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MOST PEOPLE ARE PRETTY HAPPY, BUT THERE IS
CULTURAL VARIATION: THE INUGHUIT, THE AMISH,
AND THE MAASAI

ABSTRACT. Diener and Diener (1996; Psychological Science 7: 181—185)
suggested that most people are happy, and offered support for this claim from
surveys in industrialized societies. We extend their findings to include people
who lead materially simple lives and live in cultures far removed from those of
typical survey respondents. We found that the Kenyan Maasai, the United
States Amish, and the Greenlandic Inughuit, all reported positive levels of life
satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and affect balance (more frequent positive
emotions than negative ones). Across satisfaction and affect measures,
including methods in addition to global self-reports, our 358 respondents from
these cultures were one average, positive on all 54 scales, and significantly
above neutral on 53 of them. Across all measures and samples 84% of par-
ticipants scored above neutral. However, nobody was perfectly happy and
satisfied, and the groups reported unique configurations of satisfaction and
affect. Although all three groups were high in satisfaction with social domains,
the Amish reported lower satisfaction with self-related domains, and the
Maasai and Inughuit were relatively lower in satisfaction with material do-
mains. All three groups reported frequent positive emotions, but only the
Maasai reported frequent feelings of pride. Thus, the fact that most people
tend to be moderately happy does not mean that they are ecstatic, or that there
is no variation across cultures in happiness.

In 1996 Diener and Diener claimed that most people are happy,
and implied that this is a natural state gifted to us by evolution.
They reviewed evidence showing that a wide range of people,
on average, report positive (above neutral) levels of well-being.
From an evolutionary perspective these results make sense: the
predominance of pleasant emotions would facilitate approach
behaviors, because these emotions lead to the broadening and
building of resources (Fredrickson, 2001), and high activation
pleasant emotions include facets such as activity and energy
that are almost synonymous with approach behavior. The
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importance of these approach-oriented behaviors might be
particularly beneficial for an intelligent species that can move
between new and different environments. This is congruent with
Ito et al. (1998) positivity-offset theory, the idea that people
have a slightly positive hedonic tone that stimulates approach
behaviors when no hedonic stimuli are active.

But, because the data reviewed by Diener and Diener came
almost entirely from people in industrialized societies, another
explanation is possible: that some factor related to life in indus-
trialized culture contributed to the reports of positive well-
being. For example, there could be emotion norms for positivity
common to industrial cultures, which tend toward individualis-
tic definitions of self (Triandis, 1995). Another possibility is that
people reported happiness because industrial society largely
meets human needs. Industrialized countries tend, for example,
to have better infrastructure, better health care systems, better
human rights records, more formalized social welfare programs,
lower unemployment, and higher rates of education for both
sexes than their “‘third world” counterparts. These advantages
could lead to an increase in subjective well-being (SWB). In the
present article, we extend the analysis of Diener and Diener to
cultures that are substantially different from industrialized cul-
ture, including collectivisit culture and materially simple culture.
We examine the Maasai of Kenya, traditional pastoralists who
have few modern amenities and little exposure to western med-
ia, the Amish, who consciously reject modern values and tech-
nologies, and the Inughuit of Greenland, who live in a harsh
environment and retain many elements of a hunting lifestyle.

In addition to sampling culturally distinct groups, we have
included several types of measures in our studies to more
strongly test the generality of Diener and Diener’s conclusions.
In terms of content, we examined both cognitive and affective
components of SWB including life satisfaction, reports of satis-
faction with specific domains (e.g., food, friendships, and physi-
cal appearance), and affect balance (positive minus negative
emotions). We also employed several different methodologies to
assess SWB. In addition to the global self-reports scales that are
frequently used in this field, we also measured happiness by
the reports of friends and family members of the respondents.
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Another measure used with the Maasai (Study 1) and the Am-
ish (Study 2) was based on memory — the degree to which the
respondent could remember more positive than negative life
events in two separate timed periods. Finally, with the Inughuit
(Study 3), we also used the Experience Sampling Method
(ESM), in which respondents’ moods were recorded at periodic
times during the day while the respondents were engaged in var-
ious activities. This measure has advantages over global reports
in that it records moods in the moment rather than remembered
mood states that can be subject to recall (Thomas and Diener,
1990).

