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Subjective Well-Being

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Positive Psychology, Behavioral Economics, Sociology

1. Core Definition

Subjective Well-Being (SWB) is a foundational concept within psychology, particularly Positive

Psychology, referring to a person's own comprehensive and critical assessment of their life quality,

encompassing both their emotional state and cognitive judgment. It is scientifically defined as the

combination of frequent positive emotions, infrequent negative emotions, and overall satisfaction

with one's life. Unlike objective measures of prosperity, such as income or physical health, SWB

emphasizes the individual's inner experience, making it a measure of happiness and life fulfillment

from the perspective of the person living the life. This perspective grants paramount importance to

self-report, as the individual is considered the ultimate authority on their own well-being.

The study of Subjective Well-Being moves beyond the traditional focus on mental illness and

dysfunction, shifting attention instead to what makes life worth living and how individuals flourish.

Seminal work by psychologist Ed Diener established SWB as a measurable, multifaceted

construct, arguing that it is more than just transient mood. It represents a relatively stable

disposition that reflects long-term contentment and appraisal of success across various life

domains, including work, relationships, and health. Understanding SWB requires analyzing not

only the presence of joy but also the absence of sustained negative emotional states, alongside a

cognitive evaluation of life goals achieved versus aspirations held.

Crucially, SWB is inherently subjective. Two individuals with identical external circumstances (e.g.,

income, health status) might report vastly different levels of well-being due to differing internal

standards, coping mechanisms, personality traits, and cultural expectations. This inherent

subjectivity means that researchers cannot dictate what constitutes a good life; rather, they must

rely on the individual's self-assessment. High SWB is characterized by a favorable balance where

positive emotional experiences outweigh negative ones, and the individual feels their life trajectory

is aligned with their expectations and values, leading to a profound sense of satisfaction and

fulfillment.

2. Historical and Philosophical Roots

The modern scientific investigation of well-being is deeply rooted in ancient philosophical inquiries

concerning the nature of the "good life." Two dominant traditions--hedonism and eudaimonism--

provide the foundational framework for contemporary SWB research. The hedonic tradition,

traceable to Aristippus and later elaborated by thinkers like Bentham, posits that happiness is

primarily about maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain. SWB, particularly its affective

components (positive and negative emotions), is largely aligned with this hedonic view, focusing on
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the subjective experience of pleasure and comfort.

In contrast, the **eudaimonic tradition**, championed by Aristotle, defines well-being not merely by

pleasure but by living virtuously and realizing one's true potential. Eudaimonia emphasizes

purpose, meaning, and psychological functioning rather than fleeting emotional states. While SWB

research primarily measures hedonic aspects, the cognitive component--life satisfaction--often

incorporates eudaimonic elements, as individuals assess whether their lives are meaningful and

purposeful when determining overall contentment. The rise of SWB research in the mid-20th

century, particularly following post-World War II affluence in Western nations, signaled a shift from

focusing solely on material prosperity (measured by GDP) to measuring the experienced quality of

life.

Early sociological studies in the 1960s and 1970s, such as those conducted by Angus Campbell

and Philip Converse, laid the groundwork for large-scale national surveys designed to measure

subjective indicators of quality of life, recognizing that objective indicators were insufficient to

capture true human flourishing. This sociological interest converged with the burgeoning field of

psychology, which began developing rigorous psychometric tools to capture self-reported

happiness and satisfaction. By the late 1980s and 1990s, SWB became a central theme in

psychology, culminating in the formal establishment of Positive Psychology, which sought to

systematically study positive emotions, character strengths, and institutions that enable human

flourishing.

3. Key Components of the Tripartite Model

SWB is most frequently conceptualized through a tripartite model, which divides the construct into

two fundamental categories: cognitive judgments and affective experiences. These three

components are measured distinctly but combine to form an individual's overall level of well-being.

