duplication and wasted effort, provide 

clearer and more significant hypotheses to test, give layered answers and help to guide 

efficient data collection efforts.   

 

Overlooking deeper and more complex issues 

Good theory helps empiricists to understand their phenomena of interest holistically so that 

they can measure and test at the forward edge of our knowledge. Poor integration of theory 

into empirical research can lead to complexities being obscured. Empirical work then 

proceeds at a distance from the frontiers of knowledge.  

The limited integration of preference theory into SWB research is illustrative. Almost no 

research in SW-B has incorporated preferences. This is despite a strong emphasis on the role 

of preference-satisfaction in promoting wellbeing in theory from philosophy, economics and 

psychology. Consequently, changes in SW-B are largely framed in terms of changes in 

circumstances rather than preferences and the role of preferences is left under-investigated. A 

prominent example is the long-running study of the effect of income on life satisfaction. 

Intuitively, the role money plays in your life satisfaction depends on what you want to spend 
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your money on. If you are an ascetic with strong preferences around abstinence, money will 

have little effect on your life satisfaction. On the other hand, if you have a genuine love of 

fast and fancy cars, even a substantial income will be insufficient for you to be satisfied with 

your life. Furthermore, how your preferences change as you become richer or poorer, age and 

change your perspective on life will affect how rapidly your life satisfaction adapts to those 

income changes.  

The ongoing debate around the life satisfaction effects of absolute and relative income seems 

somewhat facile in this context. Much of this research is of a very high calibre (for example: 

Clark et al 2008b, Stephenson and Wolfers 2013, Clark and Senik 2014a). However, because 

it doesn’t take account of preferences it is unable to penetrate surface level phenomena to 

grasp the deeper causal structure of wellbeing. For example, one of the most striking findings 

in this field in recent years is Easterlin et al’s (2017) observation that China’s dramatic 

income growth over the past three decades has translated into little improvement in average 

life satisfaction scores. There are measurement issues to be concerned about, but leaving 

those to one side, Easterlin et al’s findings support the hypothesis that absolute increases in 

income have a limited effect on SW-B due to adaptation to improved circumstances. In 

particular, income growth for poor Chinese workers has typically involved migration to cities 

where the upper end of their reference group changes from village leaders to urban business 

elites who are much wealthier. Migrant workers might consequently undervalue their 

improved circumstances as they now see how much better they could be.  

These are important and valid hypotheses about the dynamics of wellbeing, but they can’t be 

effectively investigated without considering the preferences of migrant workers. For the lack 

of change in life satisfaction to be driven by adaptation to income and reference group effects 

it would have to be the case that migrant workers develop stronger preferences for income 

after migrating to cities. It is possible that the limited change in life satisfaction is driven by 

other factors. For example, migrant workers may have static preferences for air quality that 

are not satisfied in China’s urban centres (Li et al 2018). Or they might have preferences for 

political enfranchisement that are both deepened and left unsatisfied by the poor treatment 

migrant workers receive under the prevailing hukou system of household registration (Liu et 

al 2017). In both cases, positive income effects from migration would actually be offsetting 

the negative impacts of migration on other preference domains.     
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Some of the issues outlined above could be resolved using experimental or quasi-

experimental methods. These would overcome the causal identification problems associated 

with naturalistic evidence. However, even in such cases, issues concerning preferences and 

causation could remain. If it were demonstrated through a quasi-experimental methodology 

that income increases satisfaction this might still leave open whether preferences were a part 

of this causal channel. Furthermore, this result would reflect an average effect of income—

the impact will differ by respondent according to their preference for discretionary spending 

and financial security. As preferences are fundamentally heterogeneous (and dynamic) across 

respondents, leaving them unaccounted for will limit the insights provided by any study of 

wellbeing performed at the aggregate level.  

Solving this problem is not a matter of more sophisticated statistical techniques, though they 

might have a role to play. Nor is it strictly a function of having richer data. Even with better 

data, empiricists unequipped with a thorough understanding of how preferences are involved 

in wellbeing and its dynamics would struggle to ask the right questions. They would thus 

continue to operate in the shallows rather than the depths. What is missing here is a clear 

theoretical explication of the role of preferences in wellbeing dynamics that can be used to 

guide empirical research.  

 

Interplay of wellbeing dimensions 

The discussion of income effects above alludes to a more general reason why theory is 

critical to the study of wellbeing: understanding the causal channels between different 

dimensions of a complex phenomenon like wellbeing is very difficult without theory. 

Wellbeing transcends disciplines and fields of inquiry. It ranges across philosophy and all of 

the social sciences and takes in topics from the nature of pleasure to how humans create 

values and sustain meaning in normative communities. Studying the causal and dynamic 

structure of wellbeing requires some theoretical explication of how all these different 

literatures and aspects of wellbeing fit together. Avoiding this difficult work is liable to lead 

researchers to overlook mediating factors in wellbeing causation and deep determinants of 

surface-level phenomena. They may miss how different aspects of wellbeing fit together in 

causal ways. Statistical analysis has difficulty overcoming these issues without building on 

periodic theoretical analysis. This comes back to philosophy’s role in cleaning up and 

organising existing empirical knowledge. 
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An example will help illustrate. As mentioned earlier, there is presently a groundswell of 

interest among SW-B scholars in the eudaimonic dimensions of wellbeing. As per standard 

practice in the field, the first step in better integrating eudaimonia into SWB has been to find 

metrics that track it. Several such metrics have been considered, notably Huppert and So’s 

Flourishing Scale and Diener and Biswas-Diener’s Psychological Well-Being Scale. Existing 

metrics in the eudaimonic wellbeing field, such as Ryff’s five-factor model of psychological 

wellbeing and the metrics used by self-determination theory have received less attention 

because they are typically relatively more laborious instruments that are suboptimal for the 

kind of aggregate-level and policy-oriented research SW-B scholars are most interested in 

conducting. The new metrics have been used to assess whether eudaimonic wellbeing is 

distinct from affect and life satisfaction. It seems to be. Clark and Senik (2011) report a 

correlation between life satisfaction and four different aspects of eudaimonic wellbeing of 

between 0.25 and 0.29. Diener et al (2009) report a correlation of 0.62 between their 

psychological well-being scale, which is supposed to reflect eudaimonic aspects of well-

being, and life satisfaction scale responses. The correlation between their psychological well-

being scale and measures of positive and negative affect is 0.62 and 0.51 respectively. 

Huppert and So (2013) found a correlation of 0.34 between “flourishing”—which takes in 

aspects of eudaimonic wellbeing—and life satisfaction in European social survey data.   

These correlation statistics help to establish eudaimonic wellbeing as an important object of 

inquiry independent from affect and life satisfaction, but they do not enlighten us about the 

interrelationships between eudaimonia and these other aspects of SW-B. We can’t tell, for 

example, whether eudaimonia correlates with life satisfaction because one causes the other, 

because there is two-way causation, or because people who are high in one just tend to 

coincidentally be high in the other. Now of course it is early days in this research project, and 

SW-B scholars might reasonably respond to this point by saying that they will get round to 

investigating such interrelationships. However, this project may well be futile without some 

preparatory theoretical deliberation about how we might reasonably expect eudaimonia to 

interplay with other aspects of wellbeing. Statistical analysis of this relationship would 

struggle to pinpoint its object unless we first consider what the relationship between these 

different aspects of well-being is like. We can then design an empirical instrument 

specifically to test this hypothesis.     

To illustrate, consider the fact that nihilism (the belief that the world and existence is 

meaningless) only affects some people, and potentially only under certain social 
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circumstances (its historical high tide was in the lead up to World War II in Europe). Nihilists 

escape their affliction, according to existential philosophy (De Beauvoir 1947/2002/2002) 

and terror management theory (Shaver and Mikulincer 2012), by creating meaning 

subjectively and comporting themselves towards self-concordant normative communities. 

Now consider that many people are insulated against developing nihilistic feelings in the first 

place by being raised in and socialised into normative communities. Examples include 

religious and village communities with clear value systems, rituals, and a shared symbolic 

language. The end result of either a nihilist building a normative community or a typical 

individual being born into one that works for them is life satisfaction. Now a statistical 

analysis at the aggregate level may well pick up that there is a correlation between 

“relatedness” and life satisfaction, and hence between eudaimonia and life satisfaction. It may 

even be able to establish this as a causal relationship using some quasi-experimental 

methodology. However, it will struggle to identify whether the high life satisfaction and 

relatedness scores of an individual are the result of them successfully overcoming nihilism or 

simply never having been afflicted with it in the first place. Moreover, such analysis will 

have a tendency to see nihilism as a poor predictor of satisfaction compared to relatedness, 

even though it is nihilism that is the primary agent. It is nihilism that causes the negative 

effect on life satisfaction; relatedness is a cure or insulator. Of course, if the researchers are 

savvy and able to ask the right questions of their data they can identify these 

interrelationships and nuances (or prove this theoretical explication false), but to become 

savvy in the first place they must adequately theorise.  

 

Disjunctivitis 

Insufficient theorising can lead to empirical researchers operating in silos rather than working 

together in cooperative enterprise. The result will be internally inconsistent bodies of 

knowledge. Antonakis (2017) calls this “disjunctivitis”. Instead of advancing in paradigmatic 

fashion, researchers each take little steps in different directions. The research that gets done is 

fragmented, oftentimes incoherent as a body of work, and does not help science advance in a 

cohesive fashion. So for example, we have hedonic psychologists making a range of 

breakthroughs in mood management through techniques like gratitude and savouring. 

Meanwhile, eudaimonic psychologists make breakthroughs in how nourishing the basic 

psychological needs of relatedness, competence and autonomy can cure depression and 
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anxiety. But we have little work on how these two domains of wellbeing interact on their 

relative contributions to an overarching construct like life satisfaction. In addition, other areas 

of SW-B research, like the philosophy of wellbeing or happiness economics, proceed with 

little reference to either of these psychological literatures (with exceptions of course). 

Disjunctivitis finds its roots in institutional settings in contemporary universities. Most 

universities are organised by discipline and faculty are under pressure from their deans to 

publish in top disciplinary journals rather than field journals. This inevitably leads to siloing 

even in interdisciplinary fields like wellbeing. Faculty are also under tremendous pressure to 

publish, and typically to publish papers rather than monographs. This encourages the 

production of isolated works rather than the development of broadly-conceived, internally 

consistent bodies of knowledge. Finally, faculty are under pressure to be cited, which 

encourages them to invent new theory that they can stamp with their personal brand rather 

than simply building on or extending existing paradigms.   

Nonetheless, disjunctivitis is also a function of an overly empirical approach to research and 

a disinclination to theorise. This mindset means that a researcher rarely needs to go beyond 

the boundaries of their own discipline to find enough theory to motivate an empirical 

exercise. Researchers consequently stop too often at those boundaries when they would find 

in other disciplines the material required to produce a richer, deeper theory to explore in their 

empirical work.  

In addition, empirical work tends to be incremental in nature. It is averse to starting with a 

grand theory. Indeed, grand theories can be harmful to empirical research because they make 

hypotheses too complex to neatly test. This discourages empirical researchers from regularly 

taking stock of their field and bringing it into internal coherence. A manifestation of this is 

the contemporary tendency in empirical disciplines (which is increasingly all disciplines) to 

produce handbooks or other edited volumes where scholars in a field each contribute a 

chapter on what they are doing. This is in contrast to a smaller number of authors surveying 

the field and attempting to collect its findings into a unified theory within a single 

monograph. My contention in this dissertation is precisely that such a unifying project is 

overdue in the field of SW-B, or would at least be beneficial.  
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The way forward 

Alexandrova neatly sums up the weaknesses of contemporary SW-B research in the 

following passage: 

By sticking to a resolutely anti-realist metaphysics the psychometric approach 

wrongly outsources to statistics what is essentially a theoretical problem: What 

must well-being be like, as a causal system, for questionnaires to detect it? (ibid, 

p. 148) 

These weaknesses can be traced back to the implicit logic of construct validation, as I 

have explained earlier. In the concluding passages of her book A Philosophy for the 

Science of Wellbeing, Alexandrova (ibid. p. 150) advocates for a “Better Implicit 

Logic” to inform construct validity in wellbeing research (emphasis added to 

differentiate from the basic implicit logic quoted above): 

A measure M of construct C can be considered validated to the extent that M 

behaves in a way that respects three sources of evidence: 

1. M is inspired by a plausible theory of C. This theory should be articulated as fully 

as possible and defended against alternatives. 

2. M is shown to track C as C is understood and endorsed by the subjects to whom 

C is applied. 

3. Other knowledge about C is consistent with variations in values of M across 

contexts. This knowledge should encompass the normative significance of C, 

including moral and political contexts of the use of C.  

 

In this dissertation, I attempt to fulfil condition (1). I elucidate a plausible theory of wellbeing 

that is appropriate to a range of domains, but especially to economics and public policy. I 

then consider whether contemporary SW-B metrics track this kind of wellbeing with 

sufficient accuracy for the purposes of wellbeing researchers, thereby making a start on (2). I 

find them somewhat lacking and consequently propose extensions to these metrics as a first 

step to developing better means of measuring wellbeing. 
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Chapter 3 

The Analytical Philosophy of Wellbeing 

 

It is vain to talk of the interest of the community without understanding what is the interest of 

the individual. 

- Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation 

 

 

* * * 

 

I begin the development of the production function theory of wellbeing from the analytical 

philosophy literature. There are two reasons for this. The first is that analytical philosophy is 

very attentive to issues of categorisation and delineation. Discussing the analytical literature 

allows the question of “what is wellbeing” to be made quickly tractable by outlining 

particular schools of thought. Explaining these schools and their strengths and weaknesses 

provides a picture of the landscape of wellbeing theory. The details can then be filled in. The 

second is that the analytical philosophy of wellbeing takes as its object of inquiry the 

prudential good. This is what is “good for” someone. The most salient critique of SW-B’s 

recent forays into policy and welfare economics is that it pays insufficient regard to 

normative issues pertaining to the prudential good. In contrast, extensive theorising regarding 

the prudential good underpins the present paradigm in welfare economics. Commencing the 

development of a theory of SWB with analytical perspective gives due regard to the centrality 

of these issues to a holistic theory of SWB.     

 

This chapter makes two principle claims. First, that recent cycles of debate between the three 

most prominent classes of wellbeing theories in analytical philosophy—hedonistic, 

subjectivist and objectivist—have resulted in a great deal of convergence between those 

different theories. Increasingly, advocates of one or other theory are only able to respond to 

critiques of their position by, in a sense, subsuming their interlocutor’s perspective. This 
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trend suggests that there might be value in giving greater thought and consideration to the 

similarities between wellbeing theories rather than focusing almost exclusively on their 

differences.  

 

This brings us to the second claim, which is that adopting a practical perspective on 

wellbeing that considers the process by which wellbeing is attained rather than simply what it 

is reveals that these theories are more interdependent than their advocates might presume. 

Furthermore, it reveals that self-actualisation is critical to the acquisition of wellbeing 

regardless of which theory of wellbeing you are employing. Moreover, themes from all three 

classes of wellbeing theory are required to understand how self-actualisation works to 

promote wellbeing. I advance a particular model of self-actualisation in this dissertation, 

namely the coalescence of being, which is explained in detail in chapter 9.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows. First, I present again Parfit’s (1984) tripartite 

classification of wellbeing theories and show how recent articulations of each of these 

theoretical positions have involved adopting some ideas from the other theories. I argue that 

an integrated theory of wellbeing is thus worth pondering. In the second part of the chapter I 

sketch such an integrated theory. I call it the production function theory of wellbeing. 

Wellbeing in this theory is a function of hedonia, eudaimonia and despair, which refer to 

whether life is pleasant, fulfilling and valuable, respectively. In the third part of the chapter, I 

discuss the dynamics and praxis of wellbeing. This discussion reveals the importance of self-

actualisation to the attainment of wellbeing. It also reveals a degree of interdependence 

between the major wellbeing theories.  

 

Before moving on, a brief clarifying statement is required. Haybron (2011) helpfully 

distinguishes two different ways the term “happiness” is used in the scholarly literature and 

by the general public. He calls these “happiness in the psychological sense” and “happiness 

in the wellbeing sense”. The psychological sense refers to the state of mind of happiness. 

This sense of happiness is most commonly employed, unsurprisingly, by psychologists, 

notably those working in the field of hedonic psychology. The wellbeing sense refers to what 

it means for a life to “go well” for an individual or what is “good-for” that individual. 

Another way of saying this would be happiness in the prudential sense. There is a strong 

normative dimension to happiness in the well-being sense. This sense is most common 

among philosophers. This dissertation is about well-being and thus happiness in the well-
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being sense. In some of the older philosophical literature, happiness is used instead of well-

being in a way that appears to mean well-being in the prudential good sense. In such cases, I 

take the authors to be referring to wellbeing and use that word instead. Ultimately, I argue 

that Haybron’s two senses of happiness are more interrelated than some presently believe. 

Furthermore, I argue that understanding wellbeing as what is “good-for” an individual invites 

confusion because people achieve wellbeing by pursuing their good. As such, the production 

function theory of wellbeing that I develop is hard to describe as either a theory of happiness 

in the psychological sense (i.e. a state of mind) or a theory of wellbeing as the prudential 

good. It is nonetheless a theory of wellbeing.  

 

 

Three classes of wellbeing theory 

 

Parfit (1984) partitioned wellbeing theories into three classes: subjectivist, objectivist and 

hedonistic. Hedonistic theories define wellbeing as pleasure (Gregory 2015). The most 

common subjectivist theory is desire- or preference-satisfaction (Heathwood 2015). More 

recently, some philosophers have defended a life satisfaction subjectivist theory, where the 

“individual is happy if they say they are satisfied with their life” (Vitrano 2013). Objectivist 

theories establish a universal standard by which to judge whether a life is happy (Fletcher 

2015). There are two prominent traditions herein, one philosophical and the other 

psychological. Both distinguish themselves by their use of the term “eudaimonia”. Among 

philosophers in the Aristotelian tradition, eudaimonia is the wellbeing that attends living 

virtuously in accordance with reason. More recently, some clinical psychologists working on 

wellbeing have distinguished their work from that of the so-called hedonic psychologists by 

characterizing it as promoting a eudaimonic view of wellbeing, meaning to live well, rather 

than a hedonic view, meaning to have a high degree of positive emotion (Deci & Ryan 2006; 

Ryan et al. 2008). These clinical psychologists argue that there is empirical evidence that 

individuals whose lives nourish their three basic psychological needs for autonomy, 

competence and relatedness demonstrate eudaimonic wellbeing, whereas those whose lives 

do not nourish these needs suffer from depression, anxiety and other ailments. As such, the 
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basic psychological needs provide an objective standard for judging someone’s wellbeing.4 I 

discuss these eudaimonic theories in greater detail in chapter 7.  

 

Some theorists are increasingly moving away from Parfit’s tripartite classification (see, for 

example, Woodard 2012). However, they are typically not moving towards an integrated 

theory, but rather towards a more fine-grained taxonomy. Here I want to take the opposite 

approach. Analysing the similarities between wellbeing theories rather than their distinctions 

provides a range of important insights. In the rest of this section, I explore recent articulations 

of the hedonistic, subjectivist and objectivist perspectives on wellbeing. I argue that recent 

iterations of the debate between these different perspectives have seen their distinctions 

reduced. The theories are now increasingly borrowing from each other.    

 

 

Hedonism  

 

Prominent hedonistic theories in history are those of the epicureans and the classical 

utilitarians. The most prominent recent entry into this class of theories is Feldman’s (2002) 

attitudinal hedonism. Attitudinal hedonism is distinct from sensual hedonism, which concerns 

only feelings, specifically pleasure and pain. In contrast, attitudinal hedonism is concerned 

with attitudes, especially enjoyment, which Feldman argues is phenomenologically not a 

feeling. He argues that attitudinal hedonism “is a mode of consciousness”, and considers it 

robust to many classical critiques of hedonism. For example, attitudinal hedonism can explain 

why the stoic is well in a way that sensual hedonism cannot. Stoics want peace and do not 

seek sensory pleasure. Thus on a sensory-hedonist account, they cannot possibly be well. 

Intuitively though, we feel that the stoic acquiring what she wants brings her wellbeing, so 

this account seems flawed. Attitudinal hedonism is robust to this critique, because while the 

stoic does not experience much pleasure, her life nonetheless goes well (ibid, p. 7).  

 

                                                 
4 There is another variety of objectivist theory that I omit to discuss herein due to space constraints. This is the 

model of wellbeing one finds in quality of life and other medical research, where the researcher sets up a list of 

criteria that define high quality of life (see, for example, McClimans & Browne 2011). An example is saying 

that a deaf person is fundamentally not capable of the same degree of wellbeing as a person who can listen to 

Mozart and talk with perfect elocution, regardless of how happy that deaf person claims to be. These metrics are 

designed for practical purposes and aren’t fully fledged theories of wellbeing, so I omit them.  
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Feldman also claims that attitudinal hedonism can withstand normative critiques. However, 

in order to do so, Feldman’s attitudinal hedonism must essentially subsume the tropes of 

objectivist theories, and his theory thereby is no longer a purely hedonistic theory. There are 

three critiques that Feldman takes up. The first is that someone living a pleasant but deceived 

life is considered to have just as valuable a life according to hedonism as someone who 

experiences as much pleasure but is not deceived, and this seems wrong. The second is that 

hedonism does not differentiate between worthless and worthwhile pleasures—what Crisp 

(2006) calls the “worthless swine” criticism in reference to Aristotle.5 The final critique is 

that while hedonism might give us an account of what sort of life is worth living, it does not 

give us an account of what sort of world is worth creating.  

 

In each case, Feldman responds by expanding his theory. First, he suggests that pleasure 

could be accorded more weight when it is drawn from a true state of affairs. Second, he 

suggests that pleasures from certain sources could be weighted to take into consideration the 

worthiness of those sources of pleasure. He calls this “dessert-adjusted intrinsic attitudinal 

hedonism”. Finally, he suggests that we also weight pleasure to capture the worthiness of the 

subject receiving the pleasure. In this way, hedonism can answer the third critique by saying 

that the value of a world is the sum of the double dessert adjusted values of the intrinsic 

attitudinal pleasures enjoyed and pains suffered in that world.  

 

Feldman’s three extensions to attitudinal hedonism would seem to subsume the core 

arguments of the objectivist perspective on wellbeing in order to become robust to them. He 

says (p. 17): 

 

Such things as excessive or deficient prior receipt, legal or moral ‘rights’ to pleasure, 

hard work, virtue and vice etc. probably influence the extent to which someone 

deserves some pleasure. 

 

The argument of the objectivist perspective, especially eudaimonism, is precisely that these 

sorts of questions, such as “what is vice?” and “who is virtuous?”, cannot be usefully 

answered with a hedonistic conception of wellbeing in the wellbeing sense. Feldman’s 

                                                 
5 J.S. Mill (1863) was responding to similar criticisms of utilitarian hedonism when he attempted to distinguish 

between the higher and lower pleasures. 
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hedonism escapes these critiques only by, in a sense, admitting them. He maintains the core 

claim of hedonistic theories of prudential wellbeing, namely that what is “good-for” an 

individual is pleasure. But he then augments his notion of pleasure with objective principles 

about what sort of pleasure is “good for” an individual.  

 

An arguably more telling critique of hedonism comes from Haybron (2001). He argues that 

hedonism “does little more than skim the phenomenal surface off our emotional states” while 

missing the deeper character of wellbeing.6 His arguments refer specifically to happiness, but 

they readily adaptable to hedonistic theories of wellbeing as well. This deeper character 

includes the fact that wellbeing is dispositional. A well person might be suffering right now, 

but we would still say that they are “well in general”. We would also predict them to be well 

in the future. These are clearly not matters of present pleasure, nor can they be adequately 

described by the notion of a positive attitude.  

 

Despite these shortcomings, it is important to rescue from the hedonistic tradition the idea 

that pleasure matters to wellbeing. The eudaemonist literature seems to deny this at times, or 

at least heavily marginalizes the importance of hedonia (Annas 2004). It is possible for 

pleasure and pain to relate directly to wellbeing. For example, sciatic pain made me irritable 

and impatient, undermining my hedonic wellbeing. Being unusually irritable and impatient in 

turn affected my sense of self, undermining my eudaimonic wellbeing. During episodes of 

sciatic pain, I would say that I am unwell, and one of my primary goals in life is to be rid of 

my sciatic pain and the injury that causes it. It thus undermines my wellbeing on a life- and 

desire-satisfaction account as well. Haybron’s (2001) point that happiness and wellbeing are 

more than the phenomenal surface of our emotional states is a good one, but it doesn’t mean 

that the phenomenal surface isn’t nonetheless an important aspect of wellbeing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 This critique seems particularly powerful when aimed at some of the early hedonic psychology definitions of 

subjective wellbeing, notably Kahneman’s “objective wellbeing”, which essentially involved adding up 

someone’s pleasure score over (moment-by-moment) time by taking an integral (Kahneman 1999).  
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Subjectivist theories  

 

One of the most well-known subjectivist theories of wellbeing is Sumner’s (1999) life 

satisfaction or “authentic happiness” theory.7 He provides a summary statement in the 

following passage (p. 172): 

 

[Happiness], we have found, can be equated with life satisfaction, which has both an 

affective component (experiencing the conditions of your life as fulfilling or rewarding) 

and a cognitive component (judging that your life is going well for you, by your 

standards for it). The best way of determining people’s happiness levels is to ask them 

… However, an individual’s report will accurately reflect his perceived happiness only 

if it is relevant (focused on the prudential dimension of the value of his life), sincere 

(uninfluenced by the desire to maintain a particular social image), and considered 

(uncoloured by transitory feelings of elation or depression). The question then is 

whether happiness, as so measured, is identical to well-being. We have found two 

reasons for thinking that it is not: a person’s self-evaluation may not be informed and 

may not be autonomous. In either case it is inauthentic, in that it does not accurately 

reflect the subject’s own point of view. Welfare therefore consists in authentic 

happiness, the happiness of an informed and autonomous subject. This theory of 

welfare as authentic happiness is clearly subjective. 

 

As with Feldman’s hedonism, Sumner here substantially subsumes other theories of 

wellbeing into his subjectivist theory. The “affective component” of Sumner’s theory 

subsumes hedonism. This is fine, because as discussed, hedonism is inadequate. But it also 

                                                 
7 Another prominent subjectivist theory of wellbeing is that of SW-B. I have declined to discuss this school here 

for several reasons. The first is that the SW-B literature explicitly distinguishes between short term affect and 

long-term evaluations of life satisfaction. As such, it is a subjectivist theory that incorporates a hedonistic 

theory. It already admits the need for integration. Second, there is presently a substantial debate on in the 

psychology literature between advocates of the SW-B approach and another group who regard themselves as 

advocating a “eudaimonistic perspective” on wellbeing. This debate is quite lively (see, for example, Kashdan et 

al 2008; Waterman 2008 and Ryan & Huta 2009), and the SWB school seems to be rapidly incorporating the 

eudaimonistic perspective into its own understanding of wellbeing (see, for example, Stone & Mackie 2013, 

Graham 2011). As such, it is unclear whether the SW-B perspective can really be considered a freestanding, 

consistent way of thinking about wellbeing. Finally, the SW-B literature is explicitly atheoretical (Sheldon 2013, 

Kahneman et al. 1999). The emphasis is on letting the data do the talking and theorising post-hoc. As a 

consequence, the SW-B literature has a minimalist conceptual understanding of wellbeing and endeavours to 

avoid theoretical elaboration. As such, it seems wrong to analyse it as a freestanding conception of wellbeing.  
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seems inaccurate to describe this theory as being really distinct from hedonism. It is 

hedonism-plus. Sumner concedes this when he says (p. 175):  

 

The wellbeing theory resembles hedonism...in its endorsement of an experience 

requirement...[but] it also incorporates an information requirement (as part of its 

condition of authenticity], it is a state-of-the-world theory.  

 

Sumner’s theory also subsumes aspects of the objectivist perspective, though he seems not to 

realize this. This is evident in the requirements of relevance, sincerity and consideration. It is 

also central to his notion of authenticity, which requires autonomy and being an informed 

subject. Autonomy is one of the principal objective determinants of wellbeing in Self-

Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan 2000, Ryan and Deci 2000), and eudaimonic philosophy 

is fundamentally about discovering and living in accordance with your true self, that is, your 

daimon (Norton 1976). Sumner’s criticism of objectivism is essentially that it gives a poor 

account of the end state of wellbeing, but he fails to realise that his definition of that state 

requires a lot of ideas from the objectivist tradition to explain how you get to that end state in 

practice. This is clear in the passage where he rejects objectivism (p. 175):  

 

[A theory of wellbeing should explain] what it means for a life to be going well not just 

in itself or from some other standpoint but for its subject. This is, of course, the demand 

that objective theories of welfare are unable to meet...The authenticity requirement, 

which is an essential part of the wellbeing theory, guarantees that the operative point of 

view in a subject’s self-assessments of her wellbeing is genuinely hers. 

 

Sumner’s critique here is telling for many if not most objectivist accounts, but he overlooks 

that without self-actualisation, which is one of the principle themes of the majority of 

objectivist accounts of wellbeing, authenticity is difficult if not impossible to achieve. Self-

actualisation requires the harmonisation of discordant aspects of the psyche through integrity, 

reason and discipline. If self-actualization has not proceeded far, an individual cannot give an 

honest, authentic account of their own wellbeing.  

 

It is unsurprising in this context that some of the most prominent contemporary objectivist 

theories are to be found among clinical psychologists (Waterman 2013, Ryan and Deci 2017). 

Therapists are frequently working with people who lie to themselves and to the therapist, and 
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who may be doing well in some ways but not others. A pure subjectivist model is 

inappropriate in this context because such individuals are not at all of one mind—they are 

instead compartmentalised, with multiple selves that may be in conflict (Harter 2012). They 

are an unreliable narrator of their own experience, with an inclination to ignore or repress 

affective signals that indicate that they are not living authentically. These problems carry over 

to individuals outside of the psychotherapeutic context as well.8  

 

The existence of multiple selves undermines not just life satisfaction theories like Sumner’s 

but also preference-satisfaction theories of wellbeing. People are not a single unified “self” 

with well-ordered preferences that are more or less “satisfied”. Instead, humans are 

comprised of multiple, often incompatible selves that are sometimes harmonised over the life 

course through the process of self-actualisation. Through self-actualisation, individuals learn 

what preferences are “right” for them. Unless self-actualisation is in a very late stage, it is 

questionable to assume that the preferences people are trying to satisfy will in fact improve 

their wellbeing if actualised. Preference-satisfaction has, of course, a role to play in self-

actualisation and the acquisition of wellbeing more broadly. However, as I will discuss in the 

final part of this paper, self-actualisation is guided by affective signals and by basic 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness. As such, self-actualisation 

involves elements from the subjectivist, objectivist and hedonistic traditions. Desire- and 

preference-satisfaction perspectives struggle to provide a holistic understanding of what 

wellbeing is and how it is attained without borrowing ideas from other theories of wellbeing.  

 

A final point: Sumner implies that objectivist theories do not describe what wellbeing feels 

like for its subject. This claim can only be sustained by focusing on classicist works in the 

objectivist tradition. If you go beyond writings in the Aristotelian tradition, you find many 

rich descriptions of what eudaimonia feels like. For example, self-determination theory notes 

that integrated, authentic individuals report their behavior as largely intrinsically motivated 

and thus easy and fulfilling (Deci & Ryan 2000). Such individuals also have high levels of 

positive affect and vitality (see chapter 7 for a longer discussion). Self-discrepancy theory 

provides empirical evidence that self-concordant individuals report experiencing anxiety and 

depression infrequently while experiencing positive affective states like exhilaration, 

                                                 
8 Curiously, the need for one’s internal psychology to be consistent rather than compartmentalised is a powerful 

interpretation of what it means to live in accordance with reason, as counselled by Aristotle.   
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confidence and satisfaction relatively more frequently (Silvia & Eddington 2012). The 

eudaimonic individual will also experience flow more frequently (Csikszentmihaly 1992). 

This is the feeling of being “in the zone” or “lost in the moment”.  

 

 

Objectivist 

 

Objectivist theories hold that if certain conditions are met, such as virtue, rationality or 

physical health, an individual is happy regardless of whether they say that they are. What 

Sumner gets right is that the objectivist theories don’t make much sense unless they 

themselves incorporate subjectivist elements. There are two main things that a good 

objectivist theory needs to rescue from the subjectivist tradition. The first is that subjectivist 

ways of understanding the phenomenology of wellbeing, especially the experience of it for 

the subject, are necessary for a complete theory of wellbeing. The second is a subjectivist 

theory of value, including ethical values.  

 

In his conception of eudaimonic wellbeing, Aristotle argued that wellbeing can only be 

achieved by living in accordance with certain values. Specifically, individuals must be 

reasonable, virtuous and perfect their nature (Annas 1998). These claims have come in for 

heavy criticism. Kraut (1979) makes a common complaint when he notes that nobody knows 

what is objectively “good”, so virtuousness is an impossible and opaque criterion for 

wellbeing. Additionally, Haybron (2008), among others, has noted that perfection in the form 

of fulfilling one’s nature is an aesthetic quality rather than a moral one, and certainly has 

nothing phenomenologically in common with wellbeing. For example, Floyd Mayweather is 

very close to a perfect boxer, but he is also a wife beater and hardly a moral paragon. The 

failure of classical eudaimonism to persuade theorists like Sumner comes down substantially 

to the claim on the part of Aristotle and other classical advocates that the individual must live 

in accordance with objective normative standards in order to achieve eudaimonia.  

 

Philosophies of wellbeing since the enlightenment that perpetuate the eudaimonistic emphasis 

on self-actualization but dispense with this notion of objective values, such as existentialism 

(Sartre & De Beauvoir 1946) and Norton’s neo-Aristotelianism (Norton 1976), are robust to 

these critiques because they take as one of their foundational assumptions the idea that norms 

are inherently and inescapably subjective. Indeed, they argue that creating and affirming 
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one’s subjective values is the only way to achieve eudaimonia. External normative standards 

are a threat to this process (Nietzsche 1886/1990). In so doing, these theories resist being 

labelled “objectivist” at all. They draw on ideas from the objectivist tradition, in particular the 

role of self-actualization in achieving well-being, but define the state of wellbeing and the 

content of virtue and the good in subjectivist ways.  

 

The emphasis on subjective values in this philosophical literature is also present in 

psychology schools that advocate a eudaimonistic perspective. Self-determination theory, for 

example, posits objective psychological needs that define wellbeing but also emphasizes the 

role of autonomy and being guided by one’s intrinsic motivations in the achievement of 

wellbeing (Deci & Ryan 2000). It argues that “objective” normative standards could typically 

only be adhered to by way of extrinsic motivation and self-regulation. Far from producing 

wellbeing, this would lead to weariness, self-discrepancy and neurosis.  

 

By extension, these modern eudaimonisms argue that the individual must fulfil their unique, 

individual nature. “Human nature” is here understood not as belonging to the category 

“human” and perfecting the qualities of that category, such as reason. Instead, human nature 

is defined by the two existentialist maxims—“man is condemned to be free” and “for man, 

existence precedes essence” (Sartre and De Beauvoir 1946). What these two maxims amount 

to is that we must choose who we want to be. Any attempt to escape from this ontological 

self-responsibility can only be sustained through self-deception, hence why the existentialists 

referred to such acts as “bad faith”. Wellbeing in this eudaimonic tradition arises from 

actualizing an identity that is self-concordant (Sheldon 2013)—knowing thyself and 

becoming who you are in Aristotle’s language. Aristotle’s emphasis on reason and the 

philosophical life are a product of the fact that his daimon was defined by these things. Other 

people’s daimon’s will encourage different callings.  

 

The typical critiques of objectivist approaches to defining wellbeing are telling against classic 

Aristotelian accounts. However, the more modern eudaimonisms of existentialist philosophy 

and clinical psychology are robust to these critiques. They are so in large part because they 

have subsumed ideas from the subjectivist tradition, in particular the idea that “the good” is 

subjectively determined. Modern eudaimonisms typically establish objective ends that must 

be met in order for an individual to achieve the experience of wellbeing, but the means by 
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which these ends are achieved are deeply subjective. The subjectivist and objectivist 

understandings of wellbeing are thus integrated in these theories. 

 

The above analysis does not result in an integrated theory of wellbeing. The three traditional 

philosophical theories of wellbeing canvassed are irreconcilable. However, it does suggest 

that there is a great deal of overlap between them, especially when you consider how 

wellbeing is achieved rather than simply what it is. This motivates a deliberate investigation 

of the similarities between wellbeing theories from a more practical point of view. I 

undertake such an investigation in the next section. To differentiate the perspective that I use 

and theory that I develop, I refer to it as the production function theory of wellbeing.  

 

My approach borrows heavily from economics and psychology and from the approach of 

psychologists working on wellbeing, including those associated with SW-B. In these lines of 

inquiry, well-being is not defined as the prudential good. Instead, scholars look for 

correlations and causal relationship between variables linked with wellbeing in folk theories 

and professional practice, including variables like depression and anxiety that are considered 

the inverse of wellbeing and variables such as vitality and good moods that are thought to 

accompany wellbeing. This is a kind of factor analysis approach where scholars study things 

associated with wellbeing and then try to tease apart what is an ingredient in wellbeing, what 

is an outcome associated with wellbeing, and what is a part of the causal channels by which 

wellbeing emerges. Following this approach, I posit a function that defines what factors 

determine an individual’s level of subjective wellbeing. I hypothesise that these are, 

empirically speaking, objective determinants of wellbeing: individuals without any of these 

factors will report low SWB; Individuals high in these factors will report high levels of SWB. 

Furthermore, that individuals high in all of these factors will have greater wellbeing than 

individuals who are only high in some factors. In the ensuing chapters I present the relevant 

empirical evidence. In chapter 9, I describe the process by which this wellbeing is achieved. 

The content of this process will vary greatly from individual to individual, hence why this is a 

subjectivist theory. It is also gives a critical role to affective signals in guiding the accretion 

of SWB, so it is partially a hedonistic theory. However, the basic principles of this process, 

such as self-actualisation through goal attainment, will be the same for everybody. As such, 

the theory posits that there is a right way to go about pursuing wellbeing and that wrong ways 

will result in ill-being. As such, I argue that the prudential good must be understood not just 
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as an outcome, but also as a process. This is a central claim of eudaimonistic theories of 

wellbeing, as discussed in detail in chapter 7.  

 

 

The Production Function Theory of Wellbeing 

 

The notion of a production function is borrowed from economics. The production function in 

economics is used to express in mathematical terms what determines the output of a firm. The 

most common form of the production function is the Cobb-Douglas production function, 

which is as follows:  

Q = AKαLβ 

Where: 

Q = Quantity of output 

K = capital (i.e. machinery) 

L = labour 

A = the productivity of labour and capital (i.e. “total factor productivity”) 

α and β are parameters that capture the rate at which the marginal product of capital and 

labour respectively diminish.  

The production function approach to wellbeing would similarly involve specifying some 

mathematical model of what factors that contribute to increasing someone’s SWB, to wit: 

SWB = f(.) 

I begin to populate this function below.  

Looking across the full breath of research into SWB, three broad themes emerge. These are 

whether life is pleasant, whether it is fulfilling, and whether it is valuable.9 Hedonic 

psychologists working on wellbeing, for example, were and still are largely interested in 

whether life is pleasant. That is their definition of wellbeing (Kahneman et al 1999). Aristotle 

and the existentialists, in contrast, were mostly concerned with whether life is valuable. They 

                                                 
9 The Japanese concept of Ikigai also incorporates all three of these dimensions of wellbeing (Matthews 2008) 
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emphasized whether the individual was virtuous and had meaning in their life, among other 

things. In the fulfilment camp we find, among others, the eudaimonic school of psychology 

(Deci and Ryan 2000) and Bertrand Russell’s (1930) writings in The Conquest of Happiness. 

These three themes point to a very general specification of the wellbeing production function. 

In order to better understand these themes and their interaction, I will need to specify them in 

more detail. I do this by drawing from the literatures most concerned with each of these three 

themes.   

Call the idea that SWB is about a pleasant life the hedonic dimension of SWB. Fixtures of 

this dimension of SWB include the primary concerns of hedonic psychology: a balance of 

positive over negative affect, emotional resilience and a positive disposition. There is also an 

evaluative component to hedonia; call it hedonic life satisfaction. This is an evaluation of the 

pleasurableness of life as distinct from existential satisfaction, which concerns how valuable 

and fulfilling life is. Lester Burnham, the protagonist of American Beauty, is high in hedonic 

life satisfaction but low in existential satisfaction. He is wealthy and comfortable but 

suffering from ennui and despair.   

Hedonia is commonly contrasted with eudaimonia, which concerns elements of SWB that are 

not emotional or phenomenological in character. I use eudaimonia to describe the cluster of 

variables that take in whether life is fulfilling. For this cluster I draw on the literature from 

eudaimonic psychology, specifically the three basic psychological needs emphasized by self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan 2000): autonomy, relatedness and competence. 

Autonomy concerns how volitional you are in your decisions and the extent to which your 

behavior is intrinsically motivated. Competence concerns the extent to which you are 

instrumentally good at the things you care about. And relatedness concerns the quality of 

your social ties to people and groups you care about.   

The school most interested in the normative dimension of SWB—whether life is valuable—

were the existentialists, so I will pay homage to them and call this dimension the despair 

dimension. It is made up of the three principle concerns of the existentialists: nausea, 

seriousness and anguish. Nausea concerns whether life is meaningful and purposeful, 

seriousness whether one’s ethics are experienced as authoritative and binding, and anguish 

whether one has a clear sense of self that effectively guides decision making. These themes 

were prominent in early continental psychology (Frankl 1946) and continental philosophy, 
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and also appear in the writings of positive psychologists (Baumeister 1992, Ryff 1989, 

Seligman 2011).  

Putting these factors together, we arrived at a specification of the wellbeing production 

function that is sufficient for our needs for the time being: 

H = f(hedonia, eudaimonia, despair)  

Where 

Hedonia = f(affect, satisfaction, emotional wellbeing) 

Eudaimonia = f(autonomy, competence, relatedness) 

Despair = f(anguish, nausea, seriousness) 

The above specification of the wellbeing production function is obviously intended as a 

sketch. Other authors have advocated for different demarcations to the one I am proposing. 

Baumeister (1992), for example, places most of what I have under the headings of 

eudaimonia and despair under the single heading of “meaning”. I defend my specification 

over the course of chapters 6 – 9. Before that, however, it is important that I complete this 

sketch. Everything I discuss here will be repeated in greater detail in later chapters.   

In the next section I analyse the role self-actualisation plays in satisfying all three of hedonia, 

eudaimonia and despair. This is not to suggest that self-actualisation is some sort of meta-

strategy for SWB that subsumes all others. There is a lot of value in studying strategies 

appropriate to the acquisition of any one of the dimensions of wellbeing, such as Sheldon et 

al’s (2013) hedonic adaptation prevention model. I discuss these in some detail in chapter 6. 

Rather, it is to show how important self-actualisation is to the praxis of SWB, the extent to 

which the three dimensions of SWB are interrelated and interdependent, and the usefulness of 

adopting a perspective that keeps a firm eye on the praxis of SWB.  

 

Self-actualisation and the practice of wellbeing 

To talk about the practice of SWB we need to ask the question: what makes you well? Some 

things come to mind. These include doing the things you love, being the kind of person that 
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you love,10 and making the world a better place. In this section, I hope to show how self-

actualisation can bring about such things and ultimately lead to SWB. The account of self-

actualisation given below is a sketch of the coalescence of being.   

Let’s begin by describing the core of the self-actualisation process. I borrow this from self-

discrepancy theory (Higgins 1987): you harmonize your “actual self” with your “ideal self” 

and “ought self”. Your actual self is who you are at the moment, including the things that you 

value and the things you find intrinsically motivating and pleasurable. Your ideal self is who 

you would like to be, and your ought self is who you have a responsibility to be.  

Your ideal self can be thought of as a constellation of values and their associated behaviours 

with which you identify; the-ought self is similar, but the values therein are specifically 

ethical values. “Identification” is the first stage of intrinsic motivation in self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan 2000). Unlike duress or introjection, which are extrinsic kinds of 

motivation, identified behaviours are somewhat self-determined rather than entirely self-

regulated. This spectrum of motivation can be understood by thinking about swimming. 

Many people value health and pursue exercises, such as swimming, as a means of 

maintaining their health. Identifying with health provides some motivation, but swimming for 

some people, because they are unskilled and unfit, is arduous and requires willpower. It is 

thus an extrinsically motivated activity in that one needs to regulate aspects of one’s psyche 

that want to exit the pool in order to proceed. As such identified behaviours become 

assimilated into the self they start to connect up to other values. For example, swimming for 

health might inadvertently make one more aesthetically pleasing to oneself. One might also 

join a triathlon club to help with swimming, thereby associating swimming with one’s other 

values for community groups and athletic competitions. In this way, swimming becomes 

integrated, which is the final stage of internalisation before intrinsic motivation.  

The basic idea in self-discrepancy theory is that you should identify who you want to be with 

the help of your innate motivational compass and then try to become that person (this is 

reminiscent of the Hellenic maxim, repeated by Nietzsche and Norton: “become who you 

are”). This includes moving away from the “feared self”—the individual you especially do 

not want to be. The process by which you bring your actual self into accord with your ideal 

self is guided by affective signals that accompany what the existentialists called the 

                                                 
10 Adam Smith (1759) put this eloquently when he said: “man naturally desires, not only to be loved, but to be 

lovely; or to be that thing which is the natural and proper object of love” (Smith 1759).  
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“disclosure of being”. This is where who you are in reality is revealed to you in your actions 

or the observations of others. For example, if you desire to be fit and consequently swim 

1km, this indicates to you that you are somewhat fit. You will experience positive affect as a 

result because you are revealed by your actions to be closer to who you ideally want to be. As 

you swim further, faster and more frequently, you will more thoroughly confirm this 

observation that you are fit, and this will make you happy and enhance your SWB.  

If you do not complete the 1km swim, this will result in negative affect (Silvia & Eddington 

2012). There are a few ways to interpret this negative affective signal. If you are depressed 

because you didn’t complete your objective, you need to redouble your efforts. However, if 

you are instead disenchanted by swimming, it might simply be that swimming doesn’t suit 

you—it is not in accordance with your true self (Sheldon 2002). Your self (or daimon) is 

communicated to you by the degree of motivation you experience for certain values and 

activities and the corresponding affective signals you receive when undertaking those 

activities and affirming those values. Now if fitness is core to your personality but swimming 

is not a self-concordant way to achieve fitness, you just need to find a more suitable sport. 

However, it could be that fitness itself is the unsuitable value, in which case you may need to 

abandon it. In order to correctly interpret your affective signals, you will need to do some 

introspection and rationally engage with your feelings.11 This introspection is a major theme 

in narrative therapy (McAdams and Janis 2004) and some cognitive behavioral therapy 

exercises (it is also fundamental to the other great Hellenic maxim: “know thyself”).  

This process of harmonisation with the actual self through iterative engagement with the 

world and introspection is similar for ethical values and the ought self. Perhaps you identify 

with recycling because you think that the world has finite resources and we should protect 

them for future generations. Recycling takes a bit of effort initially as you learn to sort your 

rubbish and motivate yourself to carry your loads to the neighbourhood recycling bins, but 

gradually it comes to be easy. You get a warm feeling from recycling that makes the effort 

worthwhile, and you integrate the trip to the bins into your weekly grocery run. You also start 

to organise with local groups to make recycling easier and the community more aware of its 

benefits. The council follows through on your suggestions, and the world is now a little bit 

more the way you’d like it to be.  

                                                 
11 See Tiberius (2008) for a longer discussion of what this introspection might look like.  
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Now imagine that one day you are watching a documentary on television that shows how 

glass recycling actually takes more energy that it saves, and that the other resources involved, 

namely sand, are abundant (Munger 2013). You find it very persuasive. At this point, you 

might need to adjust your recycling values to not include glass, and this might bring you into 

conflict with some of your old comrades in the neighbourhood recycling group. Here, not 

only will you need to introspect about your own values, but you will also need to develop 

arguments, especially rational arguments, with which to convince your colleagues of your 

own views. This will force you to systematise your thinking about your own values.12  

The above is a simple explanation of self-actualisation using crude examples, but it already 

reveals how self-actualisation brings about SWB. First, guided by your affective signals, you 

mostly do things that you find intrinsically enjoyable, and gradually eliminate extrinsically 

motivated activities and values from your life. This achieves a balance of positive over 

negative affect as your behaviour gradually comports towards positive affect and away from 

negative affect. It also nurtures your sense of autonomy. As you become good at these 

pursuits following sustained engagement in them, you feel more and more competent at 

things that you care about. This is exhilarating and provides a source of self-esteem that 

makes you resilient to depression and anxiety, thereby fostering your emotional wellbeing.  

