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Abstract This paper illustrates a new project developed by a cross-country team of

researchers, with the aim of studying the hedonic and eudaimonic components of happiness

through a mixed method approach combining both qualitative and quantitative analyses.

Data were collected from 666 participants in Australia, Croatia, Germany, Italy, Portugal,

Spain, and South Africa. A major aim of the study was to examine definitions and

experiences of happiness using open-ended questions. Among the components of well-

being traditionally associated with the eudaimonic approach, meaning in particular was

explored in terms of constituents, relevance, and subjective experience. The Satisfaction

With Life Scale (SWLS) was also administered to quantitatively assess the hedonic

dimension of happiness. Results showed that happiness was primarily defined as a con-

dition of psychological balance and harmony. Among the different life domains, family

and social relations were prominently associated with happiness and meaningfulness. The

quantitative analyses highlighted the relationship between happiness, meaningfulness, and

satisfaction with life, as well as the different and complementary contributions of each

component to well-being. At the theoretical and methodological levels, findings suggest

the importance of jointly investigating happiness and its relationship with other dimensions

of well-being, in order to detect differences and synergies among them.
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1 Introduction

Researchers in various disciplines have been increasingly involved in the investigation of

one of the most complex and universally debated issues: the pursuit and achievement of the

good life. Positive psychology was recently established as a new perspective specifically

addressing the study of well-being, quality of life, strengths and resources (Seligman and

Csikszentmihalyi 2000). Within this framework new theories, constructs and interventions

have been developed. As a relatively recent framework, however, positive psychology still

has much to gain from new ideas, approaches and assessment instruments (Richardson and

Guignon 2008).

As noted by Waterman (1993) and Ryan and Deci (2001), researchers in positive

psychology have investigated happiness primarily from two seemingly disparate concep-

tualizations: subjective well-being (hedonia) and psychological well-being (eudaimonia).

The hedonic conceptualization of happiness focuses on the study of positive emotions and

life satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985; Diener 2000; Pavot and Diener 2008) and includes an

articulated framework such as Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-Build model of positive

emotions. Other studies stem from Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia primarily considered

in its subjective and psychological dimensions, rather than in its objective aspects, which

are nevertheless part of the term’s original definition. These studies refer to a definition of

happiness that comprises meaning, self-actualization and personal growth—at the indi-

vidual level (Ryff 1989)—and commitment to socially shared goals and values—at the

social level (Massimini and Delle Fave 2000). The contents of goals and meanings can

differ across societies and cultures (Christopher 1999; Oishi 2000; Grouzet et al. 2005).

Nevertheless, the pursuit of goals and the search for meaning in life events, interpersonal

relationships and daily activities characterize human beings, as cultural animals (Bau-

meister 2005). These human features are components of theories and constructs such as

psychological well-being (Ryff 1989), personal expressiveness (Waterman et al. 2008),

sense of coherence (Antonovsky 1987), self determination (Ryan and Deci 2000, 2001),

and psychological selection (Csikszentmihalyi and Massimini 1985). In particular, the

increasing literature on meaning and the instruments developed to assess it have investi-

gated the relationship of meaning with happiness, purpose in life, goal pursuit and

achievement, and development of personal potentials (Chamberlain and Zika 1988; Linley

et al. 2009; Morgan and Farsides 2009; Steger et al. 2006; Waterman et al. 2010).

However, more recently, this unilateral approach of examining either subjective or

psychological well-being is increasingly being debated (e.g. Kashdan et al. 2008; Water-

man 2008). This has resulted in the development of more integrated frameworks. For

example, Seligman and others (Seligman 2002; Peterson and Seligman 2004) developed

the orientations to happiness framework, which proposes that there are three different

pathways to happiness; pleasure, engagement and meaning. Empirical evidence elucidates

that a life filled with all three orientations leads to the greatest life satisfaction in com-

parison to a life with low levels of all three orientations, but that engagement and meaning

are the most significant contributors to happiness relative to pleasure (Peterson et al. 2005;

Vella-Brodrick et al. 2009). Keyes (2002, 2005, 2007) has also attempted to unify the

eudaimonic and hedonic perspectives by introducing the concept of flourishing and
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developing a corresponding measure: the Mental Health Continuum, which assesses

emotional, social and psychological elements.

In sum, the dichotomization of well-being into hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives has

raised a fruitful debate within positive psychology, thus allowing scholars to bring some

clarity into a domain which is still evolving and integrating previous works whilst also adding

new insights. However, happiness and well-being are often used as synonyms, and this can

generate ambiguities in the effort of defining these terms. Therefore, in this paper we will

attempt to make a distinction between ‘‘happiness’’ as a construct empirically evaluated

through qualitative and quantitative assessments, and ‘‘well-being’’ as a broader umbrella

construct, that may have different meanings in different theoretical perspectives and that

includes happiness. As suggested by the title of this paper, we assume as our point of departure

that happiness may include more than hedonic components, and that eudaimonic aspects such

as life meaning, growth and fulfillment may also be important constituents.

1.1 The Investigation of Happiness: Terminology, Constructs and Methodology

Positive psychology scholars still face a basic challenge: to find agreement on terminology.

As previously stated, well-being and happiness are often used interchangeably. For

example, from the hedonic perspective happiness is often considered synonymous with life

satisfaction. Despite significant advancements in understanding happiness at both the

theoretical and methodological levels, one crucial topic has been neglected: what do lay

people refer to, when they speak about happiness? There are at least three issues that

should be carefully addressed within this general question.

First, the definitions of happiness that are currently used stem from philosophical tra-

ditions, but their consistency with people’s understanding and expectations has not been

directly verified with participants yet. Few studies have adopted a qualitative and

exploratory perspective with diverse samples. Most studies have employed samples of

college students making it difficult to generalize results. For example, Lu (2001) asked

college students in China and Taiwan to describe what happiness was for them. Pflug

(2009) did the same with German and South African students. In their analysis and

interpretation of results, both researchers referred to the collectivist versus individualist

perspectives. In one study, 61 Korean adults were asked what made them happy, but the

sample was too small to include a broad range of possible answers (Kim et al. 2007).

Furnham and Cheng (2000) also emphasized the importance of studying lay theories of

happiness but they used a questionnaire with 38 items derived either from the literature or

from interviews with lay people without providing sufficient detail on item selection.