The question of whether people are mostly happy is of theo-
retical importance to several different fields. In the area of emo-
tion scholarship, it is essential to know whether certain moods
predominate in people’s experience, and whether certain moods
tend to occur in the absence of significant events. If positive
moods predominate, they certainly deserve more attention from
emotion theorists, and exploring the reasons for dominance of
pleasant emotions becomes a research priority. For the field
of SWB, if most people tend to be above neutral in the absence
of significant emotional stimuli, a reframing of issues in this
field is in order. The search would be focused not on what
makes people happy, but instead on what makes people un-
happy, and what moves them up or down within the positive
zone. Finally, if people have a tendency to be happy in the ab-
sence of hedonic stimuli, this has potential implications for our
understanding of human nature in terms of the influence of ap-
proach tendencies on human history.

For overviews of SWB, the reader is referred to Diener et al.
(1999), and Myers (1992).

METHODS

Respondent Samples

Research participants in our three studies responded to ques-
tions related to subjective well-being. Respondents answered
questions relating to cognitive self-appraisals of psychological
well-being, including general life satisfaction and specific life
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domain satisfaction. In addition, they reported their frequency
of experience of positive and negative affect. The respondents
also provided general demographic information (e.g., age, edu-
cation, and income) and information related to their life cir-
cumstances (e.g., number of people sharing their home,
exposure to western media, and a short biography). In two of
our studies (Study 1 and 3) peer reports were obtained for gen-
eral life satisfaction and affect. We were able to obtain a lim-
ited amount of experience sampling data from the Inughuit
(Study 3).

Study 1: The Maasai

Our sample of 127 Maasai came from 10 villages in four loca-
tions in Southwestern Kenya. The Maasai are traditional pasto-
ralists, who have been living in Northern Tanzania and
Southern Kenya since around A.D. 500 (Galaty, 1986). The
Maasai resisted colonial incursions into their culture and retain
most of their pre-colonial language, values, and practices. They
commonly practice circumcision on young adults, engage in
polygamy, arrange marriages, conduct child marriages, and
require a period of warriorhood for young men. They maintain
a form of political-religious leadership, embodied in the
“Laibon” (medicine man). Maasai society is structured around
age groups, or generations, that advance together across com-
mon developmental milestones (e.g., warriorhood, young elders,
senior elders). Most traditional Maasai do not have paying
jobs, but instead do gender-specific tasks related to cooking,
child rearing, and herding. The Maasai have no running water
or electricity, live in simple houses made from sticks, mud, and
dung, and exist largely outside the cash economy of Kenya. The
“morani,” or warriors, still use traditional weapons such as
bow and arrows, spears, and clubs. The Maasai diet consists
largely of milk, tea, cornmeal, and limited amounts of meat.
Few of the respondents in the current study spoke English or
Swahili, had attended school, or had been exposed to modern
media such as magazines or television. Past research suggests
that despite obvious cultural differences, there are also certain
similarities between Maasai and other cultures such as male-
biased attitudes and the perception of time (Cronk, 1999).
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The Maasai were recruited through word of mouth, and
villages were given a small monetary contribution for participa-
tion in the research. After obtaining consent to conduct re-
search from village leaders, the researchers requested and were
granted access to a demographically diverse sample including
men and women, as well as adults of varying ages. Because, we
interviewed between 10 and 22 people in each village (where to-
tal populations, including children, averaged about 30) we were
able to guard against selection biases. No one refused to partici-
pate in the study. Because, the Maasai are largely illiterate,
questions were administered orally, in interview format by
translators trained in psychological interviewing. For questions
requiring a scale response, scales were presented graphically as
segmented bars on a sheet of Paper. The use of scales was ex-
plained and interviews did not begin until each respondent
understood their use. Previous research has been conducted
with the Maasai (e.g., Kirk, 1977, Ma & Schoeneman, 1997),
including a pilot study by the current authors in 1997, that sug-
gests the Maasai are capable of understanding psychological
concepts and can effectively participate in structured research.
In an effort to make the respondents more comfortable with the
research setting we included general, qualitative questions at the
beginning of the interview. To alleviate possible concerns re-
lated to confidentiality, the interviewers were Maasai from a
nearby region who had no social connections to the respondents
or their friends and family members. All materials were trans-
lated from English to Maa by a native Maa speaker and key
words and terms were back-translated by an independent native
Maa speaker. In the infrequent case of translation disagreement
a suitable word was arrived at after discussion between the
principle investigator and both translators. Discussions included
equivalency of concepts as well as local lexical norms.