You also pursue ethical values that you find intrinsically attractive. This pursuit of values is 

likely to bring you meaning and give you purpose because you are making the world a better 

place. This overcomes nausea. You pursue these values because you want to be the kind of 

person who lives in accordance with them—that person is your ought and ideal self, and 

achieving that identity gives you positive emotions. Your pursuit requires integrity. This 

necessity for integrity overcomes the problem of seriousness because your values are serious 

to you and you are capable, indeed incentivised, to impose them upon yourself.13 As you 

pursue your values and try to make the world a better place you necessarily come across and 

socialise with other people who share your values, and organise with them to oppose groups 

with antithetical values. This nurtures your need for relatedness.14 This process of self-

                                                 
12 This provides some more texture to what Aristotle might have meant by “living in accordance with reason”. 
13 This links self-interest and ethical behaviour, the holy grail of much ethical philosophy. It also addresses one 

of the major sticking points in existentialist philosophy, namely how to overcome the seeming capriciousness of 

subjectively chosen values. 
14 It is worth noting that relatedness and community are hereby brought about in a way that maintains individual 

autonomy. Many scholars and commentators urging greater emphasis on the role of community in wellbeing, 

notably Haybron (2008, chapter 12) overlook this and thereby condemn misfits and deviants to a life of 

oppression on the part of groups they don’t want to belong to.  



66 

 

actualisation also sees you come to better understand yourself gradually because of the 

disclosures of being that you witness, the introspection and rational analysis of yourself that 

you undertake, and the emotional signals that you get from yourself. The end result is that 

you come to know and be who you are, which annuls anguish. All the different dimensions of 

wellbeing have been accounted for: hedonia, eudaimonia and despair.  

 

Implications of the production function perspective 

Several noteworthy points emerge from the production function perspective. First, as 

discussed above, self-actualisation promotes all the different dimensions of wellbeing. It is 

clearly important, and its particularities perhaps deserve more theoretical and empirical 

attention from both philosophers and psychologists.  

Second, taking a practical perspective on wellbeing reveals how the different dimensions of 

wellbeing are interrelated. For example, self-actualisation resolves despair through the pursuit 

of values and goals with integrity. At first, the despair dimension might not seem to have 

much to do with emotions, certainly not with positive emotions like exhilaration. Yet the self-

actualisation process that dampens despair is guided by affective signals that include things 

like exhilaration, enchantment and joy. Thus the despair and hedonia dimensions are 

interrelated. The same can be said for the basic psychological needs that make up the 

eudaimonia dimension. Pursuing activities that are intrinsically motivated and bring us into 

contact with groups that share our values helps us to feel autonomous, related to people we 

care about and, ultimately, competent. Yet we rely on affective signals to help us sense 

whether we are undertaking an intrinsically motivated activity or instead a self-regulated one, 

and we require notions from the despair dimension to understand our values and thereby help 

us to identify comrades. The dimensions are again interrelated. It might seem like the 

affective dimension is the critical one here as it is the guide to the deeper dimensions, but the 

relationship goes both ways. It is hard to understand why we feel good or bad about particular 

behaviours, values and groups without understanding the eudaimonic and despair dimensions. 

As such, a narrow focus on the hedonic dimension of wellbeing would miss crucial issues 

related to the causation of happiness and wellbeing. 

Third, self-actualisation is important to the practice of wellbeing regardless of what 

traditional theory of wellbeing is used and there are aspects of all three theories present in the 
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production function perspective. You will need to feel pleasure in order to be happy in the 

long run because without pleasure your self-actualisation will not progress. This is the 

hedonistic part of the theory. You will also need to satisfy your preferences—these can be 

understood as the goals that are inherent to the ideal and ought selves. These preferences will 

initially be unclear to you and may even be wrong. Hence you will be inauthentic when you 

express them. However, as self-actualisation proceeds and you come to know thyself and 

become who you are, you will discard self-discordant preferences and refine self-concordant 

ones through introspection. You will consequently end up satisfied with your life in a 

considered, authentic and autonomous way, as in Sumner’s subjectivist theory of wellbeing. 

Finally, you will need to live in accordance with reason because rational introspection is 

required to understand your affective signals. Furthermore, rational reflection is necessary to 

resolve compartmentalisation and inconsistencies in your identity. You will also be a virtuous 

individual because without commitment to your ought self you will not achieve seriousness, 

meaning and relatedness (though of course what “virtue” is for you will ultimately be defined 

by you). As such, you will satisfy themes from the objectivist tradition.  

Finally, the coalescence of being account of self-actualisation reveals that defining wellbeing 

as the prudential good is problematic. Coalescence shows that individuals only come to know 

what is good by pursuing their SWB. Defining wellbeing as the prudential good thus invites 

confusion. It puts the cart of goodness before the horse of wellbeing.  Furthermore, the 

coalescence account argues while the individual is ultimately the arbiter of what is “good-

for” themselves, they only discover this good by following affective signals (hedonistic 

“goods”), by behaving rationally and with integrity (Aristotelian “goods”), and by pursuing 

the nourishment of their basic psychological needs (eudaimonic “goods”). As such, they only 

arrive at their subjective understanding of what is “good-for” themselves by following 

“goods” from the hedonistic and objectivist traditions.  

  

The way forward 

The first half of this chapter pried open some space in the analytical philosophy cosmos for a 

new theory of subjective wellbeing derived from scientific approaches to wellbeing. The 

second half of this chapter was then a sketch of both the production function theory of 

wellbeing—a model of what wellbeing means as an outcome variable—and the coalescence 

of being—a model of how self-actualisation achieves that outcome. In the next chapter I 
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present the production function in full, including a more thorough mathematical specification. 

There are then five chapters justifying, explaining and analysing each of its component parts. 

The last of these, chapter 9, goes into great detail on the nature of the coalescence of being. 
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Chapter 4 

The Wellbeing Production Function 

 

My soul is like a hidden orchestra; I do not know which instruments grind and play away inside 

me, strings and harps, timbales and drums. I can only recognise myself as symphony 

- Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet 

 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction  

This chapter outlines the contours of the wellbeing production function and provides a 

formal, mathematical specification. Chapters 5 through 8 then justify and explain each of its 

constitutive elements in greater detail. I discuss in turn the agency constraint, hedonia, 

eudaimonia and despair drawing extensively on the relevant literatures in psychology, 

philosophy and occasionally economics.  

Before continuing, I’d like to address a concern that some readers might have at this stage 

that this project of developing a holistic model of wellbeing is ambitious; indeed, overly 

ambitious given the state of our existing empirical understanding of wellbeing. On the one 

hand, I am sympathetic to this perspective. When theory gets too far ahead of empirical 

confirmation it opens the possibility of ultimately wasted effort when a large body of 

theoretical work is later refuted by empirical findings. On the other hand, I see a lot of value 

is outlining the entirety of wellbeing for two reasons.  

First, there is plenty of potential for wasted empirical effort if incremental gains in some 

relatively narrow area of wellbeing scholarship are disconfirmed by or otherwise 

incompatible with findings in some other relatively narrow area of scholarship. This is a very 

real possibility in wellbeing scholarship because its wide interdisciplinary scope means that 

there are several streams of research at present that don’t talk to each other much, if at all. If 
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they do communicate more in the future, researchers in each stream might discover that their 

work runs counter to a body of knowledge in some other silo. An example is Annas’ (2004) 

paper on classical philosophical perspectives on happiness. This piece was prompted by an 

email notifying her that she had been included in the World Happiness Database, which at the 

time was a repository of research in SW-B. Upon perusing that resource she felt that 

Aristotelian perspectives were unrepresented in it. This was a problem these perspectives 

called into question research in SW-B yet were unaddressed by SW-B scholars.  

Second, there are numerous examples in other areas of social science research where the 

statement of a “general theory” aided the investigation of specific branches of that general 

theory and helped them to feed their findings back into the general theory. An illustrative 

case is inquiry into the nature of the education production function. Several decades ago, the 

Coleman Report (1966) proposed that education was a function of student characteristics like 

general intelligence and effort, school characteristics like teacher quality and class sizes, 

household characteristics like income and parental conflict, and neighbourhood 

characteristics like socio-economic status and culture. At the time, the magnitude of the 

effects of each of these domains was ambiguous and the exact details of the functional form 

of the education production function were unclear. Nonetheless, the statement of the entirety 

of the function clarified the research landscape and illuminated, among other things, what 

interrelationships might exist between relevant variables. This clarification at the aggregate or 

meta-level was helpful to more precise empirical scholarship of individual variables like the 

impact of school infrastructure on education outcomes (Hanushek 1986).  

I am attempting something similar here with the wellbeing production function. I lay out a 

general theory in the hopes that it will guide more specialised inquiry and feed the results of 

those inquiries back into the general theory. The chapter begins with the first order structural 

equation of the wellbeing production function. It then discusses the second order structural 

equations for each variable in the first-order structural equation. With the key variables thus 

specified, the chapter turns to discuss important parameters, in particular emotional 

wellbeing, nihilism, personality and reference points. Once these are articulated, the 

wellbeing production function is specified formally. An estimation strategy is discussed in 

chapter 10.  
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The wellbeing production function  

Wellbeing is a function of three variables: hedonia, eudaimonia and despair. These 

correspond to whether life is pleasant, whether it is fulfilling and whether it is valuable, 

respectively. Hedonia is in turn a function of positive affect, negative affect, and hedonic life 

satisfaction. In the subjective well-being literature, positive and negative affect (i.e. positive 

and negative emotional states) are widely regarded as being two separate spectrums rather 

than a single bipolar “mood” variable (Tugade and Fredrickson 2004, Kuppens et al 2008). 

For example, you can be simultaneously in a state of high positive affect, such as exhilaration 

while watching the latest Hollywood action movie, and negative affect, such as stress at your 

impending deadlines. As such, they are entered into the model as separate terms. Hedonic life 

satisfaction refers to how pleasant you evaluate your life as being.  

Note that Hedonic life satisfaction is distinct from existential satisfaction, which is captured 

by the eudaimonia and despair terms. You can evaluate your life as pleasant while still being 

unsatisfied with it and/or generally unwell. For example, your typical OECD university 

student of middle class background afflicted with nihilism might say that they “can’t 

complain” about their life, because they are healthy, safe, comfortable and entertained. They 

are high in hedonic life satisfaction. However, they may also feel lonely, empty, purposeless, 

dislocated and unmotivated. They are low in existential satisfaction. I am personally and 

intimately familiar with this state. As far as better understanding the structure of responses to 

life satisfaction scale questions is concerned, the distinction between hedonic and existential 

life satisfaction seems a valuable one.    

Eudaimonia in this model is a function of the three basic psychological needs emphasised by 

self-determination theory (SDT): autonomy, competence and relatedness. Autonomy refers to 

how volitional one feels in one’s behaviour. Competence to how capable one is convinced 

one is at things one cares about. And relatedness refers to the depth of one’s social ties to 

people one cares about. I say “in this model” because in the philosophical literature wherein 

the concept of eudaimonia was born it is typically associated with normative dimensions of 

wellbeing, in particular the notion of virtue and living in accordance with it. The three basic 

psychological needs of SDT are only tangentially associated with virtue. I nonetheless use 

eudaimonia to describe this cluster of variables because Richard Ryan, Edward Deci and 

other theorists of psychological wellbeing self-identified as advocating for a eudaimonic 

perspective on wellbeing in distinction to a hedonic conception when they first started 
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engaging with the subjective wellbeing literature (Ryan et al 2008, Waterman 2008, Kashdan 

et al 2008). Another reason is that the literature on despair is much more explicitly focused 

on normative issues than the eudaimonic psychology literature, and the despair literature is in 

some ways the evolution of the eudaimonic literature in philosophy.  

Despair is a function of nausea, seriousness and anguish. All of these terms are drawn from 

existentialist philosophy, and their meanings are not strictly in accordance with common 

usage. Despair, for example, is not the opposite of hope and optimism. Those are affective 

states. Instead, despair is best understood as analogous to what Frankl (1946/2008) called 

existential vacuum.  

Nausea refers to the sense that the world and the individual in it is without purpose. 

Furthermore, that any meaning we bring to the universe through endeavour and creation 

ultimately crumbles to dust from entropy, and so meaning can only be sustained by our 

drives, attention and love (Reginster 2009). There is nothing transcendental in the universe, 

no grand cosmic plan, no “meaning of life”.   

Seriousness is the sense that the world is devoid of moral order. In Nietzsche’s words, “there 

are no moral facts”. As research in the evolutionary psychology of moral cognition has 

shown, morality evolved as a cognitive module that helps humans cooperate in groups (Haidt 

2012, Greene 2014). Ethical value is not an essential property of things, but rather a quality 

that humans imbue things with that is then sustained by inter-subjective belief. Moral rules 

are thus “made up” and therefore arbitrary. The world is a morally relativistic place. In this 

context, morality loses its authority, its binding power. As Dostoevsky noted so eloquently, 

“all things are permitted”. Ethics are no longer serious. This is a distressing realisation for 

humans because we are wired to operate within communities sustained by normative 

architectures that we regard as serious. We are also wired to ostracise and potentially even 

assault individuals who transgress these serious ethical rules. If the rules are made up and 

trivial, then we have no transcendental grounds for this exclusion and oppression. We are also 

without any effective normative anchor in the world. Despair ensues. 

Anguish refers to the absence of a palpable identity that we can use to make decisions (Sartre 

1943/2005). Humans are always in a state of “becoming”—we are defined anew by decisions 

we make moment to moment. As such, we are always ontologically free to break 

commitments we have made to ourselves in the past or even completely rewrite our identities. 

This is a profound privilege because we are responsible for the creation of our essence, but it 
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is also a difficult burden because we must always justify our conduct to ourselves and are 

perpetually cut off from a definitive understanding of who we are. The normative element of 

anguish is that we are defined substantially by our values—it is these that we affirm and 

manifest in our choices. Existential vacuum is a state where nausea and the problem of 

seriousness combine such that we do not easily experience values as deterministic, and 

consequently our choices become difficult and our affirmation of them feels empty. We are 

more easily “anguished”, literally, because the question “what should I do?” finds no 

definitive response.    

At this juncture, a flowchart might help clarify what SWB is a function of. I will present a 

more formal specification after discussing parameters in the next section.  
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Model parameters 

There are two important parameters that affect one of the first-order variables of the 

wellbeing production function. These are emotional wellbeing, which parameterises hedonia, 

and nihilism, which parameterises eudaimonia. There are two additional parameters that 

affect the entire production function. These are personality and relative status effects. I will 

first discuss parameters that reflect the interrelationships between the three dimensions of 

wellbeing—hedonia, eudaimonia and despair—before turning to personality and reference 

group effects.  

 

Emotional Wellbeing 

Hedonia is parameterised by emotional wellbeing, which is a function of eudaimonia, 

despair, attention and flow. Emotional wellbeing refers in this case not to your present 

emotional state, which is captured by the affect variables, but to your emotional disposition. 

This was discussed in the previous chapter with reference to Haybron’s (2008) analysis of 

hedonism. Emotional wellbeing captures your tendency towards depression, for example, the 

resilience of your good moods to negative shocks, optimism versus pessimism, hope and 

other factors that affect the dynamics of your mood—its tendencies in terms of stability and 

change.  

Emotional wellbeing has two broad parametric effects. The first is that if your emotional 

wellbeing is low, you will struggle to achieve a high degree of positive affect and a low 

degree of negative affect. It is hard to put a depressed person into a good mood, even with 

things that have in the past elicited a strong positive affective response from them. Or 

consider another example: someone who has low self-esteem (an affective state) because they 

feel incompetent (an aspect of eudaimonia) will be hard to cure of their low esteem by way of 

mood interventions. The source or cause of the low self-esteem, namely that person’s belief 

that they are incompetent, will need to be addressed first. The second parametric effect of 

emotional wellbeing is that it affects the speed of adaptation of mood to negative and positive 

shocks. The lower someone’s emotional wellbeing, the faster they will return to a low 

baseline following positive shocks. The effect of negative shocks will also be more persistent. 

Consider someone who is anxious because they have recently contradicted, in a grievous 

way, the morality they are trying to affirm as part of their ought-self. Taking this person out 
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dancing might distract them for a few hours, but the anxiety will rapidly return until the 

object of their guilt is addressed. Individuals low in eudaimonia and high in despair will have 

transient and fragile good moods.    

Emotional wellbeing is a function of eudaimonia and despair because the affective signals 

such people receive day to day will frequently draw their attention to their unmet 

psychological needs or the urgency of finding meaning in life. They will consequently have 

little cognitive ability to focus on potential sources of good mood and the things in their life 

that they find pleasing. 

The other principle component of emotional wellbeing is “attention”. Attention in this 

context is a catch-all for various cognitive-behavioural strategies for managing mood, which 

include the very straightforward idea that focusing your attention on the positive things in 

your life will put you in a better mood than focusing on the negative things (Dolan 2014). 

This is the literal meaning of “attention” and forms a core part of the hedonic adaptation 

prevention model (Armenta et al 2014). Other techniques in this suite come overwhelmingly 

from research in hedonic psychology and include savouring, gratitude, humility and other 

positive activity interventions, as well as the general idea of maintaining a positive and 

optimistic attitude, which helps to avoid learned helplessness (Seligman 1992). I will discuss 

these techniques in greater detail in chapter 6 in the context of hedonia.   

It is debatable whether “flow” should be included in emotional wellbeing. Flow is a state 

where one is “in the zone” and is typically associated with high positive affect and existential 

satisfaction (Csikszentmihaly 1992). It requires the individual to engage in tasks that are 

intrinsically motivated, have immediate, high quality feedback, and in which the individual 

has a high degree of skill but is nonetheless challenged. In this sense it is a particular kind of 

attention. However, in order to achieve flow consistently and in a wide variety of life 

domains, individuals need to progress quite far along the coalescence of being. As such, I am 

unsure whether to think of flow as a dimension of emotional wellbeing or as a framework 

through which to understand coalescence. For the time being, I include it as part of emotional 

wellbeing. I will discuss flow in greater detail in later chapters.  
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Nihilism 

Eudaimonia is parameterised by nihilism. This is a cognitive state wherein the individual 

finds it difficult to make the psychic movement towards transcendence, which is the 

philosophical term for finding meaning and identity and experiencing one’s values as serious 

(De Beauvoir 1949/2011). The cynical worldview at the heart of nihilism, which perceives 

the world and life as objectively pointless, is factual accurate. As such, nihilism is hard to 

escape once you have succumbed to it because it is not inherently erroneous. Transcending 

nihilism requires the individual to bring meaning and value into the world and thereby define 

themselves as an identity. This requires some conviction that the things the individual does 

“matter” (in the sense that they have a point) simply because the individual “cares” about 

them (Heidegger 1927/1962). But this care is always under assault from the nihilistic instinct 

that things aren’t worth caring about because everything turns to dust in the end. The extent 

to which these instincts dominate conscious attention is what is captured by the nihilism 

parameter.  

It is worth nothing that most people do not suffer from nihilism. They are held up out of it by 

culture and other mechanisms by which humans are socialised into value systems and 

identities that they experience palpably enough to stave off nihilism. The reason why nihilism 

welled up in Europe in the 19th century, ultimately culminating in totalitarianism, is that this 

era saw massive declines in the domination of religious values and belief following the 

enlightenment (Nietzsche 1891/1978), the emergence of atomising metropolises that broke 

down the systems of small community life (Simmel 1903/1950), and the transition from city-

states to nation-states. All of this amounted to a tremendous shift in group allegiance at the 

level of individual identity. The traditional sources of socialisation into palpable normative 

systems and communities that nourished competence and relatedness (though not autonomy, 

which was arguably a major driver of the enlightenment transformation) were weakened in 

the space of a mere century or so. Totalitarianism, whether fascism or communism, with its 

clearly defined normative codes, penchant for grand demonstrations of social solidarity in 

parades and the like, and organisation of individual life through work groups, party clubs and 

central planning, effectively filled this vacuum (Jung 1928/1933, Fromm 1941/1994).  

A similar phenomenon is arguably taking place today in the English speaking countries, 

especially America. The end of the cold war, the decline of smaller towns as a result of 

globalisation, the destabilisation of religious belief by science and the divergent values of 
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rural and urban America are all fomenting an existential crisis. People are desperate for 

identity, especially group identity (hence the rise of identity politics), normative seriousness 

(hence the political animosity) and purpose (Sides et al 2006). Nihilism could be easily and 

fairly dismissed as a niche issue or even a mental health disorders by American psychologists 

in the past, but will become a bigger issue in coming decades. 

Nihilism undermines the acquisition of each of the three components of eudaimonia. Most 

obviously, it undermines the veracity and authority of the normative systems that underpin 

groups. The ways in which we are “related” to each other come to feel arbitrary and fictitious. 

A nihilistic individual can feel competent, but the power of this self-belief to give rise to 

feelings of wellbeing is undermined by the nagging question “what is the point in being 

competent at this?” The achievement of competence requires persistent effort in the same 

direction. Such motivation is hard to sustain in the face of nihilism. The relationship between 

nihilism and autonomy is less straightforward. Nihilism and despair arise out of our 

ontological freedom (Sartre and De Beauvoir 1946). Consciousness gives us a sense that we 

have free will. In the moment of decision we perceive ourselves as completely at liberty from 

any kind of determinism. Not even a gun to your head or the threat of eternal hellfire takes 

away our capacity to choose the bullet or damnation. Sometimes we don’t know what to do 

with this freedom—we don’t know what the correct choice is in a situation. Yet we also 

know that this decision will define who we are into the future. This is what the existentialists 

called “anguish”. Anguish makes our autonomy salient, but it also cuts us off from identity 

and confronts us with the need to effectively justify our decisions. Anguish leads us to ask the 

question “who is it that is making this decision? Who am I? What defines me?” A failure to 

answer these questions definitely undermines feelings of autonomy.  

One might ask whether it would be more straightforward to parameterise eudaimonia with 

despair rather than introducing the additional concept of nihilism. Yet nihilism and despair 

are distinct. You can be high in despair and still relatively high in nihilism—this is how I 

would describe myself. Much like emotional wellbeing’s effect on hedonia, an individual 

high in nihilism is fragile with regards to their sense of meaning, seriousness and identity and 

prone to bouts of existential anxiety. It is a psychological tendency. On the other hand, you 

can also be high in despair and low in nihilism. This would describe most people in primitive 

tribes or anyone else who has been raised in a thick normative system that they slot 

comfortably into, like many people in contemporary Japan or Amish communities. The 

normative community provides seriousness, meaning and identity in the form of designated 
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social roles (notably gender roles), dampening despair. Slotting into this normative 

community effectively grants a sense of competence and nourishes feelings of relatedness. 

Eudaimonia is assured. Such an individual has neither nihilism nor despair. Finally, you can 

be high in nihilism and low in despair. The “suicidal nihilist” of popular culture is a clear 

example, but a less dramatic one is the bourgeois university student afflicted by existential 

malaise mentioned earlier. This individual’s nihilism inclines them to see the world as 

pointless despite all the many exciting and wonderful things happening in it, and to see 

themselves as undefined despite belonging to a range of groups, possessing hobbies and 

affirming values.    

 

Personality 

There is extensive empirical evidence to suggest that personality has a strong effect on how 

well people believe themselves to be (DeNeve and Cooper 1998, Steel et al 2008). 

Individuals high in openness and extraversion have been repeatedly found to have more 

positive moods on average, while individuals high in neuroticism and introversion have more 

negative moods (Bouchard et al 1990, Steel et al 2008, Lucas and Diener 2009). Personality 

has also been found to play a mediating role in adaptation to changing circumstances. For 

example, individuals high in conscientiousness struggle to adapt to unemployment (Boyce et 

al 2016). By extension, changes in personality over time can predict changes in SWB. For 

example, individuals who become less conscientious while unemployed adapt faster to 

unemployment (Boyce et al 2013, 2017a). Recent research exploring the link between hope 

and optimism has found strong impacts on emotional wellbeing, SW-B and long-run life 

outcomes, like sustained effort to exit poverty (Bailey et al 2007, Hutz et al 2014, Graham 

2017). The complex interplay between personality, personality change and SWB is only now 

becoming a topic of extended, in-depth inquiry but if recent publication rates are any 

indication this is a rich vein of research (Boyce et al 2017b).  

 

Relative Status and Reference Group Effects 

A final parameter to consider is how to model relative status effects. There is now an 

abundance of empirical evidence that suggests people care almost as much about their 

relative income as they do about their absolute income (Knight and Gunatilaka 2014, Fritjers 
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and Mujcic 2012, Clark et al 2008b). There is also a long history of inquiry into more 

generalised “status anxiety” in sociology and anthropology (Veblen 1899, Bourdieu 1979). 

People care about not just how good their own life is, but how good their life is relative to the 

lives of others. 

Hedonic psychologists and happiness economics have demonstrated extensively the effect of 

relative status on affect and hedonic life satisfaction. The extent to which people evaluate 

their lives as comfortable is determined in part, for most people at least, by their neighbours 

(Brown et al 2008, Bhuiyan 2018, Clark and Senik 2014b). This is one origin of the 

ubiquitous phenomenon of “keeping up with the Joneses”. A parallel phenomenon is the 

ebullient mood of the poor in the developing world, which has been recognised in the 

subjective well-being literature under the rubric of the “happy peasant” (Graham 2012). The 

poor compare themselves to other poor people in many cases, and thus their relative poverty 

does not burden them as much as it might affect a worker in a rich neighbourhood.  

It is less clear how relative status affects eudaimonia and despair. Nihilism is largely a first 

world problem. It first reared its head in Europe at the height of that region’s power in the 

period from 1850–1950, and it is today emerging in America on the heels of America 

winning the Cold War and becoming the first global hegemony. One could further argue that 

it is overwhelmingly the concern of the cultural elite. In Europe, it was most prominent 

among intellectuals and artists and in America today its epicentre is the university campus 

and apex media establishments like The New Yorker and The Atlantic. These anecdotes would 

suggest that despair is mostly a problem for those on top in a society.  

However, many of the tropes of despair are today most evident in the American rust belt 

states, and similar phenomenon were present among Europe’s working class during its 

existential crisis. Europe’s totalitarian regimes tapped into a strong and very broad-based 

desire for normative order and relatedness with their nationalist, historicist and racist 

narratives. In the USSR and Germany, there was also a strong appeal to competence and 

autonomy. In Germany the narrative was about restoring German pride and place after the 

humiliation of the Versailles treaty. In Russia it was about self-determination for the 

proletariat. Moreover, Europe’s totalitarian regimes were distinctly anti-elite and anti-

intellectual. The same can be said of the contemporary backlash against urban liberals and 

foreign workers among despairing rural Americans, who decry the elites’ intellectual assault 

on what they consider common sense in the form of say, gender-segregated bathrooms, gun 
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rights and abortion. These tropes would suggest that despair is just as if not more liable to 

emerge among the downtrodden.  

Looking directly at the individual components of despair, there is reason to believe that 

relative status could affect them. Competence, in particular, is often measured relative to 

other people and verified by authoritative peers. Art, for example, is notoriously prone to 

trends and cliques, and one’s reputation as an artist depends significantly on the opinion of 

others rather than one’s technical brilliance. Even in cases that we could consider clearer cut, 

like mathematics, there are complicating cases. John Nash, the progenitor of game theory, 

suffered a complete nervous breakdown arguably because he believed himself to be a genius 

doing magnificent work but he was unable to gain recognition for it. Even in cases where one 

can get absolute feedback about one’s competence, whether one is “good” at that thing often 

depends on relative considerations. In weightlifting for example, one can transcend one’s 

personal best, but whether one is an outstanding weightlifter nonetheless depends on whether 

one can lift more weight than anyone else. These relative effects on competence flow on to 

anguish through the channel of identity. We often define ourselves in distinction to others and 

in terms of our achievements, which depend at times on being better than others. 

Autonomy seems largely independent of relative status effects, but nausea, seriousness and 

relatedness could all be affected. For most people, one’s sense of meaning and seriousness is 

dictated in part by the extent to which the group one belongs to flourishes. The despair and 

desperation of rust belt voters in America’s 2016 election is driven in part by a perception 

that their communities and their way of live are in decline relative to others, notably those of 

black and urban communities and emerging economies to which industrial jobs have been 

offshored (Graham 2017).  

The effect of relative status on relatedness can be understood through the lens of “popularity 

contests”. One might have a good level of relatedness in absolute terms but be dissatisfied 

with it because in relative terms one is unpopular or not the queen bee. To lean on popular 

culture tropes, one might be an accepted member of the cheerleading squad, but because one 

is not the head cheerleader and dating one of the star players of the football team, one feels 

dissatisfied with one’s level of relatedness. These sorts of sentiments are certainly toxic and 

undermine feelings of relatedness. They smack of extrinsic aspirations—goals that are 

pursued for reasons contingent to the goals themselves, like fame, money, or status (Kasser 

and Ryan 1993, 1996). As discussed at length in chapter 8, the pursuit of extrinsic aspirations 
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is negatively associated with wellbeing and even their attainment is at best only weakly 

positively associated with wellbeing. So it is healthy to not care about relative status and 

people should work on caring less about it, but people do care, and this affects (negatively) 

their level of relatedness.   

In summary, it seems reasonable to conjecture that relative status exerts parametric effects on 

every dimension of the wellbeing function. In the next section I discuss the agency constraint. 

Individuals attempt to maximise their wellbeing function subject to a constraint imposed by 

their agency and information they have about what would actually make them happy. I do not 

model the information issue, but I do discuss it in chapter 5 and the coalescence of being, 

discussed in chapter 9, is a model of how it is alleviated.   

 

The Agency Constraint 

In the vast majority of subjective wellbeing research, the conventional objectives of 

economic development are taken to exert a causal influence on wellbeing (Clark et al 2018). I 

take a different view. I argue herein that income, health, education, political enfranchisement 

and environmental quality are a constraint on an individual’s ability to achieve wellbeing, 

rather than a direct source of that wellbeing. I specify this as an “agency” constraint. I use the 

term agency rather than freedom—Sen’s (1999) preferred term—because freedom is only one 

aspect of agency. Being healthier while imprisoned for example, does not improve one’s 

freedom, but it does improve one’s agency. One can more easily hold one’s own in the yard, 

for example, or keep oneself entertained with exercise.  

The reason why these variables should be thought of as a constraint rather than part of the 

wellbeing objective function is that they merely help you to achieve the things that give you 

SWB; they do not themselves provide SWB (though they do provide welfare). This idea is 

embedded in the standard consumer problem of neoclassical microeconomics. Income in this 

literature is not a source of utility but rather something that you need in order to purchase 

goods that you prefer. It is these goods that are the actual cause of your utility. The same is 

true of the other “capabilities”. As your health improves, for example, your capabilities 

expand; perhaps you are now able to run a marathon. However, unless you actually want to 

run a marathon, this has little effect on your SWB. And so too for the other variables, even 

political enfranchisement: if the degree of enfranchisement you experience in your society is 
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sufficient for you to genuinely undertake all the activities you desire, then the fact that your 

enfranchisement is not as good as possible does not have a significant impact on your SWB. 

The most important ramification of taking agency as a constraint rather than a source of SWB 

is that it formalises this idea that people need to act on their agency to achieve SWB—agency 

is the means, SWB is the ends. Further increases in agency beyond a certain minimum don’t 

have appreciable effects on SWB because they don’t actually help the person to self-

actualise. They already have everything that they need for that—except information regarding 

what self to actualise.  

Agency shocks can be readily understood through the constraint lens. If someone is operating 

at their agency frontier and they experience a negative agency shock, this will likely have 

substantial impacts on their SWB. The same can be said for positive shocks that expand the 

capabilities frontier. For example, an aspiring professional athlete will experience an increase 

in their health as they train. Their SWB will consequently increase as they will become a 

more capable athlete. If they then suffer an injury their health will go down, tightening the 

constraint on their ability to actualise their athletic ideal self. Their SWB will decline. 

An interesting issue that emerges from this example is the potential to substitute from one 

capability to another. Substitution is most feasible when an individual is not operating at their 

agency frontier across all the dimensions of agency and thus they have some slack in one 

dimension of their agency that they can start to utilise when a different dimension 

experiences a contraction. For example, someone with very high environmental quality who 

suffers a shoulder injury (health shock) and can no longer play racquet sports can substitute 

to hiking through that pristine environment. They may have avoided this activity previously 

because they enjoyed badminton marginally more than hiking, but now that badminton is 

precluded they choose to hike and experience only a minor decline in overall SWB.   

    

A formal specification 

Describing the wellbeing production function in mathematical terms is a tricky business. On 

the one hand, one wants to be specific and complete. On the other, one does not want to 

arbitrarily parameterise the model or make strong assumptions about things like additive 

versus than multiplicative relationships. These details should be left to empirical inquiry. In 

the interests of providing a thorough statement of how the different aspects of wellbeing fit 
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together, the model outlined below does engage in arbitrary parameterisation and the like, but 

it must be stressed that the exact relationship between the variables will require further 

investigation. As emphasised in the introduction to this chapter, the value of this exercise is 

in sketching the entire landscape of wellbeing, not in providing a definitive portrait of that 

landscape.  

The production function begins with the first-order structural equation (equation #1): 

𝑆𝑊𝐵 = 𝑓(𝐻, 𝐸, 𝐷)  (1) 

Where: 

SWB = subjective wellbeing  

H = Hedonia 

E = Eudaimonia 

D = Despair 

The second-order structural equations immediately follow (equations #2, #3 and #4): 

𝐻 =  𝑓(𝑃, 𝑁, 𝑆) (2) 

Where: 

H = Hedonia 

P = Positive Affect 

N = Negative Affect 

S = Hedonic Life Satisfaction 

𝐸 = 𝑓(𝐴, 𝐶, 𝑅) (3) 

Where: 

A = Autonomy 

C = Competence 

R = Relatedness 
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𝐷 = 𝑓(𝑀, 𝐼, 𝑉) (4) 

Where: 

M = Meaning (nausea) 

I = Identity (anguish) 

V = Virtue (seriousness) 

The parameters of emotional well-being (ε) and nihilism (η) are introduced next (equations 

#4 and #5).  

휀 = 𝑓(𝐸, 𝐷, 𝑎, 𝜑) (4) 

Where: 

0 < ε < 1 

α = attention 

φ = flow 

E and D are eudaimonia and despair respectively. 

𝜂 = 𝑓(𝐷) (5) 

Where: 

0 < η < 1 

Emotional wellbeing parameterises hedonia in the following manner (equation #6): 

𝐻 =  𝑓(𝑃, 𝑆)휀 − (1 − 휀)𝑁 (6) 

To understand what is going on here, consider a case of high emotional wellbeing, say ε = 

0.8. In this case, the majority of the value of positive affect (P) and hedonic life satisfaction 

(S) are carried over to the total value of the hedonia (H) variable. Meanwhile, (1 – ε) is 0.2, 

which means that the overall impact of negative affect on hedonia is dampened by the 

individual’s high level of emotional wellbeing. In the case of low emotional wellbeing, say ε 

= 0.2, the effects would be reversed. This is not a perfect model of emotional wellbeing 

because it does not capture dispositional effects. These would have to be modelled as part of 
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a dynamic account of SWB. I do not present such an account owing to challenges associated 

with measuring SWB in a dynamic context that are discussed in chapter 10.   

Nihilism parameterises eudaimonia in the following manner (equation #7): 

(1 −  𝜂)𝐸 

So a high value of nihilism (η) reduces the effect of a high score on eudaimonia (E). For 

example, if η = 0.7, then (1 – η) = 0.3, and so only a third or so of the individual’s 

eudaimonia score is carried over to their overall subjective wellbeing.  

The next step is to substitute equations 6 and 7 into equation 1. From here on, I will assume 

an additive relationship between hedonia, eudaimonia and despair, and between the sub-

variables in each second-order equation, such as between positive affect and life satisfaction: 

𝑆𝑊𝐵 =  휀(𝑃 +  𝑆) − (1 − 휀)𝑁 + (1 −  𝜂)𝐸 + 𝐷 (8) 

What remains to be integrated are the parameters of personality and relative status. 

Personality can be modelled as a function of the big five personality factors: openness, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. But for the sake of simplicity 

I will simply leave the effect of personality on SWB as a single variable, ρ.  

Relative status effects (r) are a function of where the individual sits in some particular 

ranking that they care about and their propensity to care about that position: 

𝑟 = 𝑓(𝑐, 𝛿) (9) 

Where: 

0 < r < 1 

𝛿 = your position in the status distribution 

c = propensity to care about one’s status 

Integrating personality and reference group effects into equation 8 yields: 

𝑆𝑊𝐵 = 𝑟𝜌[휀(𝑃 +  𝑆) − (1 − 휀)𝑁 + (1 −  𝜂)𝐸 + 𝐷] (10) 

A few more parameterisations are worth mentioning. First, affect appears to exist on a 

bounded scale running from so much suffering that you pass out to so much ecstasy that you 
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pass out (Kahneman 1999). Perhaps with direct chemical intervention we could achieve 

higher levels of affect, but in the natural course of life, affect has a maximum and a 

minimum. It is straightforward to impose such a structure on affect directly, though of course 

the numerical value of the upper bound is arbitrary: 

0 < N < 10 

0 < P < 10 

The variables in the first-order structural equation can also be parameterised to only take 

positive values, so hedonia, eudaimonia, despair and SWB are all > 0.   

Second, SWB suffers from diminishing marginal returns to each of its component parts. This 

is known as the hedonic treadmill: we get used to sensations over time. The first heatwave of 

summer feels oppressively hot, but it is actually only a day in the high 20s (degrees Celsius). 

As summer drags on and our bodies acclimatise to the weather, even higher temperatures feel 

less oppressive. The declining intensity of such sensations was a foundational observation 

among classical economists like Edgeworth (Bruni and Sugden 2007). It was also one of the 

main areas of study in early hedonic psychology (Morris 1999, Frijda 1999). It is reasonable 

to conjecture that this observation can be extended to each of the variables in the wellbeing 

production function such that successive increments to scores produce relatively less SWB 

than previous increments. It is obvious enough that we acclimatise to material comforts—

these are very sensational in nature. But we also acclimatise to eudaimonia and the growth of 

meaning, values and identity. For example, consider an American professor at the peak of 

their career, married 25 years and still going strong, with kids who have recently departed for 

college and a network of old and deep friendships. This person is likely high in autonomy, 

competence and relatedness. Say they now meet a new colleague with whom they get along 

well. This improves their relatedness score. The effect would be marginal compared to say, 

the same event for a postdoctoral student trying to break into an existing network of 

researchers. Daniel Kahneman expressed similar sentiments after winning the Nobel Prize. It 

was a crowning achievement in an illustrious career, but precisely because was already sitting 

on the peak of a very high mountain, going one step further didn’t seem to have that much of 

an effect (reported in Diener and Biswas Diener 2008, p. 153). One presumes that getting his 

first postdoctoral position may have provoked more of a surge in SWB.  
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In neoclassical consumer theory, diminishing marginal returns to the consumption of 

particular goods is captured by exponential parameters. A similar approach seems appropriate 

enough for including diminishing marginal returns to hedonia, eudaimonia and despair. Each 

individual variable receives its own parameter: hedonia (τ), eudaimonia (θ) and despair (µ). 

This is to reflect that improvements to a neglected dimension of wellbeing will have 

relatively large effects compared to improvements to a dimension in which an individual is 

already strong. So for example, a materially impoverished but spiritually rich artist will likely 

get higher returns to wellbeing from an increase in their living standards (reflected in hedonic 

satisfaction) than they would from exhibiting 9 paintings in their next show compared to 8. 

Incorporating these parameters for diminishing marginal returns into equation 10 yields the 

full wellbeing production function (equation 11): 

𝑆𝑊𝐵 = 𝑟𝜌[(휀(𝑃 +  𝑆) − (1 − 휀)𝑁)𝜏 + ((1 −  𝜂)𝐸)𝜃 + 𝐷𝜇] (11) 

Individuals looking to grow their subjective wellbeing do so subject to a constraint imposed 

by their level of agency. In the context of a developing country, this would need to be 

modelled. However, in the context of the developed nations where SWB advocates are 

pressing their policy suggestions it might sometimes be reasonable to assume that the 

capabilities constraint is meaningfully relaxed. Constrained people, such as the disabled, are 

arguably the exception rather than the rule in such contexts, whereas in developing countries 

this situation is reversed. The more pressing impediment to wellbeing in advanced nations is 

the dearth of information people have about what behaviours, values and goals would make 

them well. How individuals can overcome this information shortfall is discussed in chapter 9.  

 

Conclusion 

The benefit of specifying an integrated subjective wellbeing function is that it clarifies what 

the relevant variables and parameters are and indicates how they might fit together. 

Researchers working on particular aspects of the function can then understand their work in 

relation to that of other scholars and can feed their findings, in particular their coefficient 

estimates, into the overarching model. In this way, disparate research streams can be brought 

together to discover the nature of the complex phenomenon of subjective wellbeing without 

many researchers having to work across the entire spectrum of the phenomenon. This is 

necessary in the context of SWB research because it has such a wide disciplinary scope and 



88 

 

combines a large number of research streams that individually require disciplinary 

specialisation, impeding cross-disciplinary pollination.  

This chapter presented a sketch of the wellbeing production function. Detailed explication of 

variables and extensive references to supporting literature were absent. In the next four 

chapters I provide this missing content.   
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Chapter 5 

The capabilities constraint 

 

Even if we act to erase material poverty, there is another greater task, it is to confront the 

poverty of satisfaction—purpose and dignity—that afflicts us all…gross national product 

does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of their 

play.  It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, the 

intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither 

our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our 

devotion to our country, it measures everything in short, except that which makes life 

worthwhile. And it can tell us everything about America except why we are proud that we are 

Americans. 

- Robert Kennedy, Remarks at the University of Kansas 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter has two objectives. The first is to advocate for the idea that capabilities are a 

constraint that you try to maximise wellbeing within rather than being direct causes of 

wellbeing. The second is to justify the items in the capabilities constraint, namely income, 

health, education, enfranchisement and environment. The argument proceeds in the following 

manner. I begin by briefly discussing the notion of a budget constraint on utility in 

microeconomics. This idea directly informed the emphasis on income growth in early 

development economics. I argue that the more recent emphasis on capabilities and especially 

the way capabilities were operationalised in the Human Development Index, Millennium 

Development Goals, Sustainable Development Goals and the Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi 

Commission Report (2009) essentially involves broadening the budget constraint into a 

capabilities constraint. I draw on this operationalisation literature to justify the content of the 

capabilities constraint.  
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The focus on capabilities in development policy is appropriate given the ethical obligations 

facing the governments that are the primary actors in the development policy space, 

particularly regarding paternalism. However, it means that development policy in advanced 

nations is somewhat distant from wellbeing. Expanding capabilities expands welfare, not 

wellbeing. Wellbeing is determined by functionings rather than capabilities. Functionings are 

related to the utility function in neoclassical microeconomics, not to the budget constraint. 

The production function theory of wellbeing extends this framework to associate the 

capabilities constraint with a wellbeing function much like the budget constraint is associated 

with a utility function. What functioning is best for one is often hard to figure out, and having 

more capabilities doesn’t make it any easier. Indeed, the expansion of choice might actually 

make it harder to set yourself to one life. This is why existential malaise is a rich-person and 

first-world problem. I discuss empirical evidence that attests to this.  

 

Wellbeing in neoclassical economics 

The most basic building block of neoclassical economics is a model of the individual 

consumer trying to maximise their utility subject to their budget constraint. Utility here is 

defined in the vaguest terms as anything “good” for the individual. More specifically, it is 

defined mathematically as anything that can be associated with a plus sign (+). Disutility is 

represented by a negative sign (–). In introductory textbooks, the utility function takes the 

following “Cobb-Douglas” form: 

𝑼 =  𝒙𝜶𝒚𝜷 

Where x and y are two goods (or baskets of goods) and alpha and beta are parameters that 

capture the rate at which the marginal contribution of these goods to utility diminishes as 

consumption increases. Goods are assumed to have prices, Px and Py. The individual’s budget 

constraint is given by their own income. Expenditure must be less than or equal to income, 

and expenditure is given by the total quantities of x and y consumed multiplied by their 

respective prices. The budget constraint can thus be written: 

𝑰 = 𝑷𝒙𝒙 + 𝑷𝒚𝒚 

The “consumer’s problem”, as it is called, is then given by the following objective function: 

𝒎𝒂𝒙 𝑼 =  𝒙𝜶𝒚𝜷 𝒔. 𝒕. 𝑰 = 𝑷𝒙𝒙 + 𝑷𝒚𝒚 
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An obvious inference that can be drawn from this model is that relaxing an individual’s 

budget constraint will increase their utility—more income means more consumption which 

means more utility. The additional utility gained will diminish as consumption increases, but 

nonetheless there is a straightforward association between income and utility by way of 

greater consumption. Note though that it is the consumption of goods that provides utility, not 

income itself. The direct “causes” of utility are in the utility function.  

The consumer’s problem is the formal background to the traditional emphasis on income 

growth in development economics and the priority that was given to developing measures of 

GDP before any other metric of “wellbeing” (Masood 2016). Income growth is a central 

element in several structural changes that take place in the early stages of development, 

notably the agrarian transition and industrialisation (Foster-McGregor and Verspagen 2016, 

Thirlwall and Pacheco-López 2017). It also has tremendous power to improve the quality of 

life by financing health care, infrastructure, technology and other aids (Deaton 2013). Given 

this significance, it is only natural that development economists started with GDP. However, 

a series of objections were raised to its pre-eminence as a measure of wellbeing, development 

and social “progress” over the second half of the 20th century. Four in particular stand out. 

These concerned issues of freedom, value, sustainability and distribution. I discuss each of 

these in turn below.  

 

Development as freedom 

Amartya Sen is famously associated with the argument that GDP is not a good measure of 

development because it is a poor proxy for whether people can actually do what they want to 

do and be who they want to be (Sen 1999a). While income measures whether someone can 

consume the goods they want, the notion of “goods” here is restricted to material goods that 

can be bought in commercial markets. Non-commercial goods, like dignity, career choice, 

living in a non-discriminatory society etc. cannot be measured by income, but are nonetheless 

important markers of wellbeing. Moreover, a society that was getting richer but providing 

fewer of these goods would not be regarded by many as “developing”.  

Sen proposed a richer notion of development than simply income growth. He called it 

“development as freedom” and emphasised that a society makes progress when it increases 

the possibilities open to its citizens (Sen 1999a). Income is an insufficient concept to measure 

such development. For example, if one is rich but disabled, one might struggle to fulfil one’s 
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wish of climbing Mount Everest despite having plenty of income. Or if everyone in society is 

getting wealthier but some opportunities are denied to an underclass of citizens on the 

grounds of caste, race, gender or sexuality then life is possibly not getting better for this 

underclass and it is contentious to suggest that society is making progress. 

Sen (1999b) provides a formal framework for understanding this definition of development. 

He begins by distinguishing between wellbeing and advantage (ibid. p. 3). He defines 

wellbeing in terms of achievement: “how ‘well’ is his or her ‘being’?” Advantage, on the 

other hand, “refers to the real opportunities that the person has, especially compared with 

others”. Critically, “the opportunities are not judged only by the results achieved, and 

therefore not just by the level of well-being achieved”. If a person with very restricted options 

nonetheless manages to live out the life that is uniquely wellbeing maximising for them, this 

does not mean that this person is free to be who they want to be and do what they want to do 

because they can basically only choose to be this one particular person—they have little 

freedom of choice (ibid. p. 9). Sen argues that the progress of a nation should not be judged 

by whether its citizens are able to find wellbeing in that society, but by whether they have a 

range of options available to them from which they can choose the one that will give them the 

most wellbeing.  

This raises the important distinction between capabilities and functionings. Sen (1999b) 

approaches this distinction formally, but for ease of exposition I will dispense with the 

mathematics. A functionings are modes of being—they are the things one chooses to be and 

do. Capabilities refers to the option set of functionings: “[if] Qi(Xi) represents the freedom 

that a person has in terms of the choice of functionings…Qi can be called the ‘capabilities’ of 

person i given those parameters[xi]” (ibid. p. 9). In other words, capabilities are the options 

someone has—all of their possible functionings—whereas someone’s functionings are the 

options that they choose to actualise in reality. Wellbeing derives from how an individual 

values the particular functionings they choose to realise, and different functionings will thus 

give rise to different amounts of wellbeing to different people.  

