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Abstract
Psychological science tends to treat subjective well-being and happiness synonymously. We start from the assumption 
that subjective well-being is more than being happy to ask the fundamental question: What is the ideal level of 
happiness? From a cross-cultural perspective, we propose that the idealization of attaining maximum levels of happiness 
may be especially characteristic of Western, educated, industrial, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) societies but less so 
for others. Searching for an explanation for why “happiness maximization” might have emerged in these societies, 
we turn to studies linking cultures to their eco-environmental habitat. We discuss the premise that WEIRD cultures 
emerged in an exceptionally benign ecological habitat (i.e., faced relatively light existential pressures compared with 
other regions). We review the influence of the Gulf Stream on the Northwestern European climate as a source of these 
comparatively benign geographical conditions. We propose that the ecological conditions in which WEIRD societies 
emerged afforded them a basis to endorse happiness as a value and to idealize attaining its maximum level. To provide 
a nomological network for happiness maximization, we also studied some of its potential side effects, namely alcohol 
and drug consumption and abuse and the prevalence of mania. To evaluate our hypothesis, we reanalyze data from 
two large-scale studies on ideal levels of personal life satisfaction—the most common operationalization of happiness 
in psychology—involving respondents from 61 countries. We conclude that societies whose members seek to maximize 
happiness tend to be characterized as WEIRD, and generalizing this across societies can prove problematic if adopted 
at the ideological and policy level.
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Happiness isn’t good enough for me. I demand 
euphoria!!!

—Calvin talking in “Calvin and Hobbes”  
by Bill Watterson

Umm . . . I never thought about such a thing in 
my whole life.

—Japanese adult, asked whether he is happy  
(from field studies of Hidefumi Hitokoto)

Psychological science generally understands happiness 
as a sense of satisfaction combined with the presence 
of positive feelings and absence of negative feelings 
(Kim-Prieto et al., 2005). It treats happiness as tanta-
mount to subjective well-being. However, inquiring 
about people’s desired levels of happiness may reveal 
a distinction between the two. Specifically, the possibil-
ity that people seek moderate rather than extensive 
levels of happiness would suggest that subjective well-
being and happiness are not interchangeable. How 
important do people across the globe find it to be 
happy? Do people universally wish to maximize their 
happiness, or do people in some societies prefer inter-
mediate levels? How important is happiness relative to 
meaning, spirituality, and harmony, and what cultural 
or ecological factors might influence their relative 
prioritization?

The interchangeability of happiness and subjective 
well-being is a hallmark feature of the majority of con-
temporary subjective well-being and happiness research, 
especially that within the framework of Diener and col-
leagues’ (1995) theory of subjective well-being. The 
empirical basis of Diener’s theory originates primarily 
from Westernized, educated, industrialized, rich, and 
democratic (WEIRD) societies (Henrich et  al., 2010). 
Accordingly, insights into the structure of subjective 
well-being, the importance of happiness relative to other 
components of subjective well-being, and the degree of 
happiness pursued by groups and their individual mem-
bers reflects views that may not necessarily generalize 
to other societies. Although Diener and colleagues’ 
model has been tremendously helpful in guiding the 
study of subjective well-being and happiness and raising 
their profile as variables of interest to psychologists and 
policymakers, we contend that it is time to reevaluate 
some basic assumptions of subjective well-being 
research in light of emerging findings in cross-cultural 
psychology.

First, we examine the differentiation between subjec-
tive well-being and happiness. Many theoretical and 
empirical treatises of subjective well-being equate it with 
happiness, and this arguably represents the dominant 
view in psychological literature (e.g., “The empirical 

science of subjective wellbeing, popularly referred to as 
happiness or satisfaction. . .” on p. 253 in Diener et al., 
2018; see also Das et  al., 2020; Dolan et  al., 2008;  
Luhmann, 2017; Schimmack, 2006; cf. Flanagan et al., 
2023; Joshanloo et al., 2021). We contend that subjective 
well-being is more than being happy in many societies. 
Treating happiness as tantamount to subjective well-
being may represent too narrow an understanding of 
subjective well-being that overlooks other potentially 
important components. To address this problem, we pro-
pose a broader model of subjective well-being that rec-
ognizes happiness as one of several interdependent 
components constituting subjective well-being.

Second, we suggest that the cultural variation in ideal 
levels of happiness warrants theoretical integration into 
contemporary models of subjective well-being. We 
review research that highlights important cultural dif-
ferences in the positioning of happiness as a superor-
dinate outcome among various components of 
subjective well-being. The resultant implication is that 
people seek to increase their levels of happiness to 
various levels. Furthermore, not all people prioritize 
happiness over other components of subjective well-
being. We argue that this cultural variation is both wide-
spread and systematic. To lend empirical support to our 
reasoning, we reanalyze data on ideal levels of personal 
life satisfaction—the most common operationalization 
of happiness in psychology—from 61 countries, and 
we also consider cultural and ecological factors as pos-
sible drivers of this variability.

Happiness and Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being, happiness, and 
life satisfaction in most prior work 
(narrow model)

Subjective well-being. Researchers tend to define sub-
jective well-being as a construct that refers to subjective 
evaluations of one’s quality of life (Armenta et al., 2015; 
Diener et  al., 1995). The adjective “subjective” distin-
guishes the psychological essence of well-being from 
favorable circumstances (Raibley, 2012) and from objec-
tive qualities of one’s life (e.g., physical health). Thus, 
subjective well-being carries the potential to accommo-
date a variety of concepts. Indeed, a large number of 
variables has been used to predict or operationalize sub-
jective well-being, including happiness, life satisfaction, 
contentment, positive affect, lack of negative affect, rela-
tionship flourishing, belongingness, family life, meaning, 
harmony, self-autonomy, self-actualization, strong rela-
tionships, optimism, achievement, health, leisure, hedo-
nism, eudaimonia, spirituality, and psychological richness 
(Delle Fave et al., 2016; Fowers et al., 2016; Krys, Zelenski, 
et al., 2019; Uchida & Oishi, 2016).
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Yet these tentative markers have not been treated as 
equally diagnostic of subjective well-being. The domi-
nant approach to subjective well-being in psychological 
science, building on Diener (1984, 2000), is to focus on 
specifically three core facets of subjective well-being: 
its cognitive evaluation, called life satisfaction; the fre-
quent experience of positive emotions; and the infre-
quent experience of negative emotions. This model—and 
in particular the facet of life satisfaction—has arguably 
become hegemonic in subjective well-being research. 
Accordingly, other important markers of subjective 
well-being are frequently treated as feeding into this 
overarching set of three variables rather than being 
pursued as end states in their own right (Fig. 1, left).

Happiness. Over time, much of psychological science 
has treated subjective well-being as equivalent to happi-
ness. Indeed, recent definitions of these two concepts are 
very close—perhaps effectively indistinguishable. For 
instance, the Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-
Being Research (Michalos, 2014, p. 6437) states that subjec-
tive well-being is “a person’s cognitive and affective 
evaluations of his or her life” and that happiness is “the 
degree to which a person evaluates the overall quality of his/
her own life as a whole positively”; happiness and subjective 
well-being essentially became synonyms in past work.

Life satisfaction. Although life satisfaction is just one 
of three independent components of subjective well-
being in the model developed by Diener and colleagues, 
psychological literature nonetheless often uses life satis-
faction as a placeholder for happiness and subjective 
well-being as a whole (Armenta et al., 2015; Diener et al., 
1995, 2018). Indeed, life satisfaction is cross-defined with 
the definitions of happiness and subjective well-being 
mentioned above, with the Encyclopedia of Quality of 
Life and Well-Being Research (Michalos, 2014, p. 5654) 
stating that it “refers to subjective well-being and consti-
tutes a cognitive, overall judgement.” The same encyclo-
pedia defines subjective well-being as “a person’s 
cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life.” Life 
satisfaction has become such a popular placeholder for 
subjective well-being and happiness that it is a core index 
for policymakers (Fabian & Pykett, 2022). For example, 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) reports that as of 2018, many countries 
use national accounts of well-being (NAWB; Diener, 
2000; Diener et al., 2015), of which the majority opera-
tionalize subjective well-being with a life-satisfaction 
measure (Durand, 2018).

The way Diener and colleagues’ model of subjective 
well-being is often applied in psychological research 
can be considered a narrow model of subjective well-
being (Fig. 1, left), in which putative sources of 

subjective well-being—such as meaning, harmony, and 
spirituality—contribute to it through shaping positive 
affect, negative affect, and, especially, life satisfaction. 
Thus, factors such as meaning, harmony, and spirituality 
contribute to subjective well-being only to the extent 
that they elevate one or more of its three components 
that are frequently interpreted as different forms of 
personal happiness. So, for example, a meaningful life, 
in the narrow model, cannot reflect high subjective 
well-being if that life is simultaneously mediocre in 
happiness.

Narrow versus broad models  
of subjective well-being

The narrow model of subjective well-being, in which 
happiness effectively substitutes the superordinate  
subjective well-being construct to which subordinate 
variables contribute, carries an important theoretical 
implication: It casts happiness as the “ultimate dependent 
variable” with other factors (e.g., meaning, harmony, 
spirituality) as contributors to this overarching outcome. 
For example, the narrow model of subjective well-being 
predicts that a person would engage in, say, virtuous 
action because it contributes to happiness and not 
because being virtuous is itself considered the primary 
outcome sought. Accordingly, the narrow model suggests 
that people will prioritize their levels of happiness both 
in absolute terms and relative to any of its specific sub-
ordinate facets. What is more, the foregrounding of hap-
piness as the ultimate criterion of subjective well-being 
especially reflects individualistic worldviews (Christopher 
& Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo et al., 2021) and inde-
pendent self-construals (Markus & Kitayama, 2010; Zhu 
et al., 2007). One could be tempted to regard this issue 
as minor by arguing that any subjective well-being con-
ception can ultimately be measured by the extent to 
which it leads to an individual’s happiness and positive 
affect. This, however, appears erroneous given the reduced 
value placed on positive affect by various cultural norms 
(Tsai, 2007; Tsai et al., 2006), the non-WEIRD definitions of 
the self as interdependent (Markus & Kitayama, 2010), 
or the Buddhist non-self-notion that emphasizes that an 
“unquenchable” pursuit of happiness may prove unat-
tainable or even harmful because it leads to neglecting 
others, thus harming both the others and the self 
(Gowans, 2016; Olendzki, 2005).

