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Classic Evidence: Myers and Diener  
Who is Happy? (pg 96-99) 

 
Imagine a person who we could classify as “happy”. Describe this person. What personality traits do they have? What lifestyle 
do they live? How do they spend their days? How old are they? Are they a man or woman? Are they religious? Are they 
wealthy? What is their family like? What race or culture are they? 

 

Aim and Context  
(Note: you will not be asked specifically about this, but you could include this information in other questions, for example 
evaluating the study etc) 
 
Who is happy? It is a simple question. However, psychology has traditionally focused on misery and suffering. 
Happiness and satisfaction have been ignored. Attitudes towards happiness and wellbeing are dismissive at best, 
and negative at worst. Thomas Szasz summed up views on happiness as “Happiness is an imaginary condition, 
formally attributed by the living to the dead, and by adults to children, and by children to adults.” In other words, 
happiness is an illusion. We all think that others have it while never having it ourselves.  
 
However, we need to acknowledge that happiness is more common than we think, and that most people are 
reasonably happy. But who are the “happy people”? Why are some people happier than others? Is happiness 
related to age, sex or race? Does wealth affect happiness? How about personality? Friends? Work? Religion? 
  
Aims 
There has been a lot of research into happiness over the years. This study 
aims to pool together a lot of the previous research into happiness to look 
for overall conclusions. The aim is to answer a few key questions 

 Who are the happy people? 

 What traits are related to happiness? 

 What elements should be a part of theories of happiness? 
 

Methodology and Procedures 
This is a bit of a strange study when it comes to methodology and procedures. It is not really a study in a 
technical sense. Myers and Diener did not carry out their own experiment or investigation. They instead 

collected together the findings of many studies into happiness and used this to come 
to some overall conclusions about the factors that make people happy. This is known 
as a literature review. A literature review is a paper or article which includes the 
current knowledge on a topic including previous studies and findings, as well as 
theories explaining a particular phenomenon. Literature reviews use secondary 
sources, and do not report new or original experimental work. 
 

While Myers and Diener may not have conducted their own study, we can look at the research methods used by 
the studies in the literature review. Happiness can be studied and measured in a number of ways. Some of these 
methods are interviews and questionnaires, observations, correlations, and meta analyses.   
 
We will look again at these research methods in much more depth in Component 2: Investigating Behaviour 
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Findings 

The findings from this study are many and varied. It will help us to separate the findings into various sub sections. 
Rather than read from the book, you are going to have a go at reading the original article, and search for the 
relevant information. In this way, you will gain a deeper understanding of the research into happiness. It will also 
give you an idea of the academic writing style you should aim for in your essays. This will take careful reading and 
note taking. You might find it easier to split the work up into sections, and each member of the class researches 
a section before feeding back to the others. When referring to the findings of studies, note down who carried 
out the research and the year e.g. Smith et al (2009). 
 
What effect does age have on happiness? 

What effect does gender have on happiness? 

 
What effect does race have on happiness? 

 
What effect does culture have on happiness? 
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What effect does money have on happiness? 

 
What traits do happy people have? 

 
What type of relationships do happy people have? 

 
What is meant by “flow” and how does this apply to happiness? 
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What effect does religion have on happiness? 

Conclusions 
What are the three elements that any theory of happiness needs to recognise? 

 
 
 

Evaluation  
Before we evaluate this study, can you think of any strengths or weaknesses? 

 

The Importance of Adaptation: 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural World View: 

 

 

 

 

 

Values and Goals: 
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Evaluation: Methodology and Procedures 
When we evaluate this study, there are a number of methodologies that we are actually evaluating.  

 The literature review itself 

 The research methods used in the studies it references (mainly self-report and correlations) 

 The sample of participants used  
 
The Literature Review: We can evaluate the validity of the literature review method itself. In a literature review, 
the researchers pool together all the previous research and theories into a particular topic and use this as the 
basis of a discussion and to come to some overall conclusions. However, there is a potential issue of bias. Myers 

and Diener could not include every single piece of research that has 
been done into happiness. They would have had to choose which 
studies to include and which ones to exclude. In this way, the 
studies presented in this literature review may not be 
representative of all research into this area. Myers and Diener may 
have had an idea of what findings they wanted to present, or what 
theories of happiness they wanted to support. Therefore, they 
choose studies that support this, and ignore the ones that don’t. 
Therefore, the literature review may have a researcher bias. 

 
Self-report data: Self-report refers to any research method where the data collected is the participants own 
account of their thoughts, feelings etc. The most used self-report measures are questionnaires and interviews. 
Self-report data has a number of issues.  

 Participants may lie: this could be an issue with regards to this study as people are being asked about 
their own wellbeing. They may not feel comfortable with this question, particularly if they have low 
happiness, and so may lie 

 Social desirability: even if participants don’t outright lie, they may not be telling the full truth. Social 
desirability refers to when participants give answers to questions in a manner that will be viewed 
favourably by others. In this study, they may over emphasise their happiness to make themselves appear 
happier than they are, and down play any negative emotion that they have. 

 Subjectivity: there is an issue that the variable that is being measured (subjective wellbeing - SWB) is a 
very subjective term. Wellbeing is a hard to define concept and participants may each have a different 
idea of what this term means. Therefore, they may be giving different answers based on their 
interpretation of what SWB is.  