The most immediate operationalisation of Sen’s theory was the adoption of the Human 

Development Index (HDI) as a complement to GDP by the UN and many other major 

development policy organisations. HDI incorporated education and health, measured by years 

of schooling and life expectancy, to attempt to better capture the capabilities people had 

(Hirai 2017). Education opens a range of doors unrelated to income, such as the ability to 
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apply for jobs with specific educational requirements. Health is similar. For example, better 

health might allow one to be an athlete, or go on exhilarating hikes. A key reason for the 

early adoption of these variables despite education and health constituting a very limited 

proxy for human development was the ease of data collection.  

To bring this discussion back to the model of wellbeing developed in chapter 4, capabilities 

are an expansion on the notion of a budget constraint, and functionings are an expansion on 

the notion of a utility function. In neoclassical consumer theory, the budget constraint 

captures the option set available to the individual. In Sen’s notion of development as 

freedom, capabilities serve the same purpose, only the qualitative nature of the constraint is 

richer. It ceases to be entirely a matter of income, covering instead the broader notion of 

whether an individual can be who they want to be and do what they want to do. Who they 

then choose to be and what they choose to do are their particular functionings, and it is by 

these functionings that they derive utility. Functionings are characterised by qualities like 

consumption, career choice, family life, hobbies etc. Depending on the individual’s 

preferences for these things, certain functionings will provide greater utility/wellbeing. 

Standard microeconomic theory about diminishing marginal returns to these particular 

characteristics likely still applies. For example, concentrating entirely on career and thus 

retaining little work-life balance could be expected to result in less total wellbeing for most 

people owing to greater diminution of marginal returns to career at such high levels of 

investment. 

Critically, expanding the budget constraint to a capabilities constraint retains from 

neoclassical theory the notion that expanding a constraint doesn’t cause utility or wellbeing 

growth. Rather, it opens more possibilities for consumption or functioning and it is these 

things that cause increases in utility or wellbeing. It is for this reason that I say that expanding 

capabilities increases welfare, but not wellbeing. Welfare is about access to wealth, resources, 

assets, opportunities, etc. hence its central place in theories of justice and the efficient 

allocation of scarce resources. Wellbeing is about hedonic and existential satisfaction. The 

two are connected, but not identical. Wellbeing requires the leveraging of welfare. If you 

don’t know how to do that, acquiring more welfare won’t increase your wellbeing much.  

In neoclassical theory it is assumed that the individual knows what they want to consume and 

that they optimise their consumption to maximise utility accordingly. Recent findings in 

behavioural economics show that this is not strictly true (Kahneman 2011). As Pareto 
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emphasised, people need opportunities to learn what their preferences are before revealed 

preferences in consumer choice can be reasonably employed as a proxy for utility. The same 

basic logic holds for wellbeing. More capabilities means that people can access functionings 

they couldn’t access before. However, unless people know which functioning is most 

appropriate for them, this increase in capabilities doesn’t necessarily translate into greater 

wellbeing. Learning must first take place, which is where the coalescence of being comes in.  

This notion of capabilities as a constraint is hard to appreciate in the context of a very tight 

capabilities constraint, such as that afflicting most people in poverty, because such a 

constraint seems to actively hurt you. For example, someone with a bung knee suffers as a 

result of this knee. It would appear to be a cause of ill-being in this case. Relaxing their health 

constraint by providing them access to high quality health care that can address their knee 

would then seem to cause an improvement in their wellbeing. There are some exceptional 

cases like this (especially in health), but for the most part, income, health, education, 

enfranchisement and environment only restrict or provide options that must still be realised 

and thereby converted into wellbeing. Alternatively, one can think of situations like the bung 

knee or authoritarian repression as cases of a negative capabilities constraint. This might be 

most appropriate in a developing countries context.  

SW-B research is entwined with the positive psychology movement and is gaining traction 

mostly with the governments and NGOs of the advanced nations of the OECD. This is a 

different context to a developing country. There is little need to think about removing 

impediments like bung knees and authoritarian repression to people’s functioning in these 

nations. The emphasis is instead on opening new vistas by helping people to attain tertiary 

education and peak physical fitness. Here the notion of capabilities as constraint rather than 

cause is straightforward. 

There are two corollary points to be made here. First, the notion of capabilities as constraints 

rather than causes explains why further economic development in advanced economies like 

Australia, Denmark and Canada appears to have little impact on life satisfaction—people 

already have what they need to be who they want to be and do what they want to do. The 

issue is not one of resources or options but of self-knowledge. People’s wellbeing is typically 

high in these countries, but sometimes they still can’t attain full flourishing. A reason for this 

is they don’t know how to leverage their capabilities effectively. They don’t know which 

flourishings to actualise.  
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This inference is corroborated by some empirical evidence (Ng and Diener 2014). Graham 

and Lora (2009) found that the most important determinants of wellbeing among the poor in 

Latin America are income and social support networks, while for the rich they are work and 

health. Similarly, Graham (2017) found evidence that the poor in America suffer from “bad” 

stress associated with desperation, while the rich suffer from “good” stress associated with 

goal-striving. These findings support the notion that the poor are heavily constrained in terms 

of their capabilities and must consequently fixate on life-sustaining activities. The rich, in 

contrast, have capabilities aplenty and can focus on more transcendental activities like career. 

Furthermore, Diener and Fujita found that resources such as health, wealth and attractiveness 

barely correlate with SW-B unless they are relevant to people’s idiographic strivings (1995).  

Second, if capabilities are a constraint on rather than a cause of wellbeing then the popular 

practice of looking for the determinants of wellbeing by running regressions with SW-B as 

the dependent variable and capabilities as explanatory variables bypasses a causal analysis. 

Direct causation is in a deeper substrate of analysis; one tied to preferences. It is unsurprising 

against this background that these regressions have low explanatory power, with R2 of around 

0.15 (Clark et al 2018, p. 20). Several such investigations have been conducted to date and 

were certainly useful (Argyle 1999, Van Praag and Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2004). Improving their 

explanatory power further also has value. But if the field of SWB wants to move closer to a 

causal analysis, different data sets and models will be required, notably ones with preference 

information.  

Datasets with such information are exceptionally rare at present and the ones that do exist 

typically contain information on consumption preferences rather than preferences over goals, 

life domains or other items directly relevant to SWB. When such preference questions do 

exist in a data set, such as in the Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia 

(HILDA) panel, they are not structured in a way that communicates trade-offs. For example, 

HILDA asks respondents to express how important income, leisure, family, religion and other 

items are to them on a scale from 1 – 10. But respondents can say that they have an equally 

10/10 preference for family, income, leisure etc. As a result, researchers cannot study which 

preferences are relatively stronger and whether these relative preferences play out in 

behaviour or affect the contribution of each of these domains to wellbeing. Given these data 

limitations, studying SWB with preference information is next to impossible at present. In 

chapter 10 I outline a methodology for more effectively collecting preference information in 

the context of SWB surveys. In the rest of the present chapter I discuss how capabilities have 
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been operationalised and hence why I specify the capabilities constraint as consisting of 

income, health, education, enfranchisement and environmental quality.    

 

Nussbaum, political enfranchisement and the MDGs 

The next extension to the traditional economic emphasis on income growth concerned 

political enfranchisement. Around the time the Human Development Index was being 

implemented and refined in the 1990s, Sen was collaborating with Martha Nussbaum on 

closely related work concerning the gender dimensions of development. In Nussbaum’s 

(2000) influential book, Women and Development: The Capabilities Approach, she argued 

for 10 “central human functional capabilities” that should underpin development policy. 

These were (pp. 78–80): 

1. Life expectancy 

2. Bodily health 

3. Bodily integrity i.e. freedom from assault 

4. Being able to use the senses, to imagine, think and reason 

5. Emotions—being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves 

6. Practical reason—being able to form a conception of the good and engage in critical 

reflection about the planning of one’s life 

7. Affiliation: being able to live with and towards others; also dignity 

8. Respect for other species 

9. Play 

10. Control over one’s environment, both political and material 

Nussbaum was especially concerned about the special constraints facing women, particularly 

in developing countries, with respect to these central capabilities. Owing to the historical 

disenfranchisement of women they often face gendered obstacles that limit their freedom. For 

example, during and immediately after World War 2 in Europe women were explicitly paid 

lower wages than men for the same work, limiting their economic freedom (Summerfield 

2012). In some Islamic countries and communities women are required to cover up or face 

opprobrium and criminal charges, which limits their cultural freedom to engage in a range of 

activities, like going to the beach (though the Burkini, an Australian invention, has improved 

things a little). Until recently, women in Saudi Arabia were not allowed to drive, severely 

constraining their mobility and freedom. Women were excluding from voting in many 
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nations until recently, and are still ineligible to vote in the Vatican. These limited their 

political freedom. Similarly, they were excluded from a range of opportunities. Women were 

excluded were only allowed to graduate from Oxford University in 1920, even if they met all 

the academic requirements (Oxford University Archives 2007). They could not be members 

of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra until the 1908s. Finally, women’s sexual freedom has 

often been curtailed through practices like enforced marriage and honour killings.  

Nussbaum’s arguments were operationalised somewhat in the Millenium Development Goals 

(MDGs). These included the eradication of poverty, universal primary education, the 

reduction of infant mortality and efforts to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other headline 

diseases. These correspond to the earlier focus on income growth and then education and 

health. The MDGs also targeted maternal health specifically and gender equality and the 

empowerment of women. This enfranchisement of women was pursued through 3 sub-gaols 

(United Nations 2015a): 

 Eliminate the gender disparity in education between girls and boys at the primary, 

secondary and tertiary levels. 

 Increase the share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector 

 Increase the proportion of seats held by women in parliaments worldwide 

 

Broadly speaking, the emphasis here is on political freedom and non-discrimination, which is 

why I refer to this set of capabilities as pertaining to “enfranchisement”. When someone is 

enfranchised in terms of their capabilities, it means that they are culturally, politically and 

legally at liberty to pursue their preferences. They may still lack the health, education, 

income and environment necessary to do so, but they are not actively disenfranchised by 

others, the community or the state.  

     

Sustainability and the SDGs  

The 7th millennium development goal was to ensure environmental sustainability. This 

objective has increased in prominence in recent years and efforts to achieve it have 

accelerated. The clearest demonstration of this is the replacement of the millennium 

development goals with the sustainable development goals (SDGs: United Nations 2015b). 

These extend earlier initiatives born under the HDI and MDGs. For example, there is now an 
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objective to achieve peace, justice and strong institutions, which speaks to political 

enfranchisement. More prominently, the SDGs place greater emphasis than in the past on 

environmental issues. There are new goals concerned with sustainable cities and 

communities, climate action, responsible consumption and production, organic life on land 

and in the water, and infrastructure development. This strong emphasis on environmental 

capabilities in the contemporary development literature speaks to the need to include 

environmental factors in the capabilities constraint.  

The most obvious way that environment constrains wellbeing is in negative terms through the 

effects of pollution, congestion and overcrowding, which make life unpleasant and difficult. 

But what about in places where environment in terms of air and water quality and population 

density is good, like Australia or the United Kingdom? Here we come across other issues that 

relate more subtly to the notion of capabilities. For example, both Australia and the UK have 

problems around good quality, affordable housing that is proximate to opportunities like 

interesting, well-paid work, effective schools and enjoyable leisure activities. Owing to a 

range of policy settings that constrain sensible and equitable real estate development (Daly 

and Coates 2018), many young Australians face a trade-off between living in affordable, 

pleasant housing that is far from many opportunities or living in run-down or poorly built, 

often crowded neighbourhoods close to opportunities. These less pleasant neighbourhoods 

can also feature other environmental bads like high crime rates, noise pollution and limited 

amenities like parks. Some of these trade-offs are unavoidable to some degree, at least 

without major technological changes around things like telecommuting—you can’t live both 

next to a major commercial enterprise and a national park, for example. Others, however, are 

surmountable through advances in urban planning and design, as advocated by the SDGs and 

as explored in the burgeoning literature on wellbeing and geography (Glaeser 2012, 

Arampatzi et al 2018, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2015).  

 

Distribution and social capital 

Before concluding, the issues of welfare distribution and social capital must be addressed and 

reasons given as to why they are not factors in the wellbeing production function or the 

capabilities constraint. Alongside environmental outcomes, the SDGs also target reductions 

in inequality in society. Such inequality, particularly when considered through the lens of just 

distribution, is a long-running theme in welfare economics (see, for example, Atkinson 1970, 
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Fleurbaey and Maniquet 2011). Why then do I not include some account of the distribution of 

capabilities in the capabilities constraint? Similarly, some recent work on measuring 

development has promoted the so-called “four capitals” framework, which takes in built, 

human, environmental and social capital (Arrow et al 2012, Costanza et al 2012). I have 

accounted for the first three of these in income, education and health, and environmental 

capabilities, but political enfranchisement is insufficient to capture the full scope of social 

capital. Absent are things like networks, cultural markers and the ability to blend into a 

particular cultural group, like the ruling class. Why do I not account for social capital in the 

capabilities constraint?     

The reason why I have not included these items in the capabilities constraint is because they 

are included elsewhere in the wellbeing model. Inequality is incorporated through reference 

group effects and low-rank aversion. This is more appropriate than including it in the 

capabilities constraint because being of low rank in a reference group appears to exert a direct 

impact on wellbeing, with the severity varying by person. Inequality is thus a matter for the 

wellbeing function, not the capabilities constraint. Social capital is picked up through the 

relatedness variable. Individuals attempt to adopt the cultural markers of particular networks 

in order to join them. Success in this endeavour, which depends in part on whether the 

group’s identity is self-concordant with the individual’s identity, results in the ability to blend 

into that group. What remains unaccounted for in terms of social capital is picked up by 

political enfranchisement. Of particular note here is the notion of equality of opportunity. If 

the ruling class, for example, is less a meritocratic group and more a matter of hierarchies 

enforced by laws, institutions and discrimination, such as was the case under the apartheid 

regime in South Africa, then individuals without social capital do not have the capability to 

advance themselves. But it is precisely such factors that are captured in the political 

enfranchisement aspect of the capabilities constraint, so no additional variable is required.   

 

Conclusion 

Capabilities should be thought of constraints on wellbeing rather than direct causes of it. It is 

functionings that give rise to wellbeing. Different functionings will suit different people, and 

the completion of a difficult process—the coalescence of being—is required to discover 

which functionings are best for you. Given this delineation, capabilities should not be entered 

directly into the wellbeing function. By extension, it is quixotic to continue to search for the 
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determinants of wellbeing in correlations between SWB indicators and elements of the 

capabilities constraint, especially in advanced nations wherein the capabilities constraint is 

largely relaxed. If we want to discover the causes of wellbeing we need to dig deeper.  

Capabilities can be effectively operationalised using income, health, wealth, political 

enfranchisement and environmental quality. What this limited taxonomy loses in nuance and 

comprehensiveness it more than makes up for in parsimony and ease of use. This is important 

in the context of the empirical investigation of wellbeing, which has historically been plagued 

by data availability issues. Operationalising capabilities in this way keeps the production 

function of wellbeing connected to the development economics literature, to development 

policy in practice, and to the relatively rich data collection efforts associated with these.   
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Hedonia 

 

It is impossible to live a pleasant life without living wisely and well and justly. And it is 

impossible to live wisely and well and justly without living a pleasant life.  

- Epicurus 

 

 * * * 

 

The chapter has three objectives. First, to demonstrate that hedonia is in fact distinct from 

eudaimonia and despair. Second, to describe the nature of hedonia based on theoretical 

arguments and empirical evidence. And third, to discuss various techniques that are useful 

specifically to the promotion of hedonia, as distinct from eudaimonia, despair or wellbeing in 

general.  

On the first subject, I provide statistical evidence from SWB research that “experienced” 

wellbeing, which refers in that literature to affect, is distinct from “evaluated” wellbeing, 

which in that literature refers to life satisfaction. In my model I break evaluated wellbeing 

down into a more fine grained taxonomy, but the point stands that one’s emotional state in 

the moment is a distinct dimension of wellbeing. I add to this account using philosophical 

arguments from Haybron (2001, 2008) regarding an individual’s emotional disposition. This 

extends the emphasis on experienced wellbeing in SW-B research to encompass emotional 

wellbeing more broadly. Finally, I present some of my own philosophical arguments 

regarding the separability of what I call “hedonic satisfaction” from what I call “existential 

satisfaction”. The former is an evaluation of how pleasant one’s life is and properly belongs 

in the hedonia dimension. The latter refers instead to how fulfilling and valuable one 

considers one’s life and thus encompasses the eudaimonia and despair dimensions. 

Having demonstrated the independence and veracity of hedonia I then describe its nature. I 

draw in particular on the hedonic psychology literature. Here I discuss hedonic adaptation, 

the peak-end rule and other cognitive biases or quirks associated with affective systems, the 
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neuropsychology of emotion and the determinants of emotional resilience.  I also discuss 

findings from experience sampling studies of what behaviours people find most and least 

enjoyable.    

In the final section of this chapter I canvass a range of techniques that can improve hedonia. 

These include positive activity interventions like gratitude and humility, the hedonic 

adaptation prevention model, “bringing in the good”, mindfulness, flow, cognitive 

behavioural therapies and crude hedonism. I also explore some practices that will encourage 

negative affect, including learned helplessness, rumination and leaning into the hedonic 

treadmill. This follows through on the claim in chapter 3 that wellbeing research needs to 

consider not only what wellbeing is but also how it can be achieved. Managing hedonia is 

also a sensible topic to cover given evidence that happiness is associated with a range of 

better life outcomes, including greater longevity, strong immune systems, less hypertension 

and higher productivity (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2008, Jacobs-Bao and Lyubomirsky 

2013).      

 

The distinctiveness of hedonia 

SW-B scholarship has done a great deal of statistical work demonstrating that affect is 

distinct from life satisfaction. The main evidence used to support the claim is that events and 

changes in circumstances tend to affect one or the other variable (experienced wellbeing or 

evaluated wellbeing) differently. There is voluminous evidence for this (Lucas et al 1996, 

2003, Kahneman and Deaton 2010, Diener et al 1999, Stutzer and Frey 2008). A second 

piece of evidence used to promote this claim is that experienced and evaluated wellbeing 

have different correlates (Luhmann et al 2012, Diener et al 2010). For example, child-rearing 

tends to lower experienced wellbeing, particularly by increasing negative affect, while also 

increasing evaluated wellbeing (Powdthavee 2008). Recreational use of hard drugs would 

have the opposite effect. Intuitively, it is not hard to imagine a range of activities that would 

improve evaluated wellbeing, especially in the long run, but reduce experienced wellbeing. 

For example, the last few months of a PhD are an arduous, stressful time that decreases 

experienced wellbeing, but growing closer to the goal of submitting your dissertation 

increases evaluated wellbeing. It is important to separate these items out if we are to 

understand the causal structure of wellbeing and why people make particular trade-offs across 

wellbeing dimensions in their life choices.     
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There is also substantial evidence that negative and positive affect should be entered as two 

separate items in the utility function, rather than as a single “mood” or “happiness” variable 

going from low to high (Stone and Mackie 2013, p. 39). This observation goes back at least 

to Bradburn, (1969) who found that positive and negative affect are not opposite ends of a 

single spectrum, but are rather distinct from each other. His findings have been replicated 

multiple times (Kahneman et al 1999, Diener et al 1999, Gere et al 2011). The distinctiveness 

of positive and negative affect can be grasped intuitively by considering that someone can be 

experiencing both kinds of affect simultaneously. For example, someone might be stressed 

about an impending deadline but also happy to be catching up with an old friend. Curiously, 

positive affect is qualitatively unidimensional (it is usually described as “joy”) whereas 

negative affect has multiple qualitative dimensions like stress, anxiety, depression and 

bereavement (Argyle 2001, p. 10).   

The empirical evidence for these two propositions—that experienced and evaluated wellbeing 

are different and that negative and positive affect are distinct—is strong enough that a high 

level panel of the National Academies of the United States concluded: 

Although life evaluation, positive experience and negative experience are not 

completely separable—they correlate to some extent—there is strong evidence 

that multiple dimensions of SW-B coexist. Experienced well-being is distinct 

enough from overall life evaluation to warrant pursuing it as a separate element in 

surveys; their level of independence demands that they be assessed as distinct 

dimensions (Stone and Mackie 2013, p. 4).   

The evidence from SW-B scholarship justifies including positive affect and negative affect as 

separate terms in the wellbeing function and distinguishing an affective dimension of 

wellbeing from an evaluated dimension. However, more is required to justify the separation 

of hedonic life satisfaction from other dimensions of evaluated wellbeing, and the inclusion 

of the emotional wellbeing parameter. I turn to these items next.  

 

Hedonic versus existential satisfaction 

SW-B research uses a single-item in its investigations of evaluated wellbeing—life 

satisfaction. To better understand the component parts of this global evaluation it is helpful to 

break it down into concepts that are theoretically separable. One such breakdown is to 
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differentiate between judgements of whether life is pleasant versus judgements of whether 

life is fulfilling and valuable (See Annas 2004, Deci and Ryan 2008, Waterman 2008). The 

two are not mutually inclusive. Separating the two out can help us to grasp intuitively how 

different preferences and circumstances can drive wellbeing dynamics.  

Some examples will help illustrate the difference between hedonic and existential 

satisfaction. Earlier in chapter 4 I gave the example of a middle-class university student in an 

OECD country afflicted with nihilism. They are physically healthy, secure, with a bright 

future ahead of them. They have had every advantage in life, and can probably continue to 

live in good conditions with food, clothing and entertainment in perpetuity. They certainly 

live in such circumstances now. However, they also suffer from ennui—a kind of existential 

boredom. They lack seriousness and purpose, and they don’t know who they are or who they 

want to be. This kind of person would score high on hedonic satisfaction and low on 

existential satisfaction. If you asked them about their life they might say they “can’t 

complain”. Or “everything is fine but you know, there’s just something missing”.  

The opposite case is exemplified by a genuine freedom fighter in jail or hiding in the jungle. 

They have a cause that they believe in that gives them seriousness, meaning and identity. 

They have comrades who nourish their sense of relatedness. They are actively fighting for 

autonomy and, if the revolution is going well, they will feel competent. But their day-to-day 

circumstances might be extremely unpleasant, and so their hedonic satisfaction will be low.  

Two other examples would be someone with a high-paying but ultimately lame job, and the 

archetypal long-suffering artist, beloved by philosophers everywhere. The former would have 

a pleasant but hollow life, while the latter’s life would be a struggle but a passionate one.  

To understand why appreciating these different dimensions of evaluated wellbeing is 

important for developing a causal understanding of wellbeing, we can return to the earlier 

example of someone nearing the completion of their PhD. Assuming this person is an 

Australian PhD student on a typical scholarship, this person is likely presently low in affect 

owing to the stress of writing up their dissertation, but moderately high in hedonic life 

satisfaction owing to their middle-class income in a highly developed nation. Their overall 

hedonia is thus modest to good. Meanwhile, their existential satisfaction is perhaps slightly 

better, relatively speaking. They have a clear goal in mind, a collegiate community 

(hopefully), they work on what they want to work on and, assuming they are in fact nearing 

completion, they feel increasingly competent. After the completion of the PhD, this situation 
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is likely to change. We might expect affect to improve markedly as the stress ebbs away. 

Hedonic satisfaction will also likely increase as the individual now moves back into the 

conventional workforce and receives a pay rise. The impact on existential satisfaction is less 

clear-cut, but likely positive. Having a PhD in hand is a constant reminder that you are 

competent and accepted by your peers. However, the individual may lose a major source of 

meaning after submitting and may have to find paid work where they have less autonomy.  

The examples above demonstrate not only the possibility of differentiating hedonic and 

existential satisfaction in theory, but also the usefulness of doing so for understanding the 

causal origins of changes in wellbeing. Sticking with life satisfaction as a global metric for 

everything to do with evaluated wellbeing is advantageous in that it facilitates quick data 

collection and provides a straightforward point of reference. However, to effectively 

investigate and understand what provokes changes in life satisfaction we need to specify a 

more disaggregated concept. This will allow us to appreciate nuances.     

It should be noted that there is empirical evidence to suggest that hedonic and existential 

satisfaction are two different constructs. Clark and Senik (2011) report a correlation between 

life satisfaction and four different aspects of eudaimonic wellbeing of between 0.25 and 0.29. 

Diener et al (2010) report a correlation of 0.62 between their psychological well-being 

scale—which is supposed to reflect eudaimonic aspects of well-being—and life satisfaction 

scale responses. The correlation between their psychological well-being scale and measures 

of positive and negative affect is 0.62 and 0.51 respectively. Huppert and So (2013) found a 

correlation of 0.34 between “flourishing”—which takes in aspects of eudaimonic 

wellbeing—and life satisfaction in European social survey data.  These studies are not 

reporting exactly the split I am describing between hedonic and existential satisfaction. 

However, the finding that eudaimonia (which includes meaning and purpose in most of these 

studies) is only a component of life satisfaction suggests that hedonic and existential 

satisfaction are distinct.  

 

Emotional Wellbeing 

Recall from Chapter 4 that emotional wellbeing is a parameter that affects hedonia. It refers 

not to one’s emotional state, which is captured by the positive and negative affect variables, 

but instead to one’s emotional disposition—how inclined you are to react positively or 
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negatively to emotional shocks. Individuals low in emotional wellbeing will have weaker and 

more transient responses to positive shocks and stronger, longer-lasting responses to negative 

shocks. Vice versa for people high in emotional wellbeing. It is important to distinguish 

between affective state and disposition to appreciate the full causal structure of hedonia. To 

illustrate, consider that some Buddhists like Mathieu Ricard (2014) are both low in negative 

affect and less likely to experience sustained negative affect because they have trained their 

minds to navigate away from such feelings (Dorjee 2014). I discuss a range of techniques that 

bear on emotional wellbeing, like mindfulness and bringing in the good, below. The extent to 

which the individual practices these techniques, whether with full cognizance of what they 

are doing or inadvertently, is captured by the “attention” variable, of which emotional 

wellbeing is a function.   

Emotional wellbeing is also a function of eudaimonia and despair. Self-determination theory 

notes that individuals whose lives do not nourish their basic psychological needs for 

autonomy, relatedness and competence are more likely to manifest symptoms of depression, 

anxiety and poor mood and less likely to present with symptoms of psychological wellbeing 

(Roth et al 2017, Ryan et al 2016, Laurin et al 2015, Britton et al 2014, Weinstein and Ryan 

2011). Similarly, empirical research in the area of logotherapy—a school of clinical 

psychology that investigates the role of meaning in psychological wellbeing—finds that 

people low in meaning and purpose are more likely to be depressed, anxious and despondent 

(Weinstein et al 2012, King and Hicks 2012, Ryff 2012, Slattery and Park 2012). Recent 

statistical work with large samples by SW-B scholars finds inverse results for people high in 

meaning and purpose (Yalçin and Malkoç 2015). Research in terror-management theory finds 

that people who feel a lack of seriousness concerning their values become distressed and 

anxious (Solomon 2012, Salzman and Halloran 2004, Dechesne and Kruglanski 2004). Some 

research on religion suggests inverse effects for people who feel deeply connected to their 

values (Emmons 1999). Finally, work in developmental psychology suggests that individuals 

struggling to define themselves, like adolescents, are more prone to depression, anxiety and 

low mood and that these symptoms are alleviated as these individuals learn who they are 

(Summer et al 2014, To and Sung 2017).   
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The Nature of Hedonia 

Hedonic judgements of present affective state and related matters like felt pleasure and pain 

are characterised by a range of curious cognitive phenomena. These include the peak-end 

rule, reference points and their interactions with prospecting, the focusing illusion, 

adaptation, the hedonic treadmill, homeostatically protected mood, and the mood effect on 

global evaluations. I review these matters in this section drawing on literature from the last 

three decades of research in hedonic psychology (Kahneman, Diener and Schwartz 1999).  

 

The Peak-End Rule and Hedonic Experience 

Kahneman (1999) laid out the core features of hedonic experience according to then state-of-

the-art empirical evidence. He differentiated between “subjective happiness”, which “is 

assessed by asking respondents to state how happy they are”, and “objective happiness”, 

which “is derived from a record of instant utility over the relevant period”. An example of an 

objective happiness recording instrument is to ask patients undergoing a colonoscopy to 

report their pain on a scale of 1–10 every minute.   

Some of the most interesting findings from early hedonic psychology concerned the 

discrepancy between how people experienced pleasure and pain and how they remembered it. 

For example, the main determinants of how painful (pleasurable) people remember an 

experience are the peak of pain (pleasure) associated with that experience and how much pain 

(pleasure) they felt at the end of the experience (Schreiber and Kahneman 2000, Frederickson 

2000). When a better end was added to a painful experience, people seemed to prefer a long 

event with more total pain than a shorter event with a more painful finish (Kahneman et al 

1993). Similarly, people would recall more negatively events with high peaks of pain even if 

those events were shorter overall (Do et al 2008).  

 

Reference points, focusing illusions and loss aversion: 

Alongside his work on hedonic psychology, Kahneman is well known for his work on 

prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky 1979, Tversky and Kahneman 1986). The two 

streams of research intersect when it comes to the importance of reference points for hedonic 

evaluations. Prospect theory holds that “the carriers of decision utility are gains and losses 
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relative to a reference level, which is often the status quo” (Kahneman 1999, p. 17, emphasis 

added). What this implies is that people’s assessments of how happy or sad they will be made 

by a change in circumstances is coloured by their present circumstances:  

A given state can be assigned quite different utilities depending on the state that preceded it, 

and quite different states can be assigned approximately the same utility if they represent the 

same change relative to the reference level. 

Kahneman (1999) uses the example of paraplegics to illustrate the implications of prospect 

theory in this context. Most people are surprised to learn that people who become paraplegics 

appear to largely recover pre-accident levels of life satisfaction within 2 years. Kahneman 

posits that this is because people focus on the event of becoming a paraplegic, where the 

reference point is being able-bodied, and pay insufficient attention to the experience of being 

a paraplegic, where the reference point is being a paraplegic. While the research on 

paraplegics is questionable in light of measurement issues discussed in chapter 10 and the 

high willingness to pay among disabled individuals to reverse their conditions (Loewenstein 

and Ubel 2008), it illustrates neatly why prospect theory is relevant to evaluations of 

wellbeing.  

Two related ideas from prospect theory are worth mentioning here: loss aversion and 

focusing illusions. Loss aversion refers to the fact that people tend to weight losses more than 

gains when making decisions. A famous example is that people want more money to sell an 

item than they are willing to offer to buy the same item. In the context of life satisfaction, 

individuals are hypothesised to weight losing what they have more substantially than making 

further improvements in their quality of life.  

Focusing illusions are items that become salient during judgements of happiness that then 

bias those judgements by anchoring responses. A famous example is that citizens of the 

American mid-West anticipated that they would be happier if they lived in California because 

the weather there is better (Schkade and Kahneman 1998). However, residents of California 

and the Mid-West reported similarly high levels of SW-B. It would seem that California has 

some draw backs—perhaps high house prices and long commutes, which offset the good 

weather effect. The findings of this study and at least one other famous study of focusing 

illusions (Kahneman et al 2006) might fall foul of scale-norming and ceiling effects, which I 

discuss in chapter 10. Other studies, however, are more robust. For example, Strack et al 

(1988) found that priming respondents to think about how many dates they had been on 
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recently caused them to dramatically re-evaluate their life satisfaction relative to a control 

group. Similar anchoring effects have been observed for priming people with health issues or 

the quality of their marriage (Schwarz et al 1991, Smith et al 2006). 

In the model presented in chapter 4, these phenomena are captured by reference group 

effects. This is insufficient to capture the full complexity of cognitive biases about SW-B, but 

my interest is in specifying a wellbeing production function, not a cognitive evaluation 

function for SW-B. I go into some detail in chapter 10 on why we are quite far away from 

understanding the later in the context of SW-B.     

 

The hedonic treadmill, adaptation and homeostatically protected mood 

A major topic of inquiry in SW-B research is the adaptation hypothesis. This is the idea that 

people get used to changes in their circumstances such that the effects of those changing 

circumstances on wellbeing fade with time and people return to a long run “set point” of SW-

B. Adaptation is certainly what we see in life satisfaction panel data. Oswald and Powdthavee 

(2008) find substantial adaptation to disability, and Powdthavee and Stutzer (2014) find 

similar effects for income growth. Other studies have found relatively rapid adaptation to 

childbirth and marriage and slower adaptation to the death of a spouse and divorce (Clark et 

al 2008a, Dyrdal and Lucas 2013, Lucas et al 2003, Stutzer and Frey 2006, Specht et al 

2011). Some circumstantial changes are severe enough to have lasting effects, but some 

degree of adaptation is still typically observed. These include cosmetic surgery and 

unemployment (Clark 2006, Powdthavee 2012). As I have already flagged a few times, there 

are residual questions about the reliability of scale measures in the context of dynamic change 

owing to issues of scale-norming, but leaving those aside for now, there seems to be a solid 

body of evidence to suggest that adaptation is real.  

Set point theory is a relatively more recent addition to the adaptation hypothesis that posits a 

baseline level of SW-B (in terms of both affect and life satisfaction) that people return to as 

they adapt to shocks (Lucas et al 2004, Lucas and Donnellan 2007, Lykken 1999, Heady 

2010, Heady et al 2014). This set point is a kind of average level of SW-B that is apparent 

when looking at life satisfaction scale data. There is some evidence that set-points are 

substantially genetically determined, and that they vary substantially with personality 

(Lykken and Tellegen 1996, Røysamb et al 2014). In particular, extroverts tend to have 
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higher set points than introverts and other people high on neuroticism. Finally, there is some 

evidence that set points, at least those for mood, are homeostatically protected (Cummins et 

al 2014). That is to say, neurochemistry has evolved to bring us back to a mild level of 

background positivity. Being depressed or ecstatic for sustained periods of time is 

maladaptive: depressed people lack motivation and ecstatic people are easily distracted from 

tasks required to maintain life. Consequently, we are wired to feel such things only 

temporarily, while the rest of the time we feel pretty good, naturally (Cummins 2014). 

Alongside homeostasis, adaptation is conjectured to be driven by 2 forces: changing 

reference points and the hedonic treadmill (Layard 2005). Relative status effects, especially 

those associated with where in a particular ranking an individual sits, have been shown to 

exert a strong effect on people’s satisfaction with their circumstances (Frijters and Mujcic 

2013, Boyce et al 2010, Brown et al 2008, Bhuiyan 2018). One might think that an 

improvement in objective life circumstances would result in an improvement in SWB. 

However, structural changes in life circumstances can often change people’s reference points 

such that they now assess their position within some new ranking. For example, when an 

individual from a working class background becomes the CEO of a mid-sized company, we 

might intuitively expect their high income rank to result in high SWB. However, it is possible 

that this individual will now judge their income by where it sits in a ranking comprised only 

of other CEO salaries, not the salaries of the general population. Consequently, their SWB 

might actually decline. This might explain why lottery winners seem to adapt rapidly to their 

newfound wealth (Brickman et al 1978) despite some persistent positive effects (Lindqvist et 

al 2018). Another commonly conjectured manifestation of such changing reference points is 

rising aspirations. The idea here is that as people achieve long-held visions of success, they 

develop new aspirations that cause them to acclimatise to their existing achievements 

(Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2012).  

It should be noted that the psychological processes underpinning status anxiety can be treated 

with cognitive discipline (Lyubomirsky and Ross 1997). That is to say, while there may be an 

unconscious, natural inclination among humans to care about status and thus to acclimatise to 

new income and new reference points, you can make conscious choices to avoid such 

acclimatisation.  

The Hedonic Treadmill is about getting used to sensations rather than circumstances, though 

sensations here is meant broadly such that it includes, say, the prestige associated with a more 
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senior position at work. Kahneman (1999) uses comparisons to the psychology of colour and 

absolute length to explain treadmill effects. In experiments pertaining to people’s perception 

of the intensity of colour, people’s sensory mechanisms adapt to the brightness and richness 

of hues and experience them less intensely under repeated stress. In length experiments, 

people are given two lines in each phase of an experiment: short and medium, and then 

medium and long. In the first phase, people will describe the medium line as, for example, 

“neither long nor short”. In the second, they will describe it as, for example, “short” or “very 

short”. This is a context effect. The different outcomes in these two experiments are 

“produced by different processes: colour adaptation reflects a change in the sensory 

mechanism, whereas the context effect observed in size judgements is derived by the 

requirements of effective communication” (ibid. p. 11). The hedonic treadmill is about 

changes in the sensory mechanism. It is like acclimatising to a hot bath—scalding at first, 

then pleasant. The temperature of the water doesn’t change and neither does the individual’s 

reference point. Instead, their sensory instruments adjust.   

 

Hedonic psychology and economics 

Economists have played an increasingly prominent role in SW-B, typically alongside hedonic 

psychologists. Their efforts have been focused predominantly on the relationship between 

SW-B and income and unemployment, though more recently they have also become 

interested in the role of emotional factors like hope, optimism and stress in economic 

decision making (note that optimism can be captured by the personality trait in the wellbeing 

production function: see Sharpe et al 2011). These are all important issues for the wellbeing 

production function. Crude hedonism is largely a function of disposable income to spend on 

pleasantries and frivolities. Work is a major source of competence, meaning and 

relationships. Affective signals, including stress, play an important role in the coalescence of 

being.  

Graham (2017) provides a thorough review of the existing literature on the relationship 

between hope, optimism, stress and SW-B and economic outcomes (see also De Neve and 

Oswald 2012, De Neve et al 2013). People who are more hopefully and optimistic have lower 

discount rates and invest more in the future than pessimistic and anxious people. They also 

appear to be more resilient to negative shocks, both in terms of their behaviour and their SW-
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B (Favara and Sanchez 2017). This finding parallels findings in the study of learned 

helplessness and learned optimism, which gave birth to positive psychology (Seligman 1975).  

Poor people and rich people appear to experience different kinds of stress, on average. The 

poor suffer from “bad stress” associated with insecurity and desperation (Graham and 

Chattopadhyay 2010). They rely on social networks to mitigate these effects. In contrast, 

wealthy people experience “good stress”, which is associated with goal pursuit and striving 

more generally (Graham and Lora 2009).  

Extending earlier work on loss aversion, Graham (2017) finds that previously rich, typically 

white, typically semi-rural communities in America that have declined as a result of 

deindustrialisation express large declines in SW-B. In contrast, historically poor, typically 

black, typically inner-city communities are optimistic about the future in America and report 

relatively high SW-B despite being poorer on average than many of the declining white 

communities.  

Finally, Graham finds that inequality can have positive effects on optimism, investment and 

work ethic if it is perceived to be the result of genuine economic opportunities (Graham 

2011). In this case, people believe that hard work will see them get ahead (Graham and 

Nikolova 2015). By contrast, inequality has a dampening effect if it is perceived to be a 

function of inequality of opportunity and extractive institutions. If people think the deck is 

stacked against them and there is no way to get ahead, they will exert relatively less 

economic effort.    

The effects of unemployment have already been touched on: unemployment results in large 

decreases in SW-B that are not entirely adapted to over time. Sustained unemployment also 

seems to have a scaring effect. Even after the long-term unemployed return to work, their 

SW-B stays somewhat depressed (Knabe and Rätzel 2011).  

Research into the relationship between income and wellbeing deserves some longer 

discussion, if only because of the central place it occupies in the happiness economics 

discourse. The seminal paper in this literature was Easterlin’s 1974 study of the relationship 

between life satisfaction and GDP using the World Values Survey. He found that while 

income explained differences in satisfaction within countries, it did not explain differences 

between countries. This finding became known as the Easterlin Paradox and it animated SW-

B scholars for several decades. Easterlin speculated that this might be due to adaptation, 
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specifically reference group effects, where rich people within countries counted themselves 

wealthy, but poor people in wealthy countries did not compare themselves to even poorer 

people in other countries. The Easterlin Paradox was a major driver of early research into 

reference groups, rising aspirations and adaptation in early SW-B scholarship. 

Research in the late 2000s took a lot of the wind out of the Easterlin Paradox’s sails. Most 

importantly, Stevenson and Wolfers (2009, 2014), using updated World Values Survey data, 

demonstrated that there is a consistent linear relationship between the log of income and life 

satisfaction, and that a satiation point for income does not exist. As income grows life 

satisfaction continues to improve. Stevenson and Wolfers argued that the Easterlin Paradox 

was an artefact of bad data from the early waves of the World Values Survey. These waves 

typically suffered from sampling bias associated with only interviewing wealthy people in 

poor nations (only they had telephones) and not including enough poor nations. 

Stevenson and Wolfers do concede that the relationship between income and happiness is 

linear only on the log scale, meaning that the richer you get, the more money you need to get 

an increase in your life satisfaction. This means that while there is no satiation point, there 

quite quickly comes a point where there may be much cheaper or easier ways of getting 

happier than earning more money. This aligns with the arguments of the preceding chapter, 

which argued that further relaxing an individual’s capabilities (or budget) constraint beyond 

the point where they already have the agency they need is unlikely to have much effect on 

their life satisfaction. Stevenson and Wolfers also do not refute either the adaptation 

hypothesis or reference group effects. 

Easterlin has recently presented fresh evidence in favour of the idea that economic growth 

has limited effects on wellbeing. In this case, the evidence comes from China, where 

spectacular economic growth from 1990 to 2015 does not seem to have translated into 

improvements in life satisfaction (Easterlin et al 2017). These are striking findings, but the 

methodology leaves a lot to be desired. Like most research in happiness economics, the 

analysis is purely correlational. It is quite possible that economic growth in China has had a 

tremendous positive impact on wellbeing that is offset by other factors, like rising levels of 

pollution and political repression. The analysis also relies on scale responses in a context 

where ceiling effects and scale-norming are major concerns.  

A final important angle on the relationship between economics and SW-B is new research 

exploring changes in SW-B as a result of macroeconomic fluctuations (Boyce et al 2018). In 
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particular, economists have recently begun exploring the differential impacts of recessions 

and booms on SW-B (De Neve et al 2018). Initial findings suggest that recessions have larger 

negative effects on SW-B than booms have positive effects. However, these results must be 

treated with caution as the data sets used pertain to advanced economies where ceiling effects 

might cloud responses.   

 

Results from experience sampling and time use surveys 

This section briefly reviews our current understanding of what activities affect mood and 

emotional responses. Which are core features of the hedonia variable. The findings are drawn 

from studies using experience sampling (Stone et al 1999, Hektner et al 2007) and day 

reconstruction methods (Kahneman and Krueger 2006). The former involves paging 

respondents over short, regular intervals (hourly, for example) and having them report their 

mood and current activity. The latter asks respondents to describe their mood and activities 

over the course of the previous day. Both methods are considered valid and effective 

measurement tools (Schwarz et al 2008).  

Kahneman et al (2004), using the day reconstruction method and a large sample of women in 

Ohio, found that people had the highest levels of affect while engaged in sex, socialising, 

relaxing, eating, exercising, practicing religion and watching television. They reported 

relatively lower levels of affect while talking on the phone and napping, and while engaged in 

chores including cooking, shopping and computer tasks. The lowest levels of affect were 

reported for housework, childcare, commuting and working. Similar results are reported by 

Argyle and Lu (1990).  

White and Dolan (2009) and Dolan (2014) have recently used experience sampling methods 

to extend this analysis by distinguishing between activities that give pleasure and those that 

give purpose. They find that some relatively less pleasurable activities like household chores 

and working are high in purpose, while some pleasurable activities like watching television 

are low in purpose. Two items that were relatively high in both pleasure and purpose were 

spending time with kids and volunteering activities. White and Dolan’s research is a very 

interesting extension of Aristotelian ideas regarding the differences between hedonia and 

eudaimonia because White and Dolan focus on the experience of pleasure and purpose in the 
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moment. Most philosophical and psychological accounts consider these two dimensions of 

wellbeing from the life evaluation standpoint instead.  

A final topic that must be mentioned briefly here is the notion of flow, which is studied using 

experience sampling methods. This is a feeling of being “in the zone” or “lost in the moment” 

that transpires when individuals are engaged in high challenge activities with immediate, high 

quality feedback that they are skilful at and intrinsically motivated to undertake 

(Csikszentmihaly 2002). Flow is a very positive state, but it is misleading to describe it as a 

positive emotion because consciousness tends to dissolve during flow and the individual 

doesn’t really feel anything—it is a state of enjoyable focus rather than a mood. Flow is 

something that can permeate your entire life, but is typically studied through the lens of 

particular activities, like sport or practicing a musical instrument (Csikszentmihaly ibid. 

Bakker 2005). I will discuss flow in the broader sense and in greater detail in chapter 9 on the 

coalescence of being.  

 

Techniques for achieving hedonia 

In the remainder of the chapter I survey a range of techniques for improving hedonia, in 

particular one’s mood. For this I draw largely on the literature from hedonic psychology and 

cognitive-behavioural therapies. Some of these techniques, notably mindfulness, have more 

general benefits, but they are not meta-strategies for achieving holistic well-being. For the 

most part, these techniques are what I call “methods of mood management”. In the closing 

passages of the chapter I discuss why mood management might often be insufficient for 

achieving deep, holistic and resilient wellbeing. The techniques surveyed are positive activity 

interventions, gratitude, humility, prosocial behaviour, compassion, maximising versus 

satisficing, experimental disclosure, the hedonic adaptation prevention model, bringing in the 

good and mindfulness. This is meant to be a thorough list of presently studied techniques, but 

there are doubtless some techniques that I have overlooked. 

 

Positive Activity Interventions 

Positive activity interventions (PAIs) are “simple, self-administered cognitive and 

behavioural strategies that can increase subjective well-being (happiness) by promoting 
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positive feelings, positive thoughts and positive behaviours” (Shin and Lyubomirsky 2014). 

Examples of positive activities include writing letters of gratitude, counting one’s blessings, 

practicing optimism, using one’s strengths in a new way, affirming one’s most important 

values (“experimental disclosure”) and meditating on positive feelings towards oneself and 

others. These are all distinct from simply doing something pleasant, like eating some cake. 

The mechanism by which PAIs work to improve affect is theorised to be a combination of 

stimulating positive emotions and thoughts and satisfying basic psychological needs, 

specifically for autonomy and relatedness (Frederickson et al. 2008, Boehm et al. 2012). 

Many PAIs encourage pro-social behaviour and an awareness of others and their role in our 

lives, which encourages and reinforces feelings of relatedness. PAIs are also an active 

therapy, which provides patients with a sense of autonomous control over their psychological 

state. PAIs protect against negative affect by discouraging rumination and loneliness (Sin and 

Lyubomirsky 2009). 

The effectiveness of PAIs is moderated by several factors. First, consistent application of PAI 

techniques over long time horizons is more effective than short courses of treatment. In the 

context of PAIs like gratitude and kindness that basically involve being a good person, this 

finding suggests that acting like a good person for a little while doesn’t have the same effect 

on wellbeing as actually being a good person. Second, practising a variety of PAIs, varied 

randomly by the patient themselves, is more effective than mechanically practising the same 

PAI as instructed by a therapist. The implication here is that one must authentically feel 

gratitude, be optimistic etc. Finally, the activity must fit the person (Nelson and Lyubomirsky 

2012). For example, collectivists may respond more powerfully to social PAIs like kindness 

than to internal PAIs like counting one’s blessings. 

 

Gratitude 

The most well-known PAI is gratitude (McCullough et al 2002). In Western psychological 

science, gratitude is defined as “the recognition of a positive outcome from an external 

source, including a sense of wonder or thankfulness for the benefit received” (Nelson and 

Lyubomirsky 2016). Gratitude is distinguished from “appreciation” by the presence of an 

interpersonal component. That is to say, if you are grateful for the good things in your life or 

for something like a beautiful sunset, psychological science says you have “appreciation”. 

Gratitude refers more specifically to thankfulness for positive things you receive from other 
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people, especially in the form of altruistic acts that are privately harmful to the Samaritan 

(Bartlett and DeSteno 2006). Gratitude does not involve feelings of indebtedness, though it 

does encourage reciprocity.  

Contemporary research distinguishes between gratitude as an emotional state that you enter 

when you recognise altruistic acts, and gratitude as a trait (Wood et al 2010). A person with a 

grateful disposition (trait) feels the emotion of gratitude more frequently and with greater 

intensity. More generally, grateful people orient themselves towards appreciating the positive 

in the world. Grateful people thus experience both gratefulness and appreciation on a regular 

basis. Interventions to boost gratitude include counting one’s blessings (Emmons and 

McCullough 2003), keeping a gratitude journal where you write down the things you are 

grateful for, and simply encouraging people to notice when people do them favours and react 

by saying “thanks” (Emmons 2008).  

The mechanisms through which gratitude affects well-being are unclear (Wood et al 2010). 

Indeed, it is still an open question whether wellbeing leads to gratitude or gratitude leads to 

wellbeing. However, experimental studies suggest gratitude interventions for wellbeing 

stimulate outcomes that no-intervention (typically wait-list) control groups don’t receive. 