Study 2: The Amish

We studied 52 people from an Old Order Amish community
in central Illinois and a New Order Amish settlement in south-
ern Illinois. The Amish are a conservative religious order trac-
ing their spiritual roots to the Anabaptist movement in
Reformation-era Europe (Hostetler, 1993). The earliest Amish
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immigrants to the United States came from Switzerland, and
members of Amish society continue at home to speak ““Pennsyl-
vania Dutch,” a German dialect, in addition to English. The
Amish focus on ‘“‘gelassenheit,” or submission to God, guides
their rituals, values, and behaviors (Kraybill, 1989). Food,
health, and family unity are viewed as gifts from God. Although
the Amish can be friendly to outsiders, their basic view is one of
detachment from the outside secular world. In an effort to avoid
the “perils of worldliness” the Amish widely shun automobiles,
tractors, telecommunications, electricity, and other modern tech-
nologies. Although the New Order Amish take a more liberal
view of the use of electricity and telephones, they retain the same
strict moral, social, and spiritual values as their Old Order coun-
terparts. Both communities are particularly suspicious of the
potential negative social impact of mass media technologies such
as television and the Internet. Most Amish children are educated
no further than the eighth grade in Amish-only schools with a
Christian curriculum.

OIld Order Amish research participants were recruited by
word of mouth and through classroom presentations. To gain
the trust of this relatively closed community the principle inves-
tigator spent time visiting with Amish families, and obtaining
the consent of community leaders to conduct the research. In
the New Order Amish community, the principle investigator
stayed with the local bishop and was introduced to potential
research participants. Because, social introductions were neces-
sary for recruitment purposes, the sample was largely one of
convenience. However, the principle investigator actively
requested introductions to Amish participants representing dis-
tinct demographic variables such as marital status, occupation,
and age. Only three people refused to participate in the study.
In an effort to introduce the research in an ecologically valid
way, the principle investigator ate meals with many research
participants and spent time answering questions after the
research was concluded. Some respondents were recruited
through school presentations, where the principle investigator
discussed world cultures with the schoolchildren and their
parents. The research materials were presented in English, in
written form, and were completed at home, with the principle
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investigator available to answer questions. In some cases,
respondents were allowed to complete surveys on their own
and mail them back to the researchers after promising to com-
plete them alone, and in a single sitting. The Amish are edu-
cated through grade school and are familiar with modern
testing procedures.

Study 3: The Inughuit
Our sample of 179 Inughuit were contacted in the Greenlandic
villages of Qaanaaq, Qeqertaq, and Siorapaluk, as well as in
nearby hunting and fishing camps. The Inughuit, the name of
the local Inuit tribe, live at 79 degrees latitude, the most ex-
treme latitudes of any traditional human society. The surround-
ing landscape is largely rock, sea, and glacier, with few large
plants and no possibility for sustainable agriculture. The sun re-
mains above the horizon 24 h a day during the summer months
and never rises during the winter months. Many Inughuit are
predominantly hunting-minded and their basic values are still
anchored in the cultural traditions of a sharing ideology com-
monly found in hunting societies (Ingold, 1986). Historically,
the Inughuit lived in virtually complete isolation, but today are
increasingly exposed to western life, with modern jobs and a
cash economy. Although many Inughuit homes have recently
been modernized to include electricity, running water, and cen-
tral heating, people typically live in crowded conditions and
without flush toilets. It is common to see a hunter carving a
seal or caribou on the kitchen floor, as children watch televi-
sion. We have some indications that recent technological chan-
ges have not dramatically altered Inughuit life satisfaction. One
of us (JV) conducted field-work in Siorapaluk in 1989—1990,
when neither electricity nor television were available. In 1989, a
single life satisfaction item, using a 1—7 scale, was used yielding
a sample mean of 5.0 (n=19). Thus, it seems unlikely that the
level of satisfaction obtained from our current study is due the
transformation to a more modern life style, because the life sat-
isfaction reported in the current study is identical.