Second, happiness itself is an ambiguous term, in that it conveys multiple meanings: it

can be understood as a transient emotion (synonymous with joy), as an experience of

fulfillment and accomplishment (thus prominently characterized by a cognitive evalua-

tion), as a long-term process of meaning making and identity development through actu-

alization of potentials and pursuit of subjectively relevant goals. In particular, throughout

history, philosophers and thinkers from various cultures and traditions have often stated

that happiness cannot be directly achieved: ‘‘to get happiness, forget about it’’ (Martin

2008, p. 171). Happiness usually arises as a by-product of cultivating activities that

individuals consider as important and meaningful. Therefore, in order to understand

happiness there is also a need to investigate meaning as the means available to individuals

for pursuing well-being. The deeper understanding of these topics is not merely an aca-

demic exercise. For individuals and communities to flourish, it is essential that people

develop their own capacities and resources (Keyes 2006; Sen 1992). Therefore, we need to
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better disentangle the contribution of hedonic and eudaimonic features and their interplay

in promoting well-being of individuals and groups.

Finally, most instruments investigating happiness and well-being are built as scales:

they do not allow for participants’ comments and descriptions. This can be considered a

limitation, especially within a new perspective. It entails the risk of taking for granted that

all over the world people build their idea of happiness on the opinion of Western psy-

chologists and philosophers (Christopher and Hickinbottom 2008). The only exception to

this trend is a study conducted by Lu and Gilmour (2006), who built a scale assessing

various aspects of well-being on the basis of previous qualitative investigations with

participants showing different cultural backgrounds. Grounding their analysis in the

cultural conceptions of well-being, they found that Euro-American and East-Asian

conceptions of subjective well-being systematically differ in that the former is more

individual-oriented and the latter is more socially oriented.

1.2 The Eudaimonic and Hedonic Happiness Investigation: A Mixed Method

Approach

Moving from these premises, adopting a pragmatist epistemology and a mixed method

approach (Creswell 2008), we developed the Eudaimonic and Hedonic Happiness Inves-

tigation (EHHI) project, which attempts to explore qualitative aspects of happiness,

described as an emotion—consistent with the hedonic perspective—and as a long-term

process of growth and self-actualization related to meaning making—consistent with the

eudaimonic perspective, as well as a quantitative evaluation of the degree of happiness and

meaningfulness experienced in various life domains.

The EHHI aims to explore some specific features of happiness, and to relate them to

other well-being components, in an attempt to obtain a clearer definition and operation-

alization of this controversial construct. First of all, how do people describe happiness?

This topic is addressed by asking participants to define happiness in their own words. From

the eudaimonic perspective, the EHHI explores the main meaningful things in people’s life

through open-ended questions, taking into account two aspects of them, pointed out by

Deci and Ryan (2000): their contents (the ‘‘what’’) and their role in participants’ life

trajectory (the ‘‘why’’). The level of happiness and the level of meaningfulness ascribed by

participants to 11 different life domains are also explored, by means of two rating scales.

The long-term aim of our project is to explore the role and relevance people attribute to

various components of well-being in their definitions of happiness, and the relationship of

happiness with life satisfaction and meaning. Due to the complexity and broadness of the

attempt, in this first paper we will only focus on some of these aspects. We will introduce

the EHHI and show findings related to (a) participants’ definition of happiness; (b) par-

ticipants’ description of meaningful things; (c) the perceived levels of happiness and

meaningfulness in the main life domains; and (d) the relationships between levels of

happiness, meaningfulness and life satisfaction, the latter being assessed with the Satis-

faction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985). In particular, the joint assessment with

the SWLS and EHHI measures can highlight similarities and discrepancies between dif-

ferent conceptualizations of happiness. Moreover, it allows for the direct comparison

between the levels of happiness and meaningfulness reported by participants in their life

and their perceived life satisfaction. This integrated analysis can provide new insights for a

better comprehension of the components of well-being.

In addition, by virtue of jointly using qualitative and quantitative data, this investigation

may provide unique information on happiness and meaningfulness not gained through
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previous research which has tended to use only quantitative or single method approaches.

The mixed-method nature of the current study will potentially enable new findings and

theoretical interpretations of well-being to be drawn on the basis of the qualitative data, and

the formulation of hypotheses based on the quantitative data. Firstly, based on qualitative

data we will examine how people conceptualize happiness and its relationships with most

meaningful things. We are interested in investigating whether the life domains in which

people retrieve meaningfulness and happiness overlap or differ from each other. This

information would help understand the role of these different components in promoting

well-being, as well as their harmonization versus their conflict in daily life. Secondly, we

predict that there will be discrepancies in the ratings of happiness and meaningfulness

across the different life domains. We also expect to detect different correlation levels

between happiness and meaningfulness ratings—on the one side—and the SWLS—on the

other side. This hypothesis is grounded on the concept of flourishing (Keyes 2005), which

highlights the complementary role of eudaimonic and hedonic aspects of well-being in

promoting the good life. Finally, we will synthetically explore cross-country differences and

similarities in both the qualitative and quantitative data. Since this is the first study pre-

senting findings from the EHHI project, we will aggregate data across countries and mostly

focus on descriptive analyses, with the view that more in-depth investigation of data from a

cross-national perspective will shortly follow. Results can offer suggestions for conceptual

advancements in the interpretation of happiness from an integrated perspective.

1.3 Aims of the Study

In this paper we aimed to introduce the EHHI and show some of the first findings, with a focus

on definitions of happiness, meaningful things, and the relationships between levels of

happiness, meaningfulness and life satisfaction, combining data across countries. Although

significant differences among countries exist in some regards (Delle Fave et al. 2008), they are

not the focus of the current paper. We will emphasize instead the potential of using a mixed

method approach in the investigation of happiness and meaning, and its implications for the

theoretical clarification of well-being, its connotative constructs and denotative phenomena.

Specifically, through qualitative analyses we investigated (1) how people define hap-

piness, and (2) what things people consider most meaningful. The goals of quantitative

analyses were (3) to compare the perceived levels of happiness and meaningfulness across

life domains, and (4) to explore the relationships among levels of happiness, meaning-

fulness and life satisfaction. We expected to get new insights on the lay persons’ definition

of happiness from the qualitative findings. We also assumed that the results of both

qualitative and quantitative approaches would highlight the importance of the same con-

stituents and sources of happiness. Finally, we looked for a deeper insight into the rela-

tionship between levels of happiness, meaningfulness and life satisfaction, in order to

better clarify the contribution of hedonic and eudaimonic aspects to the definition of

happiness and their interplay in promoting well-being.