The first component is Life Satisfaction, which represents the cognitive evaluation. This involves

a thoughtful, intellectual assessment where the individual compares their current life

circumstances, achievements, and relationships against an internal standard of what they believe

an ideal life should entail. This component is stable and reflective, less prone to daily fluctuations

than the emotional components.

The second and third components relate to **Affective Experiences**, covering the emotional

balance of the individual's daily life. Positive Affect refers to the frequency, intensity, and duration

of pleasant emotions such as joy, happiness, contentment, and excitement. A person with high

SWB reports experiencing these positive emotions regularly. Importantly, it is the frequency of

positive affect, rather than the extreme intensity of brief peak experiences, that is a better predictor

of overall well-being. This affective dimension captures the moment-to-moment emotional quality of

life.
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Conversely, **Negative Affect** refers to the frequency, intensity, and duration of unpleasant

emotions such as anxiety, sadness, anger, and stress. High SWB is defined not by the complete

absence of negative affect--which is unrealistic and perhaps psychologically unhealthy--but by its

low frequency and relatively short duration when it does occur. The affective balance, or the ratio

of positive to negative emotional states, is crucial. While Life Satisfaction measures a cognitive

fulfillment of expectations, the affective components quantify the hedonic experience of living,

confirming that SWB requires both a feeling of happiness and a reasoned judgment of satisfaction.

4. Measurement and Assessment Tools

Measuring Subjective Well-Being relies heavily on self-report instruments, given the subjective

nature of the construct. These tools must be reliable, meaning they produce consistent results over

time, and valid, meaning they accurately measure what they intend to measure. One of the most

historically significant attempts to measure SWB on a global scale is the World Values Survey

(WVS), which has tracked global trends in happiness and satisfaction since 1981. The WVS

utilizes straightforward questions designed to capture both the affective and cognitive dimensions

of SWB, aligning perfectly with the tripartite model.

As detailed in the source material, the WVS typically employs two key questions. The first question

targets the affective component, often phrased as: "Taking all things together, would you say you

are very happy, rather happy, not at all happy?" This question seeks a holistic assessment of the

individual's emotional climate. The second question addresses the cognitive component of life

satisfaction: "All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?"

This requires a more deliberative intellectual assessment, evaluating life against personal

standards and expectations. The aggregation of responses across large populations allows

researchers to draw robust conclusions about national and global well-being trends, forming the

basis for comparisons between different economic and social systems.

Beyond large global surveys like the WVS, clinical and research psychology often utilize highly

refined instruments. The **Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)**, developed by Diener and

colleagues, is a widely used five-item scale specifically designed to capture the cognitive judgment

component of SWB. Another essential tool is the **Positive and Negative Affect Schedule

(PANAS)**, which measures the two distinct emotional dimensions (positive and negative affect)

over specified time frames (e.g., "in the past week" or "generally"). Advances in technology have

also introduced "experience sampling methods" (ESM), where participants report their feelings in

real-time multiple times a day, providing high-resolution data that minimizes recall bias and

enhances the validity of SWB measurement.

5. Determinants and Predictors of SWB
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Research into the determinants of SWB reveals a complex interplay between genetic factors,

stable personality traits, external life circumstances, and voluntary, intentional activities. The most

enduring finding is the influence of genetics; studies suggest that roughly 50% of the variance in a

person's long-term happiness is attributable to their biological set point--a genetically determined

baseline level of well-being that individuals tend to revert to following significant life events.

Personality factors, particularly high **extraversion** (associated with positive affect) and low

**neuroticism** (associated with low negative affect), are strong and consistent predictors of high

SWB across diverse populations.

While people often believe that external circumstances--such as high income, marital status, or

perfect health--are the primary drivers of happiness, research indicates these factors account for

only about 10% of the variance in SWB. The phenomenon known as the Hedonic Treadmill

explains this limitation: humans rapidly adapt to positive changes (like a pay raise or a new car),

and the resulting boost in happiness is often temporary, leading them to return quickly to their

baseline SWB level. This powerful adaptive mechanism suggests that continuous pursuit of

material goods yields diminishing returns in terms of lasting happiness.