The popularity of Diener’s (1984) narrow approach 
to subjective well-being does not imply that there is no 
room for alternatives. Indeed, as Diener et al. (2018) 
clarified, “scientists in the field of subjective well-being 
do not say that the other approaches to a good life are 
incorrect” (p. 253). If so, what alternative approaches 
to understanding subjective well-being may prove 



5

F
ig

. 
1
. 

N
ar

ro
w

 a
n
d
 b

ro
ad

 m
o
d
el

s 
o
f 

su
b
je

ct
iv

e 
w

el
l-
b
ei

n
g.

 T
h
e 

n
ar

ro
w

 m
o
d
el

 (
le

ft
) 

fe
at

u
re

s 
su

b
je

ct
iv

e 
w

el
l-
b
ei

n
g 

an
d
 h

ap
p
in

es
s 

sy
n
o
n
ym

o
u
sl

y 
an

d
 a

s 
su

p
er

o
rd

in
at

e 
to

 
o
th

er
 c

o
m

p
o
n
en

ts
 o

f 
su

b
je

ct
iv

e 
w

el
l-
b
ei

n
g.

 T
h
e 

b
ro

ad
er

 m
o
d
el

 (
ri

gh
t)

 p
ro

p
o
se

s 
an

 i
n
te

rd
ep

en
d
en

t 
n
et

w
o
rk

 o
f 

va
ri

o
u
s 

co
m

p
o
n
en

ts
 o

f 
su

b
je

ct
iv

e 
w

el
l-
b
ei

n
g,

 w
it
h
 h

ap
p
in

es
s 

b
ei

n
g 

o
n
e 

o
f 

it
s 

se
ve

ra
l 
co

m
p
o
n
en

ts
.



6 Krys et al.

worthwhile? One attractive alternative is to consider 
subjective well-being as a network of interdependent 
concepts (Fig. 1, right), with each of its constituents 
varying in their relative importance person to person 
and society to society. In such a model, happiness 
would be one of many components of subjective well-
being rather than its synonym. The attractiveness of 
such a network model of subjective well-being lies in 
its potential to accommodate individual and cultural 
variations in what, at any given moment, is more central 
to one’s subjective well-being. For some people and 
cultures, happiness may be central (Diener et al., 2018), 
whereas for others meaning might be equally or more 
important than happiness (Baumeister et al., 2013; Ryan 
& Deci, 2001); some might prioritize factors such as 
autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, 
positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-
acceptance (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), and yet others may 
emphasize harmony (Kjell et  al., 2016; Kwan et  al., 
1997), spirituality (Delaney, 2005), or family and close 
relationships (Delle Fave et al., 2016).

Our proposal to define subjective well-being more 
broadly resonates with propositions made previously 
about the significance of other-than-happiness compo-
nents in the conceptualization and measurement of 
subjective well-being ( Joshanloo et al., 2021; Joshanloo 
& Weijers, 2014; Lu, 2008; Lyubomirsky, 2007; Raibley, 
2012; Ruggeri et  al., 2020; Ryan et  al., 2008; Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995). We join these previous voices by echoing 
their call for using a broader understanding of subjec-
tive well-being and propose a further elaboration of 
Diener et al.’s (1995) model. Furthermore, we present 
new empirical evidence to support the reasoning that 
happiness maximization seems a WEIRD-society-spe-
cific legacy in research and policymaking. By doing so 
we aspire to move the subjective well-being research 
a step further toward accommodating a more culturally 
sensitive perspective (Akaliyski, 2023; Krys, Dominguez-
Espinosa, & Uchida, 2023; Krys et al., 2020; Thomas & 
Markus, 2023).

Whether to approach subjective well-being nar-
rowly—by equating it to happiness—or broadly—by 
treating happiness as one of many tentative compo-
nents—is not merely a matter of definition; it is an 
assumption that produces different empirical predictions. 
If subjective well-being is a network of interdependent 
components, then various “ideal mixtures” of these com-
ponents are plausible. Some people may idealize hap-
piness above all, others may idealize sense of meaning 
over happiness, and yet others may idealize spirituality 
over happiness. We contend that, in recent years, evi-
dence has accumulated, especially in cross-cultural and 
ecological psychology, that a broader network model of 
subjective well-being is more suitable than the compara-
tively narrow alternative. Furthermore, this evidence 

suggests that cross-cultural departures from the narrow 
model of subjective well-being are not lone exceptions 
to an otherwise complete and accurate model but rather 
represent substantial deviations that are widespread. In 
the ensuing sections, we review this work.

Positioning subjective well-being, 
happiness, and other factors in the 
current work (broad model)

With the current article we seek to make an incremental 
step toward fashioning a more culturally sensitive per-
spective (Krys et  al., 2020) in subjective well-being 
research, arguing for the broad model of subjective 
well-being. We understand subjective well-being as a 
person’s sense of living a good life, happiness as a 
sense of satisfaction, meaning as a sense of existential 
mattering, harmony as a sense of balance, and spiritual-
ity as a sense of connection with the Greater Power 
(however one defines it—as God, Energy, Evolution, 
Nature, or any other way). Because it has been quite 
common to use concepts of subjective well-being and 
happiness inconsistently—with theory and empirical 
practice diverging on occasion (e.g., by theoretically 
identifying life satisfaction as one component of subjec-
tive well-being but empirically using life satisfaction as 
the sole operationalization of subjective well-being)—
and to avoid ambiguity as much as possible, we pay 
special efforts to clarify our understanding of subjective 
well-being and happiness.

We make the following observations for our broad 
model of subjective well-being:

1. We hypothesize that people are guided by dif-
ferent conceptions of what kind of life is worth 
living; life guided by happiness maximization is 
only one of such conceptions.

2. We use subjective well-being as an overarching 
concept covering various phenomena (e.g., hap-
piness, meaning, harmony, spirituality) that we 
propose as putative components of subjective 
well-being.

3. The various components constituting subjective 
well-being are expected to be interdependent—
in many contexts, change in one component can 
and will involve change in similar direction (but 
not necessarily of similar strength) in other 
components.

4. The various components constituting subjective 
well-being are conceptually and empirically dis-
tinct. Specifically, although related, the compo-
nents that constitute subjective well-being 
operate with partial independence, so a high 
score on one component does not necessitate a 
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high score on another. For example, exhausting 
prosocial activities may boost one’s sense of 
meaning but may decrease one’s own happiness 
(Myslinska-Szarek et  al., 2022); at the cultural 
level, one may find that citizens of happier 
nations report a lower sense of meaning (see 
Oishi & Diener, 2014, Table 1).

5. It is possible that the “recipe” for subjective well-
being differs across people, cultures, and histori-
cal periods. There can be substantial and 
meaningful variation in ideal levels of each com-
ponent constituting subjective well-being. 
Although it seems reasonable that people will 
likely strive for some positive level of all the 
subjective well-being components, the pursuit 
of the highest levels for each need not be a uni-
versal goal (Hornsey et al., 2018), and satiation 
points for various components constituting sub-
jective well-being may differ between cultural 
clusters ( Jebb et al., 2018).1

For happiness, we make the following additional 
clarifications:

1. We consider happiness one of several compo-
nents constituting subjective well-being. It may 
or may not be the ultimate, sole, or most impor-
tant in our lives; its position may vary from indi-
vidual to individual, across contexts, across 
times, and across cultures.

2. Happiness may have various facets; in the broad 
model, life satisfaction, positive affect, and infre-
quent/low negative affect are considered facets 
of happiness (empirical research commonly 
treats life satisfaction as happiness, so in the 
broad model we cohere theorizing with empiri-
cal research); according to the broad model the 
currently understudied concepts of happiness 
that are less typical for WEIRD cultures (e.g., 
interdependent happiness, family happiness) are 
also facets of happiness, however.

3. Although various facets of happiness can be 
theorized as largely overlapping with each other, 
the broad model does not determine the specific 
relations between them—these relations can dif-
fer between individuals, cultures, contexts, and 
times and remain to be studied empirically.

In the empirical analyses presented in this article we 
focus on the most popular facet of happiness—life sat-
isfaction. There are two reasons behind this approach. 
The first reason is that up until now, the field has zeroed 
in predominantly on life satisfaction as a facet of 

happiness, with other facets of happiness being studied 
much less frequently. Accordingly, most insights into 
happiness, and most policy recommendations based on 
happiness research, come from research on life satisfac-
tion. Testing our reasoning for the most popular facet of 
happiness therefore corresponds with the largest body 
of the currently available literature on happiness. The 
second reason was pragmatic: At the time of running the 
empirical analyses presented here, two independent 
large-scale data sets were available that featured idealiza-
tion of life satisfaction, but we were not aware of com-
parable two (or more) large-scale data sets with the other 
facets of happiness. Importantly, one of the two data sets 
we use in our analyses came from Diener et al. (2000).

Please note that perspectives other than ours on 
subjective well-being are possible and may well be 
justified—as Diener et al. (2018) noted as well. We see 
ours as helpful in shedding new light on WEIRD hap-
piness maximization and in resultant advocating for the 
broad model of subjective well-being in social sciences; 
we do not intend to claim that our approach is the only 
one possible.

The Conceptualization of Subjective 
Well-Being Is Varied

Our recent study of 13,000 people across 49 countries 
investigated what people considered to be their ideal 
level of happiness by asking about their ideal level of 
life satisfaction. Of these individuals, 97% indicated that 
their ideal level of happiness was to be at least “a little 
happy” or greater (Krys et al., 2023; Krys, Park, et al., 
2021; Krys, Yeung, et al., 2022). Participants also indi-
cated whether they wished to be happier than they 
currently were; as many as approximately 25% of the 
same participants indicated that they did not despite 
their actual levels of happiness being below the maxi-
mum possible. People want to be generally happy, but 
for many, only up to a certain point. In fact, only around 
15% of these participants indicated that their ideal level 
of happiness was the maximum possible. These find-
ings are consistent with research showing that people 
can feel anxious ( Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014) or uncom-
fortable (Miyamoto et al., 2010) about being very happy.

Why do such differences exist, and what factors 
might explain this variability in attitudes toward hap-
piness? One possibility is that the relative positioning 
and prominence of happiness, and other components 
of subjective well-being, may vary systematically across 
groups. In fact, the central positioning that happiness 
seems to occupy in conceptualizations of subjective 
well-being may itself reflect a cultural idiosyncrasy, one 
especially endorsed within WEIRD societies.