Most participants in this study were recruited in Qaanaaq,
the administrative center for the municipality (population 620;
Statistical Yearbook, 2000). In Qaanaaq, participants were
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recruited from bulletin board advertisements, announcements in
the local radio, and by word of mouth (in the settlements we
conducted a door-to-door invitation procedure). In addition, we
travelled to the most popular whale hunting and fishing camps
to recruit individuals who were actively engaged in these
endeavors. Our response rate in the settlements was close to
100% and about 80% in the hunting and fishing camps.
Respondents were offered small monetary compensation for
participation in the study. All materials were presented in writ-
ten form, in Greenlandic (two surveys were presented in English
and Danish), and completed in a quiet setting where the
researchers were available to answer questions. In Qaanaaq,
participants were asked to return to the research cite the follow-
ing day to complete additional surveys (peer report forms). The
surveys were originally translated by a professional translator
and key words and phrases were back-translated by an indepen-
dent professional translator. The two translations were found to
be equivalent. In addition, a small number of Experience Sam-
pling Method data were collected through random visits to par-
ticipants (see below).

Measures

Respondents from all three cultures answered the five-item Satis-
faction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS
has been shown to have good psychometric properties (Pavot
and Diener, 1993) and has been used widely across cultures (e.g.,
Diener et al., 2000). Participants from all three cultures also
rated satisfaction with 14 life domains (e.g., family, food, and
intelligence) using a 7-point satisfaction scale on which 7 was
“Totally Satisfied,” 4 was “Neutral,” and 1 was “Totally Dissat-
isfied.”” Identical domain satisfaction questions have been used
cross-culturally in previous research (Napa-Scollon et al., in
press). Domain satisfaction measures augment general life satis-
faction measures, because they can be more closely tied to con-
crete experiences, and are less global than life satisfaction
(Schwarz and Strack, 1999). Participants in all three cultures also
indicated how frequently they felt various emotions during the
past month, and for this report we analyzed four positive (joy,
affection, pride, and contentment) and four negative emotions
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(guilt, sadness, anger, and worry) that were common to all three
sample surveys, The emotion frequency scale varied from 1,
“Never,” to 7, “Always.” All respondents also provided basic
demographic information.

For the Maasai (Study 1) and Amish (Study 2), we employed
a memory-based method to assess saliency of positive memories
and the predominance of positive over negative memories. In
this method, respondents were asked to list as many positive
and negative memories as they could remember in separate,
timed one minute sessions. The order of positive and negative
memory tasks was alternated for every-other participant to con-
trol for order effects. The Maasai were asked to list memories
aloud, while the Amish were asked to write them down. Later,
we computed a memory balance score, subtracting the total
number of negative memories from the total number of positive
memories. These types of memory measures have been used
previously in cross-cultural research (e.g., Balatsky and Diener,
1993) and have been found to show convergent validity with
other measures of SWB (Sandvik et al., 1993).

Finally, with the Inughuit (Study 3), we collected ESM data
from 22 respondents. We did this by approaching research par-
ticipants at random times throughout the day, as they were en-
gaged in various tasks, and asked them to report how much
they were currently feeling on the eight emotions on a scale
ranging from not at all to extremely intensely. Although a zero
to six scale was used, we transformed it to a 1—7 scale for pre-
sentation purposes in this paper, so that it would be equivalent
to other Measures. Although 55 respondents originally agreed
to participate in this phase of the study, we could not find
many participants on the 12 occasions we searched for them,
and some participants decided to withdraw from this part of the
study. We elected to retain the 22 respondents who had 8 or
more reports, because this number seemed adequate to obtain a
somewhat stable and representative affect balance score for
them. Participants were paid 50 Danish Kroner (approximately
US§ 7.00) for a full set of 12 responses. ESM data has the
advantage of assessing “in the moment” mood states and com-
puting average moods based on these reports rather than on
recall. Robinson and Clore (2002) have shown that people use
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heuristic shortcuts, not memory, to report their moods when
longer periods of time such as a month or more are reported.