2 Method

2.1 A Mixed Method Approach: Its Rationale and Aims

As previously reported, our data collection comprised two types of information—quali-

tative information derived from open-ended questions, and scaled ratings. Following
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Denzin (1978), this way of gathering data allows for methodological triangulation, defined

as the use of multiple methods to study a single problem, which is in our case the

ambiguity of the construct ‘happiness’ and its relationship to meaning. Our epistemological

background to interpret qualitative findings is primarily phenomenology: we will attempt

to investigate and understand what is the structure and essence of happiness and mean-

ingfulness, according to the participants; however, we also rely upon a pragmatist per-

spective, with the aim of observing matters of interest in order to find out what is

happening in human settings (Patton 1990). As described in detail in the next Procedure

section, we also used the investigator triangulation within and across countries—the use of

different researchers (Denzin 1978), who jointly worked at the data gathering and at the

coding and categorization of the answers to the open-ended questions.

The decision of adopting a mixed method approach derived from the need to explore

conceptualizations of well-being both from a lay person’s perspective and from the

researchers’ perspective (as happens with quantitative methods). In our opinion, there is still

much to learn on this topic in the well-being research domain. The use of qualitative

assessment methods, such as open-ended questions, provides information about the par-

ticipants’ perceptions, views and beliefs in their own terms, in contrast to using outside

researchers’ definitions and categories, which is typical of quantitative inquiries (Denzin

and Lincoln 2000). Qualitative data show an additional crucial feature: it is possible to

convert them into quantitative scales for purposes of statistical analyses (Patton 1990).

Therefore, qualitative information represents a basis for the development of more time-

sparing and synthetic procedures that can be more easily administered and analyzed to

bigger samples of participants. Finally, qualitative information can help develop and expand

theoretical frameworks, by taking the researcher into the real world, so that the results are

grounded in the empirical perspective (grounded theory approach, Glaser and Strauss 1967).

Our choice to use a mixed method approach was related to the attempt to get a view on

happiness from the lay people’s perspective, through qualitative data, at the same time

exploring (a) the perceived relevance of happiness in different life domains, (b) its rela-

tionship with meaning in these domains, as well as communalities and discrepancies of

happiness and meaning when analyzed from the participants’ and researchers’ perspectives

(through qualitative and quantitative data, respectively). We expected that this combined

approach would help to illuminate some of the ambiguities about the construct of happi-

ness, and to shed light on the relationship between happiness and meaning.

2.2 Participants

This study involved participants from seven different countries: Australia, Croatia, Ger-

many, Italy, Portugal, Spain and South Africa, corresponding to the countries of the

researchers involved in this international research project. We were interested in adult men

and women in their productive life stage, with a high school diploma or higher education

level. Because it is difficult to conduct qualitative research on a big sample, we decided to

constrain the age range. We wanted to include mature people who are passing or have

passed through some of the major life stages, like conclusion of the formal education,

settlement in a job position, marriage and child bearing, thus expanding the repertoire of

experiences on which participants can rely in their evaluation of happiness and

meaningfulness.

The final sample comprised 666 participants from seven different countries: Australia

(N = 99), Croatia (N = 104), Germany (N = 85), Italy (N = 104), Portugal (N = 78),

Spain (N = 92) and South Africa (N = 104) who were aged between 30 and 51 years
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(51.7% below 41). All participants were living in urban areas. Participants were approx-

imately equally distributed by gender (52.6% were female) and education level (48.3% had

a high school diploma; the others had a university degree). As for occupation, 91.2% of the

participants had a job. The most represented job categories were white collar workers such

as academics, accountants and managers (29.4%), teachers (12.2%) and blue collar

workers which included sales assistants, and factory workers (10.7%). The majority of

participants were married or cohabited with a stable partner (59.2 and 12.2%, respectively),

19.9% were single and 7.1% were divorced. Most participants (65%) had children. As for

religion, 74.5% were Christians (53.7% Catholic) and 21.4% atheist.

2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Eudaimonic and Hedonic Happiness Investigation (EHHI)

A questionnaire with a set of eight questions was submitted to the participants. Six of them

were open ended questions, eliciting descriptions of happiness, goals and meaningfulness.

For purposes of this paper the focus is on questions with regard to happiness and mean-

ingfulness. Firstly participants were invited to define happiness in their own words. The

question was ‘‘What is happiness for you? Take your time and provide your definition’’.

They were also asked ‘‘Please list the three things that you consider most meaningful in

your present life’’, followed by ‘‘For each of them, please specify why it is meaningful’’.

Two 1–7 point rating scales investigated the participants’ level of happiness and the level

of meaningfulness associated with 11 different life domains: Work, Family, Standard of

living, Interpersonal Relationships, Health, Personal Growth, Spirituality/Religion, Society

issues, Community issues, Leisure, and Life in general. These domains were primarily

identified on the basis of previous works aimed at investigating perceived quality of life, in

particular the instruments and studies developed by the WHOQOL Group (1998, 2004,

2006). They included both objective (such as Work, Standard of living, Health conditions)

and subjective indicators of well-being (such as Personal Growth and Spirituality/religion).

2.3.2 Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985)

Data were also gathered through the SWLS, which represents a well established and

commonly used measure of the cognitive component of subjective well-being in the

hedonic perspective. It is a 5-item scale that gives an indication of a person’s self reported

general satisfaction with life according to his or her own criteria, measured on a cognitive-

judgmental level. Participants rate their satisfaction with life on 1–7 point scales. Diener

et al. (1985) reported a 2 month test–retest reliability index of .82, and a Cronbach Alpha-

reliability index of .87. Pavot and Diener (1993, 2008) also attested to the good psycho-

metric characteristics of this scale.

2.3.3 Socio-Demographic Questionnaire

A short socio-demographic questionnaire provided information on participants’ gender,

age, level of education, work, standard of living, marital status, number of children, reli-

gion, and hobbies. Participants answered to each item using defined categories (gender,

marital status, and standard of living) or open answer (age, level of education, work,

number of children, and religion).