 Lack of insight: it is possible that the participants may not have had the necessary insight into their own 
behaviour and feelings to answer correctly. It is difficult to assess your own wellbeing, and so when 
asked, the participants may have guesses, or just made up an 
answer that sounded plausible. 

 Reliability: often in self-report studies, participants are just 
asked once about their thoughts and feelings. This is an issue as 
if asked on another day, their response may be very different. 
This is of particular issue in this study because happiness and 
wellbeing can fluctuate day to day (and even within a day), 
meaning that if the study was repeated with the same 
participants on another day, the result may be vastly different.  

 
Correlations: In a correlation study, the researchers will measure each participant on each variable and then see if 
there is a relationship between these two variables. This poses a number of issues. 

 Causation: the biggest issue with a correlation is that we cannot assign causation to the findings. If for 
example, we find a strong relationship between happiness and strong family connections, can we say for 
certain that it is the family connections that lead to happiness? Maybe it is the happiness that causes 
better and stronger family relationships. We need to be careful when drawing conclusions from such 
research. 

 Intervening variables: similarly, there could be variables that get in the way of our findings. In the 
example above, perhaps wealth creates happier people, and also have a positive effect on the quality of 
our family relationships (as there is less stress in these families).  
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The samples: Much of the research conducted into happiness has used samples of participants from the West 
such as Europe and the USA.  
 
What is wrong with using such samples as a basis for theories of happiness? 

 
We will look again at these research methods in much more depth in Component 2: Investigating Behaviour 
 

Evaluation: Alternative Evidence 
In your opinion, what is the main cause of a person’s level of happiness and life satisfaction? How much is due to genes? How 
much is due to circumstance, and how much is due to self-control? 

 
In Myers and Diener, the research seemed to suggest that money was mildly related to 
happiness up to a point, but that once someone had enough money to create a comfortable life 
where their needs were met, extra money did not have an effect. Further research comes from 
Howell and Hill (2009) who investigated the effect of money on happiness. They found that 
money could produce happiness, but only if it was spent on “experiences” rather than material 
goods. This expands on the findings in Myers and Diener as it suggests that the relationship 
between money and happiness is more complex than previous research suggests. 

 
Participants in the study were asked to write reflections and answer questions about their recent purchases. 

Participants indicated that experiential purchases represented money better spent and greater happiness for 

both themselves and others. The results also indicate that experiences produce more happiness regardless 

of the amount spent or the income of the consumer. Experiences also lead to longer-term satisfaction. 

“Purchased experiences provide memory capital,” Howell said. “We don’t tend to get bored of happy 

memories like we do with a material object. “People still believe that more money will make them happy, 

even though 35 years of research has suggested the opposite,” Howell said. “Maybe this belief has held 

because money is making some people happy some of the time, at least when they spend it on life 

experiences.” from http://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2009/02/08/money-happiness-but-theres-a-catch/  

 
 
One of the key findings in this literature review is that happiness is stable over time.  What did Schinka et al (2004) do and 
find (pg 98)? What does this say about the conclusions from Myers and Diener? 

http://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2009/02/08/money-happiness-but-theres-a-catch/
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 What did Lyubomirsky (2013) do and find (pg 98)? What does this say about the conclusions from Myers and Diener? 

 

Evaluation: Ethical issues and Social Implications 
 
Ethics of the methodology used 
Ethically, there are few issues with the nature of Myers and Diener’s study itself. A literature review does not 
involve any experimentation on participants by the researchers themselves. Therefore, it is practically impossible 
for participants to have come to harm from the actions of Myers and Diener. However, much as we did above in 
the evaluation of the methodology, we can discuss the ethical issues raised in the studies included in the 
literature review.  
 
Self-report data: many of the studies in the literature review utilised self-report data in the form of interviews 
and questionnaires. This may have caused some ethical issues for the participants.  

 Being asked to rate your own happiness may cause unwanted psychological 
harm to the participants. Being forced to reflect on your own wellbeing may 
bring up painful thoughts and feelings for an individual, particularly if they are 
going through a very painful time in their lives. Participants may also feel that 
they are being judged by the researchers if they report low levels of subjective 
wellbeing. 

 Participants may feel that their privacy is being invaded by the researchers. 
Some of the questions asked may be personal in nature, such as questions 
regarding their relationship status or wealth. These questions may make the 
participants feel uncomfortable, and the participant may feel pressured into 
sharing information that they are not happy sharing.  

 
Observations: Some of the studies made participants wear beepers that alerted them at 
random intervals. When the beeper goes off, the participant would have to record their 
mental and emotional state. In this way, researchers can gain an overview of a participant’s 
mental state over a period of time. However this could be seen as an invasion of privacy 
from the point of view of the participant. The participant may be engaged in activity that 
they do not want the experimenter to know about at the time of the beeper. This could 
cause them stress if they have to record these private details.  
 
Socially sensitive research 
Another issue with research of this nature is that the findings could be considered to be socially sensitive. 
Socially sensitive research refers to studies in which there are potential consequences or implications, either 
directly for the participants in the research or for the class of individuals represented by the research. In this 
study, the findings relating to different groups and their happiness could be used to fuel discrimination. 
 
 Which groups may be discriminated against due to the findings of this research? 

 