8 

T
ab

le
 1

. 
W

E
IR

D
 C

o
rr

el
at

es
 o

f 
Id

ea
l 
Le

ve
l 
o
f 

P
er

so
n
al

 L
if
e 

Sa
ti
sf

ac
ti
o
n

W
es

te
rn

 (
W

)
E
d
u
ca

te
d
 (

E
)

In
d
u
st

ri
al

iz
ed

 
(I

)
R
ic

h
 (

R
)

D
em

o
cr

at
ic

 
(D

)

W
E
IR

D
n
es

s 
m

et
af

ac
to

ra
 

In
d
iv

id
u
al

is
m

—
H

o
fs

te
d
e 

(H
o
fs

te
d
e,

 
20

11
)

In
d
iv

id
u
al

is
m

—
M

in
ko

v 
(M

in
ko

v 
et

 a
l.,

 2
01

7)

E
xp

ec
te

d
 

ye
ar

s 
o
f 

sc
h
o
o
lin

g 
(U

N
D

P
, 
20

17
)

M
ea

n
 y

ea
rs

 
o
f 
sc

h
o
o
lin

g 
(U

N
D

P
, 

20
17

)

T
ec

h
n
o
lo

gi
ca

l 
ad

va
n
ce

m
en

t 
(W

el
ze

l, 
20

13
)

G
D

P
 p

er
 

ca
p
ita

 (
lo

g-
tr
an

sf
o
rm

ed
; 

W
o
rl
d
 B

an
k,

 
20

17
)

D
em

o
cr

ac
y 

In
d
ex

 
(E

co
n
o
m

is
t 

In
te

lli
ge

n
ce

 
U

n
it,

 2
02

0)

D
ie

n
er

 e
t 
al

. 
(2

00
0)

 d
at

a 
se

t
 

 
Z
er

o
-o

rd
er

 c
o
rr

el
at

io
n

.4
3*

.3
7+

.5
7*

**
.4

7*
*

.5
9*

**
.4

9*
*

.6
3*

**
.5

6*
**

 
P
ar

tia
l 
co

rr
el

at
io

n
.3

9*
.3

1
.5

4*
**

.4
9*

*
.5

5*
**

.4
3*

*
.4

8*
*

.5
0*

**
 

N
 (

n
u
m

b
er

 o
f 
co

u
n
tr
ie

s)
31

29
38

38
38

41
38

41
K

ry
s 

et
 a

l. 
d
at

a 
se

t
 

 
Z
er

o
-o

rd
er

 c
o
rr

el
at

io
n

.3
0+

.6
1*

**
.3

5*
.4

1*
*

.4
0*

*
.3

6*
.3

1*
.4

6*
**

 
P
ar

tia
l 
co

rr
el

at
io

n
.4

0*
*

.5
2*

*
.3

7*
.5

5*
**

.4
8*

**
.3

2*
.1

5
.4

3*
*

 
N

 (
n
u
m

b
er

 o
f 
co

u
n
tr
ie

s)
42

34
48

48
47

49
48

49
B

o
th

 d
at

a 
se

ts
 c

o
m

b
in

ed
 

 
Z
er

o
-o

rd
er

 c
o
rr

el
at

io
n

.3
5*

.5
1*

**
.5

3*
**

.5
0*

**
.5

6*
**

.5
0*

**
.5

1*
**

.5
6*

**
 

P
ar

tia
l 
co

rr
el

at
io

n
.4

4*
.4

5*
*

.5
1*

**
.5

6*
**

.5
6*

**
.4

1*
**

.3
3*

.5
1*

**
 

N
 (

n
u
m

b
er

 o
f 
co

u
n
tr
ie

s)
51

44
63

63
62

66
63

66

a N
o
te

: 
Fo

r 
th

e 
W

E
IR

D
n
es

s 
m

et
af

ac
to

r,
 w

e 
st

an
d
ar

d
iz

ed
 s

co
re

s 
w

ith
in

 e
ac

h
 o

f 
th

e 
se

ve
n
 d

at
a 

se
ts

 o
n
 W

E
IR

D
n
es

s 
an

d
 c

al
cu

la
te

d
 t
h
e 

m
ea

n
 f
o
r 

d
o
u
b
le

d
 i
n
d
ic

at
o
rs

 (
i.e

., 
fo

r 
W

 a
n
d
 f
o
r 

E
) 

fr
o
m

 
av

ai
la

b
le

 s
ta

n
d
ar

d
iz

ed
 s

co
re

s;
 n

ex
t, 

fo
r 

ea
ch

 c
o
u
n
tr
y,

 w
e 

ca
lc

u
la

te
d
 t
h
e 

m
ea

n
 o

f 
fi
ve

 i
n
d
ic

at
o
rs

 (
W

m
ea

n
, 
E

m
ea

n
, 
I,
 R

, 
D

) 
fr
o
m

 a
va

ila
b
le

 s
ta

n
d
ar

d
iz

ed
 s

co
re

s.
 P

ar
tia

l 
co

rr
el

at
io

n
s 

w
er

e 
u
se

d
 t
o
 

co
n
tr
o
l 
fo

r 
ac

tu
al

 l
if
e 

sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n
; 
th

e 
n
u
m

b
er

 o
f 
an

al
yz

ed
 c

o
u
n
tr
ie

s 
va

ri
es

 d
ep

en
d
in

g 
o
n
 t
h
e 

av
ai

la
b
ili

ty
 o

f 
W

E
IR

D
 i
n
d
ic

at
o
rs

. 
A
ll 

va
ri
an

ce
 i
n
fl
at

io
n
 f
ac

to
rs

 <
 1

.3
4.

 U
N

D
P
 =

 U
n
ite

d
 N

at
io

n
s 

D
ev

el
o
p
m

en
t 
P
ro

gr
am

m
e.

+
p 
< 

.1
0.

 *
p 
< 

.0
5.

 *
*p

 <
 .0

1.
 *

**
p 
< 

.0
01

.



Perspectives on Psychological Science XX(X) 9

Subjective well-being in WEIRD 
societies

From a historical point of view, the foundation of the 
Western study of happiness derives from Aristotle’s 
notion of eudaimonia (Kesebir & Diener, 2008; Kraut, 
2015). Eudaimonia is often translated as happiness and 
was described by Aristotle as the ultimate goal of 
human life, a goal that cannot be attributed to any other 
superordinate goal and toward which all other strivings 
are instrumental. There are important differences 
between Aristotle’s eudaimonia and contemporary 
accounts of happiness—Aristotle considered virtuous 
activity a particularly important facet (Kraut, 2015), and 
the Greek term suggests a role for the divine (eu = 
“well”; daimon = “divinity” or “spirit”). Nonetheless, 
contemporarily definitions of happiness are more cen-
tered around its hedonic aspects.

The topic of happiness featured prominently in the 
philosophy of the Enlightenment. In Utilitarianism, 
John Stuart Mill argued in work currently considered 
the philosophical articulation of liberal humanism that 
“we are morally obliged to follow those social rules and 
precepts the observance of which promote happiness 
in the greatest extent possible” (Mill, 2014, p. 17). In 
its original form, utilitarianism proposes that pleasure 
is a quantifiable positive result for the greatest possible 
number of people and constitutes the criterion for mak-
ing decisions. This consideration of happiness, which 
accompanied the technological and intellectual devel-
opments of the Enlightenment, even left its mark on 
the American Declaration of Independence. Therein, 
the right to pursue happiness is explicitly established, 
and the idea that happiness should be actively sought 
and promoted gained traction in much of modern psy-
chological science (McMahon, 2008).

European and North American contemporary under-
standings of happiness are related to “feeling well,” 
which being primarily a subjective issue, lies within the 
control of the individual (Kesebir & Diener, 2008). Oishi 
et al. (2013) proposed that these understandings of 
happiness emanate from the economic history of 
WEIRD societies, the rise in consumer culture within 
these societies, and the increased use of individual 
emotions in advertisement and discourse. Psychological 
studies consistently feature happiness—operationalized 
most often using measures of life satisfaction—promi-
nently in work on subjective well-being and elsewhere, 
as noted by Kwan et al. (1997):

An ultimate dream for everyone in the field of 
psychology is to understand human behaviors, so 
that psychology can contribute to people’s 

well-being. On the basis of this common goal, a 
single construct of life satisfaction, which illus-
trates “the highest good” and “the ultimate motiva-
tor” for all human behaviors, has drawn continuous 
attention for the past few decades. (p. 1038)

Studies on happiness—operationalized as life satis-
faction—are possibly among the most popular in psy-
chology. According to the Scopus database, as of 
January 2023 Diener and colleagues’ (1985) article 
introducing the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) used 
to quantify subjective well-being has been cited over 
16,000 times, making it one of the most impactful arti-
cles in the psychological literature (cf. Ho & Hartley, 
2016).

Subjective well-being in non-WEIRD 
societies

An examination of non-Western philosophical traditions 
reveals that the centrality of happiness for subjective 
well-being may be more tenuous than commonly 
assumed in the psychological literature. For example, 
Buddhist teachings from Eastern Asia emphasize that 
the source of suffering is located in thirst or craving 
and that an unquenchable pursuit of happiness may 
prove unattainable (Gowans, 2016) or even harmful 
because it leads to neglecting others, thus harming both 
the others and the self ( Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014). To 
derive high subjective well-being in the Buddhist view, 
people must instead free themselves from wants and 
desires (Sundararajan, 2008). Thus, the Buddhist state 
of “desirelessness” stands in contradiction to the Euro-
pean emphasis on satisfaction, a term that originated 
from the Latin satisfacere (satis = enough; facere = 
make) and literally meaning “meeting the expectations, 
needs and desires” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). 
What in European philosophy represents the ultimate 
life goal can from a Buddhist perspective be character-
ized as a pathway to an unfulfilled and frustrating life.

A similar contradiction of ideals about subjective 
well-being can be found in Japanese culture. Miyamoto 
et al. (2010) showed that in the Japanese cultural con-
text the experience of happiness can be accompanied 
by a fear of troubling others. In Japan, the individual 
experience of happiness carries significant ambivalence 
unknown in WEIRD societies. Furthermore, being satis-
fied may entail a conflict with the important Japanese 
value of constant self-improvement. Probably one of 
the most common sayings in Japan is 頑張って (gan-
batte), which means “do your best.” Japanese culture 
emphasizes the value of interpersonal harmony, ordi-
nariness, and quiescence, which are regarded as 
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components of interdependent happiness (Hitokoto & 
Uchida, 2015).