There is presently some empirical support for the following causal theories. First, focusing on 

positive rather than negative things inevitably increases the salience of positive feelings in 

one’s conscious mind. This is particularly relevant for appreciation, which encourages 

individuals to actively enjoy the things they have rather than pine for what they don’t or 

ruminate on their shortcomings. Second, gratitude instigates cognitive processes that see 

people reframe negative things in positive ways, such as “my layoff made me appreciate the 

support my family provides” (Nelson and Lyubomirsky 2016). Finally, gratitude dovetails 

with a range of prosocial behaviours and outcomes. Cultivating gratitude makes you more 

aware of the things others do for you, which opens your eyes to your social networks and 

encourages you to help them in turn, inspiring a virtuous cycle of mutual support. In general, 

gratitude deepens social relationships, satisfying our need for relatedness (Algoe 2012). The 

effects of gratitude on sociality are strong enough to have inspired an entire research effort 

dedicated to exploring the links between gratitude and avenues for the evolution of altruism 

and other pro-social behaviours in humans (McCullough et al 2008).  
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Humility 

A construct related to gratitude is humility. In psychological science, humility is defined by 

five observable indicators: a secure, accepting identity, freedom from distortion, openness to 

new information, other focus and egalitarian beliefs (Chancellor and Lyubomirsky 2013). 

This broad definition is strikingly divergent from tradition. Contrast the definition given by 

psychological science with the Oxford Dictionary: “humility: the quality of having a modest 

or low view of one’s importance”. Synonyms include modesty, humbleness, meekness and 

unassertiveness. It is in the context of this definition that Nietzsche (1888/2000, Essay 3), 

Norton (1976) and all other philosophers who dislike the self-abnegation inherent in most 

religions attack humility as an unhealthy attribute. Yet in the definition used by modern 

psychological science, humility is transfigured from this arguably unhealthy, self-abnegating 

quality to being inextricable from the kind of self-awareness that is required for any sort of 

self-renovation.  

The second half of the definition—other focus and egalitarian beliefs—is especially 

questionable. Not only does it have no historical basis, but it also seems to equate humility 

with a pinch of left-wing idealism. It is unsurprising in this context that humility scholarship 

struggled to find a coherent measurement strategy through most of the 20th century (Davis et 

al 2010). Individuals on the left and right wing of politics have very different ways of 

understanding egalitarianism. As explained by Haidt (2012), the left wing emphasises 

relative equity—how far apart people are in terms of resources like wealth. The right wing 

instead emphasises proportional equity. This means getting what you deserve. Consequently, 

where the left-wing sees unemployment payments as critical for egalitarianism, the right-

wing seems them as fundamentally inegalitarian, for example. In this context, unless survey 

questions measuring egalitarianism are phrased with great care, left wingers may score high 

on questions where right-wingers score low, and vice versa, not because of different degrees 

of concern regarding equality, but because of different intuitions regarding the meaning of the 

term. This makes the concept hard to measure and can easily bias results. Humility scholars 

insist that “a complete lack of a hallmark should disqualify one from possessing humility” 

(Chancellor and Lyubomirsky 2013). They suggest that anyone who “[approves] of 

inequalities among social groups in status, wealth and power” is not humble. Depending on 

survey design, this might precludes anyone with libertarian as opposed to Rawlsian values, to 

take a simple example, from having humility.  
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Given this political and definitional baggage15, I will restrict my discussion here to empirical 

results pertaining to the first half of the new definition of humility: a secure, accepting 

identity, free from distortion and open to new information. I will use the phrase “well-

adjusted” to describe this collection of traits. Being well-adjusted is a prerequisite for many 

of the techniques described in this chapter, and certainly for the coalescence of being.  

A secure, accepting identity is largely about ego-stability and consistent self-esteem. 

Volatility of self-esteem is associated with higher incidence and intensity of anger and 

hostility (Kermis 2005). Low self-esteem is associated with depression, delinquency and a 

tendency to externalise problems (Donellan et al 2005). How to bring about ego-stability and 

self-esteem is an ongoing project in psychology and the subject of the rest of this book, but 

some necessary conditions can be drawn from studies in humility.  

First, ego-stability should not be confused with a self-image cast in iron that the individual 

never deviates from under stress from the external world. This goes against the eudemonic 

arguments of Norton (1976; see chapter 8). Instead, individuals’ self-relevant beliefs should 

“express flexibility and abstractness” (Campbell et al. 1996). This is because abstract self-

relevant thoughts can shift with changing circumstances and information, whereas identities 

founded on specific goals or facts collapse easily as a result of failure to meet those goals. 

Empirical evidence suggests that the achievement of goals improves emotional wellbeing, but 

failure to achieve goals leads to sadness (Lyubormisky et al 2011). Of course, an identity 

based on abstract and flexible facts or goals is harder to precisely define, apply, be confident 

in and pursue, so there is a trade-off here. From a pragmatic point of view then, what is 

important is to be realistic in one’s self-appraisal and open to changing one’s mind in the face 

of new information. This mitigates the likelihood of failure and also allows for flexibility, 

without precluding the clear articulation of one’s identity.  

Second, one should have a compassionate regard for one’s self-image. This means that you 

are honest about your deficiencies and weaknesses, including your ability to change them 

                                                 
15 One other point that deserves a footnote is that these definitional issues might be fuelling empirical findings in 

a deceptive way. For example, there is a substantial body of work attesting to an upward spiral between 

gratitude and humility (Kruse et al 2014; Ruberton et al 2016). Yet this seems to be inevitable once you define 

humility as a fundamentally social virtue. There would be nothing wrong with this if researchers were 

examining the relationship between “other focus and egalitarian beliefs” and gratitude. The problem comes 

when they tie in being well-adjusted. At that point, the implication is that saying thanks and being more 

appreciative of your life gives you a more “secure, accepting identity, free from distortion and open to new 

information”. While one could invent theory to justify this result, it seems much more reasonable to assume that 

the result is an artefact of the definitions the empirical studies start from. 
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(Neff and Vonk 2009). There is a risk in this attitude that you become lazy about changing 

those aspects of yourself that you don’t like. Such an outcome should be avoided. But 

equally, hating yourself for things that you cannot change is a toxic and counterproductive 

attitude. Compassionate self-regard is fundamentally about being reasonable with yourself. 

This is distinct from being soft on yourself, which simply perpetuates cognitive dissonance. 

Finally, “freedom from distortion” is predominantly about being honest with yourself. 

Individuals free from distortion can claim responsibility for their mistakes and avoid taking 

credit for work done by others, and they do not exaggerate or denigrate their own 

achievements. An undistorted self-image is critical to the coalescence of being. Yet it is a 

difficult quality to cultivate. There is abundant empirical evidence for self-enhancement in 

people’s self-perception, even among otherwise well-adjusted individuals. For example, most 

people see themselves as above average, even in the face of contrary evidence (Kruger and 

Dunning 1999).  

 

Prosocial behaviour 

Gratitude and humility both sit within a broader category of “prosocial” techniques for 

improving emotional wellbeing. There is some evidence that prosocial behaviour makes both 

the kind person and the recipient happy, and this happiness in turn encourages the recipient to 

reciprocate or otherwise “pay it forward” (Aknin et al 2012; Dunn et al 2008). One 

hypothesised channel for this is that prosocial behaviour and a prosocial environment 

enhance our sense of relatedness. Another proposed channel is purely chemical, where 

prosocial behaviours provoke a dopamine or other pleasant neurochemical response. This 

makes sense if prosocial behaviour is something we have evolved to improve our survival 

(Wilson 2015). Positive feelings associated with prosocial behaviour would encourage us to 

engage in such behaviours, thereby improving our fitness.  

 

Compassion 

A specific kind of prosocial behaviour that has received a measure of attention recently is 

“compassion”, specifically as articulated in Buddhist philosophy. In recent work to define 

compassion so that it can be operationalised in empirical work, the following five 
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characteristics were identified: 1) recognising suffering, 2) understanding the universality of 

suffering in human experience, 3) feeling empathy for the person suffering and connecting 

with the distress (emotional response) 4) tolerating uncomfortable feelings aroused in 

response to the suffering person and thereby remaining open to and accepting of the person 

suffering (non-judgement), 5) motivation to act/acting to alleviate the suffering (Strauss et al 

2016). There are three orientations of compassion: compassion for others, receiving 

compassion from others and self-compassion (Jazaieri et al. 2013). There is a tendency 

among many people to avoid compassion because it seems to threaten self-interest or because 

compassion is considered a limited resource that should be reserved for one’s immediate kin.  

The benefits of compassion for others have already been discussed under pro-social 

behaviour, and the benefits of self-compassion were covered during the analysis of humility. 

What remains to be examined is receiving compassion from others. Some people may fear 

such compassion because they do not consider themselves worthy of it (Gilbert et al 2011). 

Others may actively reject it because it implies that there is something wrong with them. In 

this context, increasing an individual’s capacity to receive compassion might make them 

more open to receiving help when needed, or pay more attention to the concerns of others 

about their present behaviour. Empirical work in compassion is in its infancy and thus, effects 

sizes for these benefits are not available.   

An important point to make about compassion is that most contemporary psychological 

studies of it are tied to Buddhist philosophy and conducted by committed Buddhists. These 

authors underline that it is unclear whether the practice and benefits of compassion can be 

isolated or even exist independently of broader Buddhist practice and values (Dorjee 2014). 

Notably, compassion is a learned skill in Buddhism that helps the individual to practice 

loving kindness, notice and alleviate suffering and ultimately move towards enlightenment. It 

is thus intricately associated with Buddhist ethics and philosophy. In the absence of this 

ethical context, “compassion” becomes mostly about simply being a nice person.  

 

Maximising versus satisficing 

Studies of the behavioural tendencies of happy people have revealed that they tend to look for 

and quickly take “good enough” options when making decisions rather than investing time 

and resources to find the best possible option (Abbe et al 2003). This is the distinction 



122 

 

between satisficers and maximisers. Several studies have demonstrated that maximising is 

negatively associated with happiness (Schartz et al 2002). This is not because maximisers 

make worse decisions. Indeed, the opposite seems to be the case. Instead, it is because they 

agonise over those decisions, even after they have been made. There is a cost in cognitive 

resources to this, not to mention an unnecessary burden of anxiety.   

 

Experimental disclosure 

Experimental disclosure involves writing and talking about life events as a form of therapy. 

In theory, disclosing the fact of such events and any feelings associated with them may allow 

people to free their mind of unwanted thoughts, help them to make sense of upsetting events, 

teach them to better regulate their emotions, habituate them to negative emotions and 

improve their connection with their social world. It’s what has been happening on 

psychiatrist’s couches for decades. A somewhat recent meta-analysis found statistically 

significant effects from experimental disclosure on emotional wellbeing, but the effect size 

was trivial, explaining only 0.56% of the variance (not half, but half of one per cent) in 

measured outcomes (Frattaroli 2006).  

The issue might be that the ambit of experimental disclosure might be too broad. There is 

evidence that only writing and talking works for processing negative events, whereas simply 

thinking about positive ones has similar effects (Lyubomirsky et al. 2006). Writing and 

talking involve “organising, integrating and analysing one’s problems with a focus on 

solution generation or at least acceptance”. This processing can satisfy the desire to 

understand the meaning of an event, enhance understanding of its significance and create a 

narrative that links into the individual’s identity (Singer 2004; Smyth et al. 2001). Processing 

takes the emotion out of events, which allows them to be reflected on without triggering 

distress. Obviously thinking is involved in both writing and talking, but their structured 

nature obviates against deleterious rumination in a way that thinking on one’s own does not 

(Hixon and Swann 1993). Thinking rather than writing or talking about positive events is 

useful precisely because it limits processing and allows the individual to instead wallow in 

the positive emotional valence of pleasant past experiences (Lyubomirsky et al. 2006). 
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The hedonic adaptation prevention model 

This idea of retaining the emotional valence of positive experiences so that they can be 

replayed and reducing it for negative experiences so that they fade from consciousness is the 

basic idea in the hedonic adaptation prevention (HAP) model (Armenta et al 2014). The HAP 

was developed to counteract the natural tendency of individuals to adapt to positive 

experiences while accelerating adaptation to negative ones (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky 2012). 

One of its principle insights is that experiences that generate a variety of positive thoughts 

and feelings have a more prolonged effect than those that generate only a single positive 

effect (Fritz et al 2017). For example, the effect of most material goods tends to fade because 

they provide only one sensation. By contrast, a new and enjoyable job can provide a plethora 

of positive things to reflect on, such as colleagues, location, the work itself, pay and a 

meaningful mission. In general, experiences have been found to produce longer lasting 

positive emotional valence than goods (Van Boven and Gilovich 2003).  

Two other techniques frequently covered off in discussions of the HAP are appreciation and 

living in the moment. Appreciation in this context is the same as in gratitude—reflecting on 

what’s good in life brings positive emotions to the fore, reducing cognitive space for negative 

ones. Living in the moment breaks down into four items: savouring, basking, marvelling and 

awe. When something good is happening to you, focus your attention on the positive feelings 

and do not think of the future. This is savouring, and it prevents the emotion from fading. If 

you can act on the experience, by say, throwing a party, that’s even better, and referred to as 

capitalisation. Basking is the same technique as savouring applied when positive things are 

happening to other people that you have positive feelings for. Marvelling and awe are 

essentially savouring applied to things that are amazing or staggering, typically in nature, like 

a beautiful sunset or sublime athleticism (Bryant and Verof 2006). 

It is worth noting that two behavioural tendencies that are in a sense the opposite of the HAP 

are rumination and leaning into adaptation. Rumination is “a mode of responding to distress 

that involves repetitively and passively focusing on symptoms of distress and on possible 

causes and consequences of these symptoms”. Critically, “rumination does not lead to active 

problem solving to change circumstances surrounding these symptoms”. People who 

ruminate remain “fixated on the problems and on their feelings about them without taking 

action” (Nolen-Hoeskema et al 2008). Unlike in the HAP on experimental disclosure, 

ruminators do not process their experiences, construct a healing narrative or look for 
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solutions. They consequently build up the presence of negative emotions in their conscious 

experience rather than dissolving them. Leaning into adaptation involves a tendency to 

always focus on the future, the negative, the next step, or what remains to be maximised. 

Unsurprisingly, leaners adapt rapidly to improvements in their circumstances and 

consequently remain dissatisfied with life.   

  

Bringing in the Good and the HEAL method 

Another integrated strategy for improving affect balance similar to the HAP model is 

Hanson’s (2013) notion of bringing in the good and the HEAL method he has developed for 

this practice. Bringing in the good is “the deliberate internalisation of positive experiences in 

implicit memory”. Like the HAP, it is a suite of techniques that help individuals to focus on 

and thereby increase the intensity and duration of good feelings. Bringing in the good also 

emphasises the possibility of using positive experiences and to overwrite negative 

associations embedded in memory. For example, consider someone who suffers anxiety as a 

result of past bullying that occurred when they attempted to join a new social circle. This 

individual can focus on positive feelings associated with an enjoyable social experience in the 

present and use them to actively replace the association between social interaction, bullying 

and negative feelings they have in their mind. The HEAL method has four steps (Hanson, 

ibid. p. 61): 

1. Have a positive experience: this involves either noticing a pleasant experience 

underway, such as a feeling of wonder, or creating one yourself by, for example, 

thinking about things you are grateful for.  

2. Enrich it: stay with the feeling for a sustained period (10 seconds or longer) and try to 

bring it to the centre of consciousness.  

3. Absorb it: Meditate on the feeling so that it occupies not just your consciousness but 

mind (and potentially body) more generally. 

4. Link positive and negative material: bring negative associations into consciousness 

alongside your positive experience, thereby replacing those negative associations with 

the present positive ones.  
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Mindfulness 

Mindfulness is a concept in Buddhist philosophy and practice that Jon Kabat-Zinn adapted 

for use as a treatment for stress (Kabat-Zinn 2006). It has also recently been adapted as a 

treatment for preventing depressive relapse (Barnhofer et al. 2009). Kabat-Zinn’s original 

definition of the term was: “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present 

moment, and non-judgementally”. The definition employed in the Philadelphia mindfulness 

scale is “the tendency to be highly aware of one’s internal and external experiences in the 

context of an accepting, non-judgemental stance towards those experiences” (Cardaciotto et 

al 2008).  

These Western definitions of mindfulness are substantially more limited than the Buddhist 

one. Traditional definitions situate mindfulness within a broader sweet of activities that help 

the individual practice Buddhist ethics, let go of the self and attain enlightenment. The 

therapeutic effects of mindfulness derive from its ability to grant patients control over their 

conscious thoughts. In particular, mindfulness grants the ability to recognise emotions as not 

existing independently of mind. As we exercise some control over our minds, we can choose 

to let go of negative thoughts. This is referred to as renunciation (Ricard 2003). It can help 

individuals to avoid ruminative thoughts and control stress. Furthermore, the non-

judgemental aspect of mindfulness allows people afflicted with stress and depression to 

manage these emotions without them provoking feelings of self-hate or hopelessness (Keng 

et al 2011).  

Some studies suggest that mindfulness can aid in values clarification and improved 

behavioural self-regulation (Roemer et al 2009; Shapiro et al. 2006). Attentional control is 

fundamental to self-awareness, which is in turn critical for self-actualisation. To understand 

who you are, you must be aware of your actions and decisions on a moment by moment 

basis. It is in the moment that your self-concept is disclosed. If you are unable to regulate 

your behaviour in line with your values, or if you are incapable of recognising when you are 

acting in- or out of line with your values, you cannot self-actualise. Non-judgement in the 

moment is important here, as judgement will cause you to expunge things in your conscious 

experience that you don’t like and double down on those you do. This can be a hindrance to 

self-actualisation if you avoid confronting the fact that you are behaving out of line with your 

avowed self. Or it can be a boon when it allows you to regulate your subconsciously triggered 

behaviours so that they are in-line with your avowed self. You especially want to be non-
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judgemental in the discovery phase of self-actualisation when you are still trying to figure out 

who you are. In the affirmation stage, non-judgement of actions that are incongruent with 

your avowed self impedes self-actualisation.  

This way of using mindfulness is somewhat antithetical to the way Buddhism applies the 

technique. In Buddhism, mindfulness allows the practitioner to: 

…recognise the emotion at the very moment that it forms, understand that it is but 

a thought, devoid of intrinsic existence, and allow it to dissipate spontaneously so 

as to avoid the chain reaction it would normally unleash (Ricard 2003, p. 133).  

Consistent application of mindfulness in Buddhism allows the user to gain control of the 

mind and through it, the substance of conscious experience. The end goal is to completely 

empty the consciousness of self: 

If we want to be free of inner suffering once and for all, it is not enough to rid 

ourselves of the emotions themselves; we must eliminate our attachment to the 

ego. Is that possible? It is, because as we’ve seen, the ego exists merely as mental 

imputation. A concept can be dispelled, but only by the wisdom that perceives the 

ego is devoid of intrinsic existence (Ricard 2003, p. 130). 

Where Buddhism seeks to dissolve the ego, the coalescence of being seeks to build, 

strengthen and multiply its ephemeral strands until it is no longer ephemeral, but deep, dense, 

precisely articulated, aware of itself and its nature over time and consistent in that nature. As 

we will see in later chapters, the purpose here is not to become free of inner suffering once 

and for all, but rather to become able to make sense of suffering and transfigure it into a 

source of meaning and joy in life (Nietzsche 1887). Furthermore, if you destroy the ego, there 

is nothing left to experience the good life. What remains is not happiness, but tranquillity 

(Schopenhauer 1844/1966). Mindfulness is a technique that can be used to bring about either 

the dissolution or consolidation of the self. This thesis argues for the latter in direct and 

explicit opposition to Buddhism. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrated that it is correct, at least on the available evidence, to think of 

hedonia as a function of positive affect, negative affect, and hedonic life satisfaction. It 
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further argued that hedonia is distinct from eudaimonia and despair. In particular, that 

hedonic satisfaction and existential satisfaction are distinct. In the next section, it discussed 

the importance of conceiving emotional wellbeing as a parameter that influences an 

individual’s affective tendencies, in particular their disposition to feel particular emotions and 

be in particular moods. Emotional wellbeing is a function of eudaimonia and despair, and is 

one channel linking the three dimensions of wellbeing—hedonia, eudaimonia and despair—

together.  

The second section of the chapter discussed some prominent characteristics of hedonia. The 

first was the peak-end rule and the curious tendency of people to remember hedonia 

differently to how they experience it. This lead to a discussion of two other prominent 

clusters of cognitive-behavioural theories associated with hedonia: reference points and the 

related phenomena of focusing illusions and loss aversion in wellbeing assessment, and 

adaptation by way of homeostasis and the hedonic treadmill. This section also discussed the 

literature in happiness economics, notably the impact of hope, desperation and inequality on 

investment decisions, declining marginal returns from income to wellbeing and the 

deleterious impact of unemployment.  

Section three reviewed what we have learnt about hedonia from time use surveys. Perhaps the 

main takeaway point here is that pleasure and purpose are experienced differently and are 

often traded-off against one another. Work, for example, is good for purpose but not 

necessarily pleasure, and vice versa for watching television. We should be careful about 

overlooking either when thinking about wellbeing. Besides that point, the results are what 

you would expect: people don’t like doing chores and commuting, and enjoy leisure and 

spending time with friends and family.  

The final section of the chapter reviewed a range of techniques for mood management drawn 

largely from the cognitive-behavioural therapies literature. These assist the individual to 

achieve hedonia by encouraging constructive habits of behaviour and mind. In many cases 

they are formalisations of ancient wisdom (especially stoicism) and common sense, like 

being a good person, looking on the bright side and not sweating the small stuff. Other 

techniques are somewhat more complicated, like self-compassion and staying in the moment 

of positive events.   

The techniques of mood management are important, but they have a somewhat shallow 

relationship to wellbeing because they rarely consider the deeper causes of emotions and 



128 

 

mood in eudaimonia and despair. Emotion is a sophisticated signalling device. Fear, for 

example, sends our mind a message that we need to leave because we are in danger. In a 

similar way, positive and negative emotions accompany the process of self-actualisation. For 

example, a sense of achievement accompanies the completion of authentic goals, whereas 

only a sense of relief accompanies the completion of extrinsically-regulated goals. The 

coalescence of being uses these emotional signals as guides in the quest to overcome despair 

and achieve eudaimonia. As one progresses on that quest, the positive emotional signals one 

receives increase in frequency, duration and intensity, while negative emotions do the 

opposite. This is because you are engaging in fewer activities, hold fewer values and 

associate with fewer people who are ‘wrong’ for you. When you associate with the ‘right’ 

things, you get positive emotional signals, and you rarely get negative emotional signals 

because you rarely associate with the ‘wrong’ things. The key point to underline here is that 

while mood and emotion management is important, if one is in despair or not living 

eudaimonically then negative moods and emotions will be much more prevalent regardless of 

how competent you are at cognitive-behavioural therapy. As such it is necessary to approach 

wellbeing, including emotional wellbeing, holistically. We need to go beyond emotion and 

beyond mood management because Hedonia, eudaimonia and despair and interdependent. 

This task is taken up over the coming chapters.  
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Chapter 7 

Eudaimonia 

 

It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll, 

I am the master of my fate; 

I am the captain of my soul  

– William Ernest Henley, Invictus  

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

As with the previous chapter on hedonia, the primary purpose of this chapter is to justify the 

distinction of eudaimonia as a dimension of wellbeing and to explain the three variables it 

contains, namely autonomy, competence and relatedness. The chapter also explains the 

differences between eudaimonic ideas in psychology and philosophy, and introduces a range 

of ideas from self-determination theory (SDT) that are extremely helpful for understanding 

the process by which wellbeing is acquired. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. I begin with the literature in psychology that emphasises the 

important theoretical and empirical differences between hedonic and eudaimonic conceptions 

of wellbeing. Early subjective well-being scholarship on the part of hedonic psychologists 

and happiness economists did not consider nor correctly discern empirically the central 

importance of relationships, autonomy, purpose and personal growth to wellbeing. Following 

the efforts of eudaimonic psychologists, these literatures are now steadily merging. Having 

established eudaimonia as a standalone dimension of wellbeing, I turn to explain the 

difference between philosophical and psychological conceptions of eudaimonia. The two 

literatures are unified by an emphasis on wellbeing as both a process and an outcome, and by 

their claim that the most prudent way to attain wellbeing derives from distinctive qualities of 
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human nature. They diverge from there. Philosophical accounts are grounded in a view of 

humans as rational and ethical creatures and consequently emphasises the role of practical 

reason and virtue for attaining wellbeing. Psychological accounts instead emphasise that 

humans are organisms that have evolved to autonomously seek to expand their self, notably 

in terms of their skills and knowledge, and to integrate into groups that aid their survival. 

Psychological accounts consequently argue that the prudent way to pursue wellbeing involves 

nurturing basic psychological needs that emerge from this organismic basis.  

The most influential of the psychological accounts of eudaimonic well-being is that of self-

determination theory (SDT). It is to this body of work that the second half of the chapter is 

dedicated. I explain the nature of the three basic needs emphasised by SDT—autonomy, 

competence and relatedness—and review the empirical evidence that strongly suggests that 

nurturing these basic needs is fundamental to wellbeing. I then briefly review the 

evolutionary basis of SDT and the notion of humans being wired for organismic integration, 

which gives them their basic orientation towards growth and internal consistency. A critical 

aspect of this organismic perspective is the nature of motivation—why do we do some things 

and not others? The next section of the chapter explains SDT’s theory of motivation and the 

important distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The motivation spectrum 

and the process of internalisation, by which extrinsically motivated behaviours can gradually 

become intrinsically motivated, is a core idea in the coalescence of being. It is introduced in 

this chapter in detail. Finally, I review research from SDT on goal pursuit and why self-

concordant goals that are intrinsically motivated are strongly and positively associated with 

wellbeing while extrinsic aspirations are often negatively related to wellbeing. This research 

underscores that the prudential good must be understood both as process and outcome.  

     

Eudaimonia as distinct from Hedonia 

In the previous chapter on hedonia I reviewed arguments and evidence from people working 

within the subjective well-being tradition, including happiness economists and hedonic 

psychologists, which suggested that hedonia and eudaimonia are distinct aspects of 

wellbeing. Here I review additional arguments and evidence, this time from scholars working 

within the eudaimonic tradition.  
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Arguably the first work in psychology claiming that affect and satisfaction were insufficient 

concepts to capture holistic wellbeing was Ryff (1989a, 1989b). She argued, as I did in 

chapters 1 and 2, that SW-B research had proceeded in the absence of theory and that this had 

caused that literature to miss important dimensions of wellbeing (1989b, p. 1069):  

The premise of this study is that there has been particular neglect at the most 

fundamental level in…the task of defining the essential features of psychological 

well-being. It is argued that much of the prior literature is founded on conceptions 

of well-being that have little theoretical rationale and, as a consequence, neglect 

important aspects of positive functioning.  

After reviewing theoretical work in the history of philosophical and psychological thought on 

wellbeing, Ryff posited a 6-factor model of wellbeing. It included the following: self-

acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life 

and personal growth. She then conducted a statistical analysis, the results of which suggested 

that these dimensions were important aspects of wellbeing and that affect and life satisfaction 

were insufficient to capture them (Ryff 1989b, p. 1077, emphasis added): 

Certain of these instruments showed convergence with prior indexes of 

wellbeing…However, other dimensions—most notably, positive relations with 

others, autonomy, purpose in life and personal growth—were not as closely tied 

to current assessment indexes, as evident in both bivariate and multivariate 

analyses. These findings support the claim that key aspects of positive 

psychological functioning emphasized in theory have not been represented in the 

empirical arena.  

What are the implications for past and future research on wellbeing? Primarily, 

they suggest that the previous literature has been guided by somewhat narrow 

conceptions of positive functioning. Central emphasis has been given to short-

term affective well-being (i.e. happiness) at the expense of more enduring life 

challenges such as having a sense of purpose and direction, achieving satisfying 

relationships with others, and gaining a sense of self-realization…Similarly, life 

satisfaction, despite its more enduring, long-term quality, has failed to monitor 

such features of well-being as autonomy, personal growth and positive relations 

with others.  
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Three of the dimensions emphasised by Ryff—relations, autonomy and personal growth—are 

central themes in SDT’s account of positive human functioning. Similarly, autonomy, 

purpose and especially personal growth features in what came to be known as eudaimonic 

accounts of psychological well-being, notably in the work of Waterman (2013). He published 

a series of works (1990, 1992, 1993, 2007a, 2007b) developing the notion of eudaimonic 

wellbeing as grounded in personal expressiveness and providing statistical evidence that this 

aspect of wellbeing was poorly represented in SW-B research. A key finding of Waterman’s 

work was that while experiences of eudaimonia are always accompanied by positive affect, 

the reverse is not true. This finding relates to the idea presented in the previous chapter 

regarding existential satisfaction. It is possible to be periodically happy and even generally 

satisfied with your life while still experiencing feelings of nausea, ennui and stagnation, all of 

which negatively impact wellbeing. Furthermore, it is not possible to address these deep 

determinants of ill-being simply by treating mood and affect. In contrast, someone who is 

triumphing over despair and nourishing their needs will almost certainly have positive affect 

and be satisfied with their life because affect and satisfaction guide the process by which 

despair is overcome and the needs nourished.  

Waterman’s efforts eventually culminated in a discussion between him and prominent 

researchers within SW-B in the Journal of Positive Psychology (Kashdan et al 2008, 2009, 

Waterman 2008). In their papers, the SWB scholars expressed reservations about eudaimonic 

wellbeing owing to difficulties operationalising it, the diversity of conceptions of eudaimonic 

wellbeing, confusion about what constituted wellbeing as an outcome as compared to things 

better conceptualised as causes of wellbeing or part of the process by which it is achieved, 

and the differences between eudaimonic philosophy and eudaimonic psychology. However, 

they ultimately concluded that wellbeing scholarship needed to pay more attention to the 

factors highlighted by eudaimonic scholars, including relationships, meaning, autonomy and 

personal growth. The eudaimonic perspective has grown in prominence in hedonic 

psychology and happiness economics since (OECD 2017, Stone and Mackie 2013, p. 5). 

Incidentally, this thesis is an attempt to provide the synthesis and clarity Kashdan et al (2008) 

are concerned is lacking in non-hedonic accounts of wellbeing.  

Waterman was supported in his efforts by a handful of other scholars, especially Vittersø and 

others associated with the “functional” approach to psychological well-being (Vittersø 2009, 

2010, Vittersø et al 2013, 2014) and researchers in SDT. Following an influential publication 

in the journal of happiness studies merging SDT and eudaimonic perspectives in psychology 
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and philosophy (Ryan et al 2008), SDT has consistently been described by its leaders as a 

eudaimonic approach to wellbeing (Ryan and Deci 2017, p. 612).  

 

Eudaimonia in philosophy and psychology 

The term “eudaimonia” has a long history stretching back to Aristotle. Commensurate with 

these illustrious origins, eudaimonia has been the object of extensive study in philosophical 

circles and only more recently in psychology. Chapter 9 integrates some aspects of the 

philosophical accounts into the coalescence of being. This chapter focuses almost exclusively 

on the psychological accounts, notably the one emanating from self-determination theory. It 

is worthwhile in this context to briefly delineate the psychological account of eudaimonia 

from the philosophical account, and to consider overlaps and potential complementarities 

between the two.  

In both philosophical and psychological accounts, eudaimonia concerns what it means to 

“live well”. This notion of living wellbeing means that eudaimonia is about human 

flourishing in the sense of wellbeing-as-process more than wellbeing-as-outcome, though 

outcomes certainly feature, especially in psychological accounts (Besser-Jones 2015). 

Furthermore, eudaimonic accounts of wellbeing think that it must be explained in terms of 

the distinctive features of human beings. In this regard, Aristotle emphasised our capacity for 

reason and morality and so defined eudaimonia as activity of the soul in accordance with 

reason and virtue (Aristotle NE 1999, 1.7).  

This emphasis on practical rationality as fundamental to wellbeing is inherent in most 

contemporary philosophical conceptions of eudaimonia (Annas 2011, Russell 2012, LeBar 

2013) but absent from psychological accounts. Psychologists tend to be sceptical of 

emphasising reason because there is extensive empirical evidence that we don’t behave in 

accordance with reason, and this is true even of people who have high levels of wellbeing and 

reasoning ability. We are influenced by unconscious biases (Bargh and Chartrand 1999, 

Kahneman 2011), and some of these are conjectured to have important buffering effects on 

self-esteem and other aspects of wellbeing (Johnson et al 1997). Many of our behaviours are 

unconscious and automatic (Doris 2002, Kahneman 2011). And our moral reasoning tends to 

come after moral instincts, which are what actually guide our behaviour (Haidt 2001, 2012).  
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Rather than reason and virtue, psychological accounts instead ground their conception of 

eudaimonia in basic human needs, the kinds of lives that nourish these needs and the positive 

states that flow from living and satisfying the needs in this way (Ryan and Deci 2017, Ryff 

and Singer 2008). The psychological accounts argue that humans have evolved to be a 

particular kind of organism that is programmed to behave so as to satisfy these basic needs 

and that the organism will experience ill being if it deviates from this nature. As a result, 

psychological accounts of eudaimonia share with philosophical accounts the idea that 

eudaimonia is about living well, that the determinants of wellbeing are objective (in this case, 

whether basic psychological needs are met) and the idea that this nature of wellbeing emerges 

from the distinctive nature of humans.   

 

The basic psychological needs 

SDT posits three basic psychological needs: autonomy, relatedness and competence. A basic 

need is defined first and foremost by its direct causal relationship with optimal development, 

psychological integrity, health and wellbeing. This causal relationship goes in both 

directions: the frustration of needs leads to ill-being just as their nourishment leads to well-

being (Ryan and Deci 2017, p. 251). As a logical consequence of this definition, basic 

psychological needs are posited as objective determinants of wellbeing. Someone who is not 

nourishing these needs will be unwell, regardless of how effective their mood management or 

the extent to which they are satisfying their preferences. Basic psychological needs have been 

empirically demonstrated to be universal features of human psychology that cut across 

cultures and genders (Ryan and Deci 2017, ch. 22). 

Autonomy is the need to self-regulate one’s experiences and actions. An autonomous 

individual feels volitional, congruent and integrated (De Charms 1968, Ryan 1993, Shapiro 

1981). They are not externally controlled. The behaviours of an autonomous individual are 

self-endorsed and self-concordant in the sense that they align with the individual’s authentic 

motivations and values. Autonomy in SDT is not about independence, self-reliance, freedom 

from all social influences, detachment from others, or individualism (Ryan and Deci 2017 p. 

568). This is critical for understanding the relationship between autonomy and relatedness, 

and for responding to critiques from social relativists who argue that SDT is an excessively 

Western and individualistic doctrine that does not hold in collectivist cultures (Iyengar and 

Lepper 1999, Markus and Kitayama 2003). Succinctly, an individual can autonomously 
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promote the needs of the group and autonomously comport towards other individuals. There 

is no conflict between autonomy and relatedness and nothing in self-determination theory that 

makes it incompatible with collectivist cultures. I will return to these matters in chapter 9.  

Competence is about being good at the things you want to be good at. It refers to a need for 

mastery and effectiveness. It is implicated in a huge range of behaviours, from athletics and 

video games to scientific research and puzzle solving. However, it is also easily thwarted by 

excessive challenge, pervasive negative feedback and overwhelming social comparisons 

(such as to professional athletes).  

Relatedness concerns having healthy and satisfying relationships with valued others. More 

generally, it is about social connectedness. It is nourished both by being cared for by others 

and by being valuable to others, notably as a result of contributions to the group. Relatedness 

is closely related with to a “sense of belonging” (Baumeister and Leary 1995) and a sense of 

being integral to social organisations—what Angyal (1941) called homonomy.   

There is extensive cross-cultural empirical evidence to support the hypothesis that nourishing 

the basic psychological needs improves wellbeing in terms of positive affect, life satisfaction, 

ease of motivation, vitality, self-esteem, and the absence of psychopathology, depression, 

anxiety, compartmentalisation, defensiveness and personality rigidity (Chen et al 2015, 

Church et al 2013, Sheldon et al 2004, 2009). These results have been extended to specific 

domains including the workplace (Deci et al 2001, Ilardi et al 1993, Baard et al 2004) and 

schools (Jang et al 2009). Variation in the degree to which basic needs are nourished predicts 

differences in wellbeing between individuals, and variation in the degree to which each need 

is nourished predicts changes in wellbeing within individuals (Sheldon et al 1996, Reis et al 

2000, La Guardia et al 2000, Lynch et al 2009).  

 

The evolutionary basis of self-determination theory 

Self-determination theory has contributed a range of other ideas to the wellbeing discourse 

that are important for understanding wellbeing holistically, especially with regards to the 

process by which wellbeing is attained. I will address three of these ideas in detail in the rest 

of this chapter: the evolutionary basis of SDT, the motivation spectrum, and the notion of 

self-concordant goals.  
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Evolutionary perspectives have swept across the psychological sciences in recent decades. 

The basic principle of evolutionary psychology is that there is such a thing as “human 

nature”, including in terms of psychological processes and features, and that this nature is the 

product of evolutionary forces (Barkow et al 1992). Evolutionary psychology has brought a 

kind of discipline to the psychological sciences by requiring that postulated aspects of human 

nature be able to be grounded in evolutionary processes. If some postulated quirk of human 

psychology can’t be understood as an evolutionary adaptation then its veracity is immediately 

called into question.  

SDT is grounded in a view of human nature that neatly addresses the evolutionary basis of 

the theory’s basic tenets. SDT posits a process of organismic integration that is inherent to 

human beings (Ryan and Deci 2017, p. 29): 

…individuals are thought to possess an inherent, active tendency toward the 

extension, progressive transformation, and integration of structures, functions, 

and experiences. By continuously stretching their capacities, expressing their 

propensities, and integrating new skills and knowledge into existing structures, 

people develop in the direction of greater effectiveness, organisation and relative 

unity in functioning. Regulation of action based on a synthesis of experiences and 

values provides the basis for a coherent and vital sense of self and integrity.  

A succinct way of saying this is that humans have a tendency towards personal growth, but 

the concept runs deeper than that. In particular, the three basic psychological needs emerge 

directly from the idea of organismic integration. Humans have adapted to be inquisitive 

beings that seek to improve their competence as this is critical for survival—they must learn 

navigation, the crafting and use of tools, language, self-defence and a range of other skills to 

flourish. The psychological need for competence evolved around the acquisition of these 

skills. Humans are also aided in their survival by collective action and have consequently 

evolved a tendency towards social behaviour (Baumeister 2005, Greene 2013, Wilson 2015). 

This is the evolutionary basis of the need for relatedness. The need for autonomy emerges in 

parallel to intrinsic motivation as a basic rudder guiding behaviour towards adaptively 

advantageous growth and integration (Ruiz-Mirazo et al 2000, Santelices 1999). 

Environments and groups that thwart the basic needs undermine the tendency of humans 

towards organismic integration. This naturally gives rise to distress in the form of depression, 
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anxiety and psychopathology as the psychophysiology of the human animal reacts to its odds 

of survival being diminished (Slavin and Kriegman 1992). 

Organismic integration also undergirds the psychological tendency to avoid and overcome 

compartmentalisation. Integration requires different aspects of the self to be coherent. If 

different aspects of the self are inconsistent they will pull the individual in different 

directions, leading to goal conflict, undermining motivation and causing distress.  

 

The motivation spectrum 

SDT is foremost a theory of motivation: an account of why humans undertake certain actions 

and not others, and why they feel certain behaviours to be relatively effortless to engage in 

while others require willpower or even duress. The principle device for understanding 

motivation in SDT is the notion of a spectrum of motivation running from extrinsic to 

intrinsic, with more intrinsically motivated tasks being easier to undertake because they are 

more self-determined. In contrast, the more extrinsically motivated a behaviour the more self-

regulation is required to engage in it. Extrinsically motivated activities are undertaken either 

to avoid extrinsic punishment or to attain rewards that are contingent on the activity, such as 

approval. Intrinsically motivated behaviours are those where the activity is its own reward, so 

to speak. Individuals can gradually bring behaviours and values from extrinsic motivation to 

intrinsic motivation through the process of internalisation, described below. Intrinsic 

motivation and the associated need for autonomy emerge out of the postulate of an 

organismic tendency towards integration. This tendency must be grounded in a primordial, 

subconscious inclination towards certain activities. Activities that align with this core 

inclination come naturally—they are intrinsically motivated.  

The spectrum of motivation begins at one end with “controlled” behaviours, also known as 

extrinsic regulation. These are behaviours motivated by external agents, typically via duress. 

They cause distress to the controlled individual and are draining, reducing vitality.     

Introjected behaviours are one step closer to intrinsic motivation. Like controlled behaviours 

they are motivated by factors contingent to those behaviours, but unlike in controlled 

behaviours that are motivated by external duress, these contingencies are administered by the 

individual themselves (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 236). The prototypic examples are 

contingencies of self-worth like pride, shame and guilt. The latter two are related to moral 
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opprobrium, which links them to contingencies of positive regard by others (Tangney and 

Tracy 2012). Another important and common example is activities undertaken for contingent 

love, especially from parents and peers.  

Identified behaviours are another step closer to intrinsically motivated. Individuals do not 

engage in them for their own sake, but because they recognise their value. They thus require 

less intense self-regulation than introjected behaviours. A common example is exercise. 

While many people dislike jogging, especially in the early days when one is unfit, they jog 

because they consider health intrinsically valuable. This makes motivating oneself to jog 

easier, despite jogging being an introjected behaviour (health is a contingent value in this 

case). Because of the more palpable element of volition in these behaviours, they are 

meaningfully more autonomous than introjected behaviours. However, they are not engaged 

in for their own sake, so they are not intrinsic behaviours either.  

Integration constitutes the point of transition between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. At 

this stage, the positive valuations that underpin identified behaviours are integrated into the 

individual’s broader value system. They thereby become part of the individual’s core identity 

and thus become more intrinsically motivated. For example, as the individual becomes better 

at jogging and joins running groups they may start to enjoy running and more thoroughly 

assimilate it into their lifestyle. It moves from being something that is done simply for health 

to something that is done for its own sake.  

A better example, if I might be permitted to draw on my own life experiences for illustration, 

is my pursuit of mathematical competence. Not so long ago, I detested mathematics. 

However, I wanted to study graduate economics and for this I required mathematics. As such, 

I identified with mathematics—I came to value it—but pursuing it required substantial 

willpower and self-regulation. Over time, I discovered branches of mathematics that were 

very useful to research work that I was intrinsically motivated towards. Statistics and 

econometrics16, in particular, came more easily to me in terms of motivation than say, 

trigonometry, because I could see the applications of statistics in helping me to answer 

questions about what causes happiness. As I started to more deeply appreciate the usefulness 

of mathematics to my research it began to connect more thoroughly with these other aspects 

                                                 
16 Econometrics is a branch of statistics pioneered by economists that focuses on causal identification rather than 

the size of correlations. It is far more influential in the social sciences than conventional statistics because social 

scientists do not have access to laboratory conditions that make causal identification straightforward.  
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of my identity and thereby became integrated. I still don’t have a lot of intrinsic motivation 

towards mathematics, but it requires much less willpower to engage in it now than when I 

first got started.   

Internalisation sees behaviours move from identification through integration to intrinsic 

motivation. It occurs when identified behaviours nurture the basic psychological needs for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness. When these needs are not nurtured the identified 

behaviours tend to be aborted. For example, individuals will affiliate with identified groups 

so long as those groups provide them with support and other goods and accept them as a 

valued member of the collective. If this does not take place, the individual will experience 

ostracism and ultimately abandon the group barring unusual circumstances. Similarly, 

individuals will undertake valued activities unless they prove consistently incompetent at 

them. The classic case here is New Year’s Resolutions. Finally, individuals will undertake 

identified behaviour provided this grants a sense of autonomy. It is notable in this 

circumstance that experimental evidence suggests that the provision of contingent rewards 

can actually undermine intrinsic motivation (see Deci et al 1999 for a meta-analysis). 

 

Intrinsic and extrinsic values and self-concordant goals 

A final insight pertaining to wellbeing emerging from research in SDT is that all goals are not 

created equal. Specifically, goals targeted because they are associated with extrinsic and 

contingent rewards of money, fame and image do not produce the same wellbeing benefits at 

attainment as goals associated with intrinsic rewards of personal growth and intimacy (Kasser 

and Ryan 1993, 1996). Indeed, attaining extrinsic goals can even be negatively associated 

with wellbeing (Kasser and Ryan 2001). Moreover, even the mere pursuit of so-called 

“extrinsic aspirations” can be actively harmful to wellbeing as the process involved in this 

pursuit does not nurture the basic psychological needs. In contrast, the process of achieving 

“intrinsic aspirations” does nurture the basic needs and so pursuing such goals is wellbeing 

enhancing regardless of whether the goals are actually attained (Howell et al 2011, Sheldon et 

al 2004, Sheldon and Krieger 2014). Experimental evidence suggests that this poor 

relationship between extrinsic aspirations and wellbeing holds even in social contexts, like 

business schools and corporate law firms, which espouse extrinsic aspirations like money and 

power and celebrate their achievement (Kasser and Ahuvia 2002, Vansteenkiste et al 2006). 
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Sheldon has expanded these insights into a more general theory of goal self-concordance. The 

self-concordance model posits that people will derive greater wellbeing from goals that fit 

their personalities, or more daringly, their innate selves (Sheldon and Vansteenkiste 2005). 

Now innate qualities vary across persons and are very difficult to measures, but intrinsic 

motivation can act as a proxy in empirical work (Sheldon and Cooper 2008, Sheldon and 

Schuler 2011). Part of the power of the model comes from its relationship to self-

actualization. It is by muddling through to self-concordant goals—directed by the negative 

affective signals that accompany the pursuit and achievement of disconcordant goal and the 

positive affective signals that accompany the pursuit and achievement of concordant goals—

that we can “bootstrap ourselves into our own futures, arriving at the future of our choice” 

(Sheldon 2013, p. 126). This is reminiscent of the Hellenic maxim, commonly repeated in 

eudaimonic texts, to “become who you are”.  I will return to the notion of self-concordance 

and its relationship to goal setting and achievement in chapter 9.    

 

Conclusion 

SDT’s nuanced theory of goal pursuit and attainment is important because it underscores that 

there is a right and wrong way to go about wellbeing. The prudential good—what is “good 

for” someone—is a combination of prudential outcomes and prudential pursuit of those 

outcomes. Pursuing extrinsic aspirations is unlikely to be beneficial to wellbeing. Relatedly, 

SDT’s findings concerning extrinsic aspirations also underscore that “preference satisfaction” 

is an insufficiently nuanced way to conceptualise wellbeing. The satisfaction of some 

preferences are unlikely to result in wellbeing. Preference-satisfaction accounts of wellbeing 

are often aware of such issues and deal with them through the notion of “laundered” 

preferences (Adler 2013). SDT’s research on aspirations contributes to our understanding of 

what laundered means in reality and what the process of laundering involves.  

More broadly, SDT’s sophisticated combination of organismic principles, motivation and the 

notion of basic psychological needs bridges objectivist and subjectivist ways of conceiving 

wellbeing. SDT and eudaimonic accounts of wellbeing more generally are typically 

categorised as objectivist theories of wellbeing. This is understandable—the basic 

psychological needs are posited as objective indicators of wellbeing. However, the need for 

autonomy and the motivation spectrum make it clear that individuals approach these 

objective ends in thoroughly subjective ways. What goals, values and behaviours an 
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individual is intrinsically motivated to pursue will be unique to that individual—they are 

entirely subjective. What specific competencies and relations nourish the individual’s basic 

psychological needs will be substantially, indeed mostly, dictated by their subjective makeup 

and assessments. 

In the next two chapters I expand on SDT’s insights, integrating them with a range of ideas 

from continental philosophy and other theories in psychology. I will expand the subjective-

objectivist foundation of SDT with critical insights about the role of affect—of hedonia—in 

guiding the process by which individuals discover their intrinsic self and navigate towards it. 

I will merge SDT’s theory of internalisation with ideas from self-discrepancy theory to 

produce a simple mechanism that describes the central processes of self-actualization. I will 

bring in ideas from philosophy and social psychology pertaining to the nature of introspection 

and social verification to give a deeper account of what living in accordance with practical 

reason actually means. I will also return to the literature surveyed at the beginning of this 

chapter on the need for meaning and purpose, demonstrating that it is a prominent dimension 

of wellbeing and one that cannot be fully understood without also paying attention to issues 

of identity and virtue.  
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Chapter 8 

Despair 

 

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is suicide. Judging whether life 

is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy. 