RESULTS

The basic demographic composition of the samples in the
three studies can be seen in Table I. The table also shows life
satisfaction and domain satisfactions for the three groups.

The Maasai, Amish, and Inughuit were significantly higher
than the neutral point on all measures (p < 0.001 — for all),
with the exception of the Amish ratings of the “Self” domain
(NS). In all groups, the vast majority of respondents scored
above neutral on the global SWB measures. Similarly, the affect
balance score, the difference between positive and negative

TABLE 1
Demographics and satisfaction with life and domains
Maasai Amish Inughuit
N 127 52 179
Percent females 52 44 59
Mean age 32.7 42.2 39.3

Satisfaction Scores
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Life satisfaction 5.4 0.6 44 1.0 5.0 1.0
Percent of sample above neutral  98% 61% 83%
Domain Satisfaction

Self 6.6 0.6 42 1.3 57 1.1
Romantic life 6.4 09 6.1 0.7 54 1.8
Health 6.4 09 57 1.0 5.7 1.3
Attractiveness 6.4 0.8 5.1 1.3 52 1.4
Intelligence 6.3 0.8 4.7 1.3 51 1.4
Family 6.3 0.8 59 1.1 6.1 1.1
Friends 6.1 0.8 6.1 09 5.5 1.6
Morality 6.0 1.0 53 1.1 50 1.6
Social life 5.9 1.0 5.7 1.0 59 1.1
Housing 5.9 1.1 57 1.0 53 1.7
Material goods 5.9 1.0 5.6 1.1 49 1.6
Privacy 5.8 1.0 5.6 1.3 4.7 2.0
Food 5.4 1.0 64 0.7 58 1.2

Income 5.2 1.3 55 1.3 4.1 2.0
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TABLE 11
Measures of effect
Maasai Amish Inughuit
Emotions Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Affection 6.3 09 49 1.1 5.2 2.0
Joy 6.4 0.8 438 09 5.1 1.8
pride 54 14 23 0.8 29 1.7
Contentment 6.4 1.0 5.1 1.0 4.8 1.9
Anger 2.1 1.0 24 0.6 2.7 1.4
Sadness 1.7 09 27 0.7 29 1.6
Guilt 1.7 1.0 24 0.7 29 1.7
Worry 2.2 1.2 28 09 28 1.5
Affect balance 4.2 1.0 1.6 0.7 1.7 ‘1.9
Percent Above neutral 100% 100% 79%
Peer reported affect balance 3.8 1.0 1.8 0.7 2.1 1.8
Percent above neutral 100% 89% 85%
according to peers
Memory balance percent 1.74 2.75
above neutral 87% 95%
Experience sampling percent 2.60
above neutral 95%

emotions (shown in Table II), was significantly above zero
(p < 0.001 — for all) in all three groups, indicating greater
experience of pleasant than unpleasant emotions. Using
informant reports also shown in Table II, we found that an
overwhelming majority believed their peers have more frequent
positive than negative emotions, and the informant affect
balance scores were all significantly greater than zero
(p < 0.00.1). The memory balance score, the difference between
positive and negative memories (Table II), used in Studies 1 and
2, was significantly above zero (p < 0.001 — for all). Last, the
ESM scores (Table II) collected from the Inughuit (Study 3)
were all significantly above zero (p < 0.001 — for all). Besides
analyses at the group level, we also computed the percent of
individuals in each group who were above neutral, with neutral
and negative being the complementary category. Only for the
Amish satisfaction with “Self” was the percent below half
(40%), and the average across all 54 groups and measures was
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84%. Thus, not only do groups on average score above neutral,
but most individuals do so as well.