Joshanloo (2013) compared Western versus Islamic 
traditions and found that the Islamic conception of sub-
jective well-being is more related to striving to do the 
right thing and is closely related to religiousness. Muslim 
theology endorses submission to the divine will and 
encourages an ascetic way of life for the soul to be kept 
aligned to “the right way.” According to the Islamic 
worldview, human nature has an innate tendency to 
forget the right path and wander if not continuously 
reminded. Succumbing to happiness bears the risk of 
distracting people from following the right way. Similar 
to Islam, among various interpretations of the Talmud 
(i.e., in Judaism), subjective well-being is related to fol-
lowing the precepts of God (Levi, 2014). 

In another study, Joshanloo (2014) analyzed differ-
ences between Eastern (i.e., Buddhist, Hindu, Taoist, 
Confucian, and Sufi) and Western concepts of subjective 
well-being and described six major contrasts between 
these two cultural groupings. Subjective well-being is 
associated with self-transcendence or self-enhance-
ment, eudemonism or hedonism, harmony or mastery, 
contentment or satisfaction, valuing or avoiding suffer-
ing, and relevance or irrelevance of spirituality and 
religion. Joshanloo acknowledged that both Eastern and 
Western philosophical traditions recognize all 12 ten-
dencies but noted that their relative importance varies. 
Happiness—as is commonly studied by psychological 
science—is closer to life satisfaction, hedonism (e.g., 
positive affect), and avoiding suffering (e.g., absence 
of negative affect), which in Joshanloo’s classification 
are priorities characteristic of Western societies.

Some African conceptualizations of subjective well-
being stress the importance of harmony. Harmony can 
be understood as the result of directing human action 
to achieve a transcendence that is derived from being 
in synchrony with the physical and the social world 
(Asante, 1984). According to several strands of African 
thought, directing one’s action toward harmony with 
the social world (Mandela’s “obuntu”) is necessary to 
achieve a state of godly “possession”—perceiving one-
self to be living and acting in accordance with the will 
of the gods. It also involves a cleansing of one’s spirit, 
a state that is believed conductive to euphoria, entailing 
a sense of peace with others (Asante, 1984).

Furthermore, Joshanloo and Weijers (2014) proposed 
that some individuals, mainly from non-WEIRD cul-
tures, are averse to happiness. They identified four 
beliefs that underlie an aversion to happiness: First, 
achieving happiness makes it more likely that bad 
things will happen; second, pursuing happiness causes 
a happy person to become a bad person; third, attain-
ing happiness is bad for the happy person and others; 

and fourth, pursuing happiness is bad for others. How-
ever alien these four beliefs may seem to many from 
WEIRD cultural backgrounds, the existence of aversion 
to happiness in non-WEIRD cultures lends another line 
of support to our argument that, in non-WEIRD cultural 
traditions, happiness is not the key component of sub-
jective well-being and may in some cases or at some 
levels even be considered detrimental to it.

Happiness does not rank among  
the most important values

Value-taxonomy research from Schwartz (2009) offers 
further insights about the putative central position of 
happiness in the context of subjective well-being. 
Although the 57 values studied by Schwartz did not 
refer to happiness per se, certain values analyzed by 
Schwartz (e.g., “enjoying life” or “pleasure”) overlap 
with happiness, whereas other values (e.g., “meaning 
in life” or “inner harmony”) overlap with other types of 
subjective well-being. Importantly, in Schwartz’s map-
ping, these happiness-related values are located on the 
opposite side of his value circumplex from those values 
related to other types of subjective well-being. From 
this perspective, happiness-related values, at least to 
the extent that they reflect enjoying life and pleasure, 
constitute only a part of the universal-values circum-
plex, and other types of subjective well-being are val-
ued as different from, if not opposite to, happiness.

Of Schwartz’s seven cultural orientations, “egalitari-
anism” received the highest endorsement. “Affective 
autonomy,” which reflects a happiness-related value, 
was the second least endorsed cultural orientation. 
Importantly, endorsement for Schwartz’s “affective 
autonomy” is correlated with cultural individualism 
(Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004; Krys, Uchida, et  al., 
2019). Thus, Schwartz’s mapping of cultural values 
lends further support for questioning that happiness is 
the ultimate aim and the highest type of subjective 
well-being universally and may in fact be a distinctive 
feature of WEIRD societies.

Ideal Levels of Happiness Vary 
Systematically Along WEIRD  
Cultural Factors

As discussed above, there is considerable variation in 
the degree to which people strive for maximum hap-
piness, and these differences seem in part rooted in 
various sociocultural sources, such as worldviews and 
religions, languages, and cultural beliefs. Furthermore, 
people’s ideal levels of happiness vary systematically 
along WEIRD cultural factors.
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We examined two large cross-cultural data sets in 
which people reported their ideal levels of personal 
life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985)—the most common 
operationalization of happiness in psychology—and 
correlated these ideal levels of happiness with macro-
level indicators of WEIRD cultural factors. The data we 
used were from Diener et al. (2000; 7,167 participants 
across 41 countries) and from Krys and collaborators 
(Krys et al., 2023; Krys, Park, et al., 2021; Krys, Yeung, 
et al., 2022; 12,819 participants across 49 countries).

For both data sets, participants rated their actual and 
ideal level of happiness using the SWLS (Diener et al., 
1985). Specifically, we, and Diener before us, asked 
how participants thought the ideal person would com-
plete SWLS items. The instruction for the ideal levels 
of happiness ratings, using SWLS from (Krys et al., 2023; 
Krys, Park, et al., 2021; Krys, Yeung, et al., 2022) read 
as follows: “Instead of answering how much you agree 
with the statements, we would like you to indicate how 
much you think the ideal or perfect person would agree 
with each statement.” Participants answered these ques-
tions about their actual and ideal level of happiness on 
the SWLS using a 9-point scale (1 = doesn’t describe 
him/her at all, 3 = describes him/her a little, 5 = describes 
him/her moderately, 7 = describes him/her very well, 9 = 
describes him/her exactly) per Vignoles et al. (2016). 
The Diener et al. (2000) data set featured the same 
measures of actual and ideal happiness levels, but the 
responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). We present analyses for both data sets separately 
but also for their combination (i.e., we standardized 
scores within each data set, and then for each country 
we calculated means from these standardized scores).

We obtained WEIRDness indicators at the macro 
(country) level. Accordingly, we operationalized West-
ernization using two indexes of individualism (Hofst-
ede, 2011; Minkov et al., 2017). We used the expected 
and mean duration of schooling in a country from the 
corresponding United Nations Development Programme 
(2017) index as an indicator for education. Further, we 
operationalized industrialization through the techno-
logical-advancement index established by Welzel 
(2013). GDP per capita, estimated by the World Bank 
(2017), served in our analysis as the marker of richness. 
Finally, as a measure of the level of democracy we used 
Democracy Index 2019 (Economist Intelligence Unit, 
2020).

WEIRD societies set higher happiness 
ideals

Our two data sets showed that countries that feature 
high happiness ideals also feature relatively higher aver-
age citizen happiness (rDiener et al. = .68, rKrys et al. = .83, 

ps < .001). Given their correlation, we controlled for 
actual happiness when analyzing the associations 
between ideal happiness and WEIRD factors. We sum-
marize these partial correlations in Table 1. Strikingly, 
in both data sets, six of the seven indicators of  
WEIRDness—individualism (2x), education (2x), tech-
nological advancement, GDP per capita, and level of 
democracy—were positively and significantly partially 
correlated with ideal happiness (level of significance 
was not reached by Minkov’s individualism analyzed 
with the Diener data set or for the democracy index 
analyzed with the Krys et al. data set).

When we combined both data sets, we found no 
exceptions. Thus, the stronger a country was character-
ized by WEIRD factors, the more its inhabitants sub-
scribed to high happiness ideals independent of their 
actual levels of happiness. These data provide a com-
pelling case that the relatively strong idealization of 
happiness is specific to WEIRD societies. Accordingly, 
assuming the pursuit of happiness to be at the center 
of subjective well-being, superordinate to other facets 
of subjective well-being, may not be as uncontroversial 
as has been assumed in subjective well-being research.

Both Northwestern European and Latin American 
societies tend to occupy top ranks in actual happiness 
rankings (e.g., Minkov, 2009; Veenhoven, 2016). How-
ever, whereas Northwestern European societies tend to 
be WEIRD, Latin American societies tend not to be. In 
the Supplemental Material available online, we docu-
ment that Latin America and Northwestern Europe 
scored comparatively high on average actual happiness 
but that at the same time the average ideal happiness 
was significantly lower in Latin American countries than 
in Northwestern European countries. These findings 
further emphasize our theorizing that the idealization 
of high happiness is more cross-culturally variable than 
typically theorized and that the ideal levels of happi-
ness depend on a country’s WEIRD status.

Cultures differ in the extent to which individuals are 
willing to select extreme responses. With happiness 
scores tending to fall above midpoint, country differ-
ences in extreme responses could bias scores toward 
higher levels of average happiness. Studies show that 
WEIRD cultures are characterized by low bias, with 
extreme responses more prevalent in the less devel-
oped countries (Meisenberg & Williams, 2008; Smith, 
2004). In the empirical analyses we present in this 
article, Northwestern Europe is at the top of the “hap-
piness-maximization” rankings, and the regions char-
acterized as gravitating toward high extremity in 
responses occupy bottom to middle positions (see the 
Supplemental Material). Therefore, we found support 
for our predictions despite any potential impact of 
extremity in response style.
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Possible Drivers of Happiness 
Idealization in WEIRD Societies: 
Ecology, Geography, and Economy

Previous sections emphasized that specific worldviews, 
religions, ideologies, languages, and sociohistorical 
contexts affect how happiness and subjective well-
being are conceptualized and furthermore showed that 
ideal levels of happiness—operationalized as life satis-
faction—vary systematically along factors characterizing 
WEIRD societies. Why do such systematic differences, 
and especially those between WEIRD and non-WEIRD 
societies, exist? A growing body of research links cul-
tural differences, including the psychology of happi-
ness, to ecological and socioeconomical conditions 
(Kim, 1995; Welzel, 2013). Specifically, the proliferation 
of happiness as central and as a subordinate feature of 
subjective well-being in WEIRD (vs. non-WEIRD) soci-
eties may be cultivated by these societies’ historical 
interaction with their ecological environment.