The Eudaimonic and Hedonic Components of Happiness 191

123



2.4 Procedure

2.4.1 Development of a Coding System

A pilot study on a sample of 80 participants from Croatia, Italy, and Portugal was initiated

to develop a coding system. The three researchers involved in this first phase collected the

data and subsequently discussed problems related to the item formulation and to the

administration of the instrument. During several meetings, they jointly developed a coding

system for the open-ended questions, based on coding strategies previously adopted for

classifying similar typologies of answers (Delle Fave and Massimini 2004, 2005; WHO-

QOL 2006). In most cases, the answers to the open-ended questions could be categorized

within the life domains for which the two rating scales assessed the levels of happiness and

meaningfulness. However, some additional categories needed to be created for responses to

the question about defining happiness. In these answers, participants often referred to

specific life domains (describing happiness as job stability, positive development of

children, respect for others, being healthy, enacting religious precepts in daily relation-

ships, and living in a just society). However, they often provided purely psychological

definitions of happiness as well, which were not contextualized within any specific life

domain. Therefore, a set of categories was developed, referring to different psychological

components of happiness, without any reference to specific daily contexts. The categories

reflected the main constructs developed in the hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives, such

as ‘‘harmony’’ (e.g. being tuned with the world, inner peace), ‘‘emotions/feelings’’ (e.g.

euphoria, positive feelings, moments of pleasure), ‘‘satisfaction’’ (with life; with oneself),

‘‘achievement’’ (of goals, dreams, wishes). This group of psychological categories replaced

the domain originally defined as ‘‘Personal growth’’, which was instead evaluated by the

participants in the two rating scales, and which represented one of the coding categories for

the open-ended questions referring to meaningful things. As participants often provided

complex and multifaceted definitions of happiness—comprising 2.8 components on

average—, it was decided to code up to six components for each participant.

In the final coding system, answers were transformed into codes distributed across 25

categories for the definitions of happiness, and across 12 categories for the answers to the

meaningful things. In particular, 239 codes were obtained for definitions of happiness, and

276 codes for meaningful things. Through this preliminary sampling and coding it was

possible to verify that all the answers to open-ended questions could be categorized ade-

quately and that their classification could usefully refer to the same life domains used for the

rating scales, except for the psychological definitions of happiness—as explained above.

2.4.2 Data Gathering

In the second sampling phase, researchers from four additional countries—Australia,

Germany, Spain, and South Africa—joined the study. Data were therefore collected from

seven countries with each researcher responsible for recruiting participants from the

country in which they resided. In Croatia, Germany, Italy, Portugal, and Spain the trans-

lation and back translation of the originally English instrument into local languages was

performed, with the support of qualified professionals. Participants were recruited using a

variety of methods including poster advertisements in public locations and word of mouth

about the study. Prospective participants were provided with general explanations about

the research project and if they consented they then completed the forms at a time and

place convenient to them, and returned their responses to the researchers in person, via
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mail, fax, or email. All researchers were instructed to contact the designated coordinator

for this research project (the researcher with significant expertise in qualitative research)

with any questions regarding the process of translation, data collection or data input.

2.4.3 Coding Procedure

The researchers received detailed instructions for the coding procedure and data entry. In

each country three researchers coded the answers to open-ended questions, with at least

two researchers coding the same questions and answers. Any question, doubt or incon-

gruence regarding the process of coding was discussed across countries and with the final

decision of the designated coordinator.

3 Results

3.1 Qualitative Analyses

3.1.1 Definition of Happiness

The majority of participants provided articulated answers to this question, except for seven,

who stated that happiness is something unattainable and impossible to describe. Most

definitions included more than one aspect of happiness. As reported in Figs. 1 and 2, the

definitions referred in similar percentages to specific life domains (931 answers, 49.6%)

and to psychological dimensions (916 answers, 51.4%). As Fig. 1 clearly shows, in over

half of the answers referring to life domains, happiness was associated with relationships

(Family 29%; Interpersonal Relations 26.9%).

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Leisure/Free Time

Community/ Society 

Spirituality/ Religion

Work

Standard of living

Daily life / general

Health

Relations

Family

%

N participants = 449        N answers = 931

Fig. 1 Percentage distribution of domain-related components of happiness definition
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Health and Daily Life followed with much lower percentages (12.1 and 10.6% of the

answers, respectively). The latter category comprised unspecific and often fortuitous sit-

uations such as ‘‘no negative events’’, ‘‘a good day’’, ‘‘little things’’, ‘‘to be in the right

place at the right moment’’.

As for psychological definitions of happiness (Fig. 2), the prominent category was Har-

mony/Balance (25.4%). It comprised items such as ‘‘harmony’’, ‘‘balance’’, ‘‘inner peace’’,

‘‘positive relationship with oneself’’, ‘‘contentment’’, and ‘‘serenity’’. Emotions/Feelings

followed with the 16.6% of the answers; this category comprised items such as ‘‘positive

emotion’’, ‘‘joy’’, ‘‘temporary happiness’’, ‘‘cheerfulness, being merry’’, ‘‘euphoria’’,

‘‘feeling of comfort’’, and ‘‘moments of pleasure’’. Well-Being was the third category in rank

(11.8%), comprising general answers such as ‘‘well-being’’ and ‘‘psychological/mental well-

being’’). Several other psychological dimensions were reported by the participants, as

illustrated in Fig. 2. Key constructs in positive psychology, such as optimism, autonomy,

achievements, purpose, engagement, and meaning were quoted. Satisfaction accounted for

7.2% of the answers.

3.1.2 Meaningful Things

Things people consider meaningful in their present life are presented in Fig. 3. Participants

provided on average 2.9 answers referring to meaningful things. The prominence of Family

as a meaningful component of life clearly emerged (39.9%), followed by Work (15.3%).

Interpersonal Relations were ranked on the third place (10.5%). Health and Personal

Growth were reported as meaningful life domains in 8.9% and 6.8% of the answers,

respectively. Standard of living and Leisure activities were seldom quoted as meaningful

aspects of life (with 5.1 and 4% of the answers, respectively). Society and Community

issues, Spirituality/Religion, and Education got the lowest positions, each of them being

quoted in less that 2% of the answers.