- Albert Camus 

 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

As with the respective chapters on hedonia and eudaimonia, the primary purpose of this 

chapter is to justify the inclusion of the despair dimension in the wellbeing production 

function, justify its three subcomponents—nausea, anguish and seriousness—and explain 

their nature. Despair was the motivating theme of existentialism, a prominent school of 

continental (European) philosophy that existed from around 1850 to 1950. This period had to 

deal with the aftermath of the enlightenment’s disenchantment of the world—what Nietzsche 

called “the death of God”. The tremendous progress of reason during the enlightenment 

period had made it increasingly difficult to believe the teachings of Christianity, and 

Europeans were consequently grasping around, increasingly frantically, for stable sources of 

meaning, identity and palpable norms. The loosening force that the enlightenment exerted on 

European culture was exacerbated by the emergence of the modern metropolis, an 

environment that did not encourage the close knit, tight cultural communities that 

characterised agrarian life. Large cities also allowed people unprecedented free expression in 

the anonymity of crowds while making it difficult to really stand out. Drawing identity from 

the collective was thus made harder by cities while they simultaneously undermined the 

ability of people to be seen as unique individuals by others (Simmel 1903/1950). Anguish, 

nausea and seriousness were the inevitable, organic products of this milieu, and people’s 
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desperation to mitigate them contributed to the rise of fascism and totalitarianism. These 

ideologies provided thick norms based on race or class and enforced by the state. Similar 

forces are today contributing to the polarisation of politics and the rise of nationalist populism 

in the United States and Europe. Now is thus a timely moment to revisit the insights of 

existentialism, which have been almost entirely absent from the resurgent wellbeing 

discourse. While empirical research has recently caught up to the themes of existentialism, 

the full depth of that philosophical movement is not yet appreciated.    

The chapter is set out as follows. First, I review Kierkegaard’s notion of despair, which is 

arguably the first systematic articulation of existentialism’s core problems. I then distinguish 

the three existential problems articulated by the French existentialists: nausea, seriousness 

and anguish. These three problems are contained within Kierkegaard’s writings, but it is 

easier to work with them as three separate concepts rather than one unified but relatively 

clumsy idea. Succinctly, nausea refers to the sense of meaninglessness that characterizes the 

world after the death of God; seriousness refers to the feeling that ethics and values more 

generally lack significance and authority over the individual’s conduct in the absence of a 

cosmic order to enforce them; and anguish refers to the inability of the individual to attain 

being or identity owing to the perpetual dialectic of the psyche. In part 2 of the chapter I 

review a raft of research in modern psychology attesting to the importance of nausea, 

seriousness and anguish for understanding wellbeing. This bolsters the case for including the 

existential problems in the wellbeing production function and also gives them greater texture 

and a more solid empirical footing. In the third part of the chapter I canvass solutions to 

despair that have been proposed in the philosophical literature. Specifically, I examine 

Kierkegaard’s faith-based solution, Norton’s eudaimonistic approach, and the roots of the 

coalescence of being in the work of Nietzsche and the French existentialists. These 

philosophical roots provide the skeleton upon which I foist theories and evidence from recent 

research in psychology to articulate the coalescence of being in the next chapter.  

 

The Existential Problems 

Despair 

The problems and themes of existentialism were arguably first articulated in the modern era 

by the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, especially in his The Sickness unto Death 



144 

 

(1849/2008). He uses a single term to encapsulate these problems: despair. From the outset, 

despair is characterised as concerning human “being” (Kierkegaard 1849/2008, p. 9): 

Despair is a sickness of the spirit, of the self, and so can have three forms: being 

unconscious in despair of having a self (inauthentic despair), not wanting in 

despair to be oneself, and wanting in despair to be oneself.  

To understand Kierkegaard’s notion of despair, it is necessary to engage with his definition of 

the “self”. This is given in very arcane terms (Kierkegaard 1849/2008, p. 9): 

Spirit is the self. But what is the self? The self is a relation which relates to itself, 

or that in the relation which is its relating to itself. The self is not the relation but 

the relation’s relating to itself. A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the 

finite, of the temporal and the eternal. In short a synthesis. A synthesis is a 

relation between two terms. Looked at in this way a human being is not yet a self  

To translate: “self” is reflexive consciousness, that is, self-awareness. “Spirit” in 

Kierkegaard’s philosophy is thus “I”. The reason why self is a “relation that relates to itself” 

is that consciousness can stand apart from the rest of a person. We can reflect on ourselves. 

Indeed, we seem to be able to change ourselves through conscious effort.  

The final part of the definition, which refers to human being as a synthesis of the temporal 

and the eternal and thus “not yet a self”, is the most important. The “temporal and the 

eternal” refers to the fact that individual humans grasp that they are both the same person 

over time—Usain Bolt, for example—and also that they are a different person at each point in 

time—Usain Bolt before and after breaking the 100m sprint world record, for example, or 

before and after retirement. The reason why we are “not yet a self” is that we are always 

becoming. We as individuals are defined by the choices we make over time. Consciousness 

and free will mean that these choices are never pre-determined. As such, who we are in the 

next moment is always an open question and we are always engaged in an ongoing process of 

self-actualisation. The existentialists would later summarise the relationship between 

consciousness and becoming in one of their two slogans: “existence precedes essence”. The 

idea here is that we are born a human being, but it is the nature of human beings to be 

constantly constructing an individual identity through their unique choices: “man first of all 
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exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world—and defines himself afterwards” (Sartre 

and De Beauvoir 1946, p. 3).17 

Consciousness is a powerful thing. As the French existentialists would later emphasise, it 

makes us ontologically free—we are at liberty to define ourselves, in particular our values. 

Consciousness means that we are not automatons: slaves to our genetic programming and 

instinctive reactions to external stimuli. Kierkegaard (1849/2008, p. 9) emphasises these 

boons: 

The possibility of this sickness is man’s advantage over the beast, and it is an 

advantage which characterises him quite otherwise than the upright posture, for it 

bespeaks the infinite erectness of loftiness of his being spirit.  

Yet while consciousness is powerful and liberating, it also brings with it the sickness of 

despair. Existentialism as a school of philosophy would come to distinguish three 

subcomponents of despair: anguish, seriousness and nausea.  

 

Anguish 

Anguish emerges first. As a conscious being, we are always cut-off from ourselves in the 

moment of decision (Sartre 1943/2005, p. 62). As such, we lack an identity that we can hold 

fixed over time—we cannot definitively answer the question “who am I?” because we are 

always becoming. Furthermore, we are capable of agonizing over decisions. This is 

particularly true in the early stages of self-development because immature identities often 

contain conflicting values, rationales, desires and identities. They are segregated. As such, 

our “self” cannot provide clear guidance about what we should do in certain circumstances. 

We will be conflicted and paralysed with doubt in those circumstances. Anguish takes in 

these two issues: the absence of a fixed identity and the ability to agonise over decisions 

when the self is not unified (Sartre 1943/2005, p. 53): 

 

If our analysis has not led us astray, there ought to exist for the human being, in 

so far as he is conscious of being, a certain mode of standing opposite his past 

and his future, as being both this past and this future and as not being them. We 

                                                 
17 See also Nietzsche (1886/2000, p. 250): “[man is] the as yet undetermined animal”. 
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shall be able to furnish an immediate reply to this question; it is in anguish that 

man gets the consciousness of his freedom, or if you prefer, anguish is the mode 

of being of freedom as consciousness of being; it is in anguish that freedom is, in 

its being, in question for itself.  

 

Kierkegaard’s three forms of despair all concern anguish. The first form—being unconscious 

in despair of having a self—refers to those individuals who are not aware that they are moral 

agents and masters of their own destiny. They do not suffer from anguish, but only because 

they do not comprehend the significance of their choices. The second form, not wanting in 

despair to be oneself, refers to people who flee the responsibility associated with being a 

moral agent—what the existentialists would later refer to as “bad faith”. Eichmann who was 

“just following orders” as he sent thousands of Jews to their deaths is the archetypal example 

(Arendt 1963/2003). The final form—wanting in despair to be oneself—refers to individuals 

who want to define themselves and use integrity to guide their decision making but cannot 

because consciousness means that we are always becoming, inescapably. 

 

 

Seriousness 

 

The third form of despair brings two other subcomponents of despair into the picture 

alongside anguish: seriousness and nausea. As mentioned, seriousness is the feeling that our 

values lack authority. In later existentialist philosophy, notably the writings of the French 

existentialists, the primary force undermining seriousness is the death of God. Without a 

cosmic order to undergird and enforce morality, moral rules come to appear arbitrary and in 

any case are easily ignored as they do not attract retribution from cosmic justice (Sartre and 

De Beauvoir 1946, p. 6): 

 

The existentialist, on the contrary, finds it extremely embarrassing that God does 

not exist, for there disappears with Him all possibility of finding values in an 

intelligible heaven. There can no longer be any good a priori, since there is no 

infinite and perfect consciousness to think it. It is nowhere written that ‘the good’ 

exists, that one must be honest or not lie, since we are now upon the plane where 

there are only men. Dostoevsky once wrote that if God does not exist, then 

everything is permitted; and that, for existentialism, is the starting point.  
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Kierkegaard is writing before the death of God as declared by Nietzsche (1887/1974, p. 181) 

and is a deeply religious Christian. As such, the chief force undermining seriousness in his 

philosophy is not the absence of God, but an absence of faith. Without belief in a cosmic 

order, the individual is necessarily confronted by the capriciousness of norms (1849/2008 p. 

83): 

 

It recognizes no power over itself; therefore, in the final instance it lacks 

seriousness and can only conjure forth an appearance of seriousness, even when it 

bestows upon its experiments its greatest possible attention.  

 

This is because an individual in the third form of despair is responsible not only for creating 

their own values but also for enforcing them upon their own behavior. Consciousness means 

that this enforcement is never absolute, because we are always capable of contradicting 

ourselves. Our values thus appear whimsical, “made-up” and superficial. Kierkegaard makes 

this point eloquently in the following passage (1849/2008 p. 84): 

 

The self is its own master, absolutely (as one says) its own master; and exactly 

this is the despair, but also what it regards as its pleasure and joy. But it is easy on 

closer examination to see that this absolute ruler is a king without a country; that 

really he rules over nothing; his position, his kingdom, his sovereignty, are 

subject to the dialectic that rebellion is legitimate at any moment. 

 

Sartre makes a similar point when he underlines that past pledges on the part of conscious 

being exert little binding force on decisions in the present (Sartre 1945/2005, p. 57):  

 

…but what he apprehends then in anguish is precisely the total inefficacy of the 

past resolution. It is there doubtless but fixed, ineffectual, surpassed by the very 

fact that I am conscious of it. The resolution is still me to the extent that I realize 

constantly my identity with myself across the temporal flux, but it is no longer 

me—due to the fact that it has become an object for my consciousness. I am not 

subject to it; it fails in the mission which I have given it.  
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Only we can hold ourselves to our promises because consciousness means that we can always 

decline to follow through. What this means is that we are always capable of contravening our 

ethical prerogatives, even those we previously avowed ourselves. God’s cosmic order was a 

way around this issue because it promises eternal suffering to any who go against the rules. 

But if values are subjective and if the cosmic order does not exist, then the only immediate 

consequences of contravening your values is you being disappointed in yourself. Indeed, 

there may be no consequences, because you may decide that your past values were erroneous. 

This ease with which we can generate, assert and then contravene values speaks to their lack 

of seriousness. If we are the only authority over our values and conduct, then our values exert 

little binding power.  

 

A critical corollary point to draw out here is that in existentialist philosophy (exempting 

Kierkegaard’s owing to his theism) values are subjective. Values are not written into the 

firmament. In the words of Greene (2014), they “do not exist out there on some Platonic 

shelf” waiting to be discovered by someone with sufficient capacity for moral reasoning. 

Reasons can be given to justify certain values, but the extent to which these reasons are 

experienced as binding over individuals is dictated by how compelling those individuals feel 

those reasons to be, not by some cosmic order of justice. This is the link that connects 

anguish and seriousness most directly. We are the source of values but we also cannot ever 

justify these values by reference to something other than ourselves (Sartre 1943/2005, p. 62): 

 

...it follows that my freedom is the unique foundation of values and that nothing, 

absolutely nothing, justifies me in adopting this or that particular value, this or 

that particular scale of values. As a being by whom values exist, I am 

unjustifiable. My freedom is anguished at being the foundation of values while 

itself without foundation. 

 

 

Nausea 

 

Nausea is closely related to seriousness. Nausea is the feeling of meaninglessness (literary 

explorations are available in Camus 1942/2013 and Sartre 1938/2000). In the absence of any 

cosmic order to imbue the world with transcendental purpose, the world comes to merely be, 

it does not matter (Reginster 2006). Meaning and purpose are closely related to value. When 
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something is valuable, striving for it becomes somewhat meaningful. If values are made-up 

and capricious, then it is hard to sustain a sense of purpose when pursuing them, especially in 

the absence of pleasure or other crude rewards. A cosmic order not only supplies values—it 

also makes things transcendentally valuable. The goods of a cosmic order are valuable across 

time and space. Playing your part in God’s plan, for example, contributes to the grand design 

of the universe, and secures you an eternal place in paradise. Without faith in a cosmic order, 

the best an individual can hope for is to pursue a life that is meaningful to them for the 

duration of their lives. Perhaps the bleakest articulation of this sentiment comes from De 

Beauvoir in the following passage, where she seems to invoke the inevitable heat death of the 

universe (De Beauvoir 1947/2002, p. 120): 

 

The future stops too; beyond there is nothing more because nothing more is 

disclosed. From that formless night we can draw no justification for our acts, it 

condemns them with the same indifference; wiping out today’s errors and defeats, 

it will also wipe out its triumphs; it can be chaos or death as well as paradise: 

perhaps men will one day return to barbarism, perhaps one day the earth will no 

longer be anything but an icy planet. In this perspective all moments are lost in 

the indistinctness of nothingness.  

 

Nausea was a major theme of Nietzsche’s philosophy. He argued (1887/1974, p. 75) that it 

was a fundamental part of the human condition: 

 

Gradually, man has become a fantastic animal that has to fulfil one more 

condition of existence than any other animal: man has to believe, to know, from 

time to time, why he exists; his species cannot flourish without a periodic trust in 

life—without faith in reason in life.  

 

These words would sound familiar to anyone who has ever examined the literature on “the 

meaning of life”. Nietzsche argued that the most pervasive and powerful source of meaning 

to date was religion, in particular the ascetic ideal. Religion imbues the universe with 

meaning—the cosmic order. The meaning of life becomes about comporting oneself to God’s 

plan, or nirvana, or whatever else a religion dictates. This meaning is external—it lies outside 

the individual. This is why Nietzsche argued that “Men of faith…are necessarily dependent 

people, the sort of people who cannot posit themselves as a goal, who are utterly incapable of 
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positing goals out of themselves” (Nietzsche 1885/1990, p. 54). He counselled the opposite 

approach: embrace the meaningless of existence as a joyous liberty: 

 

Nobody is responsible for people existing in the first place, or for the state or 

circumstances or environment they are in. The fatality of human existence cannot 

be extricated from the fatality of everything that was and will be. People are not 

the products of some special design, will, or purpose, they do not represent an 

attempt to achieve an ‘ideal of humanity’, ‘ideal of happiness’ or ‘ideal of 

morality’—it is absurd to want to devolve human existence onto some purpose or 

another. We have invented the concept of ‘purpose’: there are no purposes in 

reality … a person is necessary, a person is a piece of fate, a person belongs to the 

whole, a person only is in the context of the whole—there is nothing that can 

judge, measure, compare, or condemn our being, because that would mean 

judging, measuring, comparing and condemning the whole … but there is nothing 

outside the whole!  The fact that nobody is held responsible any more, that being 

is not the sort of thing that can be traced back to causa prima, that the world is 

not unified as either a sensorium or a ‘spirit’, only this can constitute the great 

liberation—only this begins to restore the innocence of becoming…the concept 

of God has been the biggest objection to existence so far … we reject God, we 

reject the responsibility in God: this is how we begin to redeem the world. 

(Nietzsche 1889/1990, p. 182) 

Nietzsche was the first of the existentialists to appreciate that the existential problems all 

emerge from ambiguity—from the fact that we want to know with certainty who we are, what 

is right, and what we should do. When the universe does not provide these answers we 

become anguished and nauseated. The typical response to this ambiguity, as terror-

management theory demonstrates empirically (see below) is to search around in one’s 

cultural environment for sources of identity, meaning and seriousness. The existential 

problems emerge with greatest force in ages characterised by the breakdown of such cultural 

environments, with the early metropolitan period in Europe and deindustrialised communities 

in present day America being prime examples. Existentialism argued that this quest for 

certainty was either doomed to failure or to be engulfed in totalitarianism (fascist or 

socialist). The correct response is to embrace ambiguity, but this is a bitter pill to swallow. I 

will discuss their solution to despair in the final part of this chapter. Before that I will review 
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more recent empirical work in psychology that attests to the veracity of the existentialist’s 

claims.     

 

 

Scientific evidence for the importance of the existentialist perspective 

 

In this section I want to review cross-disciplinary literature and empirical evidence that 

attests to the importance of the themes of existentialism for understanding wellbeing. This 

serves two purposes. First, it strengthens the case for including the despair cluster in the 

wellbeing production function. It shows that multiple lines of inquiry have converged on 

nausea, anguish and seriousness as central aspects of the wellbeing. It also provides some 

solid empirical support for the claims of the existentialists, as many of the literatures I will be 

referring to are quantitative and experimental in nature. Second, it makes existentialist themes 

more accessible. Existentialism, like all continental philosophy, is written in at times 

impenetrable language that turns off a lot of parties who would otherwise be interested in its 

insights. The literatures to which I refer below are typically written in a more straightforward 

manner. Furthermore, as these literatures span multiple disciplines and are often 

interdisciplinary in nature, demonstrating their connection to existentialist thinking should 

reveal that existentialism is not a niche field but actually part of a broader landscape of 

inquiry into nausea, seriousness and anguish.  

 

I begin with the literature on nausea or, as it is more commonly referred to, “meaning and 

purpose”. This is because of all the themes of existentialism, it is nausea that has received the 

most attention in other literatures, including recently in SW-B scholarship (OECD 2017, 

Diener et al 2010, Seligman 2011). I move from there to seriousness, which is studied as part 

of contemporary inquiries into culture, norms and community disintegration, including as 

part of the literature on eudaimonic wellbeing. The final literature I examine is that coming 

out of terror-management theory (TMT), which argues that humans have a primordial 

aversion to death and uncertainty. They respond to this terror by comporting themselves 

towards meaning making communities. TMT segues nicely into the issue of anguish, which is 

fundamentally about the ambiguity of norms and existence. Anguish is inadvertently a feature 

of any inquiry into identity and personal narratives.  

 

 



152 

 

Nausea 

 

The literature arguably most engaged with the role of meaning in well-being is research in the 

logotherapy tradition in clinical psychology. Logotherapy was pioneered by Victor Frankl, 

most famously in his short work Man’s Search for Meaning (1946/2008; see also Frankl 

1969, 1975, 1978, 2000, 2010).  It emphasises, echoing Nietzsche, that human’s need 

meaning, that the absence of meaning can cause depression and other psychological ills, and 

that meaning-based therapies can help people suffering from a range of mental illnesses, 

particularly those associated with “existential vacuum”. Logotherapy has been championed in 

America in particular by Victor Wong (see Wong 2012). Several studies in this vein speak to 

the relationship between meaning and wellbeing (see Steger 2010 for a review). A 

relationship has been found empirically between positive affect and meaning (Keyes et al 

2002, King et al 2006, Steger et al 2006). Similarly, empirical studies have found a 

correlation between meaning in life and life satisfaction (Bonebright et al 2000, Ryff 1989, 

Steger 2006, Steger and Frazier 2005, Steger et al 2008). More broadly, meaning has been 

linked to a range of traits including autonomy, self-control and sense of control (Steger et al 

2008, Garfield 1973, Newcomb and Harlow 1986, Reker and Peacock 1981), ego-resiliency 

(Tryon and Radzin 1972, Shek 1992) and positive perceptions of the world (Simon et al 

1998).    

 

There are other literatures concerning meaning and wellbeing. Religion is empirically 

associated with higher levels of subjective well-being (Ellison 1991, Witter et al 1985, Lim & 

Putnam 2010, Dolan et al 2008). Scholars of religion have argued that a key driver of this 

association is religion’s capacity to give people a sense transcendental meaning (Emmons 

1999, Emmons et al 1998, Steger 2005). This echoes both Kierkegaard’s argument that faith 

is the way out of despair (see below) and the argument of Nietzsche and the French 

existentialists that nausea emerges most powerfully after the death of God.  

 

Baumeister has written about the role of meaning in wellbeing at book length (1991). He 

subsumes into the notion of meaning many of the themes that I separate out into eudaimonia, 

anguish and seriousness. However, he also draws important links between meaning and 

man’s nature as “the cultural animal” (see Baumeister 2005 for a longer treatment). A critical 

advantage that homo sapiens possesses over other animals (and perhaps even over other 

members of the homo genus—see Harari 2011) is that we are capable of symbolic language. 
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That is, we are capable of agreeing to shared meanings that we project through culture and its 

attendant tropes, notably art and ritual. This capacity is wired into us and has allowed our 

species to survive and flourish. Given this evolutionary background, it is reasonable to 

suspect that our neurochemistry is inclined to make us feel good when we interact with 

meaning and encourages us to seek out, create and interact with meaning.  

 

With all this empirical work being done, one might ask why we need existentialist philosophy 

at all to help us appreciate the importance of meaning to wellbeing. The reason why 

existentialism needs to be more thoroughly integrated into this scholarship is because it is 

more theoretically deep than any other literatures, or at least, it brings novel insights. In 

particular, because other literatures did not typically emerge as a direct response to atheistic 

nihilism, they sometimes proceed as though the acquisition of meaning is a relatively 

straightforward affair. They advise people to “go out and do something meaningful” or 

“reinterpret your suffering as meaningful”, as though this is easy. A principal contribution of 

existentialism is to recognise that in a nihilistic universe populated by loose, secular cultures 

(see below) meaning is very hard to achieve. Existentialism provides the basic building 

blocks of the process—namely the coalescence of being—by which meaning can be wrestled 

from such a hostile universe. Similar things can be said for its contribution to our 

understanding of seriousness and anguish.    

 

 

Seriousness 

 

The last twenty-odd years have seen tremendous progress in the study of the evolutionary 

psychology of moral cognition and sociobiology more broadly. A motivating question of 

much of this research is: how can altruism exist? The driving force of evolution is the selfish 

gene and its competition with other selfish genes. Such a gene is understandably altruistic 

towards kin because kin share a lot of genetic material. But why would it care about entities 

that aren’t kin, including other members of its species? What gives rise to cooperation at the 

level of the group? This question is particularly stark in humans, where a group can number 

millions of members and where such groups can form along seemingly arbitrary lines like 

hobbies and nationalities (a social construct if ever there was one). An additional complexity 

in humans is that we are so clearly selfish to a substantial degree. We are not ants or bees—
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we do not operate as if by some sort of hive mind—nor are we a herd, and our groups are 

much larger than packs.  

Breakthroughs have come in the last few decades out of the idea that natural selection can 

take place at both the level of the individual and the level of the group (Wilson 2015). While 

selfish individuals typically outcompete altruistic individuals, altruistic groups outcompete 

selfish groups. It is thus potentially fitness enhancing to be able to cooperate and behave 

altruistically, and we should not be surprised to observe cooperative groups and species 

flourish in the long run.18  

Morality is part of the elaborate psychic and cultural architecture that we evolved as a species 

to help us cooperate in ever larger groups. The evolutionary chain is very simplistically the 

following. We first developed shared intentionality (Tomasello et al. 2005). This is the ability 

to grasp what someone else wants to do, which is necessary for any cooperation. Shared 

intentionality allows for behaviours like one person pulling down a branch while another 

picks the fruit. Both parties then share the meal. The next evolutionary step came after we 

started to form ever larger groups to achieve ever more lucrative collective tasks, like hunting 

mammoths and sacking villages. We developed group-mindedness, which is the cognitive 

architecture required for culture (ibid.). In the words of Jonathan Haidt, it grants us “the 

ability to learn and conform to social norms, feel and share group-related emotions and 

ultimately, to create and obey social institutions, including religion” (Haidt 2011). 

The way this cognitive architecture manifests in moral judgement is superbly explored in 

Joshua Greene’s Moral Tribes (2013), particularly his analysis of results from what is 

jokingly called trolleyology. This is the study, through laboratory experiments, of the 

decision-making processes involved in the now infamous trolley problem, an ethical 

hypothetical where there is a runaway train about to hit 5 people. You, a bystander, can hit a 

switch that will divert the train onto a different track where it only kills one person. Most 

people hit the switch. In brain scanners, their frontal lobe—the part of the brain responsible 

                                                 
18 A note here for the philosophers: altruism in this context should be understood as ‘other regarding’ rather than 

in the pure sense of “privately harmful behaviour”. An individual cooperating for the sake of their own survival 

is obviously still selfish—that is in a sense the whole point of this new way of understanding individual versus 

group selection. A selfish individual who chooses to cooperate does so because on balance, it is the best course 

of action for themselves. This is not necessarily in any “rational” sense, but rather in a psychic sense. Self-

determination theory’s notion of self-regulation provides the psychological tools for understanding how a selfish 

individual could nonetheless engage in altruistic behaviour, and even come to consider such behaviour self-

determined and nourishing. There is always an element of the self that chooses to do what is good for the group, 

and that element does it for the self, not for the group. 
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for conscious processing (as opposed to instinct) is typically very active. The great mystery 

of trolleyology was that when people were instead given the chance to push a fat man off a 

bridge in order to stop the train the majority of people thought this was impermissible. In the 

brain scans, their brain stem and amygdala—elements of our brains carried over from our 

animal ancestors—were more active than their frontal lobe. Why did people change their 

decision given that the outcome is the same in both cases: one dead instead of five? 

The answer lies in the different regions of the brain. The frontal lobe is responsible for the 

cool calculation of conscious processing. It is not emotional, and tends towards utilitarianism. 

The parts of the brain that light up in the bridge case, however, are responsible for instinctive 

decision making. For some reason, in the primordial era of our species, we had good reason 

to develop a cognitive module that instinctively prevented us from lashing out at our peers. 

That’s quite easy to explain once you’re across the altruism literature: it’s hard to get a 

reputation as a trustworthy co-operator if you have a tendency to smack your peers, or in this 

case, literally throw them under a bus. Conscious processing came later for a range of 

reasons, one of which is its ability to help us cooperate in very large groups, as evinced by its 

ability to justify a utilitarian decision to kill someone to save five others.  

This distinction between quick, intuitive, system 1 moral instinct and slow, thoughtful, 

rational system 2 moral theorising is a major theme of Jonathan’s Haidt The Righteous Mind 

(2011). He explores it therein using the metaphor of an elephant and its rider. The elephant is 

system 1—our ancient moral instincts. The rider is system 2—our much more recently 

evolved rational faculties. Moral instincts are depicted as an elephant rather than a horse 

because elephants are so much larger and smarter than horses. When the elephant moves, the 

rider can do little to control it, even if a moral instinct seems irrational. Indeed, Haidt presents 

research that suggests it is often more apt to think of the rider as serving the elephant, and not 

the other way around. Notably, instinctive moral feelings come first, and we then use our 

frontal lobe to rationalise these feelings. As Haidt (ibid, p. 38) explains; 

What the rationalists were really doing was generating clever justifications for 

moral intuitions that were best explained by evolution. Do people believe in 

human rights because such rights actually exist, like mathematical truths, sitting 

on a cosmic shelf next to the Pythagorean theorem just waiting to be discovered 

by Platonic reasoners? Or do people feel revulsion and sympathy when they read 
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accounts of torture, and then invent a story about universal rights to help justify 

their feelings?  

A powerful piece of evidence for this comes from work on moral dumbfounding. This is a 

common phenomenon where people exert sustained effort to try to rationalise a moral instinct 

but even when they cannot do so, they still don’t change their mind. In one example, people 

are presented a hypothetical case where a brother and sister commit incest while using 

extensive birth control, then agree that it was lovely and satisfying for both of them but they 

won’t do it again. A large number of respondents condemn their behaviour, but then cannot 

rationalise their condemnation. They first hunt for some sort of victim. When they can’t find 

one, they say things like “it’s just not done you know…”. But they rarely change their minds 

and condone the behaviour. Another piece of evidence comes from studies employing 

hypnosis. Some participants are hypnotised to feel disgust when they hear a benign code-

word. Out of hypnosis, they are then told a story that includes their code-word about, for 

example, some guy named Simon who puts in a lot of volunteer work to run a school theatre 

production. Triggered respondents concoct fantastical reasons why Simon is actually a 

terrible person, like that he is a popularity seeking snob (Haidt, ibid. p. 62). Control-group 

respondents display no such prejudices. Haidt catalogues a range of other studies using 

different methodologies that replicate these results. 

The key lesson, Haidt argues, is that “judgement and justification are separate processes” 

(ibid. p. 50). Furthermore, ‘We do moral reasoning not to reconstruct the actual reasons why 

we ourselves came to a judgement; we reason to find the best possible reasons why somebody 

else ought to join us in our judgement’ (ibid. p. 52).  The point to underline is that morality is 

an evolution that is tied to social opprobrium and approval. This explains why people tend to 

behave more ethically in laboratory experiments where they believe they are being watched 

(Burnham 2003, Burnham and Hare 2007, Ernest-Jones et al 2011, Haley and Fessler 2005, 

Nettle et al 2012). This parallels the arguments of Lerner and Tetlock (2003, p. 433), who 

write:  

A central function of thought is making sure that one acts in ways that can be 

persuasively justified or excused to others. Indeed, the process of considering the 

justifiability of one’s choices may be so prevalent that decision makers not only 

search for convincing reasons to make a choice when they must explain that 
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choice to others, they search for reasons to convince themselves that they have 

made the “right” choice.  

It is unsurprising in this context that the moral emotions of shame, guilt and self-esteem are 

tied to moral trespass. These emotions and their physical cues, like blushing with 

embarrassment, help us to track social signals, show contrition and, ultimately, to learn, obey, 

operate in and act to change normative codes within normative communities. Leary (2012) 

has argued that self-esteem is a kind of sociometer that provides you with an affective gauge 

of how attractive you are as a partner or comrade. This perspective explains the omnipresence 

of gossip in our society—social judgement requires obsessive commentary on people’s 

reputations. It also explains why God, that moral adjudicator par excellence, needs to be all-

seeing (Wilson, 2002).    

The take-away point from all this discussion of evolution, culture and moral cognition is the 

following, from Greene (ibid. p. 329): 

Morality is not what generations of philosophers and theologians have thought it 

to be. Morality is not a set of freestanding abstract truths that we can somehow 

access with our limited human minds. Moral psychology is not something that 

occasionally intrudes into the abstract realm of moral philosophy. Moral 

philosophy is a manifestation of moral psychology. Moral philosophies are, once 

again, just the intellectual tips of much bigger and deeper psychological and 

biological icebergs. Once you’ve understood this, your whole view of morality 

changes. Figure and ground reverse, and you see competing moral philosophies 

not just as points in an abstract philosophical space but as the predictable 

products of our dual-process brains. 

Or more succinctly: “Morality is a set of psychological adaptations that allow otherwise 

selfish individuals to reap the benefits of cooperation” (ibid. p. 23). Haidt’s (ibid, p. 314) 

definition of a moral system makes a similar point:  

Moral systems are interlocking sets of values, virtues, norms, practices, identities, 

institutions, technologies, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work 

together to suppress or regulate self-interest and make cooperative societies 

possible. 
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So morality is not objective (and by extension, neither is value). It is instead a function of our 

current social and environmental circumstances and helps us to prosper in those 

circumstances. Little wonder then that our morals have evolved so much since the 

renaissance as society has changed rapidly. Little wonder too, that different cultural groups 

existing in different environments have developed different moral codes. Now if value is 

subjective then we run straight into the problem of seriousness as articulated by the 

existentialists. Analytical philosophy has not yet caught up to their insight into these matters. 

This is perhaps because the Anglophone countries are only now having the existential crisis 

that hit Europe in the 20th century. America remains a very religious nation, for example. As 

the America’s existential crisis bites deeper, the negative impacts of a lack of seriousness on 

SWB will become more apparent.  

 

Anguish 

 

There is a relatively small body of empirical work that connects the evolutionary psychology 

of moral cognition with the themes of existential philosophy by way of the human aversion to 

ambiguity and our need for seriousness. This is the literature from terror management theory 

(TMT), which grew out of a desire to experimentally engage with postulates in existential 

philosophy and anthropology (Burke et al 2010). The foundational idea of TMT is that 

consciousness makes humans unique among animals in that they can foresee their own death. 

This provokes in humans a profound, primordial terror. We have evolved a range of defence 

mechanisms to prevent this terror from becoming debilitating, the most prominent of which is 

culture, which explains the world and imbues it with meaning and value (Greenberg et al 

2004, p. 16). The march of science in modernity has undermined our ability to buy into many 

of these cultural systems, notably religion. As Nietzsche foreshadowed, the death of God 

opened an existential vacuum. Nationalism and materialism sufficed to plug this gap for some 

time in the 20th century, but we are now in existential freefall, hence the rise of partisanship, 

the explosive growth in self-help books and the precipitous rise in mental health incidence.  

Experimental results in TMT are typically derived using what is called a mortality salience 

condition. Participants are randomised into a control and a treatment group, and the treatment 

group is manipulated in such a way that death thoughts become more prominent in their mind 

either consciously, unconsciously, or both. Tests are then administered to determine what 

effect mortality salience has on different variables. Results indicate that people in mortality 
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salience conditions have a higher need for closure than controls, suggesting discomfort with 

ambiguity or, in other words, discomfort with anguish (Dechesne et al 2000).  

Two defences to mortality salience have been identified in existing research. The first is 

proximal defence, which is observable immediately following the salience manipulation but 

then fades quite rapidly. These include avoiding rooms with mirrors or writing short stories 

about oneself. Mirrors and reflective stories are behavioural options inserted into experiments 

by researchers that are theorised to get at the approach or avoidance of self-focus. Another 

common proximal defence is suppression, with experimental evidence showing that mortality 

salience often doesn’t reach the level of consciousness, but increases at the subliminal level 

after manipulation (Florian and Mikulincer 2004, p. 61). Proximal defences demonstrate that 

humans have psychological systems designed to inhibit death thoughts.  

The second defence mechanism is distal defence, which has a delayed onset. The principle 

form of this defence is an exaggerated regard (disdain) for similar (dissimilar) others. For 

example, after a mortality salience condition, participants were more aggressive towards 

other participants with divergent political views (measured by how much hot sauce they 

administered to them)19 than were individuals in a control condition. Distal defences indicate 

a connection between social identity and the management of death-related thoughts.  

Results in terror management research are mirrored by results in identity consolidation 

theory (IC), which focuses on people’s responses to personal uncertainty, which is 

more specific than general ambiguity. Personal uncertainty is also distinct from focal 

uncertainty. Focal uncertainty refers to situations where the individual doesn’t know 

how to express themselves, such as not knowing the most appropriate way to dress and 

act during a college orientation week (Sorrentino and Roney 2000, Sorrentino et al 

2009). Such situations provide an opportunity for autonomous self-determination, and 

can end with one feeling that one is “being oneself”. In contrast, personal uncertainty 

refers to “a kind of identity crisis that arises from awareness of conflict or lack of 

clarity about self elements” (McGregor 2004, p. 183). In such cases, there is no clear 

identity to guide behaviour, and multiple selves can offer conflicting advice, leading to 

dissonance, debilitation and potentially multiple approach-avoidance conflicts. This is 

extremely similar to the notion of anguish in existentialist philosophy.   

                                                 
19 This is a pretty standard approach to measuring aggressiveness in psychological studies. It is a meaningful 

form of pain, but not physically severe enough to trigger obstruction by an ethics committee.  
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IC posits four overarching strategies that people use to cope with personal uncertainty: 

integration, self-worth myopia, group identification and conviction. These strategies 

have parallels with those observed in terror-management. They are rewarding because 

they bring about self-regulatory efficiency, but they can also lead to narcissism, 

intergroup bias and zealous extremism (McGregor 2004). 

The integration strategy for overcoming personal uncertainty involves building some 

life narrative and fitting new situations into that narrative. Such stories can make a life 

meaningful (McAdams 1993; see Nehamas 1985 for an existentialist account). 

Coherent stories also make information of fundamental importance to their narratives 

more accessible and psychologically consequential (McGregor and Holmes 1999). 

Experimental results indicate that people confronted with existential dilemmas react by 

planning activities and projects that are higher in integrity than control participants 

(McGregor et al 2001). Undertaking of such activities reduces personal uncertainty. 

Self-worth is actually two techniques for managing personal uncertainty. The first is 

defensively enhancing one’s self image when confronted by destabilising information 

(Tesser 2000). Individuals reminded of their self worth immediately after personal 

uncertainty priming are less likely to engage this defensive technique (Steele et al 

1993). The second technique is self-worth myopia, which involves reducing the 

elements of one’s self-concept that are salient at any one time to make inconsistencies 

across multiple selves less obvious and thus less troubling.  

Group identification involves borrowing values from a group, which reduces the need 

for unpleasant self-analysis in times of personal uncertainty and buttresses identity in 

times of crisis. Similarly to terror management research, experimental evidence in IC 

suggests that personal uncertainty encourages intergroup bias (McGregor et al 2009, 

McGregor 2010, Van Den Bos 2009a, 2009b).  

The final strategy is conviction and extremism. The basic idea here is to double down 

on one’s present beliefs when confronted by threats to personal certainty. Experimental 

evidence is a little messy in this area. Individuals high in self-esteem demonstrate 

greater conviction in their beliefs when confronted with personal uncertainty than 

controls or people low in self-esteem (McGregor & Marigold 2003). However, it is 

unclear whether this is because their views are more fully developed, in which case it is 
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appropriate that they be more convinced of them, or if the conviction is unwarranted 

and merely acts to buttress self-esteem. 

These results in terror-management theory and identity consolidation theory underline 

the importance of seriousness and anguish to wellbeing. People are distressed by 

ambiguity. They respond by doubling down on existing sources of meaning and 

seriousness, in particular group norms. They are similarly distressed by inconsistent 

identities and respond to this with deeper compartmentalisation or attempts to resolve 

inconsistencies.  

There is an additional, important idea in TMT related to this last point about 

compartmentalisation or personal growth. This is that culture, by which is meant collectively 

held and reinforced value systems, can only effectively manage despair at the level of the 

individual if that culture is intrinsically chosen and integrated into the self by that individual. 

In cases where a culture does not fit the individual, dissonance will prevent the cultural 

worldview from managing despair, provoking the individual to reassess that worldview until 

they have something that does work. In this process, it is possible for an individual to reach a 

point where they have an acceptable cultural worldview but it is still weak in terms of its 

internal consistency. At this point, individuals may be inclined to engage in further values 

exploration, but this threatens the integrity of their cultural worldview and provokes 

existential anxiety. This tension between anxiety on the one hand and dissonance on the other 

can lead to developmental arrest and moral amplification of the type demonstrated by 

extremists (Haidt & Algoe 2004; McGregor 2003). As Pyszczynski et al. (2012, p. 389) 

explain: 

Ironically then, a secure worldview and sense of self-worth allows us to venture 

forth to uncharted mental territories where discoveries can emerge that question 

those very security-providing structures, requiring us to revise those structures to 

accommodate our self expansions…Unfortunately, we often fail to allow this 

dialectic process to continue its forward momentum; rather, we give up the 

potential pleasures of intrinsically motivated growth-promoting activity in 

exchange for the comfort and security that clinging to existing forms of 

psychological organisation of self and world provides. 

So personal growth is enjoyable and worldview instability is unpleasant, but a measure of 

instability is required for growth. It follows that if an individual were able to develop an 
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internal consistent worldview with which they were not dissonant while also fostering a 

degree of comfort with existential ambiguity (i.e. instability) they could frequently engage in 

personal growth without provoking too much disturbingly uncomfortable anxiety.  

This hypothesis is confirmed by three clusters of empirical evidence. The first is that when 

people are primed to be creative in mortality salience conditions they engage fewer defensive 

mechanisms and are more comfortable engaging with existential questions (Routledge and 

Arndt 2009). The second is that individuals who go through near death experiences find 

themselves much more comfortable with mortality and consequently tend to move to affirm 

personal values rather than group ones and engage in more growth-inducing activities (Martin 

et al 2004). The third is that individuals with a low need for closure are more comfortable 

reflecting on issues raised by mortality salience manipulations than individuals with a high 

need for closure, who tend to increase belief in bogus but relevant theories, like horoscopes, 

when doing so reduces mortality salience (Dechesne et al 2000, 2003).  

As we shall see, the coalescence of being is precisely an existential stance characterised by 

frequent personal growth that provoke little anxiety. It achieves this by providing a paradigm 

through which to practice personal growth that is grounded in an acceptance of the 

fundamental ambiguity of existence.  

A final empirical literature worth discussing briefly in relation to anguish is the research on 

identity development. There is a large body of work exploring the importance of developing a 

clear sense of self through late childhood, adolescence and early adulthood (Luyckx et al 

2006). This process can simultaneously involve depression, anxiety, openness and curiosity, 

with failure prolonging depressive and anxious episodes (Luyckx et al 2008). Themes from 

the literature on adolescent psychology are present in the more adult-focused literature on 

narrative therapy. This practice involves assisting patients to develop life stories and integrate 

traumatic or distressing events into identity through narratives that makes sense of them and 

provide meaning and closure (McAdams and McLean 2013, Angus and McLeod 2004). 

There is a proliferating body of literature in clinical psychology and contemporary 

explorations of wellbeing in public policy contexts that explores the role of ethnic identity in 

wellbeing and personal narratives (Crocetti 2008, Stronge et al 2016, Muriwai et al 2005, 

Yap and Yu 2016). All of this speaks to the importance of identity to wellbeing and the 

challenge that anguish can pose.  
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Philosophical solutions to the existential problems  

In the rest of this chapter I canvass some of the philosophical solutions to anguish, 

seriousness and nausea as articulated in existentialist philosophy. I analyse three solutions: 

faith in Kierkegaard, eudaimonism in Norton and the basic principles of the coalescence of 

being in Nietzsche and the existentialists. This analysis serves two purposes. First, it clarifies 

the three existential problems further. Second, it illuminates what a practical theory of 

wellbeing needs to be able to do to overcome despair and thereby make holistic wellbeing 

possible. This provides a launch pad for the practical theory elucidated in this work, namely 

the coalescence of being. I describe coalescence in much greater detail in the next chapter, 

drawing principally on literature from empirical psychology rather than philosophy.  

 

Faith    

Kierkegaard takes the existence of a cosmic order for granted, and sees despair as arising out 

of either an ignorance of this fact or an inability or refusal to believe in it. I emphasise 

“believe” because Kierkegaard accepts that God and the cosmic order is never verifiable—

faith is fundamentally “in the absurd”: faith is not rational. He argues that it is the “strength 

of the absurd” that allows faith to overcome despair. He is quite disparaging towards efforts 

to ground religiosity in reason (Kierkegaard 1843/2005, p. 40):  

 

Would it not be best all the same to stop with faith, and is it not disturbing that 

everyone wants to go further? ... Would it not be better to remain standing at 

faith, and for the one who stands there to take care not to fall? For the movement 

of faith must be made continuously on the strength of the absurd, though in such a 

way, be it noted, that one does not lose finitude but gains it all of a piece. 

 

Faith works to address the existential problems by arresting the psychic dialectic out of which 

despair arises. The self is then held fixed by God (Kierkegaard 1849/2008, p. 164): 

 

The formula for that state in which there is no despair at all: in relating itself to 

itself and in waiting to be itself, the self is grounded transparently in the power 

which established it. Which formula in turn, as has frequently been remarked, is 

the definition of faith.  
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An individual who has faith in the Holy Scriptures receives transcendental values from 

outside their self, and these values then determine their behavior in an authoritative way. 

Religious values are written into the firmament and this gives them a transcendental 

character. Moral laws are clearly defined in scripture and enforced by cosmic justice, which 

provides serious ethics. The individual has a place in God’s plan, and by fulfilling their 

ordained role they can contribute to God’s holy and beneficent goals. The apprehension of 

such a transcendental purpose overcomes nausea. Religion’s serious, transcendental 

normative order overcomes anguish because the appropriate decision for an individual to 

make in any given situation is proscribed in the ethical commandments of scripture and the 

individual’s role in God’s plan. They need never anguish in the moment of decision, merely 

consult The Word. The veracity of this scripture is given additional symbolic authority by the 

strong cultural forces that typically underpin religious communities, including elaborate and 

ever-present rituals and iconography that make norms easily identifiable and interpretable, 

and in-group reciprocity and tight enforcement of social norms that reinforces notion of 

cosmic justice for believers and heathens (Wilson 2002, Gelfand 2011).  

 

The “knight of faith” also need never anguish over the question “who am I?” because they 

receive the answer in contemplation of the lord. For Kierkegaard’s knight of faith, the 

internal psychic dynamics of personality development are supplanted by the individual’s 

comportment towards an external identity that they receive from an eternal God. Through 

prayer, communion and consultation with priests, the individual comes to sense God’s 

intentions for them, which provides the “identity” that they are supposed to live. As this 

identity is part of the grand cosmic plan, it is given all at once, which arrests anguish, and 

transcendental, which provides meaning and seriousness. In this way, despair is arrested 

(Kierkegaard 1843/2005, p. 45). An example of an individual who appears to have behaved 

in the manner of the Knight of Faith is Martin Luther, one of the founders of the Protestant 

faith. He famously remarked: “I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against 

conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand; I can do no other; so help me God. Amen”.  

 

 

 

 

 



165 

 

The crisis of faith 

 

While Kierkegaard is correct to the extent that faith can manage despair and dampen its 

effects, he is incorrect to suggest that it annihilates despair. The movement of faith begins 

with an individual introspecting, engaging with religious texts and communing with priests in 

order to discover their ordained place in God’s plan. Once this is discovered, despair is 

annihilated so long as the individual maintains their faith that they have correctly identified 

their role in God’s plan and that God and His cosmic order in fact exist. Faith in both of these 

items has to be maintained on the strength of the absurd because neither is a testable 

hypothesis. The possibility of a crisis of faith in this context seems substantial. The march of 

science since the enlightenment has called so much of revelation into questions that 

sustaining belief in the rest of the Bible, Koran or other religious texts is increasingly 

difficult. Conviction regarding one’s own role is also ever open to the problem of the satanic 

verses: how is one to know whether it was God who sent you a message, and not Satan? 

Finally, the knight of faith seems to be just as open to the assaults of unexpected events as 

any other individual. By way of a simple example, consider a religious mother in the Bible 

belt of the United States. Following scripture, she regards homosexuality as a sin, and the 

care of her offspring as a duty. She then discovers that her daughter is a homosexual. She can 

only salvage her identity from this crisis by reinterpreting some aspect of her faith. This 

instance of inner normative conflict is an archetypal example of anguish. In this sense, faith is 

no different to the coalescence of being. Both involve positing values and affirming them. 

However, faith requires the reason for these values to be grounded in the absurd, whereas the 

coalescence of being accepts from the outset no ultimate justification for values other than 

individual’s adhering to those values through integrity out of a desire to attain wellbeing. 

Coalescence does not rely on faith; it relies on subjectively compelling arguments.   

 

 

Eudaimonism 

 

How can a secularist solve the existential problems? Eudaimonism is one approach. Norton 

(1976) provides arguably the most thorough account of how eudaimonism works to address 

the existential problems. His is the only account of eudaimonism that I am aware of that 

specifically engages at length with existentialist philosophy. As such, I will focus my analysis 

on his account rather than less extreme theories of eudaimonia that are not formulated with 
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reference to existentialism. More classical eudaimonism in the style of Annas (2004) is 

founded on the notion of objective goods. The evolutionary psychology literature that I 

surveyed above runs counter to this possibility. Norton’s eudaimonism does not have this 

requirement.  

 

Where faith requires the individual to comport towards an external standard of behavior 

embedded in scripture, Norton’s eudaimonism advocates for an entirely inward-looking 

approach. The central tenet of eudaimonism is that each individual has an innate “true self”—

their daimon (Norton 1976, p. 14). “Eudaimonia” is the positive feeling that attends living in 

accordance with this true self (ibid. p. 5). It can be interpreted as the feeling that attends the 

absence of despair, and is often translated as “happiness”, but happiness in the wellbeing 

sense rather than mere positive emotion. 

 

It should be noted that Norton’s eudaimonism is strictly about living in accordance with one’s 

true individual nature. I emphasise individual because some readings of eudaimonism take it 

as involving merely the fulfilment of our human natures (Haybron 2008, p. 174). This is 

incorrect, at least insofar as Norton’s eudaimonism is concerned. According to Norton, it is 

the nature of human’s to have a daimon, and living in accordance with it brings wellbeing. 