Ideal happiness varies by existential 
pressures

Previous studies have linked ecological pressures to 
societal subjective well-being. Specifically, low existen-
tial pressures (manifested as a climatic configuration 
called the cool-water condition2 and high pathogen 
security) have been found to predict high levels of 
actual happiness (Welzel, 2013; Welzel et  al., 2021). 
Previous research has also indicated that a sense of 
freedom—comparatively common in WEIRD societies—
is a mediator between existential pressures and happi-
ness (Welzel, 2013). Liberating people from existential 
pressures enhances opportunities for pursuing happi-
ness and focusing governing bodies on promoting citi-
zen happiness (Welzel, 2013).

Thus, low existential pressures may lead to higher 
levels of happiness idealization. If so, then showing 
this relationship would provide further support for the 
notion that the centrality and prominence of happiness 
as a superordinate outcome in models of subjective 
well-being is questionable.

We propose that societies may be more likely to 
develop a happiness-maximization principle if set in 
comparatively benign ecological conditions, or as  
Welzel (2013) framed it, in cultures that faced the small-
est existential pressures. Societies inhabiting the most 
convenient ecological habitats can allocate their 
resources—time, workforce capacities, materials—not 
only for everyday survival (i.e., “escape from suffering”) 
but also for joie de vivre. This is, they can afford to 
idealize happiness maximization.

We utilized the cross-cultural data on actual and 
ideal happiness gathered by Diener and colleagues 
(2000) and those collected by Krys et al. (2023), Krys, 
Park, et al. (2021), and Krys, Yeung, et al. (2022) to 
examine whether ideal levels of happiness might sys-
tematically vary across ecological indicators of existen-
tial pressure. We operationalized these ecological 
factors as (a) the cool-water index (Welzel, 2013; after 
Gallup et al., 2010), (b) historical pathogen prevalence 
(Welzel, 2013; after Murray & Schaller, 2012), and (c) 
the risk of natural disasters (World Risk Report, 2019). 
As in our previous analyses, we correlated these three 
markers of benign ecology (cool-water index, pathogen 
safety, and natural-disaster security) with ideal levels 
of happiness (see Table 2) with and without controlling 
for differences in actual happiness.

The results of these analyses confirmed that ideal 
levels of happiness vary systematically along levels of 
the ecological factors, with the presence of cool and 
navigable waters, security from diseases, and absence 
of natural disasters each predicting higher ideal levels 
of happiness, even after controlling for actual happiness 
(with the exception of disease security not strongly 
predicting ideal happiness in the Diener et al. data set 
with actual happiness controlled, p = .20). This set of 
findings indicates that how strongly societies idealize 
high levels of happiness relates to the existential threats 
arising from the ecology they occupy (see also Fig. 2).

To further evaluate our reasoning that exceptional 
eco-environmental conditions might have fostered the 
emergence of the cultural syndrome of WEIRDness, 
which in turn led to the emergence of happiness maxi-
mization, we ran a mediation analysis using jamovi 
open-source software (Version 1.6.23.0; medmod mod-
ule; 5,000 bootstrap samples) in which existential com-
fort (see Table 2) served as the independent variable, 
cultural WEIRDness (see Table 1) as the mediator, and 
ideal level of life satisfaction as the dependent variable. 
A significant indirect effect supported our reasoning, 
IE = .45, SE = .19, 95% CI = [.09, .86] (see Fig. 3).

The role of the Gulf Stream in shaping 
the Northwestern European habitat

Europe lies in the geographical latitude of the mild 
climate zone. Additionally, the climate of Northwestern 
Europe is milder than in other regions of similar geo-
graphical latitude because of the North Atlantic drift of 
the Gulf Stream (Palter, 2015; see Fig. 4). The Gulf 
Stream is an exceptional phenomenon on a planetary 
scale (see Fig. 4; see also Latif et  al., 2021). Surface 
oceanic waters provide a regular pattern of currents, 
but the Gulf Stream breaks out from this scheme, 
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making European climate exceptionally agreeable for 
human life.

The general pattern of global oceanic currents works 
as follows: Along the equator, surface-level oceanic 
waters flow from east to west, absorbing heat and 
humidity from the skies above. Next, when deflected 
by the eastern coasts of continents, currents turn north-
ward in the Northern Hemisphere and southward in 
the Southern Hemisphere, providing heat and increas-
ing humidity along the eastern coasts of adjacent con-
tinents. After reaching the latitude of the tropics (Tropic 
of Capricorn in the Southern Hemisphere and Tropic 
of Cancer in the Northern Hemisphere), currents start 
flowing from west to east. When currents reach the 
western coasts of the continents, they are already car-
rying cold waters with dry air above. Finally, currents 
turn along western continental coasts back toward the 
equator. The whole process is one of constant, circular 
dynamics (see Fig. 4). This process has important con-
sequences for climatic conditions of mid-latitude east-
ern and western coasts of continents. Whereas the 
climate of the eastern coasts at the mid-latitudes tends 
to be humid and tropical, the climate of the western 
coasts at the mid-latitudes tends to be dry and desertic. 
The most striking examples of this process are Florida 
versus the California peninsula, East Asia versus the 
Sahara, Amazonia versus the Atacama Desert, Madagas-
car versus the Namibian Desert, and the eastern versus 
western coasts of Australia.

The only exception from the general pattern 
described above is the Gulf Stream that carries warm 
water and humid air northward along the northwestern 

coast of the European continent. The Gulf Stream 
warms and humidifies the Northwestern European cli-
mate (in particular during winters that would otherwise 
be colder and dryer). Because of this exceptional oce-
anic current, Northwestern European winters are up to 
10 °C warmer than the zonal mean at equivalent lati-
tudes (Palter, 2015). To illustrate this difference: Paris 
is 5° geographical latitude closer to the North Pole than 
Vladivostok (48.86°N vs. 43.12°N), and so Paris should 
be several degrees colder. Yet the temperature in the 
coldest month is around +3 °C in Paris and around  
−18 °C in Vladivostok. The Gulf Stream also provides 
Europe with humidity—without humid air brought by 
the Gulf Stream, Europe would be desertic and drier, 
particularly in winters.

In effect, because of exceptionally mild winters, the 
period for vegetable growing in Western Europe is 
much longer than in other regions of similar latitude. 
At the same time, the temperature in Europe remains 
milder than in Sub-Saharan Africa, Amazonia, or Suma-
tra. Therefore, in Europe, plagues of disease-provoking 
germs, bacteria, and insects were historically much 
rarer. Already before the modern era, the relatively 
pathogen-safe European environment afforded more 
safe water, a decreased prevalence of communicable 
diseases, and reduced child mortality (Welzel et  al., 
2021), thus fostering the idealization of relatively higher 
levels of happiness.

In sum, the Northwestern European climate is shaped 
by the exceptional oceanic current of the Gulf Stream. 
For ages, it has made Northwestern European eco-
environmental conditions easier for human life (i.e., it 

Table 2. Correlations Between Existential Comfort (Convenience of Ecological Habitats) and Ideal Level of Personal 
Life Satisfaction

Cool-water index 
(Welzel, 2013)

Disease security 
(Welzel, 2013)

Natural-disaster security 
(World Risk Report, 2019)

Existential-comfort 
metafactor

Diener et al. (2000) data set  
 Zero-order correlation .52*** .40* .48** .52***
 Partial correlation .48** .21 .40* .40*
 N (number of countries) 38 38 36 38
Krys et al. data set  
 Zero-order correlation .41** .54** .26+ .49***
 Partial correlation .48*** .58*** .35* .57***
 N (number of countries) 48 46 46 48
Both data sets combined  
 Zero-order correlation .53*** .49*** .28* .53***
 Partial correlation .53*** .41** .34** .52***
 N (number of countries) 63 61 60 63

Note: For the existential-comfort metafactor, we standardized scores within each of the three data sets on existential comforts, and then for 
each country we calculated the mean from available standardized scores. Partial correlations were used to control for actual life satisfaction; 
the number of analyzed countries varies depending on the availability of WEIRD indicators. All variance inflation factors < 3.23. WEIRD = 
Westernized, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic.
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Fig. 2. Northwestern European eco-environmental habitats are benign compared with those of other regions. Box plots for (a) the cool-
water index (convenient temperature, rainfall continuity, and the abundance of ice-free waterways), (b) pathogen safety, (c) natural-disaster 
security, and (d) idealization of happiness are arranged in descending order of mean scores. Lines in the middle indicate the median level, 
boxes indicate the 25th and 75th percentiles, whiskers indicate the minimum and maximum values of the data within the range extending 1.5 
times the height of the box, and circles and asterisks are outliers (values that do not fall within whiskers; asterisks are from the box at least 
three times away from the height of the box). Northwestern Europeans idealize happiness most (despite being low on extreme responding). 
ACNU = Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States; MENA = Middle East and North Africa.
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has lessened existential pressures; Welzel, 2013). Thus, 
we propose that these exceptional eco-environmental 
conditions might have fostered the emergence of cul-
tures prioritizing happiness maximization. In North-
western Europe, it was easier to escape much human 
suffering and in consequence to idealize high levels of 
happiness.

Happiness Maximization as a Cultural 
Syndrome

The above sections showcase the widespread and sys-
tematic variation in the conceptualization of subjective 
well-being, the importance assigned to happiness, and 
in the ideal levels of happiness that people pursue. We 
also consider ecological and economic factors to be 
possible drivers of this variability. The fact that happi-
ness appears to be idealized in regions with comfort-
able ecological and economic conditions should not 
lead to the conclusion that it might be a goal suitable 
for universal pursuit. Our point is that happiness maxi-
mization may have developed as a cultural syndrome 
but that as such it may entail negative consequences 
as well. Cultural syndromes express variations of psy-
chological constructs found in particular societies dur-
ing certain time periods (Triandis, 1996). Following this 
rationale, if happiness maximization is a cultural syn-
drome, negative consequences may occur from the core 
elements of the concept and involve attempts to 
increase positive feelings and possibly attempts to sup-
press negative feelings (Oishi et al., 2007, 2014; Yeung 
& Lun, 2016). To tentatively evaluate this idea, we ana-
lyzed the association of happiness idealization with two 
categories of negative consequences: side effects and 
opportunity costs.

