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On the 14th of November 2010, David Cameron announced plans for the British Government to 

begin regularly assessing the happiness of the country's people. The aim of such a measurement 

would be to guide government policy and improve the nation's happiness over time. This was to be 

known as the 'Happiness Index' (HI). Whilst many similar measures have been used before both in 

this country and others, the HI would use a new survey to be developed by Jil Matheson, the 

country's national statistician.  In this essay I will look at the factors that need to be measured in 

order to assess people's well-being. I will then go on to investigate how these have been measured 

in the past and issues with these methods of measurement that could be improved upon in a newly 

developed survey. 

 

SWB and QoL 

 

In a set of guidelines for how to measure the well-being of a nation, Diener (2006) defined a 

number of concepts, two of which are key to the measurement of happiness. The first is Subjective 

Well-being (SWB). 

 

SWB refers to judgements that an individual makes about their own life. These judgements may by 

both positive or negative. There are three key components to SWB-  

  

 Positive and Negative Affect - Positive affect refers to positive emotional reactions to events 

in our own lives; for example, joy, affection and happiness. Negative affect refers to negative 

emotional reactions to our own lives; for example. sadness, stress and shame. Whilst it may be 

argued that positive and negative affect are merely opposite ends of the same scale, it has been 

shown that negative correlation between the two decreases as time since the emotional event 

increases (Diener and Emmons, 1984). This shows that as time goes on, the two are increasingly 

separate constructs. As SWB is a measure of long-term well-being it is most accurate if the two 

affects are seen as separate constructs. 



 

 Life-satisfaction – Life-satisfaction refers to an individual's cognitive evaluation of their life 

as a whole and is a factor of it's own, separate from positive and negative affect (Andrews and 

Withey, 1976).  'Life' can refer to either life since birth, or general satisfaction with present life 

circumstances. For the purpose of the HI, the second definition of 'life' would be more informative 

to policy makers and should therefore be specified as the definition of 'life'. Satisfaction in 

individual domains such as work, family and finances can also be measured. This domain-based 

approach would be of particular interest to policy makers as it would allow them to see the effects 

of policies in the particular area of life that they address. 

 

Lucas et al (1996) used multitrait-multimethod matrix analyses to investigate the constructs making 

up SWB and found the two affects and life-satisfaction were all discriminant from each other over a 

two year period. For any survey of SWB to be truly informative it must treat these as separate 

constructs, using questions that are able to differentiate scores for each construct. 

 

The elements discussed make up the subjective elements of measurement of well-being; an 

assessment of a person's thoughts and feelings about their own life. The second key concept given 

by Diener (2006) is and objective measure, known as Quality of Life (QoL). QoL refers to the 

desirability of a person's life. It focuses on objective factors such as environment, income and life 

circumstances. QoL is sometimes defined in a broader manner, including an individuals perception 

of their life circumstances (WHOQOL Group, 1995) however that is not necessary in the 

measurement of well-being as defined by Diener (2006) as this is covered by SWB. In this case, the 

purpose of a QoL is to gain an objective measurement of the person's life circumstances for 

comparison with the subjective, psychological measures. As QoL is not subject to psychological 

factors, it will not be discussed any further in this essay. It is worth remembering however that any 

findings of SWB would be compared to this data subjective QoL data. 

 



Previously developed scales 

 

Here I will look at a number of different scales that have been developed to measure the different 

aspects of SWB. For life-satisfaction I will look only at the satisfaction with life scale. For measure 

affect I will look at a number of different scales due to the greater debate over the best way to 

measure affect. 

 

Life-satisfaction - 

 

The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) is a scale that was developed in order to measure general, 

domain non-specific life-satisfaction (Diener et al, 1985). It contains the following statements 

which are rated on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) - 

 1.   In  most ways my life is close to my ideal. 

 2.   The  conditions of my life are excellent. 

3. I am satisfied with my life. 

4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

5. If I could live my life over I would change almost nothing. 

Responses to each item is are scored out of seven to give a maximum possible score of 35. Across a 

number of different normal adult populations, mean scores of between 23 and 25 have been found, 

with standard deviations of between 4 and 6 points (Pavot and Diener, 1993).  

 

The scale has internal stability coeffeicent � of 0.87 (Diener et al, 1985). This shows that the scale 

has good internal validity, indicating that the questions do in fact all measure the single construct of 

life-satisfaction (Cronbach, 1951). The scale has 2 month test-retest stability coefficient of 0.82. 

This shows that scores in the test are consistent over time, indicating that results are not overly 

subject to temporary changes in mood. The test-retest stability was found to be significantly lower 

(test-retest stability coefficient of 0.54) after 4 years (Magnus et al, 1993), suggesting that the scale 



is sufficiently sensitive to life changes over time. This is an important feature in any scale used or 

developed for the HI, as the aim of this scale would be to measure the impact of government policy 

on the lives of individuals. 