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Meaning

Awareness

Freedom / Autonomy

Engagement

Fulfilment

Optimism

Satisfaction

Achievement

Well-Being

Emotions / Feelings

Harmony / Balance

%

N participants = 408      N answers = 916

Fig. 2 Percentage distribution of psychological components of happiness definition
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3.2 Quantitative Analyses

3.2.1 Levels of Happiness and Meaningfulness

Table 1 shows the mean levels of happiness and meaningfulness reported by the partici-

pants across life domains on 1–7 point scales. Mean levels of meaningfulness were gen-

erally higher than mean levels of happiness. For some domains, like Family and Health, the

values were close to maximum, thus showing a ceiling effect for these judgments.

Meaningfulness for Family and Health domains deviated from normality (values for skew

are about 2 and for kurtosis are above 21).

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Education

Life in general

Community / Society

Leisure / Free time

Spirituality / Religion

Standard of living

Personal growth

Health

Interpersonal Relations

Work

Family

%

N participants = 660    N answers = 1949

Fig. 3 Percentage distribution of most meaningful things

Table 1 Mean levels of happi-
ness and meaning across life
domains

Happiness Meaningfulness

Mean r Mean r

Work 4.71 1.38 5.47 1.16

Family 5.90 1.23 6.54 0.85

Standard of living 5.04 1.13 5.31 1.11

Interpersonal relations 5.45 1.16 5.93 1.03

Health 5.66 1.22 6.46 0.88

Personal growth 5.33 1.17 5.91 1.06

Leisure/free time 4.79 1.38 5.35 1.14

Spirituality/religion 4.45 1.75 4.43 1.98

Community issues 4.41 1.30 4.73 1.39

Society issues 4.12 1.31 4.54 1.43

Life in general 5.37 1.04 5.95 1.06

1 Values in the range ?2 to -2 are set by rule of thumb. The values of kurtosis are outside of the 95%
confidence interval.
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Looking at the specific domains, the highest level of happiness was reported for Family,

followed by Health, Interpersonal Relations and then Personal Growth. The same four

domains, in the same rank order, were rated as the most meaningful ones. In contrast,

Spirituality, Community and Society issues were associated with the lowest levels of

happiness and meaningfulness.

Domain-specific ratings of happiness and meaningfulness can provide information

about the way people construct their global judgments. However, they can also provide

information about participants’ evaluation of the relevance and role of each specific

domain in providing happiness and meaningfulness. The rating scales comprised the

evaluation of happiness and meaningfulness not only for the 10 specific domains, but also

for Life in General. This allowed for exploring the extent to which these general and

specific ratings were overlapping. Two regression analyses were computed to examine the

degree to which each domain contributes to the explanation of the global happiness and

meaningfulness ratings (Table 2). Domain intercorrelations for happiness and meaning-

fulness ratings are presented in the Appendix (Table 5).

In regard to happiness, the 10 domain-specific ratings explained 48% of happiness and

31% of Meaningfulness for Life in general. These results show that participants did not rate

their overall life happiness and meaningfulness by merely summing up the level of these

two dimensions in the specific life domains. Instead, they provided more detailed infor-

mation about the specific aspects of their life.

3.2.2 Relationships Among Happiness, Meaningfulness and Satisfaction with Life

Table 3 shows the correlations of happiness and meaningfulness ratings in each life domain

with the level of Satisfaction with Life. Correlations between happiness ratings across life

domains and overall life satisfaction ranged from .20 to .47; the common variance between

life satisfaction and these variables did not exceed 22%. The overall levels of happiness

(assessed through the item ‘‘Life in General’’) and life satisfaction shared only 30% of

common variance. The correlations of life satisfaction with levels of meaningfulness in the

Table 2 Regression analyses predicting happiness and meaningfulness for life in general

Happiness Meaningfulness

B Beta B Beta

Work .07 .10** .00 .00

Family .10 .11** .02 .02

Standard of living .26 .28** .11 .11**

Interpersonal relations .09 .10** .09 .09*

Health .06 .07 .20 .17**

Personal growth .11 .12** .17 .17**

Leisure/free time .05 .07 .02 .02

Spirituality/religion .03 .04 .00 .01

Community issues .08 .10 .15 .20**

Society issues .09 .11* .04 .06

R2 .48** .31**

F10, 526 = 49.04 F10, 610 = 27.66

Note: * p \ .05, ** p \ .01
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different life domains were even lower, the highest correlation being detected for mean-

ingfulness of Family (r = .25). Lower correlations between life satisfaction and mean-

ingfulness (compared to happiness) may partly be explained by ceiling effects for some

domains (Health and Family). Life satisfaction accounted for 6.25% of variance at most

(Family), and for only 2.85% of the overall meaningfulness (Life in General).

The Satisfaction With Life Scale measures hedonic happiness. We wanted to find out the

extent to which domain specific happiness and meaningfulness could explain life satis-

faction. Specifically, we wanted to examine how much does meaning add to the prediction

of life satisfaction above what can be predicted by happiness. A hierarchical regression

analysis explaining life satisfaction was performed, with domain specific happiness levels

entered in the first step, and domain specific meaningfulness entered in the second step

(Table 4). It showed that the variance in life satisfaction was largely contributed by hap-

piness rather than by meaningfulness. Happiness ratings across life domains explained 35%

of the variance in satisfaction with life. Meaningfulness added only 3% to the explained life

satisfaction variance. The small percentage of variance added by meaningfulness can partly

be explained by ceiling effects for some meaningfulness judgments. In conclusion, hap-

piness and meaningfulness assessments explained only 38% of life satisfaction variance,

suggesting that 62% of life satisfaction was explained by some other factors.

We were also interested in investigating how much life satisfaction variance was

accounted for by happiness once meaningfulness had been entered in the regression. In this

situation meaningfulness explained 11.08% of life satisfaction variance (F10, 515 = 6.42,

p \ .01), and happiness added 26.50% to the explained life satisfaction variance (F10,

505 = 21.43, p \ .01).

Finally, the mean levels of general happiness and meaningfulness were higher than the

mean level of satisfaction with life, assessed with SWLS. As reported in Fig. 4, this pattern

was true of all countries in this sample, although some differences in the mean scores were

detected.