Societal correlates of happiness 
maximization

Societies in which comparatively many people strive 
for happiness maximization tend to feature a number 
of indicators that may be seen as problematic, such as 

the use of psychotropic substances (perhaps because 
these substances often aim at promoting positive feel-
ings or suppressing negative ones) and heightened  
levels of mania (i.e., pathologically elevated, mood-
enhancing behaviors).3

Happiness maximization and substance use. In 
the Supplemental Materials, we present the results of the 
country-level correlational analyses of association 
between happiness maximization and the use and abuse 
of nine drugs based on our data and data from the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2019). It turns out 
that cultural happiness maximization correlates with the 
general use and abuse of drugs at the level of country 
averages (we combined data on several drugs into a 
metafactor), with the association varying from r = .13 to 
r = .37 (depending on the data set, on how broadly we 
measured the drug metafactor, and whether we con-
trolled for actual levels of happiness); r oscillated around 
.30 for the analyses run on ideal happiness combined for 
both data sets. Among various substances analyzed, can-
nabis and tranquilizers—both associated with lessening 
stress and pressures—seemed to play a special role in 
societies of happiness maximization (with .25 < rs < .43 
when both data sets are combined).

The Supplemental Material also presents results of 
country-level correlational analyses from five various 
data sets on alcohol use and abuse (World Health Orga-
nization, 2019). Happiness maximization at the cultural 
level was significantly associated with higher average 
alcohol use and abuse. The corresponding correlation 
between their metafactors ranged from .27 to .60. When 
the datasets were combined, ideal happiness and alcohol 
use and abuse metafactor had correlations of above .40. 
Living in happiness-maximization cultures means, on 
average, higher alcohol consumption by members of that 
culture. When WEIRDness was controlled for in these 
analyses, the associations between happiness idealiza-
tion and the substance use faded away. These results 
suggest that WEIRDness, happiness maximization, and 
substance use are positively related to each other at the 
level of country aggregates. Thus, (WEIRD) societies in 

DIRECT: β (SE ) = .08 (.20) (p = .70)

β (SE )  =.86 (.07)∗∗∗ β (SE )  =.53 (.20)∗

R 2 = .36

Eco-environmental
Existential Comfort

Happiness
Maximization

Cultural
WEIRDness

TOTAL: β (SE )  = .53 (.11)∗∗∗

R 2 = .74

Fig. 3. The cultural syndrome of WEIRDness mediates the association between benign eco-environmental 
conditions and happiness maximization. WEIRD = Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic.
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which people seek to maximize happiness more also 
tend to be societies in which substance use is higher. Of 
course, the causal nature of this association, or indeed 
whether those who seek to maximize happiness are the 
same individuals to use substances, is not certain.

Happiness maximization and bipolar disorder.  
Scholars have suggested that an increased prevalence of 
bipolar disorders may have roots in the pathoplastic 
(shaping) role of culture on mental disorders in general 
(Haroz et al., 2017; Kirmayer & Ryder, 2016; Koelkebeck 
et al., 2017; Kuo et al., 1989; Ryder et al., 2008). Happi-
ness maximization may be a part of that process. Bipolar 
disorder, for example, encompasses manic episodes of 
highly elevated mood (Carvalho et al., 2020), states that 
can be associated with pursuing states of maximum hap-
piness. The country-level data confirmed our prediction 
that high ideal levels of happiness in a society relate posi-
tively to the prevalence of bipolar disorder, with .16 < rs 
< .62; for both data sets the combined r values are > .40 
(see Supplemental Materials). Importantly, when the cul-
tural syndrome of WEIRDness was controlled for, the 
correlation between idealizations of high levels happi-
ness on bipolar disorder maintained its significance, 

albeit weaker. Societies whose individuals pursue high 
levels of happiness thus tend to be societies with a rela-
tively high occurrence of bipolar disorder, although the 
causal nature and whether these elevated levels occur in 
the same individuals are again open questions.

Beware of committing the ecological fallacy. We 
call attention to the fact that we analyzed country-level 
phenomena. Our conclusions cannot be extended to the 
individual level without the risk of committing the eco-
logical fallacy (e.g., the fact that the country-level asso-
ciation between happiness maximization and substance 
use is positive does not mean that individuals who seek 
maximum happiness tend to use substances). We are 
dealing with societal-level, not individual-level, phenom-
ena, and ecology is different from psychology (Leung & 
Bond, 2007). We are aware that societal phenomena are 
shaped by multiple determinants and that happiness 
maximization represents but one among several variables 
therein. The reason we point to some perhaps over-
looked associations is to raise awareness that happiness 
maximization as a cultural syndrome appears to be cor-
related with advantages and disadvantages. This perspec-
tive stands in opposition to viewing happiness as the 

Fig. 4. Global flow of currents. The Gulf Stream (Norwegian Current) is an exception on a planetary scale and makes the European habitat 
exceptionally benign for human habitation.
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ultimate dependent variable and opens new perspectives 
for the future study of the related phenomena.

Opportunity costs of happiness 
maximization

Happiness maximization may encompass opportunity 
costs (Arce, 2016; Ferraro & Taylor, 2005; Parkin, 2016; 
Potter & Sanders, 2012), meaning that pursuing happi-
ness may lead to missing out on the positive aspects of 
alternative forms of subjective well-being. In fact, Oishi 
and Diener (2014) found that members of the happiest 
societies report a lower meaning in life than do mem-
bers of moderately happy societies (r = −.33). To the 
best of our knowledge, the Oishi and Diener study that 
used Gallup data (Oishi & Diener, 2014) is the only 
study that has compared people’s declarations about 
meaning in their life across a large number of countries. 
As of 2022, happiness has been studied in several large 
cross-cultural research projects (e.g., see Diener, 2000; 
Gallup, 2022; Gardiner et al., 2020; Haerpfer et al., 2020; 
Helliwell et al., 2022; Krys et al., 2023; Krys, Park, et al., 
2021; Krys, Yeung, et al., 2022), whereas meaning in 
life has been studied in one large cross-cultural scheme 
(Gallup, 2022; after Oishi & Diener, 2014). Large cross-
cultural studies on alternative forms of subjective well-
being are also scant. This evidence illustrates the 
imbalance in attention directed at happiness and at 
other types of subjective well-being despite their geo-
graphical and cultural variation.

In the current section we illustrated the potential 
side effects of happiness maximization by considering 
its arguably undesirable society-level correlates. We did 
so to offer some balance to the otherwise predominant 
focus on positives associated with happiness (e.g., 
Inglehart et al., 2008), thus illustrating that happiness 
maximization may not be uniformly desirable.

Discussion

It is generally good to be happy. To what extent people 
idealize happiness, however, is an unobvious but 
empirically tractable question that remains largely 
understudied. On the basis of recent work in cross-
cultural psychology, we propose that the traditionally 
central and dominant position that happiness has occu-
pied in models of subjective well-being needs to be 
reassessed. The conceptualization of subjective well-
being and happiness and the beliefs surrounding them 
differ substantially across societies, with some societies 
celebrating the pursuit of high levels of happiness, 
whereas others do not. Data on values and happiness 
confirm these suggestions: Happiness is not considered 

a top-ranked value in many societies, and people do 
not universally wish to maximize it. Rather, it seems 
that the central positioning of happiness in models of 
subjective well-being may represent a priority of 
WEIRD societies in particular and not for other societ-
ies across the globe. Given that these cross-cultural 
differences are systematic and testable, we propose 
that more differentiated models of subjective well-
being should be extended into cross-cultural consid-
eration, and in the current work we presented such a 
model (see Fig. 1).

It is important to underscore the substantial magni-
tude of the cross-cultural differences in ideal levels of 
happiness that we have established in our data sets. In 
our study, the difference between Northwestern Europe 
and the rest of the world reached Cohen’s d = 1.93, 
MNorthwestern Europe = 7.45, SD = .30; Mother countries = 6.51, 
SD = .67; t[47] = 4.29; p < .001. To put this difference 
more concretely, the Krys et al. data set4 showed that 
in Germany and Iceland 86% and 84% of participants 
respectively indicated that ideal happiness is “very 
happy” at least; in Bhutan, Ghana, Nigeria, Japan, and 
Pakistan, 70% or more participants indicated that ideal 
happiness is below “very happy” (with Bhutan reaching 
81.5%). These are substantial differences, having poten-
tially major consequences for people’s mindsets and 
their way of being in life. For an illustration of ideal 
levels of happiness across all cultures studied by (Krys 
et al., 2023; Krys, Park, et al., 2021; Krys, Yeung, et al., 
2022), see Figure 5.

Implications for psychological science

Our findings are in line with the premise of mutual 
constitution between culture and psychology, according 
to which psychological phenomena evolve in interde-
pendence with the social and physical environment in 
which they appear and, as a result, vary cross-culturally 
(Markus & Hamedani, 2007). Furthermore, they add to 
the large body of research on evolutionary psychology 
that shows that several theoretical assumptions based 
on WEIRD samples are often too narrow to accommo-
date subsequent evidence (Arnett, 2008; Henrich et al., 
2010; Krys, Vignoles, et  al., 2022; Thalmayer et  al., 
2021). As a way forward in transcending WEIRDness, 
Barrett (2020) suggested a phenomical approach to 
psychology. Borrowed from recent evidence in biology, 
this approach involves mapping several variations of a 
psychological phenomenon of interest and showing 
how each variation evolves in relation to the environ-
ment. Our findings align with this perspective in con-
ceptualizing happiness as one of many components of 
subjective well-being, shaped by evolutionary and 
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cultural factors. This idea enlarges our understanding 
of subjective well-being and bears a series of implica-
tions for psychological science and practice.

Toward cultural objectivity in subjective well-being 
studies. Placing happiness within a broader conception 
of subjective well-being is not only an analytical issue. It 
also touches on issues of ethics and power because 
adopting a WEIRD-based conceptualization of happiness 
may presume a stance of dominance toward other forms 
of subjective well-being. All cultures deserve to be 
accommodated in developing and testing theories of sub-
jective well-being. Applying WEIRD theorizing on subjec-
tive well-being to other parts of the world bears the risk 
of imposing WEIRD standards to “educate” or “help 
develop” others, often people in former colonialized 
regions. Psychological science has become more and 
more aware of the neocolonial nature of such presump-
tion (Bulhan, 2015; McNamara & Naepi, 2018; Okazaki 
et al., 2008; San Juan, 2006). Recognizing that happiness 
is not tantamount to subjective well-being and that sub-
jective well-being is a much more complex and multidi-
mensional phenomenon is a step toward decolonizing 
psychology. From a cultural perspective, it is hard to 
imagine a universal recipe for a good life. It is possible 
and necessary, however, to study the cultural variety in 
recipes for living a good life.