 

Over a 15-18 month period, Vitiliano et al (1991) investigated life-satisfaction in elderly caregivers 

looking after a spouse with degenerative dementia. They found that as the condition of the spouse 

decreased, SWLS scored decreased in the caregiver. This was not accompanied by increases in 

depression or anxiety. This means the decline in life-satisfaction cannot be attributed to declines in 

mental health of the caregiver. Friedman1 (1991) showed that in a sample of individuals undergoing 

psychological therapy, SWLS scores increased from a mean of 14.4 at the start of the therapy to 

18.3 at the end. This study demonstrates the sensitivity of the SWLS to changes in life 

circumstances. 

 

I have shown that the SWLS has internal and test-retest reliability as well as sensitivity to change. 

However, this would be meaningless if the scale did not have construct validity. This refers to the 

ability of the scale to reflect a real construct.  

 

Life-satisfaction judgements are essentially a comparison between our own lives, and how we 

desire our lives to be. It would therefore be expected that if the scale has good construct validity, 

there would be a strong correlation between life circumstances and SWLS scores, positive 

correlation for desirable life circumstances and negative correlation for undesirable. Blais et al 

(1989) found a significant negative correlation between the SWLS and Beck Depression inventory, 

whilst Arrindel et al (1991) also found negative correlation between the SWLS and all symptoms 

assessed by the Symptom Checklist-90, a survey designed to assess a range of psychological 

problems. The same study also found other factors such as marital status and marital health to be 

positively correlated with SWLS scores. Personality factors have also been shown to influence 

                                                 
1 Article cited in Pavot and Diener (1993) as having been sent by personal communication. 



SWLS in the direction that would be expected, extraversion correlating positively and neuroticism 

negatively (Diener et al, 1985). All of these factors affecting SWLS in the way that would be 

expected suggest that the scale has high construct validity. 

 

Due to it's high internal, test-retest and construct validity the SWLW is widely considered to be the 

best life-satisfaction scale and is the most commonly used. Due to this it would be an excellent 

starting point for the development of a new scale to measure life-satisfaction. 

 

Affect - 

 

Whilst the situation with life-satisfaction is very clear, that is not the case with measuring 

affectivity. There are a many scales capable of measuring the long-term affective states of 

individuals. I will look at a number of these, assessing their strengths and weaknesses. 

 

The most commonly used scale for measuring affect is the Positive and Negative Affect Scale 

(PANAS) (Watson and Clark, 1988). The PANAS measures positive and negative affect on separate 

scales (PANAS-PA and PANAS-NA). Participants are presented with a list of twenty emotions, ten 

positive and ten negative and asked to rate, on a scale of 1 to 5, the intensity to which they have felt 

that emotion of a given time period. Each scale is scored out of 50. In student populations, PANAS-

PA mean scores were found to be 29.1-35.0 (all figures given as ranges due to multiple versions of 

the scale, each reflecting a different time scale being asked about) with a standard deviation of 6.3-

8.3. PANAS-NA mean score were found to be 14.8-22.1 with a standard deviation of 5.4-8.0. 

 

Watson and Clark (1988) found that both scales had high internal reliability alphas. The PANAS-PA 

had alphas of 0.86-0.90. The PANAS-NA had alphas of 0.84-0.87. These figures suggest that the 

reliability of the scale is not affected by the time period that it is investigating. The scales also both 

had good test-retest stability over an 8 week period. The scale gains construct validity from 



correlation with a number of scales measuring mental illness (positive correlation for the PANAS-

NA and negative for the PANAS-PA). 

 

Diener et al (2010) identified a number of shortcomings with the PANAS. They felt that one 

problem was that the items on the PANAS were all high arousal items. They considered that in a 

measurement of well-being this was not a particularly accurate reflection of the emotions that most 

people feel in everyday life. They developed a scale called the scale of positive and negative 

experience (SPANE). They chose to ask about broadly positive or negative emotions such as joy, 

happiness and anger. These are regularly experienced by most people, therefore good emotions for 

examining well-being. They also asked about how much time they experienced the emotions asked 

about. This has been found to be more highly correlated with life-satisfaction than intensity of 

emotion (Diener et al, 1991). Positive and negative affect are considered to be separate constructs in 

the scale (SPANE-P for positive, SPANE-N for negative) It consists of 12 items (6 positive, 6 

negative) which are rated on a scale of 1 (very rarely or never) to 5 (very rarely or always) for how 

often the specified emotion has been felt over the last four weeks. Both scales were scored out of a 

maximum of 30. 