4 Discussion

The results of this study confirmed previous findings reported in the literature on happiness

and well-being, and added some new insights to the understanding of the basic constructs

Table 3 Correlations of SWLS
with levels of domain specific
happiness and meaningfulness

Note: * p \ .05, ** p \ .01
(Bonferroni adjustment)

Life Domains Happiness Meaningfulness

Work .37** .16**

Family .45** .25**

Standard of living .47** .09

Interpersonal relations .39** .21**

Health .24** .10

Personal growth .42** .16**

Leisure/free time .23** .10

Spirituality/religion .23** .12*

Community issues .24** .16**

Society issues .20** .14**

Life in general .55** .17**
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and concepts investigated by researchers in this field. Firstly, the EHHI study provided

qualitative information, mostly disregarded in currently used instruments, and secondly, it

provided information on the relationships among various constructs and components of

well-being that were jointly evaluated.

4.1 The Contexts and Content of Happiness

The definition of happiness can be analyzed from two different perspectives: the context

(the life domains associated with happiness) and the content (the psychological structure

and characterization of happiness). Participants in this sample provided both kinds of

information, equally distributed in percentage across the two sub-categories.

As for contextual features of happiness, the relational aspect was prominent. Family and

social relations accounted for over the half of the answers. Health followed as the third

ranked domain. Considering these findings, happiness seems to stem predominantly from

interpersonal bonds, mainly intimate relationships (with partner and children in particular)

Table 4 Hierarchical multiple regression for predicting life satisfaction by happiness and meaningfulness
levels across life domains

Step 1 Step 2

B Beta B Beta

Happiness

Work .12 .15** .12 .15**

Family .23 .25** .20 .22**

Standard of living .19 .19** .22 .22**

Interpersonal relations .07 .07 .02 .02

Health -.02 -.02 -.01 -.02

Personal growth .14 .14** .15 .15**

Leisure .06 .07** .06 .07

Spirituality/religion .00 .00 -.04 -.06

Community issues .07 .08 .05 .06

Society issues -.05 -.06 -.02 -.02

Meaningfulness

Work -.01 -.01

Family .16 .12*

Standard -.09 -.09*

Interpersonal relations .11 .10*

Health -.10 -.08

Personal growth -.03 -.02

Leisure .05 .05

Spirituality/religion .05 .08

Community issues .05 .05

Society issues -.07 -.09

R2 .35** .38**

DR2 .03

F 27.5110, 515 15.1910, 505

Note: * p \ .05, ** p \ .01
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and interactions with friends and significant others outside the family. This conclusion

applies for data combined across countries, but also for each of the individual countries

involved in the study. As for the content of happiness at the psychological level, answers

referred to both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects, but eudaimonic ones were prominent.

The most frequently reported category, alone comprising over 25% of the answers, was

Harmony/Balance. It is important to specify that in our categorization this dimension does

not convey the interpersonal nuance often associated with it (Early 1997; Ferriss 2002; Ho

and Chan 2009; Morling and Fiske 1999; Muñoz Sastre 1998). It does not necessarily refer

to having good relationships with family or community members, although this may be

part of it. The term reflects more specifically the perception of harmony at the inner level,

as inner peace, self-acceptance, serenity, a feeling of balance and evenness that was best

formalized by philosophical traditions in Asian cultures. As stated by Leung, Tremain

Koch, and Lu (2002), considering harmony as the equivalent of conflict avoidance at the

social level takes into account only one dimension of the concept of harmony. In the

Chinese language, the term used for harmony includes such meanings as ‘‘gentle’’, ‘‘mild’’,

‘‘peace’’, ‘‘quiet in mind and peaceful in disposition’’. Chenyang (2008) points to another

meaning of the Chinese term for harmony, quoted by the scholar Yan Ying (4th century

BC): it refers to mixing different things and balancing opposite elements into a whole. Yan

Ying uses cooking and making music as exemplary activities providing harmony through

the balancing of different elements. In this perspective, harmony is a process rather than a

state; it is the dynamic harmonization of various aspects and components of a whole. Such

a conceptualization of harmony, as noted by Chenyang (2008), is deeply rooted in the

Greek tradition as well, although framed within a different cultural and philosophical

background. Examples of the Greek conceptualization of harmony are Pythagoras’s phi-

losophy of numbers, the Stoics’ ideal of evenness of judgment and detachment, Plato’s

definition of the just man—which relies on the balance between reason, spirit and appe-

tites—and Epicurus’s concept of ataraxia (freedom from worries or anxiety). In particular,

despite several misunderstandings throughout history, the idea of happiness proposed by

Epicurus does not rely upon pleasure in hedonic terms. Rather it refers to the ability of the

individual to maintain balance and serenity in both enjoyable and challenging times

(Giannantoni 1976).
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Happiness Meaningfulness Satisfaction with life

Fig. 4 Mean levels of happiness, meaningfulness and satisfaction with life across countries

The Eudaimonic and Hedonic Components of Happiness 199

123



Other clearly eudaimonic dimensions, namely Engagement, Fulfillment, Meaning,

Awareness, Autonomy, Achievement and Optimism, accounted all together for another

38.9% of the definitions of happiness. Hedonic aspects, such as positive Feelings/Emotions

and Satisfaction were cited in 23.8% of the answers. Finally, a general feeling of well-

being without specific connotations (including answers such as ‘‘feeling good/great’’, ‘‘a

feeling of well-being’’, ‘‘well-being’’) ranked third in frequency among the categories.

The twofold classification of happiness definition in contexts and contents emphasizes

the complexity of the concept and the variety of interpretations it can convey. The answers

provided by the participants are triggered by an open-ended question, which by definition

does not presuppose salient dimensions or aspects. As highlighted by Patton (1990), the

truly open-ended question ‘‘allows the person being interviewed to select from among that

person’s full repertoire of possible responses…. One of the things the evaluator is trying to

determine is what dimensions, themes, and image/words people use among themselves to

describe their feelings, thoughts, and experiences’’ (p. 296). This approach allows for free

expression of opinions and beliefs, while guaranteeing uniformity of formulation and

reducing the influence of different interviewers.