The results from all measures suggest that people are happy;
but how happy? We examined the number of individuals in
each sample who was at the top of each scale. One Amish
respondent reported perfect life satisfaction, but nobody in this
sample reported feeling only positive affect and no negative af-
fect. In the Maasai sample two individuals reported always feel-
ing positive emotions and never feeling negative emotions, but
no respondent reported perfect life satisfaction. Among the Inu-
ghuit, two individuals reported always feeling positive and never
feeling negative, and an additional three reported perfect life
satisfaction, but no respondent reported both perfect life satis-
faction, and perfect affect balance. Thus, respondents were hap-
py, but nobody was perfectly so.

In order to visualize how far the group scores were above
neutrality, we recalibrated each of the scores on a 0 (neutral) to
100 (perfectly happy or satisfied) scale. In other words, we com-
puted, how far each mean score was between the neutral point
of the scale and the top of the scale, and converted this to a
score that could range from 0 to 100. For the domains, we
averaged the 14 satisfaction values for each group. The recali-
brated scores are shown in Figure 1. Note that recalibrated
scores could not be computed for the memory measure because
the top of the scale is unbounded. As can be seen in the figure,
all scores were above neutral, but none approached the top of
the scale. The scores varied from slightly positive to very
positive, with the highest score being only 70 out of 100. Thus,
there is substantial room for even happy groups to increase on
subjective well-being.

Sex and Age Differences

Women were significantly more satisfied (p < 0.001), and had
higher affect balance (p < 0.05) among the Maasai, but men
had higher affect balance among the Inughuit (p < 0.05). Age
correlated inversely with affect balance among the Maasai
(r=-0.43, p < 0.001). Neither age nor sex produced significant
effects among the Amish.
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PERFECT HAPPINESS OR SATISFACTION

Maasai Affect Balance
Maasai Domain Satisfactions
Maasai Informant Affect Balance

Amish Domains Satisfactions
Maasai Life Satisfaction
Inughuit Domain Sat.; Inughuit Experience Sampling Affect Balance

Inughuit Informant Affect Balance
Inughuit Life Satisfaction
Inughuit Affect Balance

Amish Affect Balance

Amish Life Satisfaction

0 NEUTRALITY

Figure 1. Recalibrated subjective well-being scores.

DISCUSSION

The results of the current study strongly support Diener and
Diener’s (1996) conclusion that most people are happy. It
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should be noted that in this study we conceptualized the
colloquial term ‘“‘happiness” to include both the cognitive (life
satisfaction) and affective (pleasant and unpleasant emotions)
components of SWB rather than a mood state alone. By
employing measures of both, we were able to capture a fuller
picture of our respondents’ well-being. That said, the consis-
tency of our results in terms of demonstrating that most people
are happy is impressive. For satisfaction ratings of domains, 42
out of 42 measures (14 domains for each of the three groups)
were all significantly positive. Similarly, all six global measures
(affect balance and life satisfaction for the three groups) were
significantly positive. When we turn to the additional measures
— memory, informant, and experience — sampling, they too
were all positive. Fifty-three out of the 54 measures we
employed were significantly above neutral, and at the individual
level the majority of people were above neutral on 53 out of 54
measures. Across all measures and all groups, five out of six
respondents scored in the positive range. This is a level of data
consistency that is virtually unheard of in psychology. Given
the extraordinary diversity of our samples, it is clear that there
is a broad and consistent phenomenon here.

Although the pattern of findings strongly supports the fact
that most people are happy, the data do not indicate that every-
one is ecstatic. Instead, most people are mildly happy and satis-
fied, and only rare individuals approach the tops of the scales.
Across the samples in our three studies only one or two percent
of respondents tended to score at the peak of the scales, and no
respondent out of 358 scored at the top on all such scales.
Among those many people who reported moderate happiness,
we still found individual variation in satisfaction across life do-
mains. Finally, there were those in our samples, who were either
unhappy or dissatisfied. These individuals might be undergoing
a set of difficult life events such as the experience of widow-
hood, which might make them unhappy for several years (Lucas
et al., 2003), or have a predisposition to depression. The pres-
ence of a minority who are dissatisfied or unhappy is consistent
with past research showing that a few individuals and groups
living in dire circumstances report subjective well-being below
the neutral point. For example, we found that homeless people
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in California are on average dissatisfied with their lives (Biswas-
Diener and Diener, 2003, in review). Thus, our claim is not that
there is no societal or individual variation in happiness, but that
people living in societies where their current social and physical
needs tend to be met, and where no large negative events have
recently occurred, will be happy.