 

In a sample of 683 individuals, SPANE-P had a mean value of 22.05 with a standard deviation of 

3.73. SPANE-N had a mean value of 15.36 with a standard deviation of 3.95. SPANE-P had internal 

reliability alpha of 0.87 and temporal stability correlation over a 1 month period of 0.62. The 

SPANE-N had internal reliability alpha of 0.81 and temporal stability correlation over a 1 month 

period of 0.63. The internal reliability of SPANE is comparable to that of PANAS. It is harder to 

compare test-retest reliability as it is measured over an 8 week test separation for PANAS and one 

month for SPANE. Bearing this in mind, when comparing the PANAS (asking about emotions in 

'the last few weeks') with the SPANE (asking about emotions in the last month), SPANE has 

superior temporal stability for both positive and negative scales. It is worth remembering that 

emotions have more stability over longer time periods, therefore in these comparisons SPANE has a 



slight advantage over PANAS for the values being compared. 

 

Scales such as SPANE and PANAS, which focus on averaging scores for a number of emotions 

have been criticised by Kahnemann and Krueger (2006). One issue they have with such scales is the 

language used in rating the extent to which individuals have felt the emotion concerned. At the 

higher end of the scale in PANAS, 4 refers to 'quite a bit' and  5 to 'extremely'. People may interpret 

these labels differently. An individual who is more disposed to exaggeration and use of superlatives 

may rate a 5, when the strength of their feeling is more comparable to a 4 in most people. They also 

believed that even if an individual is scoring high on most positive emotions, a single high negative 

score is enough to create an unpleasant experience due to negative emotions being more salient than 

positive. They theorised a scale based on this idea that would also allow for the open interpretation 

of superlatives. 

 

The scale was known as the 'U-Index' and was based on a dichotomy of pleasant and unpleasant 

states. Individuals would rate their feelings at regular intervals throughout the day on a small 

number of broadly positive and negative items (e.g. happy, enjoying self, angry, depressed). At each 

timepoint, if the most salient (highest rated) emotion is positive, the experience at the time is 

classed as pleasant and vice versa. The U-Index for the day is the is the ratio of pleasant:unpleasant 

timepoints. These U-Index scores can then be averaged for populations or longer time periods, or 

compared between individuals. Due to people having generally higher levels of positive affect than 

negative (as seen previously in both the PANAS and SPANE), time points would be classed as 

pleasant most of time. A timepoint would become negative when a person is experiencing unusually 

high levels of a negative emotion. 

 

This scale has desirable features, in that it does not matter how people interpret superlatives and 

also in that it assesses time that particular emotions are felt, rather than overall intensity of 

emotions. Despite this, the data output of this scale is very simplistic and does not give separate 



information on the negative and positive affects of the individual being surveyed. Elements of this 

idea could however be incorporated into either the PANAS or the SPANE as an additional use of the 

data gained from them. 

 

Artefacts of SWB Scales 

 

There are number of artefacts of SWB surveys that I feel have not been sufficiently addressed by 

the measures I have discussed. These include mood, timing, social desirability and cultural bias. By 

considering these issues, a newly developed would be able to gain more accurate and detailed data 

than any former scale. 

 

Mood and timing- 

 

Kozma et al (1990) investigated the relationship between long term and short term (mood) affective 

states. In their experiment, participants underwent either positive or negative mood manipulation 

techniques before being assessed for well-being, general happiness and moods. The results 

indicated that whilst mood manipulation had the largest impact on the short term affective states of 

participants, it also produced an average of 15%  change in the direction of induction to the 

participants responses for long term affective states. 

 

These results suggest that responses to a survey about long term affective states could be biased by 

the mood of the respondent. This could potentially have a large impact on the results of any survey 

attempting to measure national happiness. Egloff et al (1995) showed that passive measures of 

positive affect (content, ease, happiness etc.) rose consistently from morning to evening whilst 

active measures of positive affect (excitement, interest etc.) peaked in the afternoon. These passive 

measures were assessed on a momentary basis therefore were a reflection of the current mood of the 

participant. Passive measures peaked at the weekend and troughed mid-week, whilst active 



measures were consistently high for most of the week (slightly lower mid-week) with a drop on 

Sundays. To avoid having a mood bias, surveys should be conducted with an even spread over times 

of day and days of the week. 

 

Another method that could be used is the Experience Sampling Method (ESM) (Csikszentmihalyi  

and Larson, 1987). In the ESM, participants are signalled at random intervals. When this happens 

they respond to a survey or open ended questions about their current state. This allows an average 

score to be calculated for the measures being assessed over whatever time-period is deemed 

appropriate, allowing for momentary changes in mood to be cancelled out.  