The challenge of this kind of inquiry is the classification of answers in meaningful and

heuristically useful categories. However, the categorization we adopted for our data found

support in previous studies, at the same time expanding the conceptualization of happiness

endorsed by these models, at both the levels of happiness contexts and content. The

impressive prominence of relationships among the contexts of happiness—as well as

among the most meaningful things—is not a surprise, in that previous models and theo-

retical frameworks underlined the positive impact of the social dimension on individual

development and well-being. According to self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan

1985), living well involves those motives, goals, and behaviors that are satisfying of the

basic psychological needs, one of them being relatedness. In Ryff’s model of psychological

well-being (Ryff and Singer 2008), positive relations have their own specific role in

promoting the good life. The other daily contexts are not specifically highlighted in these

approaches, nor did they specifically emerge in our participants’ answers.

Regarding the content of happiness, both self-determination theory and the PWB model

include psychological dimensions related to well-being that also emerged in our study,

from the definitions of happiness classified as ‘‘psychological’’ ones. Autonomy, self-

acceptance, purpose in life, competence and mastery are included in the categories we

developed to group the definitions of happiness provided by the participants in our study.

Autonomy coincides with one of our categories, self acceptance is included in ‘‘harmony’’,

mastery and competence are comprised in ‘‘achievement’’, and purpose in life can be

related with answers in the categories ‘‘meaning’’ and ‘‘engagement’’.

Participants provided definitions that allowed for distinguishing internal dimensions of

happiness (the content) and situational ones (the contexts). It can be argued that contextual

definitions may comprise psychological aspects. For example, definitions of happiness

referring to family included items such as ‘‘positive development of children’’, ‘‘good

relationship with partner’’, ‘‘sharing within the family’’, and ‘‘trust in partner’’. Never-

theless, through them participants related the occurrence and meaning of such psycho-

logical definitions to a specific life domain. The two broad categorizations of context and

content therefore do not substantially overlap. The psychological dimensions refer to

general feelings and experiences lacking the relational and situational features which are

instead prominent in the contextual definitions. Therefore, both aspects should be jointly

evaluated when attempting to establish a definition of happiness. The use of contextual

versus psychological definitions of happiness can also depend on the educational level of
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the participants, and on their more or less frequent use of abstract thinking and expressions.

In our case, the homogeneity of the sample partially rules this problem out. However,

further research is needed on this topic, which should also include possible cultural

influences as part of contextual factors.

4.2 Constituents and Sources of Well-Being

The distribution of contextual definitions of happiness and meaningful things across life

domains shed new light on the conceptualization of well-being, and provided insight to the

questions we formulated in the introductory section of this paper. In particular, results

showed that Family was the main domain attracting most of the participants’ resources and

meaning making efforts. These findings, combined with the prominence of Family among

the contextual definitions of happiness, highlight a global coherence in the domains

associated with well-being in its different components, as well as its substantially relational

core. This is true as found in the combination of data across countries, but also applies for

each of the individual countries. Conversely, the low frequency of answers related to

Society and Community issues (1.9%) contrasts with the prominence of Family, showing a

clear demarcation line between public and private spheres of commitment. The minimal

frequency of Spirituality/Religion is apparently in contradiction with the high percentage

of participants who define themselves as followers of a religion.

The analyses performed on quantitative findings provided additional information, firstly

highlighting the global consistency between qualitative and quantitative evaluations of

happiness and meaningfulness. In particular the qualitative findings were confirmed and

supported, showing the prominent association of Family with the highest levels of both

happiness and meaningfulness. This consistency was also detected for the other domains.

Namely, Interpersonal Relations and Health, following Family in rank among the defini-

tions of happiness, and as meaningful life components, showed the same rank collocation

in quantitative ratings. Analogously, Spirituality, Society and Community issues ranked

last in the rating scales (except for South Africa), as well as in the categorization of

happiness-related domains. This finding was further supported by their irrelevant presence

among meaningful things for six of the countries. Only participants from South Africa

reported high ranking of Spirituality/Religion in both happiness and meaningfulness rat-

ings. This can be explained by the fact that data collection was primarily in an area of a

previously Christian university. These results suggest that apart from possible cross-

country and cross-cultural variables, the role of various socio-demographic factors should

also be considered in future research on this topic.

The correlation and regression analyses highlighted some discrepancies between ratings

of happiness, meaningfulness, and the widely explored construct of satisfaction with life.

In particular, happiness and meaningfulness assessments explained only 38% of life sat-

isfaction variance, suggesting that 62% of life satisfaction was explained by some other

factors. One possible explanation of this finding concerns the relationship between domain-

specific judgments and global ones. Global judgment is not equal to the sum of domain

specific judgments: when people form their global judgments they rely on multiple sources,

and these sources are weighted differently. According to another interpretation (which does

not exclude the first one), happiness and meaning may have been interpreted by partici-

pants to include more psychological qualities aligned with the eudaimonic perspective,

while the outcome variable of satisfaction with life is considered to be aligned with

hedonic perspective. The two perspectives show a positive relationship, but they are also

distinct and independent constructs.
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These findings confirm previous evidence that well-being is a multifaceted concept,

comprising different components that provide different and complementary contributions

to its structure. These results also warn against the widespread tendency to use life sat-

isfaction synonymously with happiness. Moreover, these findings highlight the need for

further investigations of the hedonic and eudaimonic aspects of happiness and well-being,

in contrast with approaches which propose a unified model disregarding differences

between eudaimonic and hedonic aspects, in favor of the latter components (Kashdan et al.

2008).

In particular, results showed that finding meaningfulness and experiencing happiness

are not the same thing: they do not refer to the same life domains, and their perceived

levels differ quantitatively in general and across domains. From this perspective, some

discrepancies were detected concerning the relevance of hedonic and eudaimonic

dimensions of well-being in specific domains. Exemplary is the case of the Work domain,

which ranked second among the meaningful things cited by the participants, but only sixth

among the happiness-related domains, and which was often qualitatively described as a

means to other ends. This finding supports the hypothesis that meaning can be perceived

and pursued in domains which do not provide hedonic happiness. This evidence contrasts

the position of Waterman (2008), who maintains that eudaimonic well-being cannot exist

in the absence of hedonic well-being. Other works confirm the plausibility of a condition in

which high levels of eudaimonic well-being are combined with low levels of hedonic well-

being (Keyes 2007). The opposite also emerged from the present findings in relation to the

domain of Leisure: it is possible to perceive hedonic happiness independent of

meaningfulness.