The need to elaborate a pattern of subjective well-
being types. If happiness is not the ultimate dependent 
variable, then the question of developing a taxonomy for 
types of subjective well-being appears. For example, 
keeping the Maslow hierarchy (Maslow, 1943) in mind, 
can we develop a schema of subjective well-being in 
which happiness is a “lower level” component of subjec-
tive well-being and meaning in life a “higher level” com-
ponent of subjective well-being? That is, do people satiate 
their happiness first and next their meaning and other 
components of subjective well-being (Gorski, 2022)? 
Adopting a more nuanced understanding of subjective 
well-being poses further questions about possible rela-
tionships between subjective well-being components, 
their cultural congruence, and the degree to which each 
of them is pursued across societies varying in ecocultural 
characteristics (Sng et al., 2017).

Toward conceptual pluralism in subjective well-
being studies. Our study concerns the relationship of 
happiness to other subjective well-being components 
within psychology (see Fig. 1). The question here is how 
to achieve a conceptual pluralism and develop concrete 
measures that would emanate from the integration of 
broadened views on subjective well-being. We call for 
comprehensive reviews of components of subjective 

well-being and use the cultural perspective to mention a 
few candidates: Sense of meaning might be recognized 
and accepted at least equally with happiness across many 
cultural and subcultural groups; a key aspect of good life 
in Confucian Asia is a sense of harmony (e.g., Kjell et al., 
2016; Lun, 2022); and it seems difficult to discuss good 
life in Africa, the Middle East, or Latin America without 
studying the role of spirituality/religiosity (Saroglou & 
Cohen, 2013; Shiah et al., 2016; Vellem, 2014).

Toward optimal levels of various facets of subjec-
tive well-being. Psychological science needs to pay 
more attention to the study of optimal levels not only of 
happiness but also other components of subjective well-
being (see also Oishi et al., 2007). Our study has docu-
mented that people across cultures idealize quite different 
levels of happiness. It seems plausible that across cul-
tures other components of subjective well-being are ide-
alized to various degrees. Data from the World Values 
Survey (2016) document that religiosity is attributed low 
importance in secularized WEIRD cultures but top impor-
tance in the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, with 
an ICC reaching .50 (50% of variance in attributing impor-
tance to religion can be explained by the culture level of 
the analysis).

Toward uncovering the consequences of individ-
ual-culture (in)congruence in ideals of subjective 
well-being. The person–environment fit hypothesis 
states that individuals are better adjusted when their indi-
vidual attributes are congruent with their proximal and 
more distal environments (Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005). 
Studies are needed to test a person–culture match in ideal 
and actual types of various types of subjective well-being. 
Being moderately happy in a culture governed by the 
happiness-maximization principle may be a more chal-
lenging task than in cultures creating less pressure for 
happiness. Endorsing a spiritual life may carry different 
consequences in cultures with a relatively low recogni-
tion of spirituality compared with cultures illuminating 
spirituality (e.g., being atheist in secularized Europe is 
different from being atheist in countries referring to one 
or more gods in their constitution). The same is true for 
being nonreligious in a religious society, and vice versa.

Targeting moderate levels of happiness. Taking into 
consideration that providing high levels of happiness to 
over seven billion people seems impossible without 
exceeding critical environmental boundaries (O’Neill 
et  al., 2018), psychological science may need to study 
how to encourage—mainly WEIRD—people to be more 
content with moderate levels of happiness. Buddhist 
thought, for instance, illuminates this reorientation by 
considering all sources of desire, including happiness, as 
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sources of suffering. Equally, concepts of harmony could 
provide insights for enhancing balanced self and activity 
ideals by focusing on maintaining a harmonious life. This 
consideration can encourage a reflexive stance toward 
happiness to depart from a pursuit of happiness maximi-
zation at any cost and consider instead “a good enough 
level of happiness.” The second wave of positive psy-
chology (Armstrong et  al., 2019; Cohen & Bai, 2019;  
Ivtzan et al., 2016; Lomas & Ivtzan, 2016; Wang et al., 2016) 
represents an example of a research program that seeks to 
supersede WEIRD constraints by including influences 
from Eastern traditions (dialectical relationship of positive 
and negative experiences, transcendence of the ego, wis-
dom, meaning), as heralded by the multicultural study of 
Chinese values (Chinese Culture Connection, 1987).

Implications for policymaking

Our work has implications for the policy level as well. 
A nuanced concept of subjective well-being may inform 
the development of more diverse measures for assess-
ing good life at the country level (Fabian & Pykett, 
2022).

Cross-country comparisons of happiness need to 
acknowledge ideal levels of happiness. International 
governing bodies seem to formulate policies with the 
assumption that people in all nations wish to increase 
their happiness to the same highest levels. For example, 
the OECD recently adopted personal life satisfaction as 
the ultimate dependent variable in its cross-national edu-
cational comparisons. Because Japanese students reported 
lower life satisfaction than students in other countries, the 
OECD instructed the Japanese government to address this 
issue (Rappleye et al., 2020). Japanese students reported 
above midpoint happiness, and the OECD experts did not 
consider that happiness may be idealized in Japan less 
than in other countries. If international governing bodies 
(such as the OECD) want to inform policies in a culturally 
sensitive way (Krys et al., 2020), they may need to learn 
more about ideal levels of happiness and their interaction 
with actual levels of happiness, both for cultures and for 
their individual members. Without such due diligence, 
policy recommendations may be biased toward specific 
cultural values—values of WEIRD societies.

Culturally sensitive national accounts of well-being.  
According to the OECD, as of 2018, among 13 (mostly 
WEIRD) countries calculating NAWB (Diener et al., 2015), 
12 rely on happiness as a measure of subjective well-
being (Durand, 2018). It seems reasonable to expect that 
NAWB should guide not only happiness-maximization 
policies but also “improvement of meaningful life” poli-
cies. As noted, Oishi and Diener (2014) documented that 
levels of meaning in life at the society aggregate are 

negatively associated with average happiness of societ-
ies. Operating with additional components and mea-
sures of subjective well-being would contribute to  
more culturally sensitive (Krys et al., 2020), less ethno-
centric psychologizing (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 
2008) and hopefully more effective policies (Fabian & 
Pykett, 2022).

The idea of NAWB (Diener et al., 2015) is a milestone 
on the pathway beyond narrow economic understand-
ing of national subjective well-being. With the current 
article, we fully support this direction but signal that 
personal life satisfaction and happiness-related mea-
sures of subjective well-being may be WEIRD-themed. 
As such, instead of escaping from the overall econo-
mization of social reality, they may reinforce it under 
the guise of endorsing happiness because happiness of 
societies is positively and strongly related to their eco-
nomic standing, which is not the case for these societies’ 
sense of meaning (Oishi & Diener, 2014). To become 
truly national accounts of subjective well-being, 
researchers may need to understand the cultural diver-
sity of how people conceptualize subjective well-being, 
and policymakers need to elaborate indicators that will 
encompass the cultural diversity of subjective well-being 
concepts. Because there is probably no single “one-size-
fits-all” type of subjective well-being, future NAWB will 
probably have to be more culturally sensitive (Krys 
et al., 2020). That is, NAWB may need to be adjusted to 
the ideals regarding subjective well-being prevalent in 
a given culture, and, as a result, the unit of analysis shall 
be the level of progress on indigenously calibrated types 
of subjective well-being.

Future directions: open questions 
about happiness maximization

The fact that our findings provide a large picture of 
subjective well-being does not diminish the importance 
and implications of happiness and the tendency to 
maximize it. They should rather be taken as an oppor-
tunity to take stock of its nature and examine it in 
greater depth.

Why maximization of happiness and not other 
instances of subjective well-being? In light of the 
Oishi and Diener (2014) findings that societal happiness 
is negatively correlated with a country-level sense of 
meaning, it seems plausible that WEIRD societies tend to 
maximize happiness, but not equally so other compo-
nents of subjective well-being (at least not a sense of 
meaning). Future research may need to answer why cul-
tures that emerged in the most human-friendly habitats 
maximize a specific type of subjective well-being— 
happiness—and not other good ways to live (see Morris, 
1956). It is also worth exploring further whether the 
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findings presented here for the most popular facet of 
happiness (life satisfaction) are also valid for facets of 
happiness typical for non-WEIRD cultures (e.g., interde-
pendent happiness; Hitokoto & Uchida, 2015). Given the 
predominance of life satisfaction as the operationaliza-
tion of happiness, this question ultimately requires more 
empirical study.

Ideal self versus ought self. The empirical data we 
used to verify our reasoning was based on the instruction 
originally proposed by Diener et al. (2000). In that study, 
participants were asked to respond to life-satisfaction 
questions by providing ideal answers. It remains unclear, 
however, whether these instructions activated the ideal 
self or the ought self (Higgins, 1987). The ideal self covers 
attributes people ideally would like (hope, aspire, and 
wish) to possess, whereas the ought self relates to attri-
butes people believe they should possess (deriving from 
their sense of duty, obligation, and responsibility). Future 
studies may need to test whether the analyses presented 
here cover both types of self, and if not, further studies 
on the differences are needed.

Better understanding of the costs of happiness 
maximization. A better understating of maximization 
should include the comprehensive study of its costs. 
Does living in a society valuing ceiling levels of happi-
ness indeed create pressure on being more than very 
happy? If yes, then how? May it indeed lead to increased 
levels of mania or the consumption of psychoactive sub-
stances? Our study was correlational only—causality and 
mechanisms remain to be tested. Our findings show that 
the associations for substance use fade away when the 
cultural syndrome of WEIRDness is controlled for. Thus, 
it is possible that, for some costs, WEIRDness is the actual 
cause (and happiness maximization is the covariate), 
whereas for others happiness maximization has direct 
causal effects. Furthermore, if members of happy societ-
ies are reporting a relatively lower sense of meaning 
(Oishi & Diener, 2014), then how is happiness related  
to people’s sense of harmony, or of security, or of pre-
dictability? Are societies of happy individuals also soci-
eties of happy families and societies of happy local 
communities?