To suggest that most people are happy does not mean that
we can ignore cultural variations in happiness. For example,
Triandis (2000) suggests that cultural factors such as tightness
and complexity might influence subjective well-being. The Maa-
sai scored the highest of the three groups on most measures,
perhaps due in part to the high regard they have for their own
group, as well as the stability of their culture. We also found
variations across our three samples in the average levels of spe-
cific domain satisfactions, perhaps reflecting differences in local
cultural norms or access to social and material resources. For
example, the Maasai (Study 1) reported the least amount of sat-
isfaction with domains related to material resources. This could
reflect part of a larger cultural phenomenon consistent with a
traditional group, whose ability to meet their basic material and
social needs can be dramatically affected by ecological change.
It could also reflect local expectations and standards for evalu-
ating specific areas of life. The influence of norms on emotions,
as discussed in Eid and Diener (2001), also seems apparent in
our data. The Inughuit and Amish, for example, both reported
low levels of pride. In many cultures, pride is regarded as unde-
sirable (Shimmel, 1992), and this seems to influence how indi-
viduals in these groups label their feelings. In Inuit culture, for
example, downplaying achievement is an important part of the
socializing process (Briggs, 1985). For the Amish humility is an
important virtue (Kraybill, 1989), a fact reflected, perhaps, in
our sample’s low levels of reported satisfaction with domains
relating to “Self”. Thus, there is cultural variability that is
superimposed on the overall pattern of moderate positive sub-
jective well-being.

What are the reasons for the fact that most people experi-
ence moderate subjective well-being? Diener and Diener (1996)
suggested that we are pre-wired to experience positive well-
being, because this tendency facilitated approach behaviour
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during our evolutionary history. Although our data are consis-
tent with the idea that people are “‘built” to be mildly happy,
other explanations besides an evolutionarily-based genetic
propensity are able to explain our findings. It could be that
socialization pressures lead people to report and even experi-
ence happiness, at least in western cultures where sociability is
prized. Perhaps people are socialized to be happy, or act happy,
in order to facilitate smooth social functioning. Another possi-
bility is that people are on average happy, when they live in
conditions that are favourable to human needs, and that even
the relatively poor, societies we studied are able to meet basic
needs for housing, social support, respect, food, and so forth.
The idea that positive emotions in many situations are benefi-
cial to successful functioning (see also Fredrickson, 1998;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2003) is consistent with an evolutionary
argument, but also with socialization and basic need fulfilment
explanations as well. Thus, the reason underlying our findings
awaits further study.

The finding that most people are happy is consistent with
earlier work on the Pollyanna Principle, which was reviewed by
Matlin and Stang (1978). These authors proposed that there is a
broad tendency for people to be ““Pollyannas,” able to more
accurately and efficiently process pleasant than unpleasant or
neutral items. They reviewed evidence showing that this ten-
dency is reflected in language, perception, learning, memory,
and cognition. For example, people rate stimuli such as political
figures as more positive than negative (Sears and Whitney,
1972), perceive and remember more positive than negative
events in their lives, respond with more positive than negative
words in a free — association task, and react more quickly to
positive words than to negative words. Interestingly, Matlin and
Stang note that most people think they are not only happier
than the average person, but also are currently happier than
they themselves typically are! They also report that people tend
to remember events as more pleasant with the passage of time.
We suggest that the extensive findings on positivity reviewed by
Matlin and Stang are consistent with the argument we make
here — that most people are happy. Indeed, the two phenomena
— people tending to experience pleasant moods and emotions
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and evaluations of their lives, and also tending to interpret
other stimuli in a positive way — are so closely intertwined that
it i1s impossible at this point to suggest that one is the cause of
the other. Instead, cognitive and affective positivity appear to
be two sides of the same coin.