Finally, participants rated very differently their average levels of happiness, meaning-

fulness and satisfaction. In particular, they perceived their lives as predominantly mean-

ingful, but satisfying to a lower extent. This pattern was found for all countries involved.

Again, this result emphasizes the need for jointly evaluating different aspects of well-being,

and for giving proper relevance to the eudaimonic dimensions in designing interventions.

5 Strengths, limitations and Future Directions

One of the main strengths of this study is the diversity of the cross-country sample. Firstly,

the inclusion of samples from seven different countries and three continents provides a

more diverse group of participants from which to evaluate the notion of happiness than is

typically employed in well-being research, which tends to rely heavily on US participants.

Secondly, researchers from each country were instructed to recruit respondents who fit

specific demographic categories relating to age, education and gender, thus providing data

which is balanced on these criteria. Moreover, it is likely that well-being is influenced by

specific circumstances and needs associated with particular life stages, such as raising a

family and paid employment. Hence, containing the study to participants aged 30–51 can

provide more specific and pure information relating to this relatively homogenous group.

However, the circumscribed distribution of participants as concerns age (limited the 30–51

range), education level (high school or college) and residence (urban areas) can also

represent a limitation. The results cannot be generalized to other groups who do not fit the

inclusion criteria. Hence, the study findings would need to be examined with more diverse

samples in the future to ascertain if the results generalize across various life stages and

socio-demographic factors. Future studies should include participants from non-Western

countries, from other socio-demographic categories and other developmental phases.
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Another strength of the current study concerns the use of both qualitative and quanti-

tative data collection methods. It allowed for the combined analysis of the experience of

lay people and of researchers on the content and contexts of happiness. Although the

inclusion of qualitative methods can be onerous to code and analyze, the richness of the

data that it can produce is invaluable, particularly when exploring people’s interpretations

of terms like happiness and meaning. The use of qualitative data in basic and applied

research work is increasingly stressed in the most various domains. Just to draw on an

example from an area traditionally endorsing the quantitative approach to research, such as

medicine, NIH (2001) strongly recommends the use of qualitative information to shed light

on the psychological and cultural dimensions influencing health, and several studies have

recently adopted this approach (Luborsky and Sankar 2006). Psychological research

concerned with well-being—which includes health among its crucial components—should

pay more attention to this spreading trend.

A further step which could provide more insight into people’s interpretation of ques-

tions relating to happiness and meaning, is to investigate the cognitive appraisal processes

employed by participants when responding to the questions. This will provide information

about how consistently respondents are interpreting the question, which is important for

standardization and comparison and whether the question is being interpreted by respon-

dents in the way the researchers intended. For example, are respondents able to distinguish

between ‘‘happiness’’ and ‘‘meaningfulness’’ when responding to questions asking them to

rate various life domains in terms of these dimensions? Are respondents interpreting

specific life domains such as ‘‘Interpersonal Relations’’ consistently?

The use of the current study’s approach for collecting data is a relatively unique in that

it is not a standardized scale with accompanying psychometric properties that generates

scale scores. Rather it is a combination of open and closed ended questions which seeks to

explore respondents’ views from a broader framework. The use of such an approach may

raise questions about its utility and validity for use in scientific and rigorous research. We

argue that our approach is a strength in that it enables respondents to express their views on

happiness and meanings with fewer constraints and predetermined ideologies and allows

for more in-depth and variable responses than is typically gained from using quantified

response options. This type of information is particularly useful in the initial stages of a

research field, where the emphasis is on understanding and operationalizing the concept

under investigation, from both practical and theoretical perspectives. Researchers in the

field of happiness could benefit from this added insight as considerable discussion, spec-

ulation and debate remain about the constituents of happiness. It should be noted, however,

that the current study included single-item measures of meaning and happiness. Future

research should employ standardized measures of these constructs in addition to open-

ended questions so as to balance the importance of exploratory research with that of

rigorous and more controlled research.

6 Conclusion

Considering the exploratory nature of this study, results helped to operationalize the still

evolving construct of happiness, and provided information on the content and contexts of

eudaimonic and hedonic happiness, as shown in data combined across countries.

At the theoretical and methodological levels, findings clearly highlight the importance

of jointly investigating the different aspects of happiness and their relationship with other

dimensions of well-being, such as meaning and life satisfaction, in order to detect
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differences and synergies among them. The EHHI project is the first study which allows for

this analysis.

The qualitative evaluation of the definition of happiness allowed us to detect a previ-

ously overlooked dimension, namely harmony/balance. This dimension refers to an even

and peaceful attitude in dealing with life events, be they pleasant or unpleasant, and in

achieving a balance between different needs, commitments and aspirations. It finds its

roots in both the Asian and the Western traditions. Recently, Sirgy and Wu (2009) have

focused on this topic in a theoretical paper which expands the threefold orientation to

happiness model proposed by Seligman (2002), by adding to it the contribution of balance

to well-being. Sirgy and Wu focus their analysis on the role of balance in promoting life

satisfaction, the hedonic aspect of well-being, Further studies are needed to better disen-

tangle this dimension and to investigate its role in enhancing well-being in its different

components and facets.

At the interpretative level, results shed light on a trend which is apparently uniformly

spreading in Western societies: well-being is prominently pursued and found in meaning

and feelings confined to the home environment or to a close circle of friends. Community

and Social issues are less valued as targets of resource investment. Data from non-Western

countries are necessary to better frame the phenomenon, but in relation to the present

sample, the pattern has been shown to be stable across the seven countries examined. This

result contradicts Aristotle’s definition of eudaimonia as the fulfillment of one’s deepest

nature in harmony with the collective welfare. Researchers and professionals will need to

address this challenging issue, particularly when developing interventions targeting youth,

education systems and policy makers.
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Appendix

See Table 5.

Table 5 Correlations between domain happiness and meaningfulness

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Happiness

1. Work

2. Family .25** –

3. Standard of living .42** .34** –

4. Relations .27** .36** .39** –

5. Health .13** .37** .23** .44** –

6. Personal growth .39** .35** .46** .43** .43** –

7. Leisure/free time .09* .18** .26** .31** .26** .29** –

8. Spirituality/
Religion

.19** .20** .27** .19** .09* .28** .24** –

9. Community issues .21** .22** .22** .28** .12** .25** .21** .37** –
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