But each individual daimon is unique, and so “nature-fulfilment” is a fundamentally 

subjective enterprise; lumping it in with objective-list theories of wellbeing like the 

capabilities approach of Sen and Nussbaum is misleading. The most important quote from 

Norton in this regard is the following (Norton 1976, pp. 9–10):  

 

Our consideration of “personal truth” reveals that the great enemy of integrity is 

not falsehood as such but—ironically—the attractiveness of foreign truths, truths 

that belong to others…When an individual allows himself to be deflected from 

his own true course, he fails in that first responsibility from which all other 

genuine responsibilities follow, and whose fulfilment is the precondition of the 

least fulfilment of other responsibilities…Philosophically, this is formulated as 

the principle of ultimate varieties of value.  

 

How does eudaimonism overcome anguish and nausea and secure seriousness? The power of 

eudaimonism in this regard comes from the fact that an individual’s daimon constitutes a 

complete identity. It contains an individual’s past, present and future. Only their present can 
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exist at any one time (this is their “actuality”), but the daimon also contains all their 

potentiality, which the individual must actualise if they are to “become who they are” 

(Norton 1976, p. 229): 

 

As we have noted previously, the mature lifetime of the integral individual is a 

single act, spread over time by the condition of existence that a thing cannot 

present itself all at once. But in a profound sense, integrity hereby abolishes time 

by containing its past and its future in its present…The past and future of the 

eudaimonic individual are contained in his present in the mode of that moral 

necessity conferred upon his life by his chosen principle of personhood. 

 

The individual “discovers” their true self through introspection around the end of 

adolescence, and then lives their life in accordance with this true self. Certainly not all of 

their true self is present at once, but their commitment to living in accordance with their 

daimon (integrity) means that their values and behaviors are determined once and for all from 

the moment they orient themselves towards their daimon (Norton 1976, p. 223): 

 

Eudaimonia’s “wholeheartedness” means that the whole person is present in each 

of his acts. This is so because the individual’s choice of his ultimate possibility 

establishes a principle of entailment whereby his future and his past are implicit 

in his present, and thereby are within his present act. Because his “there” is within 

his “here”, he is devoid of that condition of semi-distraction that is the common 

attendant of personal life. 

 

The “condition of semi-distraction” described in the quote above is anguish. Eudaimonism 

resolves anguish by providing the individual with a deterministic identity from the beginning 

of adulthood. Their decisions are guided by their adherence to the daimon they seek to 

actualise, annulling anguish in the moment, and their daimon is a richly conceived identity, 

annulling any anguish pertaining to the question: “who am I?” 

 

Eudaimonism brings about seriousness through the combination of two factors. The first is 

the moral imperative of living in accordance with the daimon. Norton argues that the daimon 

represents each individual’s personal perfection, and as such, they are morally obliged to 

actualise it (Norton 1976, p. 141): 
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The metaphysics of self-actualization discloses that every “is” is also an “ought to 

be” in virtue of its promissory character, its foreshadowing of its own perfection. 

Affirmation of the actual world by actual beings is at the same time their 

responsibility to the perfection implicit in that actuality. Moral responsibility is 

inescapable because affirmation is inescapable. 

 

This commitment to perfection provides the content of an individual’s values, but it does not 

grant them seriousness; that comes from the necessity of integrity. Norton emphasizes that 

eudaimonism requires an individual to act with fealty to their daimon at all times (ibid. p. 

193): 

 

The actualization of personhood is progressive, requiring, in Nietzsche’s words 

“long obedience in the same direction”. To re-choose is to annihilate all 

accomplished actualization stemming from original choice; it is a re-beginning 

out of a lapse into indeterminacy. As such it poses to the life in question the 

specter of final indeterminacy as a life without identity or necessity—a life that in 

the true meaning of the term has failed to exist.    

 

In Norton’s philosophy, the individual has both an ethical and selfish interest in affirming 

their daimon. If they transgress its character they will be plunged back into: “a life without 

identity or necessity”. The positive feeling of eudaimonia will dissipate, and they will be left 

unwell. So they must act with integrity. They must show fidelity to the identity (the daimon) 

that they have chosen to actualise over the life course. This injects seriousness into ethics by 

making the individual an effective authority for enforcing their own values upon themselves. 

The individual will resist those aspects of her psyche that suggest transgressing the daimon 

and will stick to the plan that is the daimon.  

 

It is somewhat unclear how Norton’s eudaimonism overcomes nausea, but I take it to be 

largely a matter of intrinsic motivation. The daimon is fundamentally internal and comporting 

towards it is accompanied by the positive feeling and state of eudaimonia. As such, it is 

reasonable to expect that the individual will be intrinsically motivated to live in accordance 

with their daimon, and this motivation will be reinforced by positive affective signals. 

Contemporaneous theories in psychology, notably Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Norton’s 
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book is dedicated to Maslow), suggested that this kind of self-actualisation is sufficient for 

achieving a sense of meaning. This view is sustained in more modern schools like self-

determination theory (Ryan & Deci 2000). 

 

 

The shortcomings of eudaimonism 

 

There are several flaws in the above arguments pertaining to eudaimonism’s ability to 

overcome despair. The first is the notion that “perfection” is sufficient to ground ethics. This 

error runs all the way back to Plato. Perfection has a normative but not an ethical quality. It 

registers in the aesthetic sense, not the moral sense. For example, we can recognize that 

Floyd Mayweather is close to a perfect boxer. But while we may value this instrumentally, 

we do not give Mayweather moral credit for it. We do not think Mayweather is a “good” 

person because he is a “good” boxer. Indeed, Floyd Mayweather is widely regarded as a 

terrible person due to his history of domestic violence, which has nothing to do with 

perfection. I am here using a definition of perfection grounded in instrumentality, but the 

point stands if you interpret perfection to refer instead to mere actualisation of one’s daimon, 

which may not have much instrumental quality whatsoever.  

 

The research in the evolutionary psychology of moral cognition canvassed earlier suggests 

that ethical impulses evolved to help us cooperate in groups. These studies suggest that 

utilitarian and deontological considerations, particularly regarding issues of fairness and 

reciprocity, are fundamental to our moral cognitions. Norton’s eudaimonism and its ethics of 

personal perfection can’t engage with any of this, which severely hamstrings the extent to 

which it can provide serious (or indeed useful and practical) ethics.  

 

The second flaw in eudaimonism is that the idea that you can discover your “true-self” in 

totality at the end of adolescence simply does not jibe with present theories in developmental 

psychology.20 It is reasonable enough to claim the existence of an innate self. Empirical 

evidence suggests a substantial role for genetic determinism of identity through a range of 

channels (Pinker 2002). Notably, our physical and intellectual characteristics and aptitudes 

                                                 
20 Norton should be given credit for trying to ground his theory in the work of contemporary developmental 

psychologists, notably Piaget, but the science has moved on since.  
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exert a significant determinism over the paths we can take in life. You cannot, for example, 

be a professional basketballer if you are short. Personality in general seems substantially 

hereditary, as do tastes and talents (Polderman et al 2015). However, there is a long way to go 

from this innate self to an actual self that constitutes an identity that is sophisticated, refined 

and deep enough to withstand anguish.  

 

Developmental psychology nowadays emphasises genetic predispositions rather than pre-

determinants (Carver 2012). Metaphorically, we are born a lump of clay with certain 

dimensions, notably weight, but our final form is shaped through individual interaction with 

environmental factors. An elegant summary is provided by Neuroscientist Gary Marcus 

(2004, pp. 30–40): “nature provides a first draft, which experience then revises … ‘built-in’ 

does not mean unmalleable; it means ‘organised in advance of experience’”.  Developmental 

psychology also emphasizes the existence of “multiple selves” that we must harmonise as our 

personality develops (Showers and Zeigler-Hill 2012). Adolescence is punctuated by a 

growing awareness of these multiple selves and “a dramatic rise in the detection of 

contradictory self-attributes that lead to conflict and confusion” (Harter 2012). This is a 

radically different picture to that developed by Norton. He posits that adolescents find 

themselves misunderstood by others and subsequently embark on a quest of self-discovery 

(Norton 1976, p. 111). Present developmental psychology instead argues that adolescents 

can’t understand themselves and consequently set out on a quest of individuation that is part 

self-discovery through introspection and part self-creation through the affirmation of desired 

character traits (Higgins 1991). This process of identity formation is ongoing throughout life, 

so Norton’s notion that we can choose an identity at the end of adolescence is questionable. 

Eudaimonism’s ability to overcome anguish is thus limited.  

 

The discussion in the paragraph above points to a third approach to overcoming despair that 

sits between faith and eudaimonism. I call the coalescence of being, or coalescence for short. 

It combines introspection—the internal—and environmental, especially social, engagement—

the external. It also involves both self-discovery and self-creation. I turn now to briefly pick 

up its origins in the work of Nietzsche and the French existentialists. I elaborate it in full with 

reference to the modern psychology literature in the next chapter.  
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The coalescence of being in philosophy 

The most fundamental tenet of coalescence is comfort with ambiguity: as Nietzsche 

(1886/2000, p. 343) said, “above all, we should not want to rid the world of its rich 

ambiguity”. As discussed, there is a desire in humans for fixed meaning: a grand cosmic plan, 

serious values. But these things don’t exist. We also want objective truth, but this is 

inaccessible. So there is no hope of certainty.21 As long as we look for certainty, we will 

suffer. So step one is to embrace the lack of certainty that characterises our existence 

(Nietzsche 1887/1974, sec. 346): 

We have become cold, hard, and tough in the realisation that the way of this 

world is anything but divine; even by human standards it is not rational, merciful 

or just. We know it well, the world in which we live is ungodly, immoral, 

inhuman.  

This is liberating. If objective normative truth exists then it exerts a binding power. We could 

not help but comport to it. Yet this would undermine our ability to be our authentic selves. 

Accepting that the universe is devoid of value and that objective truth is inaccessible gives us 

latitude to define our own values and affirm them in the world without inherent normative 

opprobrium. It is by relinquishing the need for certainty and instead embracing our capacity 

to will meaning and value that we overcome despair (Nietzsche 1887/1974, p. 289): 

One could conceive of such a pleasure and power of self-determination, such a 

freedom of the will that the spirit would take leave of all faith and every wish for 

certainty, being practised in maintaining itself on insubstantial ropes and 

possibilities and dancing ever near abysses. Such a spirit would be the free spirit 

par excellence.  

                                                 
21 Note that when I speak here of the inaccessibility of truth I am referring to the problem of induction, rather 

than the notion, common in postmodern circles, that objective truth does not exist. There is an objective world, 

and we can utter true statements about it. For example, we, a 17th century European, might say that “all swans 

are white”. We base this claim on the thousands of times we have observed swans and the fact that they were 

always white. We then travel to Australia and discover that some swans are black. There is no social 

construction here. Our original claim is refuted. We believed that all swans were white because we had no 

observed the entire population of swans. This is the problem of induction: we can never know whether truth 

claims we make on the basis of observation are simply a function of too small a sample. Pure mathematics does 

not fare any better, because mathematics begins either with axioms that are not drawn from reality or empirical 

facts that suffer from the problem of induction. The “way out” of this problem is to focus on falsification. If we 

subject a claim, like “all swans are white”, to a battery of tough tests and we are unable to falsify it then we can 

treat it as a fact (not truth) until falsifying evidence comes along. This is the scientific method (Popper 1934). I 

am not denying objective truth, I am denying that we can access it.  
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Note that ambiguity is distinct from absurdity. Ambiguity holds that the meaning of the 

world is not given but must be created through affirmation. Absurdity is the view that the 

world is completely devoid of meaning and value. It is most commonly associated with 

Camus’ philosophy, especially in The Myth of Sisyphus.    

What immediately follows from this liberating embrace of ambiguity is the need to adopt 

what Nietzsche calls “noble morality” as distinct from “slave morality”. Very simplistically, 

slave morality is about adherence to an external normative code, such as that laid out in the 

Bible. It is called “slave” morality because it involves obedience to someone else’s values. 

Noble morality is the opposite: it involves embracing your nature as a value creating entity 

and acting with fidelity to your own good and evil: “The most basic laws of preservation and 

growth require the opposite: that everyone should invent his own virtues, his own categorical 

imperatives” (Nietzsche 1885/1990, p. 134). A noble’s ethical sense is attuned primarily to 

whether they are transgressing their own values rather than whether they are transgressing 

other people’s values (1888/2000, p. 495): 

 

The proud awareness of the extraordinary privilege of responsibility, the 

consciousness of this rare freedom, this power over oneself and over fate, has in 

his case penetrated to the profoundest depths and become instinct, the dominating 

instinct. What will he call this dominating instinct, supposing he feels the need to 

give it a name? The answer is beyond doubt: this sovereign man calls it his 

conscience.  

Nietzsche talks often of “profound selfishness”. What he means is that you owe allegiance to 

your own values first and foremost. It does not mean that you don’t care about society’s 

values or those of your particular subculture. You can certainly adopt these as your own and 

enforce them upon yourself (most people do at least to some extent), but you are the ultimate 

authority over what is right and good and nothing can absolve you or rob you of this 

responsibility. The French existentialists would later summarise this in one of their maxims: 

“man is condemned to be free”. In the writings of Nietzsche and the French existentialists this 

freedom is both the source of despair and the font of tremendous happiness and wellbeing 

provided the individual can overcome that despair.  
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It is also worth noting that Nietzsche’s selfishness is not about repudiating altruism and other-

regarding conduct. It is simply about locating the reason for altruism within the individual’s 

own ethical rubric because it thereby becomes a source of individuation (Nietzsche 

1881/1996, s. 103): 

It goes without saying that I do not deny—unless I am a fool—that many actions 

called immoral ought to be avoided and resisted, or that many called moral ought 

to be done and encouraged—but I think the one should be encouraged and the 

other avoided for other reasons than hitherto.  

An absolutely critical aspect of noble morality and the coalescence of being more generally is 

integrity. Integrity is “the right to make promises”. Nietzsche (1888/2000, book 2, s. 1). 

Nietzsche is here alluding to the problem, first identified by Kierkegaard, that if the 

individual is the source of values then these values are open to capriciousness. What is to stop 

the individual changing their mind at the moment of decision? Our past self does not exert 

any binding power over our present self because consciousness always allows us to stand 

apart from it. Integrity as a virtue is a way out of this problem because it discourages the 

individual from contravening their avowed values. The strength of integrity lies in the fact 

that it is necessary if individuals want to achieve wellbeing. Integrity is required for 

seriousness and seriousness is required for wellbeing, so individuals have a self-interest, a 

privately beneficial reason, to uphold their values.22 Nietzsche makes this point more 

explicitly when he says that conscience is “To possess the right to stand security for oneself 

and to do so with pride, thus to possess the right to affirm oneself…” (1888/2000, p. 496). 

Affirmation is critical to wellbeing, and without integrity one cannot affirm oneself because 

one’s commitments are loose. De Beauvoir (1947/2002, p. 27) makes a similar point when 

she says that “to will is to engage myself to persevere in my will”.  

                                                 
22 This idea has profound implications for meta-ethics that have not been fully appreciated by philosophers to 

date, but the present work is not the place to elaborate. However, it is worth noting the following passage from 

Sartre (1943/2005, p. 646), which more fully explains how and why existentialist ethics moves away from the 

traditional notion of ethical behaviour as “disinterested conduct”. In this philosophy, individuals are the source 

of (other-regarding) values, and they affirm and live by these values in order to achieve wellbeing. Ethics is then 

best understood through the prism of self-interest and psychic payoffs to being a good person.  

Thus existential psychoanalysis is moral description, for it releases to us the ethical meaning of 

various human projects. It indicates to us the necessity of abandoning the psychology of interest 

along with any utilitarian interpretation of human conduct – by revealing to us the ideal meaning 

of all human attitudes. These meanings are beyond egoism and altruism, beyond also any 

behaviour which is called disinterested. Man makes himself man in order to be God.  
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Nietzsche makes one final comment about integrity that is worth elaborating on. He says 

(Nietzsche 1888/2000, p. 494) that: 

Man himself must first of all have become calculable, regular, necessary, even in 

his own image of himself, if he is to be able to stand security for his own future, 

which is what one who promises does! 

The reference to “his own future” speaks to the relationship between integrity and wellbeing. 

Perhaps more important though is the notion of becoming “calculable, regular, necessary, 

even in his own image of himself”. This is reminiscent of the Hellenic maxims: “know 

thyself” and “become who you are”. If you know yourself then you are calculable—rationally 

accessible—in your understanding of yourself. If you are proceeding to be the person who 

you claim to be and want to be by affirming your values through integrity then your identity 

is a necessity—you cannot deviate from it because then you would lose your integrity and, in 

so doing, lose your “self” and your wellbeing, which will dissolve in despair. There is an 

element here even of the Aristotelian notion of living “in accordance with reason”. You have 

reasons for why you value the things that you do and you live in accordance with those 

reasons through integrity. If the reasons upon which your values are based are confronted by 

other reasons that some more salient part of your identity finds convincing then you will have 

to adjust your identity. But until such times you will persevere in your will for the sake of 

goodness and your own happiness. 

Integrity is the bedrock of seriousness in existentialism and an important element in the 

process by which wellbeing is achieved. The other crucial element is what the French 

existentialists called “the disclosure of being”. This is where one’s identity, one’s “being”, is 

revealed (disclosed) in the world by our actions and in the impressions and assessments of 

others. By this revelation, one’s being “exists” for a moment (De Beauvoir 1947/2000, p. 30):  

My freedom must not seek to trap being but to disclose it. The disclosure is the 

transition from being to existence. The goal which my freedom aims at is 

conquering existence across the always inadequate density of being.  

Disclosure is important because in it we are revealed as who we are in actuality. If what is 

disclosed aligns with who we want to be then we experience a rush of self-actualisation. If 

what is disclosed diverges from our ideal self then we will experience depression. Repeated 

disclosures of who we want to be gives us the sense that we are moving towards—coalescing 
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towards—our ideal self. This alleviates anguish for two reasons. First, we get the sense that 

our commitments (to ourselves especially) are trustworthy—we have the right to make 

promises. This means that we are not entirely cut off in the moment of decision from our 

prior commitments. Second, as coalescence progresses we disclose an increasingly broad, 

refined, deep and, critically, consistent identity across a range of environments and 

circumstances. By this we come to have a clearer sense of who we are, thereby mitigating the 

anguish that comes with not knowing our identity. 

What remains to be explained is how Nietzsche and the French existentialists thought we 

could overcome nausea. The first step is to accept that transcendental meaning is not possible. 

Things are only meaningful because we care about them (De Beauvoir 1947/2002, p. 15): 

Man exists. For him it is not a question of wondering whether his presence in the 

world is useful, whether life is worth the trouble of being lived. These questions 

make no sense. It is a matter of knowing whether he wants to live and under what 

conditions.  

Though they never say it explicitly, the source of meaning in existentialist thought is close or 

at least related to intrinsic motivation. There are things that we care about because we, in a 

sense, can’t help caring about them. Arguments about the inherent purposelessness of the 

universe bounce off intrinsic motivation. We approach some values, activities and goals 

through a kind of primal movement of the spirit. The meaningfulness of these things to us 

requires no explanation (De Beauvoir 1947/2002, p. 158): 

Let men attach value to words, forms, colors, mathematical theorems, physical 

laws, and athletic prowess; let them accord value to one another in love and 

friendship, and the objects, the events, and the men immediately have this value; 

they have it absolutely. It is possible that a man may refuse to love anything on 

earth; he will prove this refusal and he will carry it out by suicide. If he lives, the 

reason is that, whatever he may say, there still remains in him some attachment to 

existence; his life will be commensurate with this attachment; it will justify itself 

to the extent that it genuinely justifies the world.  

As with seriousness, the capacity of these values to ward off nausea is grounded in their 

ability to bring us happiness. When we pursue our intrinsically motivated goals we 
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experience the feeling of purpose. When we successfully pursue these goals we experience 

“happiness” (De Beauvoir 1947/2002, p. 136): 

However, it must not be forgotten that there is a concrete bond between freedom 

and existence; to will man free is to will there to be being, it is to will the 

disclosure of being in the joy of existence; in order for the idea of liberation to 

have a concrete meaning, the joy of existence must be asserted in each one, at 

every instant; the movement toward freedom assumes its real, flesh and blood 

figure in the world by thickening into pleasure, into happiness. If the satisfaction 

of an old man drinking a glass of wine counts for nothing, then production and 

wealth are only hollow myths; they have meaning only if they are capable of 

being retrieved in individual and living joy. The saving of time and the conquest 

of leisure have no meaning if we are not moved by the laugh of a child at play. If 

we do not love life on our own account and through others, it is futile to seek to 

justify it in any way.  

The essence of the existentialist approach to nausea is simply to observe that caring about 

something has the power to make that thing meaningful. Humans are wired to care about 

things, to imbue them with symbolic significance, to see them as meaningful and their 

promotion and purposeful. This is the neural architecture that allowed us to craft the great 

religions of the world. Meaning is contrived, but admitting that doesn’t rob it of its power. 

Things matter because we care about them. That is enough (De Beauvoir 1947/2002, p. 159):  

The fact remains that we are absolutely free today if we choose to will our 

existence in its finiteness, a finiteness which is open to the infinite. And in fact, 

any man who has known real loves, real revolts, real desires, and real will knows 

quite well that he has no need of any outside guarantee to be sure of his goals; 

their certitude comes from his own drive.  

 

Conclusion 

Existentialism emerged in response to the profound challenge of ambiguity that confronted 

European society in the wake of the enlightenment. It analysed three problems: Nausea, 

seriousness and anguish. Nausea is today studied in the wellbeing literature under the rubric 

of meaning and purpose. Seriousness is being studied by psychologists working on moral 
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cognition and by a range of social scientists studying the role of culture in perpetuating and 

enforcing norms, but it has not made its way into the wellbeing discussion. The notion of 

identity and the anguish that makes it hard to achieve are almost completely absent from 

wellbeing discussions outside of adolescent psychology, though the notion of “finding 

yourself” remains a favourite of pop-psychology and self-help books. Existential philosophy 

can today add texture to the scientific study of these phenomena. More importantly, it can 

highlight that success in these normative dimensions of wellbeing will require, for many 

people at least, negotiating the very tricky issues of nihilism and subjective values. Meaning, 

seriousness and identity are not things that we can just choose to have one day. They require 

patient, thoughtful exertion over a sustained period of time. This exertion is very difficult if 

one doesn’t have all the necessary philosophical tools. Existentialism provides many of these 

tools. On some subjects, especially the issue of relativism, existentialism was an incomplete 

philosophy, but this is not the place to dwell on these matters. Suffice that I have hopefully 

demonstrated that the existential problems identified at the start of this chapter are an 

important part of wellbeing that should not be overlooked, and that existential philosophy 

provides at least the beginnings of a powerful theory of how self-actualization can overcome 

these problem. In the next chapter I complete this theory of self-actualisation—the 

coalescence of being—drawing on a wide-range of literatures in psychology.  
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Chapter 9 

The Coalescence of Being 

 

They say that to know oneself is to know all there is that is human. But of course no one can 

ever know himself. Nothing human is calculable; even to ourselves we are strange. 

- Gore Vidal, Julian 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

This chapter outline the coalescence of being in full. The coalescence of being is a model of 

the process by which the outcome of SWB as modelled in the production function is 

achieved. Recall from chapter 3 that understanding this praxis of SWB is critical for 

understanding SWB holistically. There are two reasons for this. First, if you pursue SWB the 

wrong way you will never attain it. By extension, knowing about the outcome or state of 

SWB is insufficient for advising people, in a clinical or policy context, on how to be well. 

The coalescence of being describes the right way of pursuing SWB. For the philosophers: the 

prudential good describes not just an outcome but also a process. Second, training an eye on 

praxis illuminates the extent to which the different dimensions of SWB are interlinked and 

hence why they need to be studied with at least an awareness of how they interact.  

I outline the coalescence of being in the following stages. I begin with the core of the process, 

which is the harmonisation of the actual, ideal and ought selves. This involves both 

introspection and engagement with the external world and self-discovery and self-creation. It 

is guided by affective signals. I draw on self-determination theory to flesh out what each of 

these selves represents and to explain the motivational underpinnings of coalescence. I show 

how coalescence brings about the conditions for zest and flow. Having sketched the basic 

principles of coalescence, I move to flesh out the details. The first question to answer here is 

where intrinsic motivations come from? I find answers in the developmental psychology 
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literature. I then go into depth on the nature of goal pursuit. I discuss why self-concordant 

goals make a greater contribution to SWB than just any old goal, and also how we can know 

that we have achieved a goal. The discussion in this section extends the existentialist’s notion 

of the disclosure of being, linking it with more recent empirical work in social self-

verification. Next I turn to the automatisation of behaviour, which is one of the principle 

means by which the coalescence of being dampens anguish. This discussion draws heavily on 

the literature in personality systems integration theory. In the final section I return to the 

wellbeing production function, pointing out and explaining how the coalescence of being 

improves each aspect of SWB represented in the function. This section begins with a lengthy 

discussion of relatedness. Here I discuss the role of collectives in the coalescence of being 

and respond to concerns about whether coalescence is a narrowly individualistic doctrine. It 

is not.  

 

The Core of Coalescence – Integration and Motivation 

The innermost core of the coalescence of being comes from self-discrepancy theory (Higgins 

1987). The basic idea of self-discrepancy theory is that people will be distressed by 

divergences between their actual self (the person they are), their ideal self (the person they 

would like be) and their ought self (the person they have a responsibility to be). This distress 

will be communicated to them by negative affect, which can reach depression levels if 

discrepancies are large, acute or unaddressed. Higgins theorised that discrepancies between 

actual and ought selves would lead to agitation while discrepancies between actual and ideal 

selves would give rise to feelings of dejection. Resolving discrepancies would reduce these 

negative feelings and be accompanied by positive affect. Self-discrepancy theory is a more 

sophisticated expression of the core process of the coalescence of being. Instead of 

harmonising who you are and who you want to be, you harmonise your actual, ideal and 

ought selves. Failure to do this will result in the preponderance of negative affect, while 

success will result in a preponderance of positive affect.    

These basic ideas are supported by empirical evidence, though the association of agitation 

with ought-self discrepancy and dejection with ideal-self discrepancy has been hard to 

measure cleanly (Silvia and Eddington 2012). This is in large part because depression and 

anxiety are often correlated, so people are both dejected and agitated, and discrepancies with 

ideal and ought selves are similarly highly correlated, often larger than 0.7 (Gonnerman et al 
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2000; Phillips and Silvia 2010; Tangney et al 1998). This means that people who don’t 

converge with their ideal self usually also don’t converge with their ought self. The 

constructs have been demonstrated to be meaningfully different, but it seems that attaining 

convergence with either of them requires the same skill set across both constructs.  

Another important finding from recent empirical work is the discovery of a fourth construct: 

the undesired self. This is ‘a representation of the self at its worst, sometimes called the 

feared self’, which is ‘a fundamental avoidance goal, a self that people strive to prevent’ 

(Silvia and Eddington 2012). On average, discrepancies from undesired selves have much 

stronger relationships with emotion than ideal or ought self discrepancies. However, ideal and 

ought self discrepancies exert a more powerful emotional effect the further an individual is 

from their undesired self (Carver et al 1999; Heppen and Ogilvie 2003; Woodman and 

Hemmings 2008). In practical terms, this means that escaping anxiety and depression is often 

a function of transcending your feared self, whereas the movement towards positive emotion 

requires moving towards ideal and ought selves. More colloquially, the first step on the road 

to happiness is to ensure you do not become what you hate. The majority of the path is then 

made up of moving towards what you love. As Adam Smith said, ‘man naturally desires, not 

only to be loved, but to be lovely; or to be that thing which is the natural and proper object of 

love’ (Smith 1759).  

An important element of self-discrepancy theory is the idea that the self is a dynamic, 

integrative system that develops in interaction with its environment. This development is 

punctuated by affective signals (Showers and Zeigler-Hill 2012, p. 115). There is an 

executive function that is capable of reflexive thinking, often provoked by emotional 

messages from the broader mental system, but the self is fundamentally composed of several 

parts that don’t necessarily enter consciousness or act in harmony (Damasio 2010). This is in-

line with contemporary psychological research into the nature of self. A definition of the self 

that emerges from this research is the following (Morf and Mischel 2012, p. 22): 

The self and its directly relevant processes (e.g. self-evaluation, self-regulation 

and self-construction) may be conceptualised fruitfully as a coherent organisation 

of mental-emotional representations, interacting within a system of constraints 

that characterise a person (or a type) distinctively…but it is also a motivated, 

proactive knowing, thinking, feeling action system that is constructed, enacted, 

enhanced and maintained primarily in interpersonal contexts within which it 
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develops. Through this organised system the person experiences the social, 

interpersonal world and interacts with it in characteristic self-guided ways, in a 

process of continuous self-construction and adaptation.  

It seems Kierkegaard was vaguely correct in his description of the self as a relation that 

relates to itself, but neither Kierkegaard nor Norton was correct in orienting his philosophy 

completely towards the internal or external. Modern psychological science stresses that the 

self is determined both volitionally and by its environmental context. This take on self also 

suggests that existentialism’s general neglect of positive emotion was unwise, because this 

leaves out the role of positive affective signals in motivating the individual and confirming 

that their current behaviours and beliefs are self-concordant.  

Self-determination theory (SDT) provides a great deal of clarity regarding what the actual, 

ideal and ought selves specifically are that is grounded in a theory of motivation, which in 

turn leads nicely into the literature on goal strivings. In SDT, the actual self is characterised 

by intrinsic motivation. Intrinsically motivated activities are (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 223): 

those that are freely engaged in out of interest without the necessity of separable 

consequences, and, to be maintained, they require satisfaction of the needs for 

autonomy and competence…they are activities that people do naturally and 

spontaneously when they feel free to follow their inner interests. 

Intrinsically motivated activities are thus those that are freely and autonomously engaged in 

for their own sake. They aren’t necessarily productive, beneficial or good. One’s actual self 

might be quite inclined to be a couch potato, for example.     

The ideal self in SDT is composed of values, goals and behaviours that the individual 

identifies with or is in the process of integrating into their actual self, while the ought self is 

composed of introjected values, goals and behaviours. Identified, integrated and introjected 

here referred to different points along the continuum of motivation proposed by SDT, which 

runs from intrinsic at one end to extrinsic at the other. An entirely intrinsically motivated 

activity is part of the actual self (though it may not originally have been innate). At the other 

end of the spectrum are entirely extrinsically motivated acts done under duress.  

Recall that the process by which behaviours move from external regulation through 

introjection and identification to integration is internalisation. This concept contains both 

social and egoistic elements. Individuals exist in a social world saturated with values. The 
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desire for relatedness encourages individuals to comport themselves towards those groups 

with which they feel the greatest kinship. The greater the diversity of groups to which an 

individual can comport, the more individualistic this choice can be. However, it will also be 

more difficult, because in the early stages of developing a social identity the individual does 

not know themselves very well, and may well approach groups that are wrong for them. This 

is common in adolescence, wherein teenagers crave social acceptance but often bounce 

around different cliques looking for the one that fits them best. When the individual and 

group are a bad fit, the individual can only ever be extrinsically motivated towards the mores 

of the group. However, when the group is a good fit, this does not mean that the individual 

will immediately be intrinsically motivated to accept all of the group’s mores. Instead, the 

individual will begin by identifying with these mores and gradually internalise them until they 

are intrinsically motivated. Deci and Ryan (2000, p. 239) summarise this as follows: 

...research on internalisation of extrinsic motivations highlights the human 

readiness to internalise ambient values and regulations. Yet to fully integrate such 

values and regulations, and thus to become self-determined with respect to them, 

people must grasp their importance and synthesise their meaning with respect to 

other values and motivations…the holistic processing and self-compatibility 

checking that is necessary to act with self-concordance requires the experience of 

freedom from rejection by others, from indicators of incompetence, and from 

excessive pressures. In this sense, supports for relatedness, competence, and 

autonomy allow individuals to actively transform values and regulations into their 

own, and thus to be more self-determined.  

What this means for the practice of the coalescence of being is that the actual self 

parameterises the individual’s choice of group through the competence and autonomy 

dimensions. If you are dumb, you can’t join the mathletes no matter how much this is your 

“ideal” group. Similarly, if you dislike exercise, the football team will have a hard time 

convincing your 6’6” frame to play linebacker no matter how much they want you in their 

group, because you will only ever be extrinsically motivated to play football.  

An integration of SDT and terror management theory (TMT) by Pyszczysnki et al (2012) 

links the internalisation process to zest and flow. Zest is a notion developed by philosopher 

Bertrand Russell (1961/2006, p. 110) in his The Conquest of Happiness. He does not provide 

a succinct summary of it, but the following will do: 
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What hunger is in relation to food, zest is in relation to life. The man who is 

bored with his meals corresponds to the victim of Byronic unhappiness. The 

invalid who eats from a sense of duty corresponds to the ascetic, the gormandiser 

to the voluptuary. The epicure corresponds to the fastidious person who 

condemns half the pleasures of life as unaesthetic. Oddly enough, all these types, 

with the possible exception of the gormandiser, feel contempt for the man of 

healthy appetite and consider themselves his superior. It seems to them vulgar to 

enjoy food because you are hungry or to enjoy life because it offers a variety of 

interesting spectacles and surprising experiences. (Emphasis added). 

Zest corresponds to the spontaneous enjoyment of life for its own sake. It is intimately 

connected with intrinsic motivation. It has parallels with flow, but does not necessarily 

involve high challenge and high skill. The internalisation process transforms identified 

activities and values into intrinsic ones over time. Therefore, as the individual steadily orients 

themselves away from extrinsic activities and values and towards identified ones, intrinsic 

motivations and values come to preponderate in the individual’s psyche and among their 

daily activities. This brings about zest—the spontaneous enjoyment of life as an intrinsically 

rewarding experience.  

Because identified behaviours and values still contain an element of extrinsic regulation and 

are thus cognitively taxing to engage in, it is effortful to transition them to the point where 

they are intrinsic. If one has the requisite skill to do so, one satisfies all the condition for flow 

as a feeling that permeates one’s life: high challenge, high skill, intrinsically motivated 

activities across a range of different life domains. The comportment towards the ideal self 

over time is an iterative process that involves reassessing the ideal self and actual self 

concepts following successes and failures. This is effectively a calibration of skill (actual 

self) to challenge (ideal self) over time as we abandon excessively challenging goals and 

replace them with ones more suited to us.  

As such, the coalescence of being brings about flow and zest by way of internalisation. As 

Pyszczynski et al. (2012, p. 385) explain:  

In this context, integrative processing entails changing one’s existing 

psychological structures to accommodate the new information or experience, and 

is the mechanism through which growth, learning and change within the 

individual occurs. The heightened positive affect or exhilaration resulting from 
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integrative processing acts as an incentive for one to approach challenging tasks 

in the future and as a reinforcer for such engagement once it has occurred. Thus, 

it is through the process of integrative activity that occurs in challenging 

situations rather than the products or outcomes of such activity that intrinsic 

motivation is generated. 

This synthesis of self-determination theory, self-discrepancy theory, terror-management 

theory, flow, zest and the existentialist’s notion of disclosure is the core of the coalescence of 

being. The following sections of this chapter build on this foundation. Up next is an analysis 

of how the coalescence of being integrates the innate self at the heart of Norton’s philosophy. 

The text then moves on to a more detailed analysis of how achieving the ideal self links into 

the literature on goal strivings.  

 

The internal and the external 

One question that emerges out of the preceding analysis is where initial intrinsic motivations 

come from. Are they innate? SDT provides some guidance on this in their definition of self 

(Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 248): 

Our concept of self, because of its organismic basis, begins with intrinsic activity 

and the organismic integration process—that is, with the innate tendencies of 

human beings to engage in interesting activities and to elaborate and refine their 

inner representation of themselves and their world. The activity and integrative 

tendency move the organism toward a more unified set of cognitive, affective, 

and behavioural processes and structures...the inherent tendency for activity, the 

integrative process, and the fundamental needs are all aspects of one’s nascent 

self, and gradually the self is elaborated and refined through the integrative 

process. As such, behaviours that are motivated by regulations that have not been 

fully integrated into the self are not considered self-determined. 

So the tendency to engage in interesting activities is innate, as is, presumably, what each 

individual finds “interesting”, at least initially, but how the individual develops over time 

depends on environmental interactions. This jibes with the analysis in the previous chapter on 

eudemonism. It is reasonable to conjecture that we are born with certain innate parameters 

and dispositions that incline us towards particular values, behaviours and activities, but that 
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the exact expression that these take over the course of our lives will be determined in large by 

how we respond to environmental constraints and prompts. 

Empirical research on the emergence of self in adolescence provides a more rigorous 

understanding of how the nascent self emerges and becomes accessible to consciousness. 

This research makes use of some early ideas in psychology from James (1980) and Piaget 

(1960). James’ distinction between the I-self as the actor, knower or recogniser and the me-

self as the object of one’s knowledge remains fundamental in the analysis of emergent 

identity, as does Piaget’s concept of egocentrism, which refers to a singular focus on the self 

(Harter 2012). The antithesis of egocentrism is perspective taking, which is the ability to take 

the viewpoint of others using mental images generated in the mind.  

Toddlers have self-recognition (Rochat 2003). For example, when placed in front of a mirror 

with a spot of rouge on their nose, they rub the rouge, indicating that the colouring violates 

their understanding of what they look like. Very young children are also capable of 

describing themselves, their feelings and their ownership of objects (Kring 2008; Thompson 

2006). Toddlers also demonstrate agency and a rudimentary I-self in the sense that they 

recognise themselves as the same entity across time (Lewis 2008; Nelson 2003). These imply 

a degree of autobiographical memory (Fivush and Haden 2003). Young children also 

understand that they are a person recognised by others. This is the basis for the future 

development of perspective taking, a capacity toddlers lack (Rochat 2003; Thompson 2006).  

Children develop metacognitive awareness around 5 or 7 (Rochat 2003). This is the ability to 

think reflexively about one’s own thoughts. Perspective taking improves rapidly between the 

ages of 8 and 10, improving self-awareness and preparing the child for the intense 

socialisation of adolescence (Selman 2003). Social awareness develops next, and the early 

teenage years are unsurprisingly marked by heightened self-consciousness and concern with 

the appraisals of others. Multiple self concepts are also the norm in adolescence, and thinking 

tends to be extremely categorical and compartmentalised (Harter 1999). Individuals then try 

to harmonise these cleavages over time (Higgins 1991). This harmonisation begins in earnest 

in mid-adolescence, around 13–15 years old, in which there is ‘a dramatic rise in the 

detection of contradictory self-attributes that lead to conflict and confusion’ (Harter et al 

1997).23  

                                                 
23 Note how distinct this is from Norton’s theory. He posited that adolescents find themselves misunderstood by 

others and subsequently embark on a quest of self-discovery. Contemporary psychological research paints a 
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A critical skill for the harmonisation of self-concepts emerges in late adolescence, namely the 

ability to “construct higher-order abstractions that provide a meaningful integration of single 

abstractions that previously represented contradictions” (Harter 2012, p. 706). An example is 

resolving an apparent contradiction between a studious self-image and lackadaisical 

behaviour in practice by asserting that you only study what you care about. Late adolescents 

are context sensitive when it comes to which aspects of themselves they present to the social 

realm. The ability to construct higher order abstractions allows many beliefs, values and 

standards to be clearly articulated and subsequently internalised, leading to more self-

coherence and a greater sense of agency (Harter, ibid.).            

From the analysis above it should be clear that we arrive at full consciousness with some 

identity already. The extent to which this is innate or genetic versus environmentally 

determined is somewhat beside the point. What matters is that we always have an “actual” 

self, and that in our earliest encounters with it we apprehend it as discordant, confused and 

vague. Using our emerging sense of agency, we explore different facets of this actual self in 

the social world, gradually developing conceptions of our ideal and ought selves and 

comporting ourselves towards them. A greater degree of self-coherence comes about over 

time as a result. This brings us back to the basic point about self, which is that it is a reflexive 

relation that is constantly under construction, largely through interaction with the social 

world: “the self is an interpersonal self-construction system” (Morf and Mishel 2012, p. 27). 

 

The vehicle of coalescence: goal setting, achievement and recalibration 

The coalescence of being is closely related to the psychology of goal setting. Who you want 

to be is a goal, and attaining it involves goal setting and approach. There is a fairly large 

literature empirically demonstrating that people with clear goals on average have higher 

wellbeing than people who are, in a sense, aimless (Deci and Ryan 1985; Oyserman and 

Markus 1990; Locke and Latham 1990). However, this average effect obscures a lot of very 

interesting detail pertaining to authenticity. For example, Emmons (1986, 1999) observed that 

it is important not just to have goals but to attach some personal importance to them. This 

implies goals must be autonomously chosen and meaningful rather than simply interesting. In 

line with this, Sheldon has consistently replicated results showing that goals have stronger 

                                                 
different picture: adolescents cannot understand themselves and subsequently set out on a quest that is part self-

discovery, part self-creation and part self-synthesis. 
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effects on wellbeing when they are self-concordant (Sheldon and Kasser 1995; Sheldon and 

Elliot 1998, 1999; Sheldon and Houser-Marko 2001; Sheldon 2002).  

There are two requisites for a goal to be self-concordant. The first is that it be pursued 

autonomously in the sense that the individual is intrinsically motivated. This pursuit might 

begin through introjection, but the wellbeing payoffs are strongest in the latter stages of 

internalisation. The second is that goals are aimed at intrinsic pursuits of personal growth, 

affiliation and community rather than extrinsic pursuits contingent to activities themselves, 

like financial success, image and popularity (Sheldon et al 2004; Kasser 2003). This is in-line 

with the theoretical postulates of the coalescence of being and SDT, which both stress that 

goals must be authentic in the sense that the individual moves towards them volitionally and 

out of an interest in the associated activities. It is also in line with the interpersonal dimension 

of the coalescence of being, which emphasises the need to find camaraderie (affiliation) and 

harmonise the self-as-individual with the self-as-member of various collectives.  

A critical link between the goal setting literature, the coalescence of being and positive 

psychology is the finding that people only have strong affective responses to goals that relate 

to ego and identity. Such goals are sometimes referred to as contingencies of self-worth 

(Crocker and Park 2012). Successes and failures in goals that are not ego-involved do not 

provoke affective responses, but people have few such goals (ibid. 2012, p. 322). The 

differences in affective response to success and failure in contingent and non-contingent 

domains can be stark. For example, figures 9.1 and 9.2 below (reproduced from Crocker and 

Park 2012, p. 312–313) show self-esteem fluctuations for a student with little ego-

involvement in academic goals and a student with a large amount of ego-involvement in 

academic goals. The lines track their self-esteem across a time span in which they receive 

acceptance and rejection letters from graduate programs.  

The self-esteem of the student oriented towards academic goals is far more volatile in 

response to self-relevant information in the form of acceptance and rejection letters. 

Meanwhile, the self-esteem of the student with little ego-involvement in academic goals does 

not seem to fluctuate at all in response to acceptance and rejection letters.  
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Figure 9.1—Student with little ego involvement in academic goals  

 

Figure 9.2—Student with substantial ego-involvement in academic goals 

 

 

The relationship between contingencies of self-worth is clear in the written responses of 

participants in the study above. Three students low in academic orientation wrote (reproduced 

from Crocker and Park 2012, p. 15): 

Getting into graduate school is a formality. It is a mere reminder of potential, 

rather than a reflection of hard work. It signifies a long, arduous road ahead in 

academia. 
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… 

It means that I have been granted an opportunity to gain the knowledge and skills 

I need to be a competent and successful researcher. I will also be able to 

experience a different area of the country and make a fresh start somewhere else.  

… 

It really would not reflect on me as a person, but it would just be an 

accomplishment for me to be able to move on to the next step toward a career. 

Graduate school obviously has little relationship to these people’s sense of who they are, and 

so they are unperturbed by acceptance and rejection letters. In contrast, consider the 

following responses from participants with a strong ego-involvement in academic goals: 

Getting into grad school (especially a really good one) would show me that I am 

one of the best students of an even more select group of students. 

… 

Getting into graduate school would mean that I am truly a scholar. It would mean 

I’m intelligent, hard-working and a logical thinker. It would mean I can now be 

respected for being a good thinker. 

… 

It means that my hard work payed [sic] off, and would mean that at least one grad 

school recognised that I am a brilliant and motivated student. In other words, it 

would reaffirm what I already know. 

In all three cases the language of confirmation is present, as is the language of belonging. 

Putting these written reports together with the graphs of self-esteem, the link between the 

coalescence of being and goal achievement emerges. When we are disclosed as our ideal 

selves in our impact on the world and the eyes of others we coincide with ourselves. When 

we are disclosed as something other than our ideal selves we experience an existential fail 

instead and feel worthless (some self-compassion might be helpful here). The evidence 

above—two graphs and a few excerpts—is anecdotal, but data from the full samples in Park 

and Crocker’s studies follow the themes outlined above. They summarise (2012, p. 315): 
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As expected, within-person analysis of acceptances and rejections from graduate 

programs indicated that affect and self-esteem rose and fell 

together...furthermore, the more participants staked their self-worth on academic 

competence, the stronger their affective reactions to acceptances and rejections.  

An important point to underline here is the link between contingencies of self-worth, self-

esteem and affect. Failure in non-contingent domains has limited effects on affect and self-

esteem, and success in non-contingent domains provokes mild positive affect but no 

appreciable change in self-esteem. By contrast, success and failure in contingent domains 

provokes large changes in self-esteem and highly correlated commensurate changes in affect 

(Crocker and Park 2004). The implication is that moments of coalescence lead to large 

changes in emotion, while goal setting and achievement that is not self-congruent has little 

effect on emotion. Put another way: affective signals guide the process of self-actualisation. 

King and Hicks (2012, p. 137) make this point eloquently: 

These results suggest that to some extent, more global-level analyses gloss over 

the dynamic between positive affect and sources of meaning on a more micro 

level. It appears that positive affect may, at any given moment, play a role in 

enhancing the experience of meaning provided by more conceptually relevant 

sources of meaning, lending hedonic reinforcement to these eudaimonic 

endeavours. Thus positive affect may be the affective reward that accompanies 

other relatively costly meaningful behaviours (e.g. flow, altruism). Indeed, 

positive affect may play a role in developing, supporting and maintaining the 

relations between the experience of meaning in life and these central sources of 

meaning.  

It is by introspecting on affective signals that we are able to interpret what values and 

behaviours are self-concordant and why. It is thus critical to study hedonia, eudaimonia 

and despair together if we are to understand SWB in a holistic way, because these 

dimensions of SWB are interlinked and interdependent. 

Another important finding from research into contingencies of self-worth is that few people 

have no contingencies of self-worth. For example, in a study of college freshman, only 4 per 

cent of students scored 3 or lower on seven 1–7 scales designed to assess what goal-related 

factors mattered to people’s self-worth, and these 4 per cent may well have had contingencies 

of self-worth not captured by the survey (Crocker 2002). This suggests that positive affect 



191 

 

has a very substantial subjective, existential component that will be overlooked if affect is 

studied using the average effect of emotional interventions across large samples.   

While the incidence from the contingencies of self-worth suggests that clear, authentic goals 

are important to SWB, evidence from other lines of research suggests that it is wise not to be 

too specific in one’s goals. Pyszczynski et al (2012) posit that making one’s self esteem 

contingent on more abstract standards can make them easier to satisfy. They give the example 

of being a top athlete versus being an Olympic medallist. There is not necessarily a difference 

in degrees here, as an Olympic medallist is certainty a top athlete. However, someone with 

the more abstract goals could derive a lot of confirmation and satisfaction from simply 

qualifying for the Olympics, while the later requires something much more specific that can 

be interrupted by unrelated issues, like injury. This recommendation of abstraction is 

supported by Freitas et al (2001), who report six empirical studies showing that people 

engage in more self-esteem defence when they construe their actions at more concrete as 

opposed to more abstract levels. Another bit of supportive empirical evidence comes from 

Vess et al (2011), who found that participants induced to adopt an abstract orientation are less 

reactive in terms of changes in self-esteem to negative feedback. However, Pyszczynski et al 

(2012) also acknowledge that abstract contingencies of self-esteem can be harder to satisfy 

precisely because the requisite conditions are vaguer, which makes self-assessment and the 

tracking of progress harder. Some balance must be achieved between not setting oneself up to 

fail while nonetheless delineating clear targets that can provide feedback along the way to 

one’s ideal self.  

How do we know we have achieved a goal? What experiences prompt the disclosure of 

being? A relatively straightforward source of information is objective measures. For example, 

if one’s goal is to be able to run fast, then gradually reducing your personal best time on the 

100m dash will give the sense that you are getting faster. There are typically a range of 

objective metrics that can be associated with any desired identity.  