The remaining 40% of variance in SWB is typically attributed to **intentional activities**--conscious

efforts and behavioral strategies aimed at improving well-being. These activities include cultivating

strong social relationships, engaging in meaningful and challenging work, practicing gratitude,

helping others (altruism), and committing to goals that align with personal values. Because

intentional activities require continuous effort and variety, adaptation is slowed, allowing these

efforts to sustain higher levels of SWB over time. Therefore, while genetics sets the range,

intentional, goal-directed behavior is the most controllable and powerful lever for improving long-

term Subjective Well-Being.

6. Significance and Policy Implications

The systematic study of Subjective Well-Being has profound significance, extending its reach far

beyond academic psychology into public policy, economics, and healthcare. Historically,

policymakers relied almost exclusively on objective economic metrics, such as Gross Domestic

Product (GDP), to measure national success. However, the discovery that economic growth

beyond a certain threshold does not reliably increase national happiness (the Easterlin Paradox)

spurred a global movement toward integrating SWB metrics into policy formulation, recognizing

that the ultimate goal of governance should be the well-being of its citizens.

Governments and international organizations, including the OECD and the United Nations, now

regularly collect and utilize SWB data. This shift allows policymakers to evaluate programs based

on their impact on human flourishing, not just economic efficiency. For instance, investments in

mental health services, community building, and environmental quality--areas often neglected by

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hedonic_treadmill
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=35638
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Subjective Well-Being 6

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

pure GDP analysis--are prioritized when their demonstrable link to higher SWB is established.

Bhutan's pioneering concept of **Gross National Happiness (GNH)** serves as a leading example,

enshrining the promotion of well-being as a central government goal, measured through domains

like health, psychological well-being, and cultural preservation.

Furthermore, high individual SWB is correlated with numerous beneficial outcomes, demonstrating

its societal impact. Individuals reporting higher levels of happiness and satisfaction tend to exhibit

better physical health, stronger immune systems, and greater longevity. They are also more

productive in the workplace, demonstrate higher levels of creativity, are better problem-solvers,

and maintain more stable and supportive social relationships. By understanding and promoting the

factors that increase SWB, researchers and policymakers are effectively investing in a population

that is healthier, more resilient, and more engaged in civic life, ultimately contributing to a more

sustainable and successful society.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread acceptance, the concept and measurement of Subjective Well-Being face

several important academic debates and criticisms. One major critique revolves around the

dominance of the self-report methodology. Critics argue that self-reports are susceptible to various

biases, most notably the **social desirability bias**, where respondents inflate their happiness

ratings to conform to societal expectations or present a positive self-image. Furthermore, current

mood and recent events can disproportionately affect global satisfaction judgments, challenging

the supposed stability of SWB measures.

Another significant debate centers on the distinction between hedonic well-being (measured by

standard SWB scales) and **Eudaimonic Well-Being (EWB)**, which focuses on meaning,

personal growth, and self-realization. Critics argue that SWB overlooks the deeper, more complex

aspects of flourishing that come from struggle, commitment, and purpose. For example, raising

children or pursuing a difficult career may yield low hedonic affect in the short term (high stress,

low daily pleasure) but contribute highly to EWB and overall life satisfaction. Some researchers

contend that a comprehensive view of well-being requires separate measurement of both hedonic

happiness and eudaimonic functioning.

Finally, cultural differences pose a challenge to the universal application of SWB models. The

emphasis on high positive affect and explicit personal satisfaction is deeply rooted in individualistic

Western cultures. In contrast, many East Asian and collectivist cultures value emotional

moderation, tranquility, and social harmony more highly than intense individual happiness.

Applying standardized SWB scales globally may inaccurately characterize individuals in cultures

where expressing exuberant happiness is socially discouraged or where well-being is viewed as

inherently relational rather than purely individual. Researchers must continually refine
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measurement tools to account for these diverse cultural interpretations of a "good life."
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