Discussion on side effects of all instances of subjec-
tive well-being. A further issue regarding maximization 
would be to understand whether societies in which other 
subjective well-being components prevail also have side 
effects if one strives to maximize their levels. For example, 
it is not known whether the striving to maximize meaning 
in life or harmony might also have societal disadvantages; 
it is also imaginable that maximizing spiritual/religious 
experience may carry societal disadvantages.

Beyond eco-environmental sources of happiness 
maximization. Our work highlights the relationship 
between happiness maximization in a culture and the 
eco-environmental conditions in which a culture 
emerged. However, natural factors represent only part of 
a culture’s story. Future research should therefore exam-
ine the role that social, political, and perhaps especially 
religious factors play in pursuing happiness or alternative 
concepts of subjective well-being. Different types of reli-
gion (especially monotheistic vs. polytheistic vs. nonthe-
istic religious traditions) can also be associated with 
idealized levels of happiness or other components of 
subjective well-being in different ways (Saroglou, 2019). 
It is also plausible that the degree to which cultures 
endorse happiness maximization may vary as a function 
of optimism, perceived control over outcomes, beliefs 
about prosperity and hardship, and other cultural syn-
dromes that we did not control for (e.g., flexibility monu-
mentalism; Minkov & Kaasa, 2022)—future studies may 
need to test such alternative explanations.

Emotions and subjective well-being. Culture shapes 
people’s emotional experiences and beliefs about affect 
(Tsai, 2007; Tsai et al., 2006). People in WEIRD cultures 
tend to “savor” positive emotions and “avoid” negative 
emotions (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). For Confucians, emo-
tional ideals are a bit more complex. Compared with 
people in WEIRD cultures, Confucians report fewer and 
desire less high-arousal emotions (e.g., excitement); the 
reverse is true for low-arousal emotions (e.g., content-
ment). Confucians value a sense of appropriate balance 
and moderation between pleasures and pains rather than 
valuing or expecting a life of maximum pleasure or hap-
piness (Tsai & Park, 2014). Such contrasting emotional 
“lifestyles” are likely to influence the ideals of subjective 
well-being.

Conceptual clarifications and 
discussion points

Is happiness the ultimate subjective well-being out-
come? We propose the position that phenomena such 
as harmony, spirituality, and meaning—components of 
subjective well-being in the broad model—do not 
“merely” serve the final experience of happiness, or at 
least not universally. Instead, we propose that treating 
happiness as the ultimate outcome may be more true in 
WEIRD cultures than elsewhere, and in other cultures 
other components of subjective well-being may serve as 
“final” (or at least that happiness occupies a less promi-
nent position in subjective well-being than in WEIRD cul-
tures). Had mainstream psychology emerged from and 
been predominantly characterized by Buddhist or Confu-
cian (instead of WEIRD) ideals, we might imagine “pure 
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harmony” as the final experience. Thus, although we do 
not deny that happiness is for many, maybe even most, 
people the ultimate goal they strive for, we propose that 
it is not for all, and that such exceptions are not flukes 
but rather deserving of careful consideration in theories 
of subjective well-being.

Does life satisfaction capture other forms of sub-
jective well-being sufficiently already? One might 
argue that measuring life satisfaction may already capture 
the degree to which people have obtained contributors 
to subjective well-being, such as spirituality, harmony, 
and meaning. However, to the best of our knowledge, 
there is no strong empirical evidence lending support to 
the reasoning that individuals base their life-satisfaction 
evaluations on such other well-being concepts. Instead, 
some evidence casts doubts on the reasoning that life 
satisfaction covers all forms of subjective well-being. 
First, research commonly equates life satisfaction with 
happiness but not with other subjective well-being com-
ponents (e.g., Diener et al., 2018; Schimmack, 2006). Sec-
ond, country-level analyses (Oishi & Diener, 2014) based 
on 132 nation aggregates show that average life satisfac-
tion in countries is negatively associated with the average 
sense of meaning in countries, which might bring into 
question the theoretical assumption that life satisfaction 
can work as a good proxy for other components of sub-
jective well-being.

Differentiating well-being antecedents from compo-
nents. A challenging task in subjective well-being 
research, and plausibly psychology in general, is to 
determine where one phenomenon ends and where 
another begins. In the case of subjective well-being, for 
example, should positive affect be considered a trigger 
of it, or is positive affect part of subjective well-being? 
Likewise, are phenomena such as meaning, harmony, 
and family happiness components of subjective well-
being or potential causes? If subjective well-being is con-
sidered to fluctuate over long rather than short periods 
of time, then its experiential aspects should probably 
match that, which is likely the case for meaning, spiritu-
ality, harmony, and life satisfaction but possibly less so 
for positive and negative affect.

Are people willing to sacrifice happiness for other 
pursuits? Both the narrow and broad models of subjec-
tive well-being discussed in the current article propose 
that sacrifices (e.g., forgoing a positive experience) 
should ultimately promote their subjective well-being. 
The broad model implies that this sacrifice may even 
happen, at least theoretically, in terms of happiness; after 
all, happiness is but one of several components of 

subjective well-being. For example, the broad model 
accounts for situations in which people forgo individual 
happiness in the pursuit of family harmony, provided that 
family harmony is more relevant to their subjective well-
being than their individual happiness. Indeed, research 
(Lu, 2008; Lu, 2006; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Uchida & 
Kitayama, 2009) has shown that well-being ideals can be 
pursued regardless of whether they contribute to a “feel-
good” destination. In addition, Joshanloo and Weijers, 
(2014) found that for many people across the world, pur-
suing and expressing happiness is associated with nega-
tive properties such as shallowness, selfishness, reduced 
empathy, and lack of morality.

Don’t people want to be happy? They do. Our data 
show that 97% of people idealize being happy over being 
unhappy. Note that we do not claim that people do not 
want to be happier than they are—our data show that 
more than 70% of participants indicated their ideal level 
of happiness to be higher than their actual level of hap-
piness. However, people across cultures idealize different 
levels of happiness, and the highest levels of happiness 
tend to be idealized in WEIRD cultures. Rather than 
denying that people wish to be happy, we propose, on 
the basis of this cultural and society diversity, that it is 
important to further investigate factors other than happi-
ness that may, for some, weight strongly toward their 
subjective well-being. By bringing the notion of funda-
mental cultural differences in subjective well-being to the 
fore, we hope to spark much needed open debate and 
empirical work.

Why the term “subjective well-being” and not 
another term (such as “mental well-being” or 
“mental health”)? A perhaps tempting option is to 
reserve the term “subjective well-being” for the narrow 
model and instead use another term for the broad 
model—such as “mental well-being” or “mental health.” 
Although we appreciate the benefits that this can have 
for theory distinction, we propose that it is overall prefer-
able to stick to the term “subjective well-being” for the 
broad model as well because all components in our pro-
posed broad model are indeed subjective. Furthermore, 
our article is targeted to encourage broadening studies 
on subjective well-being from a happiness-related model 
to a model that assumes a flexible, interdependent con-
struction of subjective well-being. Using a different term 
from subjective well-being may cause the field to con-
tinue to focus on subjective well-being through the three-
component model. As a consequence, it may cause 
people to overlook the arguments presented in our arti-
cle, as these arguments might falsely appear relevant to a 
different type of well-being instead.



24 Krys et al.

Reminder about avoiding the risk of ecological  
fallacy. It is important to reiterate that most of the evi-
dence discussed in the current article—such as the links 
between country happiness and depression, substance use, 
and so on—rest on data that represent aggregates. Specifi-
cally, rather than each individual being represented by a 
single data point, individuals are grouped together into 
country-wide averages. Such aggregate data can obscure, 
misrepresent, or even contradict relations that would be 
found among the individuals that comprise them. We report 
them because they provide rarely discussed insights into 
our topic of inquiry and because we find them worthy of 
further exploration. However, to avoid falling prey to the 
ecological fallacy, we express caution in interpreting group-
level associations as representing the relations between 
these variables at the level of individuals.

Concluding Remarks

Cultural factors play a significant role in shaping what 
people recognize as the good life. Around the world, 
people are living their lives in a variety of ways regarded 
as good from their cultural perspective. Ideals of the 
good life across cultures reflect this diversity. For some 
time, psychology has acknowledged that ideals vary 
across people and societies. We propose and demon-
strate that ideal levels of happiness also vary across 
people and societies, and we hope to reinvigorate the 
discussion on the variety of types of subjective well-
being across cultures.
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Notes

1. For the following two articles referred to in this article—Oishi 
and Diener (2014) and Jebb et al. (2018)—we relate findings that 
were not presented by the authors of these articles as their main 
findings. We spotted on our own these particularly interesting 
patterns of findings. Oishi and Diener (2014) reported, as a sec-
ondary finding, that residents of happy countries report a lower 
sense of meaning overall (r = −.33; whereas Oishi and Diener 
discussed in their article the negative association between GDP 
per capita and meaning). Jebb et al. (2018) reported as part 
of secondary findings that across cultures satiation points dif-
fer in terms of happiness level (whereas they predominantly 
discussed differences of satiation points in terms of the income 
level in main analyses). To spot what we refer to, our readers 
may need to reread these two articles through the lenses of the 
reasoning presented here.
2. The cool-water condition is a specific climatic configuration 
that combines periodically frosty winters with mildly warm 
summers under the ubiquitous accessibility of fresh water. The 
cool-water index (Welzel, 2013; after Gallup et al., 2010) com-
bines data on (a) the average annual temperature (inverted), (b) 
rainfall continuity across the seasons, and (c) the abundance of 
ice-free waterways on a society’s territory.
3. We also tested the reasoning that (a) a consumption-oriented 
lifestyle can be related to happiness maximization and manifest 
itself in the magnitude of the ecological footprint caused by 
people striving for happiness maximization, and that (b) liv-
ing in a culture characterized by personal happiness maximiza-
tion may be related to lessening efforts toward nurturing and 
sustaining long-lasting relationships that no longer bring high 
levels of happiness (Wojciszke, 2002) and correlate with soci-
ety-level averages in divorce. However, the data we analyzed 
on ecological footprint and divorce rates presented a rather 
complex picture. Accordingly, we present these findings in the 
Supplemental Material available online.
4. We do not have access to individual-level data from the 
Diener et al. data set to enable a similar illustration.
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