Another source of evidence is other people, but the disclosure of being becomes more 

complicated when you move into the realm of social confirmation. There is no shortage of 

material advising us not to worry about what other people think. But we do worry of course, 

and rightly so. There is overwhelming evidence that we are prone to self-enhancement in our 

opinion of ourselves, so it is important that we give ourselves a reality check occasionally 

with the assessments of others (Sedikides et al. 2005). Furthermore, if we are trying to 
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comport ourselves towards a group then it is obviously imperative that we check in with the 

group occasionally to make sure we’re on the right track. This is particularly the case when 

what we are trying to excel at is relative, such as being the best chess player, or subjectively 

assessed, as in art circles. People’s opinions obviously can wound us and we should be 

careful and exercise self-compassion when exposing ourselves to negative feedback. But such 

suffering is also the affective signal to disconnect from inappropriate goals, and such 

suffering may simply see us move towards healthier social groups (like art circles with tastes 

closer to our own) so we should not neurotically avoid it. Social dis/confirmation is an 

important source of evidence about our being.   

The analysis above is indirectly supported by a raft of empirical evidence, notably in social 

self-analysis, which concerns itself with how people evaluate themselves relative to others 

(Alicke et al 2012). Social appraisals have been found to exert more influence on self-

appraisal when the perceiver is considered by the perceived to be relevant to their self-

concept, an in group member, desirable, valued or otherwise important (Wallace and Tice 

2012). Neuroscience studies align with this result. They show that when an appraiser is from 

a group you care about their appraisals of you will activate the self-assessment part of your 

brain. This is not the case when they are from a group you don’t care about or a random 

stranger (Devos et al 2012, p. 158).  

Self-verification theory (SVT) explains how social assessments interact with the coalescence 

of being to create a self-reinforcing cycle (Swann 2011). SVT conjectures that self-views 

guide social interaction and, provided they are stable, make an individual’s behaviour more 

predictable to others. This predictability stabilises the way others respond to the individual, 

which makes it easier to verify one’s self-view through social interaction. Stable self-views 

thus encourage the emergence of a stable, coherent social environment and vice versa, 

leading to a virtuous cycle wherein both self-concept and social environment become clearer 

and better fitted to each other. An important, empirically validated hypothesis that emerges 

from this theory is that people prefer social appraisals that align with their self-view even 

when these appraisals are negative (Swann and Buhrmester 2012). People move away from 

both incorrect and correct but negative appraisals over time towards groups that are both 

affirming and accurate in their social appraisals.     
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This chapter has now covered the basic methods of coalescence and provided some detail 

regarding its praxis through the goal setting literature. From here, the chapter turns to discuss 

the outcomes of the coalescence of being.  

 

Automatisation and the dampening of anguish 

A major component of the Coalescence of being is the gradual automatisation of decisions 

over time in many domains. This overcomes anguish, because you rarely need to engage your 

conscious processing faculties in order to make a decision. Conscious, higher-order decision 

making is taxing, and thus most efficaciously engaged only at times of substantial ambiguity 

or complexity. Such ambiguity and complexity is the hallmark of anguish, which intrudes 

upon us when we don’t know what the right choice is. In trying to make that choice, we 

inevitably articulate a range of reasons for why we should make one decision or another. As 

the coalescence of being progresses, the reasons why we make particular decisions in certain 

circumstances and the consequences of those decisions becomes clearer. We can retrieve 

these reasons more easily from memory, and with habitual use they move almost to the level 

of instinct, thereby mitigating anguish. In addition, as higher-order cognitive engagement 

with a range of decision realms becomes less frequent, it frees up conscious attention to be 

focused elsewhere. The apparatus of conscious processing is consequently more fully 

available for use at moments of ambiguity where tough decisions need to be made. Such 

decisions tend to be meaningfully self-defining. With our rational faculties present, personal 

growth is more likely to result from these decisions because our autobiographical self is there 

to take note of what we chose and its ramifications.  

Research in psychology provides a great deal of insight into how this process works. The first 

chunk of research comes from sports psychology (Fader 2016). When teaching athletes 

technique, good coaches will emphasise the distinction between conscious and unconscious 

processing, or what is nowadays called system 1 and system 2 thinking (or dual process 

thinking). System 1 is intuitive and instinctive. System 2 is conscious and deliberative 

(Kahneman 2011). Most things that we do physically are too complex for system 2 to handle, 

which is why we find it so hard to teach robots to walk (Simon 2017). Consider how a tennis 

player’s arm seizes up for a few hundredths of a second on contact with the ball in order to 

stabilise the racquet head. If you tried to do that consciously, your arm would seize up long 

before and for a long time after the ball made contact with your racquet, reducing your 
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racquet head speed and the sensitivity of your reaction to contact, ruining your shot. 

However, bad habits that system 1 has learnt cannot be corrected without systematic attention 

from system 2. As a result, a basic principle of teaching technique in sport is to engage the 

conscious brain during training but have it focus on only one or two technical changes at a 

time, like keeping the arm loose through the swing or trying to load the wrist more. After a 

few thousand focused repetitions, the technical change becomes habit and focus can shift to 

some other technical fix.  

In matches, the conscious brain is almost entirely turned off, and instinctive programming is 

allowed to take over. System 1 is much more capable of making the thousands of calculations 

per second required to perform complex operations like returning a 120km/h forehand on the 

run while changing the direction of the ball and reversing its spin. In tennis, the conscious 

mind should be doing little beyond watching the ball during matches.  

The same processes are at work in the coalescence of being. If there is something about 

yourself that you want to change you will need to engage system 2, and do it repeatedly. 

Repetition allows habits to form. But system 2 is a limited resource, so there is a degree of 

opportunity cost involved in using it to resolve one conundrum and not another. Having 

system 2 engaged all the time will also permeate your life with anguish, so there is a degree 

of urgency in this committing of things to instinct, and strong incentives to avoid activities 

that make uncertainty salient, as discussed earlier in terror management theory.  

Instinct has the advantage of being able to take in a wider array of information than conscious 

processing, which can allow it to make better decisions, especially when under pressure 

(Kahneman 2011). A fascinating finding in this vein is that people introduced to new games 

often develop winning strategies via system 1 before they are able to articulate what these 

strategies actually are (Crowley et al 1997). On the flip side, those who can articulate the 

strategy into system 2 then find it more cognitively accessible later and find it easier to 

generalise the strategy to similar games (Crowley and Siegler 1999). This has important 

parallels with the coalescence of being. Consciously processing the reasoning behind our 

decisions and values before committing it to instinct allows that reasoning to be reengaged 

later when necessary, and generalised to other domains. By way of a simple example, if one 

reasons that one won’t eat veal because it is a child, then one can generalise this reasoning to 

suckling pig when it is offered on the menu.   

This analysis is supported by studies in goal attainment. As Bargh (2004, p. 388) notes: 
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If in a given situation we tend to choose the same goal, the representation of that 

goal becomes more and more strongly associated with the mental representation 

of that situation. Thus, eventually that goal comes to be activated automatically 

when one enters that situation and then operates to guide one’s behaviour towards 

the goal—without one consciously choosing or intending to pursue that goal at 

that moment, and even without the person aware of the real reasons for his or her 

behaviour in that situation.  

It is also supported by findings in personality systems integration theory (PSI, not to be 

confused with psi, which concerns telepathy). PSI distinguishes between two different 

volitional modes. The first, self-control, is responsible for inhibiting impulsive actions and 

maintaining focus on goals in active memory. The second mode is self-maintenance, which 

directs activity towards goals that are “either intrinsically appealing or congruent with a 

multitude of the person’s inner values and autobiographical experiences” (Kuhl and Koole 

2004, p. 416). Self-control and self-maintenance are functionally opposite, and similar to 

reflexive and reflective processing (Oyserman et al 2012). Self-maintenance corresponds to 

instinct in the above analysis, guiding our behaviour automatically towards the reasons, 

values and goals that define our being. Self-control is closer to conscious processing, helping 

us to correct bad habits and bring our actual self closer to our ideal self. Internalisation from 

self-determination theory and the above analysis of automation then explains how behaviours 

transition from being self-controlled to self-maintained, or in the language of SDT, automatic 

and automatised:   

We argued for a distinction between automatic and automatized behaviours. 

Automatic behaviours are those that are pushed by controlled processes and 

whose occurrence is not consistent with one’s choices or reflections and cannot 

easily be brought into the realm of active choice. Automatised behavours, in 

contrast, are ones that if reflected on, would fit with one’s values or needs and 

could readily be changed when they no longer fit (Ryan and Deci 2004, p. 468). 

The automation of behaviour is one aspect of the broader process of refining the self. This 

was discussed in the previous chapter in terms of the thinning of lines and the integration of 

multiple selves. The most common way of integrating multiple selves is to determine which 

self-concept is most appropriate for what context. For example, consider a “superdad” who is 

a nurturing father at home but a hard-arsed executive at the office (Showers and Zeigler-Hill 
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2012). The superdad will need reasoning to determine whether to engage his nurturing 

persona or his more cutthroat persona. Over time, these reasons will become automatized and 

his behaviour will habitually swap between the personas as appropriate without effort.  

There are two things potentially at issue here. The first is that two different aspects of 

personality conflict: nurturing and hard-arsed. The second is that aspects of personality that 

are positive or negative in one context may be the opposite in a different context, potentially 

leading to dissonance.  

A formal but generalised framework for thinking about these issues is provided by evaluative 

organisation, which operates along a spectrum between evaluative compartmentalisation and 

evaluative integration (Showers 1992a, 1992b, 2002). Evaluative compartmentalisation sees 

positive and negative beliefs about the self separated into distinct constructs, with each one 

containing primarily positive or negative items. For example, an athlete might have two self-

concepts organised around their time at the track and their interpersonal behaviour. The 

former contains mostly positive self-concepts like fast, talented, high-achieving and hard-

working. The latter contains mostly negative self-concepts like moody, distant, boring and 

one-dimensional. Evaluative integration produces self-concepts that mix such positive and 

negative categories together so that the negative (positive) concepts are associated with their 

realistic correlates. In the case of the athlete for example, part of the reason why they are 

boring is because they are hard working on the track and don’t have much time left for 

culture and socialisation. They are moody because their emotional state depends substantially 

on the quality of their most recent training session, but their emotional involvement in 

training is also what makes them high-achieving.  

This is reminiscent of Nietzsche’s notion of “giving style to one’s character”. He talked 

precisely about concerted effort to remove things you don’t like about yourself (comportment 

to the ideal self and away from the feared self), but also the transformation of unavoidable 

negative qualities into charming quirks. To wit (Nizetzsche 1887/1974, p. 232): 

One thing is needed—to “give style” to one’s character—a great and rare art! It is 

practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature 

and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and 

reason and even weaknesses delight the eye. Here a large mass of second nature 

has been added; there a piece of original nature has been removed – both times 

through long practice and daily work at it. Here the ugly that could not be 
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removed is concealed; there it has been reinterpreted and made sublime…for one 

thing is needful: that a human being should attain satisfaction with himself, 

whether it be by means of this or that poetry or art; only then is a human being at 

all tolerable to behold.  

The similarities with automatization are also uncanny. “Second nature” is added by way of 

internalisation and first nature is removed by self-control (“long practice and daily work at 

it”). Integration is evident in the comment: “here the ugly that could not be removed is 

concealed; there it has been reinterpreted and made sublime”.   

 

How coalescence leads to subjective wellbeing    

The process of the coalescence is now quite well outlined. It is time to bring it back to the 

components of SWB. I will begin with relatedness.  

Healthy, satisfying relationships with others is critical to the wellbeing of the vast majority of 

people. In SDT, relatedness is one of the three basic psychological needs. There is evidence 

that the feeling of experiencing the same thing as someone else—I-sharing—is exhilarating 

and a feeling people seek out (Pinel et al 2004). Collective action and group goal setting and 

achievement provoke similar feelings. Strong relationships, especially intimate ones, support 

self-esteem and aid terror-management. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that self-esteem 

evolved as an instrument for monitoring one’s “relational value to others” (Leary and 

Baumeister 2000). People seek out group affiliations that are affirming of their self-worth.  

At first blush, it might be difficult to see how a paradigm as individualistic as the coalescence 

of being could nurture feelings of relatedness. But this is to misunderstand the paradigm. The 

coalescence of being does not obviate against a collective self or against collectivist values. It 

is not even individualistic. It merely emphasises the following. First, that individual 

autonomy is a basic psychological need. Any collectivist system that enforces behaviour that 

it is not autonomous and intrinsically motivated will generate ill-being.24 Such behaviour 

                                                 
24 A corollary point is that individual humans feel while a society or culture does not. When a society suffers, 

the pain is registered by the individuals in that society rather than by the society itself. This must be kept in 

mind whenever it is claimed that an individual must serve the group. Many people can derive a great deal of 

utility from the existence of a healthy normative order that they can integrate into. The health of this normative 

order is thus integral to their wellbeing, and its breakdown will lead to real human misery. But if that normative 

order is sustained by the suffering of some other people—those who are required to behave in an extrinsically 

motivated way for the good of the group—then there is a misery trade-off. Liberalism allows for as many people 

as possible to find their own little subculture, which would appear to maximise utility across society, 
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results in compliance and protectiveness rather than confidence and pro-social ingratiation 

(MacDonald and Leary 2012, p. 363).  Second, that individuals are the source of values. 

Societies perpetuate values and enculturate people into normative systems, but it is ultimately 

individuals affirming themselves that brings value into the world. Values at the social level 

can make this a very arduous and expensive process for an individual, but it is individuals 

who make choices between options and thereby demonstrate value. Third, that consciousness 

allows the individual to stand psychically apart from their peers and make decisions. Indeed, 

they cannot lose themselves in a collective—this would be bad faith. Individuals are 

ontologically free.  

Social interaction and dynamic engagement with social values is fundamental to the 

coalescence of being, as outlined in the discussion of internalisation above in the section on 

self-determination theory. To deny a place for society in wellbeing would be unscientific. 

Consider the following quote from Morf and Mischel (2012, p. 33): 

The self-construction process is intrinsically rooted within, and dependent upon, 

interpersonal processes that unfold in the social world. These social interactional 

processes and ‘situations’ involve not only significant other individuals but also 

relevant social groups that ultimately become part of one’s ‘collective self’. 

The coalescence of being admits a substantial emphasis on society and the collective, it is just 

that everything originates with the individual. Note though that it is possible to be a loner. For 

example, people with a dismissive attachment style whose low trust in others leads to an 

emphasis on independence have self-esteem as high as people with a secure attachment style 

and broad social networks.  

There is within the coalescence of being a detailed explanation of how an autonomously 

acting individual can hold collectivist values and put a group before their individual needs. 

To wit, the individual autonomously prioritises the group, self-regulating their purely-egoistic 

desires to instead affirm the internalised values of the group and affirm them in a self-

determined manner. As Ryan and Deci (2004, p. 452) explain:  

                                                 
mathematically at least. Things are complicated by the fact that a culture seems to lose its ability to enculturate 

someone with values when it is not being adhered to by everyone around that person. This is one of the greatest 

challenges faced by secular, liberal, globalised, contemporary society. People are more and more allowed to find 

their own piece of heaven, but this slice of heaven is less and less palpable.     
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Self-determination can be used to connote independent choices, but it can also 

describe acts of volitionally consenting to inputs such as obligations, 

inducements, urges, pressures or rising desires. As an example, consider a man 

who has fully assimilated and embraced collectivist cultural norms and practices. 

In a moment when he is pressured or tempted to act individualistically, he is 

likely to either implicitly or explicitly experience discrepancy and conflict. To be 

autonomous, he would have to find a meaningful way to coordinate the 

individualistic aim with his prior beliefs or revise either the aim or the prior 

beliefs. Anything less would represent less than full endorsement by the self and 

lack of integrity in behaviour.  

Whether behaviour is autonomous or heteronomous has little to do with whether it affirms 

individual or collective goals (these are the same after internalisation) but instead on whether 

there is an external or internal locus of control.  

Two empirical studies lend support to this analysis. Iyengar and Lepper (1999), in a study 

that was framed as critical of SDT’s conception of autonomy, examined the aspirations, 

motivations and achievements of American and Japanese university students. They found that 

in both groups, having goals imposed by others led to the lowest levels of intrinsic motivation 

and well-being. However, among the American students, decisions made personally resulted 

in the highest levels of intrinsic motivation, while those made on advice from trusted insiders 

ranked second. Among the Japanese, these positions were reversed. The key thing then is not 

collectivism or individualism, but whether the individual is controlled or self-determined. 

People can feel more autonomous when endorsing and enacting the values of people with 

whom they identify but they will only achieve autonomy if it is they who choose the values. 

If they are forced to follow collective values under duress or manipulation, then ill-being will 

eventuate.  

Further support comes from Devine et al (2008). Their study tracks households throughout 

Bangladesh. Both qualitative and quantitative survey techniques reveal that even in this 

highly collectivist society, and even amongst members who are discouraged or limited in 

their autonomy, such as women, issues of autonomy remain salient. Individuals expressed the 

desire to be consulted, to be financially independent, to have outside options thanks to a good 

education and simply “to be free”. Importantly though, many people expressed their 

autonomy in terms of their relationships, not just with family members, but also with kin 
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networks more broadly, and within community-based and development organisations. This is 

in line with the theoretical postulate that values might be collective but the processes 

underlying psychological well-being depend on autonomy and intrinsic motivation.  

Another aspect of this study that is worth elaborating on is its coverage of the development of 

the Shammo organisation (see Devine 2002 for a more direct study). This was a community 

body instigated by development and other aid workers to organise collective action by locals 

against an oppressive system of land ownership that locked them into client-patron 

relationships with local landlords. Prior to the organisation emerging as a vehicle for 

collective action the villagers barely expressed a value for a more just distribution of local 

resources. Over time however, Shammo provided a source of sophisticated values that the 

locals internalised and eventually came to identify with. The organisation also served as an 

increasingly powerful platform for collective political action and allowed the villagers to 

contest their values against those of the local land-owners. They were ultimately successful in 

this endeavour. Shammo is obviously a story of power and institutions, but in the background 

is a neat narrative that captures the earlier analysis of the role of the collective, relatedness 

and internalisation in helping people define and affirm their values to achieve well-being.  

In sum, the coalescence of being nourishes the need for relatedness by pushing the individual 

out into the world to affirm their values. This will inevitably see them gravitate towards those 

with similar values, internalise collective values and behaviours, engage in collective action 

with and against groups and promote their own interests through their group allegiances.  

What about the other elements of eudemonia, hedonia and despair? Well… 

Autonomy is taken care of by the actual self directing the individual’s initial engagements in 

the world, and by the process of internalisation bringing initially extrinsic behaviours into the 

core self over time. The end result is a life in which most values are held and behaviours 

engaged in for intrinsic reasons.  

The coalescence of being involves a harmonisation of the different elements of the “relation” 

that is our self over time. This process requires the elimination of dissonance and 

compartmentalisation, and the integration of identified but external values and behaviours 

with intrinsic ones. You can only do this by articulating the reasons why you value and do the 

things you do and the evidence these reasons are based on. What emerges from this process is 

an increasingly broad, deep, refined and sophisticated self-concept, one that you are very 

aware of because of all the time you have spent articulating its nature to yourself. This 
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coalescence of being does not arrive at a final destination and so cannot totally short-circuit 

despair. But it does give the individual a clearer understanding of who they are and a measure 

of control over their destiny. This is the “being” that the French existentialists said we want.  

In order to maintain our sense of self over time we need to act with integrity. Abandoning 

one’s values invites terror and dissolves identity. As such, there is a strong incentive to be 

consistent in behaviours and values over time, including one’s ethical values and behaviours. 

This provides seriousness.  

Note that in SDT the authority of ethics is placed firmly on the individual. It is the individual 

who administers the contingent factor—appeasing the ought self—that provides the initial 

introjected motivation to be ethical against one’s crude self-interest. Deci and Ryan (2004, p. 

248) explain that: “introjected regulation represents a prime instance of behaviour that is 

motivated by processes internal to the person but relatively external to the self”. What this 

means in the context of subjective ethics is that the ought-self involves self-regulation rather 

than self-determination. This is extremely relevant for ethical philosophy, which has 

historically struggled to explain ethical conduct because of an unnecessarily strict cleavage 

between selfish and altruistic behaviours. SDT’s differentiation between intrinsically 

motivated and extrinsically regulated behaviours provides a way to bring other-regarding 

ethical behaviours into a self-interested analytical framework. It provides an explanation for 

the motivation system that lies behind individual humans’ capacity to be self-interested and 

ethical simultaneously. SDT also explains how such regulated behaviours can gradually 

become intrinsically motivated through internalisation. Certain ethical acts and values may be 

difficult at first, but provided we identify with them they will gradually become habituated 

and eventually almost instinctive.  

The prerequisite of integrity for coalescence reduces the severity of anguish by introducing a 

degree of compulsion (what Nietzsche called one’s own necessity) into decision making. 

Anguish is also reduced by the steady accretion of a clear sense of self, because this sense of 

self provides guidance in the moment of decision making. It is further reduced by the gradual 

transition of a great deal of decision making to the level of automatised, instinctive 

behaviour. Anguish is inextricably tied to conscious processing. When decisions can be made 

by system 1, they no longer provoke anguish. 

Meaning in the coalescence of being comes from intrinsic motivation, flow and zest. 

Intrinsically motivated behaviours are enjoyable for their own sake, and intrinsic values 
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emerge from our core self. Such values and activities are not transcendentally valuable—they 

are not written into the firmament. But they are valuable to us, and this is enough to suffuse 

life with meaning and give us purpose. We matter if we choose to. In any case, we are 

distracted from any nihilistic thoughts by the omnipresence of flow. As we harmonise our 

actual and ideal selves the level of challenge inherent in our ideal self comes to be calibrated 

to the level of skill inherent in our actual self until the two are aligned. This provides most of 

the basis for flow. Internalisation provides an additional ingredient by transforming our 

behaviours and values into intrinsically motivated ones. The last ingredient is provided by 

mindfulness, which ensures that we attain high-quality feedback from our life at all times. 

With the conditions for flow met across a range of life domains, we increasingly step into 

“the zone” regardless of what we are doing. We develop a zest for life that dissolves any 

nausea.  

The extension of flow across our life domains also nurtures our need for competence. Our 

goals becoming sufficiently challenging that when we meet them we feel a sense of 

achievement. But they are also calibrated to our skill level such that we are frequently 

successful and consequently have this sense of achievement on a regular basis. The 

coalescence of being is essentially a process of meeting the goal that is your ideal self, and so 

success at the coalescence of being necessarily gives rise to a feeling of competence.  

Finally, coming back to hedonia, we have happiness. How does the coalescence of being 

bring about positive emotion? This analysis will be split into two parts. The first deals with 

direct causal chains between coalescence and positive emotion. The second discusses the 

integrated nature of affective and personality systems. 

The coalescence of being is an enjoyable process because the attainment of our ideal self is 

an exhilarating experience. Goals are affectively coded, and goal achievement is 

consequently satisfying, even if this satisfaction fades and the goal needs to be replaced by a 

new one (Silvia and Eddington 2012). As the coalescence of being reaches completion, most 

of the things you do will provoke flow experiences, which are enjoyable. You will also 

correspond closely to your ideal self and this fact will be frequently disclosed to you, 

provoking positive emotions via feelings of self-worth. However, this positive emotion that 

accompanies the coalescence of being is meaningfully distinct from a high background level 

of positive affect. Goal achievement inevitably involves effort. The coalescence of being is 

full of suffering for your identity. But this effort and suffering is fundamental to flow, which 
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cannot be achieved without the presence of high challenge. Life is thus punctuated by ups 

and downs, but you have a measure of control over the downs because you go through them 

willingly for the ups as you pursue competency and self-actualisation.  

Happiness and self-actualisation are bound up together in other, more complex ways. 

Personality systems integration theory emphasises that affective signals are critical for 

coordinating shifts between self-maintenance and self-regulation (intuitive and conscious 

processing) as circumstances demand (Kuhl and Koole 2004, p. 420). Simplistically, if 

automatic decision making is leading the individual into unhealthy behaviours that reduce 

wellbeing they will receive negative affective signals. These prompt a shift from self-

maintenance to self-regulation so that conscious processing can be engaged to determine 

what is unhealthy about present behaviours. Once this mystery is solved, healthier behaviours 

can be engaged. As wellbeing rises from these, positive affect will result, and this signals to 

the personality system that it can automatise these behaviours and shift to self-maintenance. 

This process is assisted by the fact that affect is more intense when you are self-focused 

(Carver 2012, p. 53).  

A more coalesced being—high self-concept clarity in psychological parlance—is also 

associated with greater resilience to negative mood. Higher self-concept clarity has been 

linked to less negative mood among college students under conditions of high life stress 

(Cohen et al 1997; Linville 1987; Dixon and 1991). Research also suggests that individuals 

with low self-concept clarity experience greater volatility in their affective state (McConnell 

et al 2009). Finally, as Showers and Zeigler (2012, p. 113) note, ‘Low self-concept clarity is 

associated with neuroticism, low agreeableness, low self-esteem, low internal self-awareness, 

chronic self-analysis and a ruminative form of self-focused attention’.    

It seems then that the coalescence of being and elements of eudemonic wellbeing are 

fundamental to hedonic wellbeing. You will struggle to be happy if you do not address the 

deep determinants of happiness implicit in the coalescence of being. These determinants, like 

the values inherent in your actual, ideal and ought selves, are all subjective. They are unique 

to you. It seems unsurprising in this context that techniques of mood management delivered 

in groups and thus inherently divorced from eudemonia have small effect sizes. Reflection 

and contemplation of oneself at a level deeper than one’s mood is critical to the attainment of 

SWB, both in terms of eudemonia and hedonia. The Greeks were on the money when they 

emphasised “know thyself”. Critics might reply to this point that such self-investigation may 
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lead to rumination, which is unequivocally unhealthy (Papageorgiou and Wells 2004). Yet 

psychologists have developed scales for differentiating between rumination and reflection, 

and a skilled therapist should have little trouble explaining the difference to a patient 

(Trapnell and Campbell 1999). 

A final point to take away from this discussion is that if the analysis in this chapter is correct, 

then life satisfaction scales are a questionable instrument for measuring dynamic changes in 

SWB because rescaling is frequent and profound. The iterative process of conceiving an ideal 

self and affirming it in action and social appraisal inevitably involves rescaling after 

successes and failures. Success provokes greater ambition, shifting the scales up, and failure 

provokes a reassessment of the individual’s self-concept and goals, which changes the 

qualitative meaning of each point on that person’s scales. Scales remain at least theoretically 

valid for measuring emotional state, but not long term existential satisfaction. I discuss these 

issues in greater detail in the next chapter, which concerns how SWB can be measured.   

 

Conclusion 

The coalescence of being is a model of the process by which the outcome of SWB as 

described in the wellbeing production function is attained. Its central mechanism is the 

harmonisation of the actual, ideal and ought selves over time through the setting of goals and 

their achievement or recalibration. Succeeding in goal pursuit brings a sense of competence. 

Calibrating our goals to our skill level over time increases the frequency of flow experiences. 

Acting with integrity towards our ideal and ought selves brings meaning and seriousness. In 

our acts and in the eyes of others we disclose our actual selves and this helps us to understand 

who we are, bringing identity and annulling anguish. The automatisation of behaviours over 

time as we become more comfortable with ourselves, goals and values dampens anguish 

further by reducing the frequency with which we are confronted by the need to consciously 

choose. The coalescence of being is most effective when we pursue intrinsically motivated 

goals that are self-concordant. This ensures autonomy. It also brings us into collectives with 

like-minded individuals, nourishing our need for relatedness. This whole process is 

punctuated and guided by affective signals. It is through our emotional responses to success, 

failure and new endeavours that we come to understand what goals and values are right for 

us. However, we struggle to improve our SWB simply by treating these affective signals—we 
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must understand their association with the deep determinants of our SWB in the eudaimonia 

and despair dimensions. 

In the next, final chapter, I investigate how we can measure SWB as described by the 

production function and the coalescence of being. I pay particular attention to SWB 

measurement in the context of economics and public policy. The motivating challenge of the 

next chapter is that while each individual aspect of the SWB model described in this thesis is 

supported by empirical evidence, the model is not perfectly borne out by contemporary 

research into global SWB evaluations using life satisfaction scales. Succinctly, there seems to 

be a limit to how satisfied people can get, and powerful forces drawing them back to set-point 

levels of satisfaction over time. I argue that these results are perhaps at least partially 

artefactual in nature—they are a function of the measurement instrument rather than a real 

phenomenon. People recalibrate their scales over time, which obscures the fact that are 

actually growing in life satisfaction in absolute terms.    
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Chapter 10 

Measuring Subjective Wellbeing 

 

If you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it.  

- William Thomson, Lord Kelvin 

 

 

* * * 

 

Introduction 

This chapter analyses the different ways subjective wellbeing has been measured for 

applications in economics and public policy and considers innovative alternatives. It makes 

three principle points. The first is that measuring SWB in the context of economics and 

policy brings with it unique challenges. From a practical perspective, SWB measures must be 

relatively cheap and quick to administer because otherwise they are hard to incorporate into 

the large-sample social surveys that are the workhorses of policy analysis. For many 

applications in policy and especially in economics, SWB measures must also produce 

measurements of individual SWB that are at least ordinally comparable interpersonally. This 

requirement is most acute in welfare analysis.  

The second principle point of the chapter is that the primary metric of SWB research to date, 

namely life satisfaction scales, is a problematic empirical instrument, especially for analysing 

dynamic trends and causal changes in SWB. This is because of issues pertaining to scale-

norming, which is where the amount of absolute satisfaction associated with each point on a 

respondent’s scale changes over time. Scale-norming makes responses difficult to compare 

interpersonally or inter-temporally. This chapter presents empirical evidence that scale-

norming is more widespread that contemporary research in SW-B might believe.  
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This brings us to the third principle claim of the chapter, which is that the evidence for scale-

norming is strong enough that SWB as a field should at least consider experimenting with 

alternative metrics to scales. Two such metrics are presented and discussed: plots and worms. 

In addition to developing new quantitative metrics, SWB research in policy also needs to 

develop more sophisticated metrics for capturing values and how they are learnt. Taking 

averages over very large samples is fast running out of usefulness because, as the previous 

chapters have argued, values are critical to wellbeing and everyone has different values.    

 

Ways of measuring subjective well-being 

There are many ways to measure SWB. One finds the following metrics in relatively 

common use: 

1. Experience sampling methods (discussed in chapter 6) 

2. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (colloquially known as brain scans) 

3. Affect measures, such as the number of times you smiled yesterday 

4. Inventories, such as Beck’s Depression Inventory (Beck et al 1961). These are short 

surveys that employ Lickert-scale25 questions to measure a construct 

5. Lengthy surveys using factor loading and Lickert scale methods to assess someone’s 

SWB. A prominent example is Ryff’s (1989b) measure of psychological well-being. 

6. Life satisfaction scales (and satisfaction scales more generally, such as job satisfaction 

and financial satisfaction).  

A key limitation of methods 1–4 is that they are not global measures of SWB, meaning that 

they capture only one dimension of wellbeing (typically hedonia), or even just one aspect, 

like affect. The limitation of method 5 is that it is time consuming and thus relatively 

expensive to administer. This is not a major weakness in many settings, such as the derivation 

of the psychological theories that were used to inform the theory of SWB developed in 

chapters 4–9. However, it is a much greater weakness in the context of public policy and 

most applications in welfare economics. This is because research for such applications 

typically takes a nation or at least a large community as its scope and is interested in complex 

social phenomena and interactions. This research thus requires a large empirical sample (such 

                                                 
25 Lickert-scales involve questions phrased in the form of, for example, “to what extent do you agree with the 

following statement…” and then options ranging from, for example, strongly agree to strongly disagree (Lickert 

1932). The data produced by these questions can be analysed using factor-loading techniques.  
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as the tens of thousands used in national longitudinal social surveys), and the cost of 

administering metrics in the context of such samples grows exponentially as the complexity 

of the metric increases. Sometimes smaller representative samples can be used, but here 

researchers must worry about external validity. That is, the findings of the research must be 

generalisable to other contexts. If the sample is not large then external validity typically 

necessitates rich surveys that provide a lot of data to use in the construction of control 

variables for use in statistical research, and multiple survey waves so that fixed effects and 

difference-in-difference methods can be brought to bear. The cost of administration again 

becomes a concern and parsimony a virtue.  

Life satisfaction scales are relatively global measures of wellbeing and are quick and cheap to 

administer (Diener et al 2013). It is unsurprising then that they are the workhorse metric in 

happiness economics and policy research exploring SWB (see for example: Clark, Frijters 

and Shields 2008, Clark et al 2018, Dolan et al 2008, Graham 2017, Helliwell, Layard and 

Sachs 2017, Stephenson and Wolfers 2013, Van Praag and Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2004). A 

typical life satisfaction scale question is the following, from the Household Income and 

Labour Dynamics of Australia Longitudinal Panel (HILDA): “All things considered, how 

satisfied are you with your life at this time on a scale from 1–10?” Such questions feature in 

just about every major longitudinal social survey. Sometimes Cantril’s ladder of life is used 

instead, such as in the World Values Survey. This question involves presenting respondents 

with the image of a ladder, typically with 10 steps. Respondents are then asked something 

like the following: 

Assume that this ladder is a way of picturing your life. The top of the ladder 

represents the best possible life for you. The bottom rung of the ladder represents 

the worst possible life for you. Indicate where on the ladder you feel you 

personally stand right now. 

The major difference between conventional life satisfaction scale questions and the ladder of 

life question is the inclusion of the phrases “best possible” and “worst possible”. It is hoped 

that these phrases will anchor respondents’ scales to some fixed points over time.  

Many of the findings of SW-B research using scale questions are striking. Two in particular 

stand out, at least to economists. The first is adaptation: the claim that people rapidly 

acclimatise to shocks to their life satisfaction, even major ones like spinal injury, and return 

to a long-run set point over time, typically within 2 years (Clark et al 2008, Dyrdal and Lucas 
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2013, Lucas et al 2003, Oswald and Powdthavee 2008, Powdthavee and Stutzer 2014, Specht 

et al 2011). This is the “strong adaptation” hypothesis, and it is reaching the status of 

accepted wisdom in SWB circles. This is despite strong adaptation running counter to some 

theories, notably the coalescence of being, which suggests that people can achieve sustained 

increases in their subjective well-being over time. The second striking finding is that 

sustained periods of economic growth do not appear to lead to sustained increases in 

wellbeing, contrary to claims by economists (Deaton 2013). As discussed in chapter 6, the 

most recent source of this claim is research from Easterlin et al (2017) suggesting that 

China’s meteoric economic growth over the period 1990–2015 did not seem to translate to 

increases in life satisfaction. Layard (2005), among others, posited that the results in 

happiness economics can be explained by the effects of the hedonic treadmill and changes in 

reference points as people get wealthier.   

More mainstream economists have responded that strong adaptation is perhaps at least 

partially an artefact of the data-generating process rather than a real phenomenon. Rather than 

adapting to shocks, perhaps people scale-norm (Frederick and Lowenstein 1999). “Scale-

norming” (sometimes referred to as scale-recalibration or rescaling) is where the qualitative 

meaning of the points on a person’s scale change over time such that, for example, an 8/10 in 

wave 1 of a survey corresponds to a different absolute level of satisfaction than an 8/10 in 

wave 3. If scale-norming takes place, then the scale a person uses to answer scale questions 

might be intended to represent increasing levels of life satisfaction even if the score they give 

on that scale does not change. This would explain Easterlin’s result and many others in 

happiness economics—people’s responses are not changing but their scale is, we just can’t 

observe the latter.  In the next section I give a more thorough account of the difference 

between adaptation and scale norming. I then present theoretical arguments and empirical 

evidence that attest to the existence of scale-norming. 

 

Adaptation and scale-norming 

Below is a graphical depiction of adaptation taken from Inferna and Wiest’s (2018) 

study of the impact of disability on life satisfaction over time (figure 1). It shows 

individuals experiencing negative shocks to their life satisfaction from disability, but 

quickly returning to their long run “set point” (Lucas et al 2004). Inferna and Wiest’s 

result echoes that of Brickman et al (1978), who famously found that lottery winners 
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and sufferers of spinal cord injuries adapted to their respective positive and negative 

life satisfaction shocks within two years, returning to their earlier satisfaction levels. 

They were the first to posit the existence of the hedonic treadmill. The possible role of 

changing reference points was posited later (Kahneman 1999, Layard 2005). 

Figure 1: Adaptation to Disability 

 

 

Brickman, Coates and Bulman’s research findings spurred an extensive research effort 

that has grown in recent decades as data availability has increased. As detailed in 

chapter 6, similar adaptation results have been found for a range of life events including 

marriage, divorce, income growth, retirement, moving out of home and migration (Yap 

et al 2014). Some authors have argued that adaptation is a fundamental tendency of 

human psychology (Cummins 2014). A recent volume summarising research into 

adaptation questioned whether it is at all possible to permanently alter people’s 

satisfaction levels (Sheldon and Lucas 2014). While the editors ultimately concluded 

that some events, like prolonged unemployed, the death of a spouse and cosmetic 

surgery, did in fact have the potential to permanently alter an individual’s satisfaction 

set point they did not question the ubiquity of adaptation. This is indicative of the 

general acceptance in the field of strong adaptation as characteristic of life satisfaction 

dynamics.   
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Subjective well-being scholars believe in adaptation because it is “what we see in the 

data”. No other interpretation makes sense. However, adaptation is both an 

interpretation of “what we see in the data” and of the data-generating process. 

Adaptation assumes that the data-generating process produces a relatively accurate 

account of an individual’s life satisfaction that can be at least ordinally compared intra-

personally over time. The scale-norming interpretation, by comparison, is skeptical that 

the data generating process in scale questions produces such comparable responses. 

Where adaptation emphasis cognitive phenomena, scale-norming emphasises 

measurement error.  

Scale-norming is where the qualitative meaning of the points on a person’s scale 

change over time. The nature and implications of scale norming for life satisfaction 

measurement is captured well in the following comments by Economist Martin 

Ravallion. He was replying to Easterlin’s (2017) study of life satisfaction in China 

(quoted in Clark and Senik 2014, p. 246): 

Economic development is a process of structural change, which changes people’s 

reference groups and scales. It changes how you think of the world where you 

live when you move from a village, where the reference group is very narrow, to 

a city with a very vast set of people at different levels of living. In that process, 

the scale of subjective well-being that we use is surely going to change.  

Ravallion is here implying that it is wrong to conclude from the data Easterlin uses that 

people’s life satisfaction has not improved because while their scale response hasn’t 

changed over time, their scales must have. Consequently, while they are reporting 

similar numerical values for life satisfaction over time, these values represent growing 

absolute amounts of satisfaction.  

Below is a graphical depiction of scale norming (figure 2). The y-axis tracks absolute 

life satisfaction on a continuous scale from 0 to infinity. The x-axis tracks years of an 

annual survey incorporating a life satisfaction scale question. The graph plots an 

individual’s responses to these annual questions both in terms of their absolute life 

satisfaction and their year-on-year scale response. In this hypothetical scenario, the 

individual’s absolute life satisfaction improves over the four years from 7 to 15. 

However, their scale response stays the same at 7 in wave 1 and 7 in wave 5. The 

reason for this discrepancy is that the individual changes the scale they use to make 
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their scale response each year starting from wave 3 as their life satisfaction improves. 

In wave 3, their life satisfaction improves to 10/10 on their original scale. However, 

they can still see further potential improvements in their life satisfaction so they don’t 

want to say they are 10/10. Unable to effectively communicate this improvement in 

their satisfaction on their existing scale, the individual’s only option is to use a new 

scale. The surveyor does not observe this change. As such, they may wrongfully 

conclude that this person’s life is not improving when in fact their absolute life 

satisfaction has more than doubled by the end of the study period.  

Figure 2: Scale Norming 

 

 

It is worth noting that figure 2 depicts ceiling effects, which are a specific driver of scale-

norming. Ceiling effects in this context refers to a situation where an individual cannot 

effectively communicate improvements in their life satisfaction on a scale question because 

they already reported a very high satisfaction in the previous wave of the survey. Ceiling 

effects might be implicated in a range of findings in the life satisfaction literature, such as 

why economic growth has a less noticeable impact on subjective well-being than economic 

downturns (De Neve et al 2018). During growth periods, improvements are buried in scale 

norming and don’t show up as improving scale responses. In contrast, there is plenty of room 

to move down in the scale and so recessions show relatively strong effects. Ceiling effects are 
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an important potential driver of scale-norming, but scale-norming is a more general 

phenomenon. Chinese migrant workers and spinal injury patients, for example, would 

struggle to maintain meaningfully similar scales across survey waves pre- and post-shock 

because of the dramatic qualitative changes in their lives rather than because of ceiling 

effects.  

 

Theoretical arguments for scale-norming 

Life satisfaction scale questions are supposed to measure evaluated wellbeing as distinct from 

experienced wellbeing. Pavot and Diener (1991) describe the process of making an 

evaluation of this sort as involving the individual constructing a “standard” that they perceive 

as appropriate for themselves, and then comparing the circumstances of their life to that 

standard. Fleurbaey and Blanchet (2013) developed a model of “subjective well-being as it 

can be retrieved with typical questionnaires” that neatly illustrates three separate but related 

problems that are likely to plague such evaluation exercises: the scope, ranking and 

calibration problems.  

Fleurbaey and Blanchet’s model takes the following form. They begin with a vector li that 

covers “the diversity of states, activities and possibilities enjoyed or endured by an individual 

[i] over the course of their life” (p. 175). When someone answers a life satisfaction 

questionnaire, they consider li and there is some function ξi that maps this vector into 

possible answers to the scale question. This is similar to the life satisfaction “reporting 

function” discussed by Oswald (2008). The individual’s answer to a life satisfaction question 

is thus not li but instead ξi(li). Fleurbaey and Blanchet explain that:  

ξi(li) must lie in a given scale, which can be a verbal scale (e.g. very 

satisfied/fairly satisfied/not very satisfied/not at all satisfied), or a numerical scale 

(e.g. from 0 to 10). The cognitive problem for the individual is to put the many 

dimensions of li into one of a few ordered categories.  

The scope problem concerns what aspects of li are relevant for the individual to consider. For 

example, what time frame is appropriate—today, this week, the time since the last survey? 

Should the state of the household be considered or just the individual? What about the state of 

the world in general?  
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The ranking problem refers to the cognitive difficulty of arranging relevant possible lives, 

including the individual’s actual life, li*, into an ordinal pattern. The complexity of this 

exercise may induce respondents to focus on salient aspects of their immediate situation and 

forget other relevant dimensions of their life. A famous example of this is the “focusing 

illusion” (Schkade and Kahneman 1998). Respondents may focus on, say, the poor weather in 

their area and fail to take into consideration relatively low local living costs.  

The calibration problem is about how the individual translates the position of li* in their own 

ranking to a category in the life satisfaction scale questionnaire. There is a strong framing 

effect present that arises out of the fact that the scale offered is closed. This is in contrast to 

real life, where many considerations relevant to life satisfaction are open, like income, or 

have fuzzy limits, like pain or longevity. The closed scale forces respondents “to move from 

reasoning in terms of life content to a reasoning in terms of a statistical distribution” 

(Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013, p. 181). The calibration problem is which distribution to 

choose. For example, should the respondent choose from among the lives available to all 

humans, including Jeff Bezos, or rather from among those that seem realistically possible for 

themselves? Different calibrations across respondents could reasonably be expected to 

introduce meaningful noise into the data. Indeed, Bond and Lang (forthcoming) provide 

empirical evidence to suggest that many headline making findings of subjective wellbeing 

research, like the Easterlin paradox and u-shaped relationship between age and life 

satisfaction, are not robust to different adjustments for the calibration problem.  

To summarise, the problem with scales is that we want to know about li but we can only ever 

observe ξi(li*). Furthermore, both li* and ξi(li) could change over time such that responses to 

life satisfaction scale questions become neither inter-temporally nor inter-personally 

comparable, even ordinally. This may go some way to explaining why scale responses have 

low test-retest coefficients of 0.5–0.7 over even short periods of 1 day to 2 weeks (Krueger 

and Schkade 2008) 

The coalescence of being suggests that li* and ξi(li) should in fact be expected to change over 

time. Coalescence suggests that people make adjustments to their values and perceptions of 

their life following success and failure in achieving goals and other sources of information 

about the self. Many of these episodes could be significant enough to trigger scale-norming. 

For example, an individual expecting to be accepted to a top graduate school would possess 

this expectation because they believe their “actual self” is the kind of individual who gets 
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accepted to such schools. Their ideal self—their “best possible life”—is conceived in part on 

the basis of this assessment. If they do not receive an acceptance letter then we would expect 

their life satisfaction to decline, but we would also expect the qualitative meaning of the 

points on their scale to change in unpredictable ways. This is because the individual must 

reassess their actual self and their ideal self on the basis of the evidence inherent in not being 

accepted to the good graduate schools. Perhaps they will completely abandon their academic 

ambitions and instead become a tennis coach. At that point, their “best possible life” will no 

longer be associated with a professorship, but with owning a tennis club or coaching on the 

pro tour. Such recalibration could occur after receiving acceptance letters as well. In that 

case, the individual would adjust their long term plans and ambitions on the basis of the 

trajectory that they are now confirmed to be on. The dissolution of ambiguity concerning the 

self can easily change what we think is “possible” for us.  

 

Empirical evidence for scale-norming 

It’s all good and well to posit theoretical reasons why life satisfaction scales might be 

hopelessly contaminated, but if these theories don’t turn out to be so problematic empirically 

then we can proceed. This is typically the rejoinder of SW-B scholars to criticisms like those 

of Fleurbaey and Blanchet. They point to the extensive psychometric validation exercises that 

have been conducted on scale metrics (Diener, Inglehart and Tay 2013), and they advise 

caution and use caveats. For example, the OECD guidelines of measuring SWB conclude 

(2017, p. 12):  

Although subject to some methodological limitations, it is clear that for many 

potential uses, measures of subjective well-being, when carefully collected, are 

able to meet the basic standard of “fitness for purpose”.    

Advocates of life satisfaction scales also point to empirical results that suggest that while 

scales are not precision instruments, the degree of imprecision they suffer is not fatal. For 

example, Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) found that assuming ordinal or cardinal 

comparability between scale responses makes little difference to regression coefficients.  

What is needed is thus empirical scrutiny of the extent and severity of scale-norming. There 

are some relevant studies from the quality of life literature on response shift (Daltroy 1999, 

Kapteyn et al 2013, Schwartz et al 2006, Lacey et al 2008, Ubel et al 2005). However, these 
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are typically studies of ill health where ceiling effects are not at play. These studies are 

sometimes also clouded by an inability to differentiate between adaptation and scale-norming 

(Ubel et al 2010).  

One strong piece of evidence regarding scale-norming that arguably does not suffer from 

these shortcomings is Stillman et al’s (2015) study of Tongan migrants to New Zealand. New 

Zealand uses a lottery system to allocate visas to would-be migrants from Tonga, which 

allows for pseudo-experimental methods to be used to identify the causal effects of migration. 

Prior to the lottery, all applicants are asked about their life satisfaction, and the average is 

8/10. Applicants who are successful in the lottery migrate to New Zealand and typically 

experience large increases in their real incomes, which we would expect to increase their life 

satisfaction. Yet 2–5 years after the lottery, both successful and unsuccessful applicants are 

interviewed again, and the average life satisfaction of both groups is 8/10. The income 

growth seems to have had no effect. This lends support to the adaptation hypothesis. 

However, in the second wave of their survey Stillman et al asked both groups how they felt 

prior to the lottery (this is equivalent to a “then test”—see Schwarz et al 2006). The 

unsuccessful applicants said they were 8/10, which is what they said at the time. The 

migrants said that they were 6/10. It appears that the shock of migration has provoked a 

transformation in the qualitative meaning of the migrants’ scales: they have scale-normed.  

Stillman et al’s finding calls into question the comparability of scale responses. The migrants’ 

8/10 in wave 2 is meaningfully higher than their 8/10 in wave 1, which suggests that these 

responses are not inter-temporally comparable. Their 8/10 in wave 2 appears to be higher 

than the 8/10 of the unsuccessful applicants in wave 2, which suggests that these responses 

are not inter-personally comparable. Stillman et al’s result lends credence to the existence of 

scale-norming and ceiling effects, and speaks to the severity of the scope, ranking and 

calibration problems.26 It is a challenge to a large body of existing research on the dynamics 

of life satisfaction over time and demands follow up studies.   