 

A principal problem with this method is the increased cost and necessary commitment from the 

individual taking part in the study. Modern technology such as smart phones has made this less of 

an issue than it would have been in the past. Additionally this method is more suitable to questions 

about momentary rather than long term states as people may begin to give uniform answers in 

response to questions about long term items. Further study could investigate the correlation between 

an average of momentary affective states and a retrospective assessment of long-term affective 

states over the same time-period. Research on memory of physical pain by Redelmeier and 

Kahneman (1996) suggests that there may be differences between assessing emotions from these 

different perspectives. They found that retrospective memory was biased towards peak intensity of 

pain and the most recent experience of pain. It is possible that the same pattern may be present for 

emotion. 

 

Social Desirability and Cultural Variability- 

 

Social desirability (SD) is a personality trait defined by the desire to gain social approval and 

acceptance by behaving in a manner that is deemed culturally normal and acceptable (Marlowe and 

Crowne, 1961). Chen et al (1997) investigated the role of SD in people's responses to various items 



from the PANAS. They first found that items on the PANAS-PA were generally rated as being 

desirable, whilst items on the PANAS-NA were generally considered to be undesirable. This was an 

expected result. More interestingly, they found that in individuals ranking high on an SD scale the 

correlation between the rated desirability of an item and endorsement (extent to which individuals 

claimed they felt the emotion) was 0.87. In low SD groups this value was 0.48. They also found that 

level of SD actually affects the relationship between PA and NA. In low SD individuals, correlation 

between PANAS-PA and PANAS-NA was -0.06. In high SD individuals, the relationship was -0.38. 

This suggests the possibility that in high SD individuals, the constructs of PA and NA are not as 

separate as they are in low SD individuals. In a contrasting study, Diener et al (1989) found 

evidence that controlling for SD actually reduces the validity of SWB scales. They suggest that SD 

may tap into how comfortable and well adjusted people are within the society that they live and 

controlling for SD removes this element of peoples well-being. 

 

In response to these studies, it may be valuable in the creation of a new scale to attempt to either 

control for SD or develop a scale consisting of items which have reasonably neutral levels of 

desirability associated with them. In addition to this, research could be done to investigate whether 

a separate factor measuring the extent to which individuals perceive themselves as fitting into 

society. This would be of particular value to the HI due to the multicultural nature of British society. 

It would allow a measure of how well minorities feel they are integrating into their local culture and 

lifestyle. 

 

When considering how social desirability may affect the way an individual responds to items in a 

survey it is important to know what the individual believes is expected of them by society. By 

collecting information on how highly the individual thinks society values each emotion and the 

individual's level of SD it would be possible to moderate their scores. 

 

The personal values placed on different emotions is also important. Kitayama et al (2000) showed 



that there are large differences in the type of positive emotions felt between individuals in Japan and 

America. General positive emotions in Americans correlated with the experience of positive 

emotions focussed on the self (e.g. pride) whereas general positive emotions in the Japanese 

correlated with the experience of positive emotions focussed on interactions with other (e.g. 

friendly feelings). This follows the cultural contrast between the two countries, Japan being more 

collectivist and America being more individualist. This lends support to Oishi et al's (1999) view 

that the values of individuals should be used as a moderating factor in assessing SWB. Using a 

diary study they found that level of life-satisfaction felt by the individual correlated strongly with 

the individuals success and feelings in domains that they valued highly. With such a wide range of 

cultures being represented in Britain, it seems likely that this variability in the value placed on 

different emotions will in some way be present in Britain. 

 

Based on these studies I would suggest that in addition to asking about how individuals perceive 

society to value particular emotions, it should also be asked how they themselves value each 

emotion. Using this information it would be possible to, instead off assigning each emotion an equal 

weighting in working out overall PA and NA scores, have the weighting of each emotion vary 

depending on how highly that emotion is valued. 

Conclusion 

 

In order for a newly developed survey to properly assess the well-being of people in Britain, it must 

live up to a number of standards. The first of these is that it must consider the constructs of PA, NA 

and life-satisfaction separately. For life-satisfaction, the SWLS is the benchmark. This scale has 

proved itself to have extremely high internal, test-retest and construct validity and if it is not used as 

is, any new scale could not fall short of the standards set by it. It may be useful and informative to 

adapt the SWLS to measure satisfaction with particular domains of interest. These could be 

consistent or rotated to reflect the domains that have been affected by recent policy changes. With 

regards to measuring affect, whilst there is more debate over how it should be measured, it is my 



belief that the SPANE is a more appropriate scale on which to model a new one. This is due to its 

use of broader emotions and measurement of time felt experiencing the particular emotions. By 

considering the factors such as mood, timing, social desirability and cultural differences in the 

development and implementation of a new scale, it can capture highly detailed and politically 

relevant information. This information could then be used by the government to craft policies which 

would increase the overall happiness of the country. 
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