                                                 
26 Stillman et al’s result diverges from those found in other migration studies, such as those collated in the 

World Happiness Report 2018 (Helliwell et al 2018). These studies typically find large increases in life 

satisfaction as reported on scales following migration. The discrepancy between these results and that of 

Stillman et al could be explained by ceiling effects. Atypically, New Zealand employs a targeted migration 

system that only admits individuals who are, in a sense, already elite. This is why the applicants’ average life 

satisfaction is 8/10. This is much higher than the migrants in the Happiness Report studies, who start from a 

lower base. The Tongan migrants are thus more likely to experience ceiling effects and scale-norm if their life 

satisfaction improves following migration to New Zealand.   



217 

 

Investigating scale-norming in life satisfaction scale response data requires the development 

of alternate metrics that extend life satisfaction scales, like Stillman et al’s retrospective 

question. While a burden, this should be seen as an opportunity because while life satisfaction 

scale questions have been quite extensively validated internally, they have not been validated 

much relative to other possible metrics. The need to explore such alternates is eloquently 

made by Alexandrova (2017, p. 133) in her A Philosophy for the Science of Wellbeing:   

If a measure correlates in expected ways with suicide rates and self-harming, 

health, smiling, cortisol levels, and so on, this is evidence that this measure is 

plausible. But in addition to plausibility we need evidence that this measure is 

better than another plausible measure.  

In the next section I present such an alternate measure, perform a preliminary assessment of 

its plausibility and present results from a study using it designed to show up scale-norming if 

it exists. I call this measure the life satisfaction plot.   

 

Life satisfaction plots 

Life satisfaction plots ask respondents to draw a line-graph of their life satisfaction over some 

time horizon. They access the same concept as life satisfaction scales but focus on long-term 

dynamics in life satisfaction rather than evaluations of the present. They ask respondents to 

reflect on their current situation relative to the past, in effect asking them to apply the same 

scale over some time horizon. This should make responses more robust to scale-norming 

issues than annually administered scale questions. Like scale questions, plots are quick and 

cheap to administer.  

In the study documented here, the time frame was ten years and respondents were asked to 

draw their line graph in the following area (figure 3). A primary research question was to 

compare life satisfaction trends as depicted in life satisfaction plots with those constructed by 

stringing together responses to life satisfaction scale questions administered in annual 

longitudinal social surveys like HILDA. 

 

 

 



218 

 

Figure 3: Life Satisfaction Plot  

 

 

To aid the investigation of scale-norming and adaptation in life satisfaction scale studies, the 

study documented here also included two other questions. The first was the standard life 

satisfaction scale question used in social surveys. The study used the HILDA wording, 

namely: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life at this time on a scale of 

1–10?”. This wording was chosen to aid comparability in responses, as the sample used for 

this study was Australian. The second question was a variation on the retrospective question 

used by Stillman et al, namely: 

Think back to 10 years ago. Meditate for a moment on the activities you did, the 

concerns you had, the good and bad things that were in your life and how happy 

or sad you were. Place yourself back in your mind at the time. 

10 years ago, what would you have answered to the following question: all things 

considered, how satisfied are you with your life on a scale of 1–10? 
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Scale-norming can be investigated by comparing trends in life satisfaction plots with 

responses to the two scale questions. If respondents show significant change in one direction 

in their life satisfaction plots but no commensurate change in their scale response from time 1 

(t1) to t10 this would suggest that they are scale-norming. A high scale response score for t1 

coupled with a sustained upward trend in their plot would add further credence to this 

inference as this would indicate ceiling effects kicking in. Adaptation can be easily observed 

in the plots by looking for convergence back to a baseline over time following shocks. The 

10-year time horizon provides enough scope for this adaptation to occur.  

 

Survey implementation 

The three-question survey was administered to 143 masters from 3 separate classes at the 

Crawford School of Public Policy at the Australian National University. The questions 

permuted for each class: class 1 (plot, satisfaction now, satisfaction then), class 2 (then, now, 

plot) and class 3 (now, then, plot). This is a purposeful rather than a representative sample. It 

has characteristics that make it ideal for identifying whether responses to plot questions are 

likely to differ in systematic ways from responses to scale questions. The majority of the 

Crawford School’s students are successful career bureaucrats in their late 20s to early 30s 

from middle class households studying on government scholarships. They have typically 

experienced sustained increases in their objective well-being over time starting from a high 

base. As such, they are liable to suffer from ceiling effects. This makes them an ideal sample 

for potentially falsifying both the scale-norming and adaptation hypotheses.  

After the surveys are administered, a 10x10 grid is overlaid onto the plots drawn by 

respondents. This grid is used to derive life satisfaction scores from 1–10 (in increments of 

0.5) for years 1–10. These can then be used to analyse the curvature of the plots and compare 

them to scale responses. Three further variables of interest are the net change in respondents’ 

life satisfaction as depicted in their plots (“netchange”), the change in their life satisfaction as 

depicted in their scale responses (“change”), and the total volume of change in their plots 

(“Totalchange”). These three variables are calculated as follows: 

𝑛𝑒𝑡𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒 = (𝑡2 − 𝑡1) + (𝑡3 − 𝑡2) + (𝑡4 − 𝑡3) + (𝑡5 − 𝑡4) + (𝑡6 − 𝑡5) + (𝑡7 − 𝑡6)

+ (𝑡8 − 𝑡7) + (𝑡9 − 𝑡8) + (𝑡10 − 𝑡9) 



220 

 

Netchange could also be represented as t10 – t1, but some respondents drew short plots and 

thus had missing values for some early and late time periods. The specification of netchange 

above overcomes this problem.  

𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒 = 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒 𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑠𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑜𝑤 − 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒 𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑠𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑛 

Where “now” corresponds to the life satisfaction scale question about present satisfaction, 

and “then” corresponds to the question about ten years ago.  

𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒 =  |𝑡2 − 𝑡1| + |𝑡3 − 𝑡2| + |𝑡4 − 𝑡3| + |𝑡5 − 𝑡4| + |𝑡6 − 𝑡5| + |𝑡7 − 𝑡6|

+ |𝑡8 − 𝑡7| + |𝑡9 − 𝑡8| + |𝑡10 − 𝑡9| 

Total change is the sum of the absolute value of change in each period depicted in an 

individual’s life satisfaction plot.  

 

Summary Statistics  

Table 1 below and figures A1–A5 in the appendix provide descriptive statistics for the major 

variables used in this study. Equivalent values from the first 10 years of the HILDA study are 

provided by way of comparison. To improve comparability, the HILDA figures are drawn 

using a sub sample restricted to individuals between the ages of 17 and 35 in the first 10 

waves (from 2001–2011) who attain a postgraduate qualification by wave 10. This reduces 

the comparison group to 218 people.  

Table 1 - Summary statistics 

VARIABLE MEAN S.D. HILDA HILDA 

(S.D) 

Total change 5.8 4.5 4.2 3.4 

Net change 2.9 3.0 N/A N/A 

Change 1.2 1.9 -0.07 1.5 

LSAT “Now” 7.7 1.1 7.9 1.1 

LSAT “Then” 6.6 1.8 7.9 1.2 

 

All the values are higher in the plotting study than in HILDA. It seems that the plotting 

instrument picks up more dynamism in life satisfaction over time than life satisfaction scale 
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questions administered annually. This is most obvious when comparing “change” in the 

plotting study with HILDA. The mean value in HILDA is very close to zero (which is also 

the median value), whereas in the plotting study the mean is 1.2 with a median of 1. This 

result may reflect the fact that the plotting instrument asks respondents to explicitly consider 

the present relative to the past, unlike annual scale questions. The netchange variable has no 

equivalent in HILDA, but with a mean of 2.9 it suggests that most people are experiencing 

some change in their life satisfaction over time—something that is not reflected in the 

HILDA results.  

 

The only noteworthy difference in reporting across the three classes was that class 2 reported 

both higher life satisfaction then and higher life satisfaction now: class 1 (then: 6.8, now: 

7.4), class 2 (then: 7.5, now: 8.7) and class 3 (then: 6.4, now: 7.7). The obvious explanation 

for this is that they were asked about their satisfaction “then” before their satisfaction “now”, 

whereas in the other 2 classes the question order was reversed. The respondents gave a 

relatively high response to their life satisfaction 10 years ago, but then in order to 

communicate that their lives had improved, they gave an even higher response for life 

satisfaction today. It appears that framing life satisfaction in relative terms exerts a strong 

effect on responses. However, what is consistent across frames is a desire to communicate 

improvements. We don’t see such improvements in longitudinal panels (see results below).    

 

Consistency analysis 

Responses in the plotting study were broadly consistent and in line with intuition. The mean 

difference between the life satisfaction scale response for today and the plot response for time 

10 was 0.078 with a standard deviation of 1.5. This is not significantly different from zero. 

The mean difference between the life satisfaction scale response for ten years ago and the 

plot response for time 1 was 1.92 with a standard deviation of 2.3. This was significantly 

different from zero. However, this does not indicate inconsistency, as the plot will often track 

movement within scale responses rather than changes between scale responses. Indeed, this is 

implied by coefficients from a regression of change as a function of netchange and a constant. 

The beta coefficient on netchange is 0.36, suggesting that three units of plot change are 

required to produce a single unit of scale change. The estimate is statistically significant at 
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the 1 per cent level, and the model shows modest explanatory power with an R2 of 0.32. The 

consistency of the relationship between the plot and scale responses is also evident from the 

figure A6 in the appendix, which depicts the change variable as a portion of the netchange 

variable. The relationship expressed in the regression coefficient is evident.  

The correlations between variables is also encouraging. Netchange and change correlate at 

0.6, “life satisfaction then” correlates with plotted satisfaction in time 1 at 0.5, and “life 

satisfaction now” correlates with plotted life satisfaction in time 10 at 0.5.  

 

Results 

The plotting study had three primary research questions. The first is whether the dynamics of 

life satisfaction as measured by the plotting instrument differ meaningfully from those 

measured using life satisfaction scales. The second is whether scale norming is something we 

should be concerned about. The third is whether adaptation is as strong as appears to be the 

case when examining life satisfaction scale data. Results for each of these questions are 

reported below. 

 

Dynamics of life satisfaction in scale responses compared to plots 

The life satisfaction plots show markedly different trends and dynamics in life satisfaction 

over time than the life satisfaction scale responses in HILDA. On average across the whole 

sample (figure 5), life satisfaction improves by 3 full points from 4.6 to 7.6 over the 10-year 

plot window. By comparison, life satisfaction in HILDA (figure 6) doesn’t change at all over 

the first ten years of the panel for the comparison group. The only change over time in 

HILDA is two periods of very minor decline, from an average of 7.9 to 7.8 in waves 4 and 5. 

The plotting study shows increases in every period. The plotting study would suggest life is 

getting better, while the year-on-year scale responses suggest no change. It would be 

interesting to see whether this result replicates in other famous cases of no improvement in 

life satisfaction scale responses over time, such as in China from 1990 to 2015. 

Figure 5: Average life satisfaction per period in plotting study—whole sample 
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Figure 6: Average life satisfaction period in HILDA—restricted sample 

 

 

The lack of scale response change in HILDA despite evidence from the plotting study that 

life satisfaction is improving suggests that maybe scale norming is occurring, perhaps driven 

by ceiling effects given the high initial response of 7.9 in wave 1. It is possible to explore 

potential scale norming in the plotting study by comparing plots to scale responses. 

Specifically, a respondent with strong movement in one direction in their plot who does not 

show any change in their scale response is likely to be scale norming over time. To explore 

this in the plot data I begin with a loose definition of scale-norming designed to catch any 

potential candidates and then gradually tighten the definition to weed out more reasonable 
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responses. A benefit of this approach is that it is relatively honest. It makes it clear how tight 

the definition needs to be before the phenomenon disappears.  

 

Is scale-norming something we should be concerned about? 

Scale norming is initially defined as having an absolute value of netchange of greater than or 

equal to 2.5 but an absolute value of scale change of less than or equal to 1. Note that the 

standard deviation of netchange is 3. As such, what this definition does is ask whether 

someone has had meaningful movement in their life satisfaction as plotted but this movement 

has not shown up proportionately in their scale responses. A graphical example drawn from 

the sample is depicted below (figure 7). The individual has a discrepancy in their plot of +5 

but their scale response doesn’t change at all from ten years ago to today. This makes little 

sense unless the individual is scale norming over time.  

Figure 7: Example of scale-norming from plotting study 

 

A14—Netchange: 5, Satisfaction “Then”: 7, Satisfaction “Now”: 7, Change: 0 

 

The loose definition returns 36 candidates, but as expected many of these are making 

reasonable responses. The most common such reasonable response is a scale change of 1 for 

a netchange of 2.5, which is in line with the regression results reported above. In the next step 
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of the analysis, the definition is tightened to netchange of at least 3 (i.e. at least 1 standard 

deviation) and scale change of less than 1 (i.e. no movement). This leaves only 6 candidates. 

Some of these quite clearly show scale norming, such as one individual reporting a netchange 

of 9 and a scale change of 0.  

In a final step, a strict but wide definition of scale norming is used where respondents are 

considered to have scale-normed if they report more than 2 standard deviations of netchange 

(i.e. greater than 6) but no more than 1 unit of scale response change. Such individuals show 

a large change in their life satisfaction in their plots but not a proportionate change in their 

scale response. An example of such a respondent is described below (figure 8). This 

individual has a netchange of +9 but a scale change of only +1. It is debatable whether these 

individuals are scale norming. In any case, this wider definition returns only an additional 4 

candidates for a total of 10 scale-normers, or 7 per cent of the sample.  

Figure 8: Example of scale-norming by wide definition 

 

B44—Netchange: 9, Satisfaction “Then”: 7, Satisfaction “Now”: 8, Change: 1 

 

7 per cent doesn’t seem too problematic, but there are additional candidates for scale-norming 

who have not yet been included—reversers. A reverser is someone whose scale response 

moves in the opposite direction to their plot. For example, the respondent depicted below 

(figure 9) showed an increase of life satisfaction in their plot of 4.5, but their scale response 

declined by -4. This makes little sense unless the individual is scale-norming. It is unlikely 
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that the respondents are simply misunderstanding the question as they are masters students at 

a global top 50 university.  

Figure 9: Example of a reverser 

 

C3—Netchange: 4.5, Satisfaction “Then”: 8, Satisfaction “Now”: 4, Change: -4 

 

There are 12 reversers in the sample. Adding them to the scale-norming group gives 22 

people, or 15% of the sample. This 15% appear to be responding in inconsistent ways that 

support scale-norming. There is no way to identify them from their scale responses alone. 

This makes eliminating them and their contaminating effect from samples in life satisfaction 

studies using scales difficult. Their large number makes drawing inferences from the scale 

responses of such samples over time problematic.  

It should be noted that this 15% is likely a conservative estimate. On the one hand, this is a 

purposeful sample where we would expect to find scale norming. On the other hand, people 

had the possibility in this study of making their “Life Satisfaction Then” response consistent 

with their plot, which might prime them to describe their life satisfaction 10 years ago as 

being lower than they would have said if asked at the time. In other words, given the nature 

of the instrument used here, it is possible that some respondents use the same scale to 

describe their life satisfaction today and ten years ago, whereas in a year on year study they 
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would scale-norm. It would be helpful to include plot questions in existing longitudinal social 

surveys like HILDA and investigate the extent to which the shape of the plots corresponds to 

the last 10 years of scale responses of the survey participants. This would provide a clearer 

indication of scale norming because the scale responses would be from the actual point in 

time the plot is tracking.  

 

Is adaptation as strong as scale responses would have us believe? 

As with scale-norming, the investigation of adaptation in the plotting study data begins with 

the specification of a wide definition that should capture all relevant respondents. This 

definition is then gradually tightened. The initial loose definition for adaptation is at least one 

standard deviation of total change (4.5), but less than or equal to one standard deviation of 

netchange (i.e. 3) and less than or equal to 1 unit of absolute change in scale response. This 

should capture respondents who have experienced shocks to their life satisfaction over the 

course of the survey (the total change) but then adapted back to their set point over time 

(hence limited net change and scale change). An example respondent is depicted below 

(figure 10). They experience a substantially deterioration in their life satisfaction over the 10 

years of the plot, but almost entirely adapts back to their original level by the end of the 

period. Incidentally, such quadratic shapes are somewhat common in the plotting study at 6% 

of the sample. This lends some support to the adaptation hypothesis, but the adaptation here 

is over a much longer time period than what we see in year-on-year scale studies, and the 

“shock” itself is also gradual.   

The loose definition of adaptation picks up a large number of consistent responses, such as 

people with a netchange of 2.5 and a scale change of 1. However, even with this very wide 

definition, only 15 candidates emerge, or 10% of the sample.  
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Figure 10: Example of adaptation 

 

A92—Total Change: 7.5, Netchange: –0.5, Satisfaction “Then”: 8.5, Satisfaction “Now”: 

8, Change: –0.5 

 

The definition of adaptation is then tightened further by restricting the scale responses change 

to less than 1. In this case, there are only 6 candidates, or 4% of the sample. If netchange is 

also restricted to 1 or less only 3 candidates remain. An example of this “strong adaptation” 

definition is presented below in figure 11.  
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Figure 11: Example of “strong adaptation” 

 

A44—Total Change: 12, Netchange: 0, Satisfaction “Then”: 9, Satisfaction “Now”: 9, 

Change: 0 

This definition might miss out individuals who experienced a large change and haven’t had 

time to adapt yet. However, if the net is widened to include people with at least 2 standard 

deviations (9 units) of total change, less than 2 standard deviations (6) of netchange and less 

than 2 points of scale change, no new candidates emerge. The plotting study data does not 

seem to support the strong adaptation hypothesis.  

 

Discussion 

A common response to the results presented above is that they are simply a product of recall 

bias (Coughlin 1990, Kahneman 1999, Stone et al 1999). The plotting metric asks 

respondents to consider the present relative to the past, which raises concerns about errors of 

memory (Lucas 2016). However, recall bias seems a difficult charge to level in this case. 

Stillman et al’s study is a natural experiment. Why do only the migrants appear to suffer from 

recall bias? In the plotting study, individuals who appear to be scale norming are 

differentially recalling their scale response and their plot. If there was recall bias, we would 
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expect it to at least be consistent across these two questions. The retrospective element of the 

plotting instrument is also relatively straightforward because it only requires the description 

of ordinal trends.  

It is perhaps worth noting that responses to even simpler retrospective satisfaction 

questionnaires do not align with responses to year-on-year scale responses. The first four 

waves of the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) included scale question for present 

satisfaction and for satisfaction in the previous year. The correlation between the 

retrospective question and the actual response in the previous year is only 0.5. Similarly, 

waves 16 and 17 of the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) include both a life 

satisfaction scale question and the following: “would you say you are more satisfied with life, 

less satisfied with life, or feel about the same as you did a year ago?”. The correlation 

between these two variables is only 0.22. The BHPS question is essentially a binary choice of 

the form “is your life better today than it was last year?” If we are worried about the cognitive 

complexity of such questions we should certainly be concerned about the cognitive 

complexity of responding to scale questions year-on-year in a way that effectively 

communicates dynamic change in satisfaction levels. This is especially the case given that 

life satisfaction scale questions themselves require some degree of recall. If they did not, then 

what they are measuring would not be conceptually different from what is measured in 

experience sampling methods.  

Issues of recall bias are used to deflect concerns about scale-norming and defend the 

counterintuitive results of SWB research. Year-on-year scale responses are said to undermine 

retrospective evaluations, but one could just as easily say that retrospective evaluations 

undermine year-on-year scale responses. And while recall bias might explain the discrepancy 

between year-on-year scale questions and retrospective evaluations, scale norming is an 

equally valid explanation. Scale-norming has the added advantage of producing inferences 

that are in line with old intuitions, like the long-run positive impacts of economic growth. 

There is no particularly salient reason to prefer either view at this stage given that both sets of 

metrics involve difficult cognitive exercises. More research is required. 

A second common response to the results herein is that it is incorrect to think of life 

satisfaction as a continuous variable. It is in fact bounded, just like pleasure, which goes from 

0 (so painful you pass out) to 10 (so ecstatic that you pass out). This argument in no way 

undermines the results, as shown in figure 11, below. If life satisfaction is organismically 
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bounded in the sense that humans just can’t have more than χ satisfaction but satisfaction is 

still cardinal if only we could measure it, then the logic of the argument and interpretation of 

the results remains the same. This is demonstrated graphically below (figure 12). Even with 

an organismic bound (i.e. 10) that the individual can conceive from wave 1 of the survey, it 

remains the case that the individual may qualitatively alter their scale across waves in way 

that makes responses incomparable even ordinally.  

 

Figure 12: Organismically bounded life satisfaction 

 

 

Incidentally, figure 12 also describes why scale-norming can affect responses to Cantril’s 

ladder of life questions. Recall that these ask respondents to conceptualise their scale as 

bounded by their “worst possible life” and “best possible life”. Even with a fixed conception 

of a 10/10 life that is way off in the distance, it is still possible for an individual to scale norm 

as they move towards this goal. For example, say that a particular Tongan migrant’s best 

possible life is to be a minister in the New Zealand cabinet. Step 1 is to migrate, so achieving 

this results in an improvement in life satisfaction, but also a reassessment of the probability 

that this Tongan can make it to parliament, so they scale-norm upwards. Upon arriving in 

New Zealand, they also experience some adaptation owing to changing reference groups—

they are no longer elite. This reduces their absolute satisfaction, but not their scale response. 

A decade or two later, they are elected to parliament. This major move towards the 



232 

 

individual’s best possible life provokes a major change in life satisfaction. However, they can 

now also see explicit steps to becoming a minister, namely chairing some committees, so this 

now becomes their 9/10, whereas previously 9/10 was simply getting elected. Certainly this 

person’s aspirations have grown, but so has their life satisfaction. The two should not be 

confused. Adaptation due to rising aspirations and changing reference groups can occur 

simultaneously with scale-norming.    

If life satisfaction is not organismically bounded but rather cognitively bounded then it 

becomes an open question whether life satisfaction scale responses can be used for welfare 

analysis. This conceptualisation of scale responses dispenses with cardinality entirely and 

instead conceives of scale responses as strictly ordinal. Consequently, it is correct to say that 

a frustrated millionaire in New York and a happy peasant in Kolkata who both say they are 

an 8/10 are in fact equally satisfied with life, even if the peasant would like to trade places 

with the millionaire but the millionaire would not like to trade places with the peasant. In this 

case, life satisfaction scales cannot be used to decide policy priorities over, among other 

things, the distribution of public spending, as advocated by some happiness economists 

(Fujiwara and Dolan 2016, Clark et al 2018), because doing so would result in perverse 

outcomes. If scales are cognitively bounded, then it is reasonable to say that extroverts are on 

average more satisfied than introverts (Diener and Lucas 1999), but it is less reasonable to 

say that this is something we should care about. If we made all the introverts extroverted this 

would hardly make the world a “better” place. The frustrated millionaire and sad introvert 

examples point to a deep epistemic issue for subjective well-being research, namely, if life 

satisfaction is cognitively bounded, then can we really say it has anything to do with 

wellbeing?     

It is worth underlining that what is at issue here is only the inter-personal and inter-temporal 

comparability of scale responses. It is quite possible that at any one point in time an 

individual can navigate the scope, ranking and calibration problems to produce an ordinal 

ranking of possible lives and situate their present life within that ranking (as shown in the 

graphic above). However, it is also possible that respondents execute this cognitive exercise 

in substantially different ways at different points in time and thus end up answering scale 

questions using different scales over time, making these responses incomparable. Scale 

responses then become an interesting tool for studying the cognitive exercise itself, but not 

for investigating determinants and dynamics of absolute life satisfaction or wellbeing.  
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Implications 

Some caveats are in order. The results presented above must be checked with bigger and 

more representative samples. It would also be useful to test the plotting instrument with the 

scale labelled from 1–10. This might reveal the extent to which the plots simply show 

movement within scale levels. It may be the case that 9 points of netchange in the plotted 

response, for example, is simply not enough to move some respondent’s scales up a single 

unit.  

Even with these caveats, some tentative conclusions are reasonable. The divergence between 

what we see in plotting data from what we see in longitudinal scale data suggests that we 

need to experiment with alternate metrics for assessing evaluated wellbeing, especially in the 

context of dynamic change. Life satisfaction scales have passed through extensive 

psychometric validation but they have not been as extensively validated relative to other 

possible options. It would be worthwhile at this juncture to experiment with other life 

satisfaction metrics given that scales produce counterintuitive results. In the meantime, we 

should be cautious about assuming that phenomena we observe in life satisfaction scale data 

are not artefactual in nature. We should be especially cautious about accepting strong 

adaptation as a defining characteristic of dynamic trends in evaluated wellbeing and be 

mindful of the potential for scale norming.  

Given the potentially pernicious effects of scale norming on the usefulness of life satisfaction 

scales, the phenomenon demands wider and deeper investigation. This is not a call to 

abandon the use of scales, or even to exercise more caution in their use—most researchers are 

very cautious already. Rather, it is a call to recognize that life satisfaction scales have long 

been the subject of methodological concerns (Frederick and Lowenstein 1999, McClimans et 

al 2012, Kaminitz 2018). Subjective well-being scholarship had to push past these concerns 

to establish itself as a viable field with interesting and valuable insights to offer (Diener et al 

2009). It has done so amply. Now that the field has garnered substantial credibility, it has the 

latitude to revisit these methodological issues and sort them out.  

In the next, final section of this dissertation, I discuss another metric that could be used 

alongside plots to explore life satisfaction from a different angle: worms. I also detail a 
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methodology by which worms could be used to estimate wellbeing functions of the sort 

presented in chapter 4. 

 

Life Satisfaction Worms 

Worms are used in televised debates between Australian Prime Ministerial candidates. Here 

they are used to track audience approval for things the candidates say on stage. Audience 

members are given clickers. Using these they can indicate when they like or dislike what a 

candidate is saying. Below is an image of former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott 

during the 2013 election campaign. The worm is displayed at the bottom of the screen and 

shows how the speaker’s appeal is trending.  

 

The worm measures the dynamics of appeal rather than absolute appeal. If someone had been 

saying appealing things for some time they would be well into the positive portion of the 

graph. If they start saying unappealing things at that point their worm will begin to trend 

downward, but these trends give little indication of overall appeal.  

Worms could be useful in the context of SWB research because they can capture trends in life 

satisfaction in a quantifiable way without employing a strictly bounded scale. For example, 

respondents could be interviewed monthly and asked “would you say you are more, less or as 

satisfied with your life this month compared to last month?” If a respondent says “as 
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satisfied” then their cumulative score for that month is +0. If they are more or less satisfied 

they could get a +1 or –1 if the researcher wanted to completely avoid scales, or be asked at 

that point for a scaled answer. For example, a follow-up question could be: “on a scale from 

1–10, how much more or less satisfied are you this month compared to last month?”  

Scale-norming would still be a concern when trying to compare the magnitudes of these 

changes, but some insights could be gleamed by including more qualitative questions. For 

example, a follow-up question could be: “In 160 characters or less (the length of a txt 

message), please describe what provoked this change in your satisfaction”. With this question 

and a sufficiently large sample, candidates for major and minor effects on life satisfaction 

could be derived directly from individuals. This would be superior to the present method 

where researchers use shocks that exist coincidentally in longitudinal panels to study 

satisfaction dynamics. An example is the adaptation research on divorce, marriage and death. 

We may be missing important sources of satisfaction change and misunderstanding causation 

simply because we don’t ask the relevant questions.  

Worms would also allow for alternate approaches to the analysis of adaptation. If the strong 

adaptation hypothesis is true then we would expect to see similar trends in worms to those we 

see in plots of life satisfaction responses—a mostly flat worm with rapid returns to trend 

following any shocks. In contrast, if adaptation is weak or incomplete and scale-norming is 

instead a major driver of trends in scale responses then we might expect to see structural 

breaks in life satisfaction worms instead. These would look something like this (figure 13): 

Figure 13: Life satisfaction worm with structural breaks 
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The period from t39 to t47 represents a period of adaptation to a negative shock. We would 

here expect a respondent to say they are more satisfied than last period each wave, but only 

give a small improvement each wave. Cognitive adaptation could be disentangled from actual 

changes in circumstances by using the qualitative response question and/or by embedding the 

worm and qualitative response question in a larger social survey that tracks objective changes 

in circumstances like income, divorce or migration. The other changes in life satisfaction are 

large shocks associated with, mostly likely, goal achievement. The break at t4, for example, 

might represent being accepted to college. The break at t19 might represent being shortlisted 

for a prestigious graduate scholarship (a small increase in satisfaction), while the larger break 

at t26 might represent actually getting that scholarship. In between these breaks life basically 

goes on with little noteworthy to report, and so the individual’s satisfaction stays the same.  

Worms might overcome some problems associated with assessing dynamic change in life 

satisfaction, notably scale-norming. However, they, like all other metrics of subjective well-

being in contemporary usage, are insufficient to capture a critical domain of information, 

namely values and how they change over time. Without information on values—things like 

goals or preferences over income versus meaning—it is difficult to understand where 

wellbeing is coming from and its causal structure. To illustrate, recall that affective signals 

guide the process by which eudaimonia and despair are satisfied, and that aspects of the 

eudaimonia and despair clusters are often necessary for understanding why positive and 

negative mood persists. As such, if we only have a global measure of wellbeing rather than 

something that can be broken down into these component parts we will struggle to understand 

why wellbeing changes.  

There are techniques in existence that overcome this issue to an extent. For example, 

anthropologists working with minority communities have developed qualitative research 

methods from which they, in cooperation with the community, can derive surveys that assess 

satisfaction with regards to things that the community specifically cares about (see Durie 

2006, Ganesharajah 2009, McGregor et al 2003, Ruttenberg 2013, Yap and Yu 2016 for 

examples). These methods need to be restarted at regular intervals to allow up-to-date 

community values to be reflected in survey questions. While these methods show a great deal 

of promise, they are also administratively laborious, expensive and time consuming. This 

makes them ill-suited to many applications in public policy.  
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One solution to this is to give respondents a smaller, fixed list of things to care about and then 

give them a number of points to distribute across this list to communicate their relative 

preference for each item. These lists can be derived from general theory or simple social 

surveys. I will illustrate this method using items drawn from the wellbeing production 

function. This example will thereby show how the wellbeing production function might be 

measured empirically and estimated statistically (if inaccurately).  

At the beginning of the worm survey outlined above, respondents could be presented with the 

following 11 domains: freedom, money, health, education, environment, mood, 

friendships/family/community, competence, identity and self-knowledge, meaning and 

purpose, and morality. These domains correspond to the different variables of the well-being 

production function and the capabilities constraint. They could be described to respondents as 

follows: 

Freedom: this is primarily about how autonomous you feel in your life. It captures whether 

you are politically enfranchised, free from coercion by your peers, family and the institutions 

you interact with, self-determined in how you spend your time, and able to pursue the things 

you value. 

 

Money: How wealthy are you relatively to how wealthy you would like to be? Do you have 

enough money to do the things you would like to do? 

 

Health: both mental and physical, including how fit you are. Are you in pain or debilitated? 

Are you physically and mentally able to do the things you would like to do? 

 

Education: this includes both formal training and more general knowledge of the world and 

things that you might like to do. Do you have the qualifications you need to pursue your 

interests? Do you know the things you would like to know? 

 

Environment: This refers to the liveability of your world, especially your immediate 

environment. In includes things like green spaces and opportunities to get into nature as well 

as aspects of the built environment that you value, like things to do and places to see. It also 

includes things like noise pollution and bad neighbours. 
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Mood: simplistically, this is about whether you have a balance of positive over negative 

affect. Are you optimistic, chuffed, upbeat and generally ‘happy’ more often than you are 

anxious, depressed, irritable, angry or sad? 

 

Friendships, family and community: do you feel like you have a good quantity and quality of 

relationships with people that you care about? 

 

Competence: Are you good at the things you want to be good at? Do you feel like you are 

good at your life? 

 

Identity and self-knowledge: this domain captures the extent to which you are self-aware and 

know who you are. Do you have a clear sense of self including things like your values and 

why you hold them? 

 

Meaning and purpose: do you feel like your life is meaningful and serves a purpose that 

motivates you? 

 

Morality: Are you a good person according to yourself and others? 

 

There are 11 domains. Survey participants could be given 44 points to distribute across these 

domains on scales from 1–7. More points into a domain reflects a greater degree of 

importance placed on that domain. Respondents can either give everything a 4/7 

corresponding to “neither relatively important nor unimportant” or down-weight some 

domains as relatively unimportant to up-weight others domains as relatively important. A 

sample answer might be the following (figure 14): 
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Figure 14: Relative preference over subjective well-being domains 

 

DOMAIN PREFERENCE 

Freedom ****** 

Money * 

Health **** 

Education **** 

Environment *** 

Mood ** 

Friendships, Family and Community *** 

Competence ***** 

Identity and self-knowledge ****** 

Meaning and purpose ***** 

Morality ***** 

   

 

Respondents could then be asked to rate their satisfaction with these domains on a scale from 

1–7. A sample answer at this stage might be the following (figure 15): 
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Figure 15: Satisfaction with SWB domains 

DOMAIN SATISFACTION 

Freedom 7 

Money 5 

Health 5 

Education 6 

Environment 5 

Mood 5 

Friendships, Family and Community 4 

Competence 6 

Identity and self-knowledge 6 

Meaning and purpose 4 

Morality 6 

 

Respondents could then be asked the worm question at each survey wave and also asked 

whether either their domain preferences or domain satisfactions have changed. Combined 

with qualitative responses, researchers could assess which of the domains is driving changes 

in subjective wellbeing. At the conclusion of the study, it would be relatively straightforward 

(if somewhat fraught owing to scale-norming issues) to estimate wellbeing functions for all 

participants. It would be less straightforward but nonetheless possible to also analyse how 

individual’s domain preferences changed over the course of the study and why. This would 

provide some preliminary insights into how people learn what values are right for them, 

though of course a deeper analysis of coalescence would require individual level data about 

specific goals.  

The domain preferences and satisfactions methodology outlined above is only slightly more 

laborious to implement than than life satisfaction scales. While there are more questions 

initially, adjusting values in subsequent waves takes little time at all. The primary scale 

question is replaced by the worm question, which has 2 parts instead of just one. Hardly an 

imposition. The most important benefit of this method overall is that it would move the field 

away from grand averaging and allow for greater control over heterogeneity among 
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respondents. For example, it would be possible to assess the impact of income on the life 

satisfaction of people who care about income versus people who do not using the interaction 

between preference for wealth and satisfaction with wealth, especially if objective measures 

of wealth are also available as part of a social survey. It would also be possible to assess 

whether there is a satiation point for income growth because the preference for income would 

decline at this point even as satisfaction remained high.   

 

Conclusion 

To effectively measure wellbeing in a policy context we need metrics that produce 

quantitative data that are also quick and thus cheap to implement. For these metrics to capture 

SWB in general they must also be a global measure rather than a measure of a specific 

dimension of wellbeing. To date, life satisfaction scales have been the primary metric 

employed to this end. Unfortunately, concerns around scale norming make these metrics 

problematic for analysing dynamic trends in life satisfaction over time.  

One way to potentially overcome this weakness is to use life satisfaction plots or worms. 

However, these instruments, like life satisfaction scales, are somewhat clumsy if they are not 

augmented with additional questions that measure or account for things like goals, values and 

preferences. While tools for incorporating these items into SWB measures exist, they are 

typically laborious and expensive, making them difficult to employ in a large-scale policy 

context. Short qualitative questions are one solution, but these are limited in their 

interpersonal comparability.  

One avenue to explore that could work in tandem with qualitative questions is to give 

respondents a list of possible sources of wellbeing change, including goals and values, and 

ask them to use these to indicate how and why their wellbeing is changing. This would give 

rise to quantitative, interpersonally comparable data with relatively limited concerns about 

scale-norming and some accounting for preferences, goals and values without sacrificing 

parsimony. The data would have limited use in welfare economics, but potentially wide-

ranging applications in behavioural economics and policy more broadly. Subjective well-

being research has not had the latitude to experiment with such potentially flawed metrics to 

date because it has been under tremendous pressure to establish itself as a credible field. Now 

that it is so established, and now that it is armed with a clear and comprehensive model of 
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SWB thanks to this dissertation, it is time for the field to engage more deeply with these 

methodological issues. In this way SWB can move from being a field science to a theory-

driven science.    
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Conclusion 

 

To think is easy. To act is hard. But the hardest thing of all is to act in accordance with your 

thinking. 

- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 

* * * 

 

This thesis was motivated by the challenges SW-B faces in making constructive and 

meaningful contributions to welfare economics and public policy. As argued in chapter 1, the 

paradigm of SW-B has made substantial contributions to science over the past four decades. 

It has illuminated the distinction between evaluated and experience wellbeing. It has raised 

new topics for inquiry, such as adaptation, set points, and the subjective wellbeing reporting 

function. And perhaps most importantly, it has contributed to the development of an 

architecture for the empirical study of SWB by peeling the concept away from discussions of 

prudential value. Hedonic psychologists and happiness economists defined a new construct—

SW-B—that could be studied without asking whether SW-B is “good-for” people. They 

utilised an exploratory empirical methodology and discovered a fascinating landscape for 

analysis. In all this, SW-B’s operationalist epistemology was arguably a boon. But in the 

public policy and welfare economics domains, operationalism leaves SW-B scholarship open 

to longstanding and well-rehearsed critiques. This is in large part because wellbeing in these 

domains is intimately tied to prudential matters. Maximising wellbeing in policy and welfare 

economics means maximising prudential value, so to apply SW-B herein it must be asked 

whether SW-B is “good-for” people. The answer, for now at least, appears to be no. 

Prioritising SW-B could lead to perverse redistribution towards millionaires, clumsy 

allocation of public funds in cost-benefit analysis owing to scale-norming and other errors of 

measurement, and the blinkered prioritisation of hedonic dimensions of SWB at the expense 

of other important dimensions like eudaimonia. 
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Nonetheless, SW-B has valuable contributions to make to these discourses, particularly with 

regards to empiricism. To make these contributions constructively and effectively, SW-B 

must replace its operationalist epistemology with a realist one. Chapter 2 argued that the first 

step in this enterprise is to posit a deep and comprehensive theory of SWB, including how it 

relates to the prudential good. I have provided such a theory in this dissertation, merging the 

SW-B literature with the broader literatures on SWB and wellbeing in psychology, 

philosophy and economics. This theory can now be used to inform the development of new 

metrics for empirically analysing SWB. As the wellbeing production function and 

coalescence of being theory of SWB is “fully articulated and defended against alternatives” it 

can be used to drive construct validation exercises as per Alexandrova’s (2017, p. 150) 

specification of a “better implicit logic” thereof. 

The theory outlined in chapters 4-9 posits that SWB must be understood in two parts: as an 

outcome and as a process. The state of SWB is modelled by the wellbeing production 

function, which defines SWB as a function of hedonia, eudaimonia and despair. These 

dimensions correspond roughly to whether one feels one’s life to be pleasant, fulfilling and 

valuable, respectively. Drawing on the literature in SW-B and philosophy, chapter 6 argued 

that hedonia is a function of positive affect, negative affect, hedonic life satisfaction and 

emotional disposition. There are a range of techniques for improving this dimension of 

wellbeing, including savouring, gratitude and mindfulness. Chapter 7 distinguished 

eudaimonia from hedonia using theoretical arguments and empirical evidence from clinical 

and social psychology. It also defined eudaimonia as a state wherein an individual’s basic 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness are thoroughly nourished. 

Chapter 8 argued at length that the despair domain was a crucial element of wellbeing that 

needs to be better appreciated by SWB scholars. Despair concerns meaning and purpose, 

identity and a sense of normative seriousness. While empirical inquiry in psychology has 

advanced our factual understanding of despair in recent decades, existential philosophy, 

where the concept of despair was first developed, still has a lot of depth to offer and should 

be more thoroughly integrated into philosophical contributions to SWB scholarship.  

The dimensions of SWB are interconnected. Affective signals from the hedonic dimension 

guide the coalescence of being that nourishes the basic psychological needs in the 

eudaimonia dimension and secures the meaning, seriousness and identity that comprise the 

despair dimension. In turn, it is only by improving eudaimonia and despair that the individual 

can achieve a life that is punctuated predominantly by positive affect rather than negative 
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affect. Eudaimonia and despair are connected as well. The nihilist, who knows little of 

themselves and perceives the world as pointless and morality as flippant, will struggle to 

motivate themselves and nourish their basic psychological needs. Meanwhile, individuals 

raised in environments that foster their basic psychological needs, particularly for relatedness, 

will be buffered against the debilitating effects of despair.  

Individuals seeking to improve their SWB are constrained in this activity by their capabilities. 

These capture the extent to which individuals can be who they want to be and do what they 

want to do. Chapter 5 explained the contents of the capabilities constraint drawing on the 

work of Sen (1999a, 1999b) and Nussbaum (2000) and the way their ideas have been 

operationalised in the HDI, MDGs and SDGs. Capabilities include income, health, education, 

political enfranchisement and environmental quality. A central claim of chapter 5 was that 

once an individual has sufficient capabilities to be who they want to be and do what they 

want to do, increasing their capabilities will have little impact on their wellbeing. If an 

individual appears to have a relaxed capabilities constraint but is nonetheless unwell, it is 

possibly because they lack quality information regarding who they should be and what they 

should do. Understanding this information shortfall in a comprehensive fashion necessitates 

having some model of how individuals come to learn what ways of being and doing are best 

for their unique selves. The coalescence of being, explored in chapter 9, provides insights 

into what this learning process involves.  

The coalescence of being is a model of self-actualisation, a long running fixture of 

philosophical accounts of wellbeing that has until now been somewhat underspecified. The 

central process of coalescence is the harmonisation of the actual, ideal and ought selves. This 

correspond to who one is, who one wants to be, and who one has a responsibility to be, 

respectively. The ideal and ought selves consist of goals and identified values. Individuals 

trying to become their ideal selves will occasionally meet with success. They will then be 

disclosed as who they would like to be. This will be an exhilarating moment laden with 

positive affect. More generally, positive affective signals will punctuate progress towards 

goals that are self-concordant, indicating that the individual is on the right path towards 

SWB. Negative affective signals require introspection and rational digestion. They may 

indicate that the individual is not pursuing their goals with enough rigor and consequently 

falling short of sensibly desired ends. Or they may indicate that the ends are inappropriate. 

They may be self-discordant: a poor fit for the individual in question. The individual must 

then abandon these goals and reconceptualise their ideal and/or ought self.  
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This thesis argued that as coalescence progress the individual will slowly improve their 

scores across all domains of SWB. They will pursue predominantly intrinsically motivated 

activities, nourishing their sense of autonomy. They will comport towards activities and 

values that are associated with positive affect and abandon those associated with negative 

affect, ensuring hedonia in the long run. Their progress towards their ideal self will give them 

a sense of growing competence, and their progress towards their ought self will give them a 

sense of meaning and purpose, especially as they change the world to be more in line with 

their values. Pursuit of the ideal and ought selves will almost inevitably bring the individual 

into communities of like-minded individuals where will be valued, nourishing their sense of 

relatedness. Introspection upon the affective signals that guide the individual along the path 

of coalescence will give the individual a rationally accessible understanding of themselves, 

providing identity and ameliorating anguish. Finally, coalescence requires integrity and fealty 

towards the principles inherent in the ideal and ought selves. This means that these principles 

come to exert a binding power over the individual’s behaviour that is emerges out of that 

individuals own desires. This ensures seriousness and grounds ethics in self-interest.     

The combination of the wellbeing production function and the coalescence of being is a 

hybrid theory of wellbeing. It emphasises objective criteria, such as a preponderance of 

positive over negative affect and nourished psychological needs, which determine whether 

someone is well. However, it also admits a tremendous amount of heterogeneity in how 

individuals go about attaining their objective indicators. Furthermore, the theory emphasises 

that it is individuals who arbitrate over their ideal and ought selves, ponder their affective 

signals and decide what values and goals are right for them. In this sense, the theory includes 

a substantial subjectivist component not dissimilar to preference-satisfaction accounts of 

wellbeing that include notions of laundered preferences. The coalescence of being models 

what laundering entails and the wellbeing production function models what the state of 

someone with satisfied preference is like. The central role given to affective signals in 

guiding the laundering process and helping individuals to nurture their basic needs means that 

the theory has a substantial hedonistic component as well. Finally, the strong emphasis on 

process as well as outcome in the model means that it includes a eudaimonic element as well. 

It even includes a link to Aristotelian accounts of eudaimonia in the role it grants for reason 

in introspection and virtue in integrity, seriousness and the ought self.   

The two-part theory of wellbeing presented in this dissertation argues that the prudential good 

must be understood as both an outcome and a process. Some people have ill-being while 
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others have well-being, and they will report as much. No individual scoring low in all of the 

dimensions of the SWB production function will say they are well. Similarly, no individual 

scoring high in all of the dimensions of SWB will say they are unwell. These are empirical 

claims that are meaningfully verified by the empirical literature reviewed in chapters 6 

through 8. Similarly, there is a right way and a wrong way to go about getting SWB. 

Individuals who, for example, pursue extrinsic aspirations are unlikely to report high levels of 

SWB because their lifestyle is unlikely to nurture their basic psychological needs nor provide 

them with many positive affective signals. The inverse is true for people who wisely 

prosecute the coalescence of being. As such, efforts in welfare economics and public policy 

that aim at maximising the prudential good must appreciate that it is not just a state but also a 

mode or manner of being.    

Scholarship in the SW-B field has shown us that measuring SWB and analysing it empirically 

is immensely challenging but not impossible. Going forward, we should be cautious about 

any metric that seems quick and easy. At the same time, it is precisely quick and easy metrics 

that are needed for applications in policy and economics because of practical constraints 

relating to the costs of administering social surveys. I discussed these issues in chapter 10. In 

this context, it is understandable that life satisfaction scales generated excitement and were 

enthusiastically pressed into service. Their use has certainly yielded some important insights, 

but they are also limited in their applicability. In particular, scales are a questionable metric 

for assessing the dynamics of SWB, especially among the well-off, owing to the problem of 

scale-norming. New metrics may be required to advance the field. Chapter 10 provided two 

candidates: life satisfaction plots and worms. These must also be complemented with metrics 

that capture people’s values and goals so that these can be accounted for when analysing 

SWB reports. In the closing passages of the thesis I outlined how these new metrics could be 

used to empirically estimate the coefficients of the wellbeing production function.  

Given the evidence for scale norming reviewed in chapter 10 and the arguments of Adler 

(2013) and Fleurbaey and Blanchet (2013) reviewed periodically throughout the volume, it 

seems reasonable to argue that SW-B theory and metrics are not appropriate, at least at this 

stage, for applications in welfare economics and public policy that require precise 

interpersonal comparisons of wellbeing. Cost benefit analysis and questions of distributive 

justice are the archetypal examples of such applications. The capabilities approach is more 

mature in this regard, both theoretically and empirically, and represents a major advance over 

paradigms based purely in monetary units (Alkire 2015, Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013, ch. 6). 
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Efforts should be concentrated there instead. In the meantime, research into advancing SWB 

to the point where it might helpfully contribute to such applications should be encouraged.  

Advocates who want a greater role for SWB in public policy could focus on the numerous 

applications of SWB in domains that might be grounded under the heading of “behavioural 

policy”. Graham has been a leader in such applications in the economic space. She has 

studied, among other things, the relationship between SW-B and decision making in Peruvian 

slums and declining or aspiring communities in the United States (Graham 2011, 2017). 

Positive psychologists are even more active in this space. One example is designing policies 

for schools, prisons, workplaces, welfare centres and other institutions so that they support 

basic psychological needs (Jang et al 2010, Deci et al 2017). Another is implementing 

programs in such institutions to help people identify their personal strengths, thereby 

nurturing their sense of competence and helping them to define their identities (Seligman et al 

2009). More broadly, SWB scholarship has valuable insights to offer on how to make civic 

institutions more accessible through deliberative or other mechanisms so that people feel 

capable of autonomously affecting their worlds (Ryan and Deci 2017, ch. 23). These 

applications of SWB are not the traditional purview of economics or the “social planner” but 

they are nonetheless in the domain of public policy. Furthermore, they are fields where 

economics and the paradigm of the social planner are not very useful because scarcity is not a 

pervasive consideration (Fabian 2018). As such, the heterodox insights of happiness 

economics and SWB more generally can potentially bring about substantial improvements. 

These behavioural domains are thus an ideal beachhead from which to build a more sustained 

and wide-ranging contribution to economics and public policy on the part of SWB. They are 

a relatively new field of inquiry and deserve to be the subject of future work.  
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APPENDIX 

Figure A1: Total change as depicted on plots  

 
 

Figure A2: Total change over time in scale responses, HILDA
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Figure A3: Netchange as depicted on plots

 
 

Figure A4: Scale response change in plotting study
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Figure A5: Scale response change between wave 10 and wave 1 in HILDA sample

 
 

Figure A6: Consistency of plotting responses and scale responses

 
 

 