Are people truly happier, or do they only avow happiness for
self-presentational purposes? Our use of multi-method measure-
ment to some degree supports the former. Not only did our
respondents report positive levels of subjective well-being on
broad interview items, but their friends also overwhelmingly
thought that they were happy. In addition, the Inughuit re-
ported high levels of happiness when contacted at random mo-
ments in time. Further, our respondents were able to remember
more positive than negative events from their lives. None of
these measures is definitive in showing that the respondents
were “truly” happy. Nonetheless, taken together they do sug-
gest that the findings are not merely based on self-presenta-
tional style in an interview setting. People’s friends think they
are happy, respondents remember more good than bad events
from their lives, they rate the domains of their lives as positive,
and they report more positive than negative experiences when
contacted in their everyday lives. Although these findings do
not conclusively prove that people actually experience a prepon-
derance of happiness, they are certainly suggestive in this re-
gard. If it turns out, however, that most people merely avow
happiness to others, this would be an important finding in itself.

How do we reconcile the fact that most people are happy
with the idea that losses loom larger than gains (Kahneman and
Tversky, 1990). In recent years, a number of scientists have
commented on the fact that humans react more strongly to neg-
ative stimuli than to positive stimuli (e.g., Rozin and Royzman,
2001). One solution comes from related ideas advanced by Tay-
lor (1991), who proposed that although people react strongly
and quickly to negative stimuli, this mobilization is followed by
responses that damp down the impact of the event. Taylor also
presented evidence that the mobilization-minimization function
is stronger for negative than positive stimuli. A similar idea was
presented by Ito et al. (1998), who suggested that there is a
“positivity offset” in the presence of neutral stimuli, despite the
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fact that reactions to negative stimuli are stronger than those to
positive stimuli. Thus, people appear likely to react strongly to
bad events, but over time tend to recover from them. Further-
more, people are likely to feel positive in the presence of posi-
tive or neutral stimuli.

There were several limitations to out studies. The internal con-
sistency estimates (Cronbach’s alphas) were lower for most mea-
sures in our three samples than they typically are in samples in
modern societies. This suggests that our participants responded
less consistently, perhaps due to their unfamiliarity with surveys
or their lack of introspection about their own feelings. Thus, the
consistency of the findings is even more impressive, because of
the random error introduced by unfamiliarity with surveys.

An important distinction in the emotion literature is between
moods and emotions. Unfortunately, our data do not allow us
to make this distinction in our respondent’s experience. Perhaps
the most important limitation is one that points to future
research: we do not know the range of conditions and circum-
stances under which people are happy. Although our current
results show that that diverse people are happy, supporting the
conclusions of Diener and Diener that were based on broad
surveys of nations from around the globe, we also know that
some individuals and a few groups are unhappy. A priority for
future research is to determine the conditions that are necessary
to make entire groups unhappy.

Finally, there were unexplained differences in our measures
in the percentages of the samples that were in the positive
range. Although the Maasai (Study 1) were highly positive on
most measures, the Amish (Study 2) varied from Affect Balance
to Life Satisfaction. On the former 100% of the Amish scored
in the positive range, whereas on the latter only 61% did so.
The Inughuit (Study 3) scored more consistently across the
types of measures. We do not have a ready explanation for why
many Amish would be happy in terms of Affect Balance, and
yet dissatisfied with their lives. Perhaps their norms for humility
are more likely to influence their satisfaction reports. In any
event, this discrepancy in the two types of measures, even
though both support the general idea that most people have
positive SWB, will be important to explore in the future.
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If there 1s a positive offset for happiness, perhaps the affect
balance scores are the most direct reflection of this because life
satisfaction only indirectly relates to emotions (Suh et al., 1998;
Schimmack et al., 2000), and because life satisfaction can be
influenced by many kinds of standards and survey characteris-
tics. It is also interesting to note that all three groups score
higher in average domain satisfaction than they do in life satis-
faction. Perhaps there are a few negative areas of their lives that
carry heavy weight in their overall evaluations. The reason for
the higher domain scores than life satisfaction scores is an
intriguing avenue for future research.

There are a number of far-reaching implications of our find-
ings. In terms of scholarship on emotions, our findings imply
that pleasant emotions must receive equal study with unpleasant
emotions. In addition, researchers need to search for the rea-
sons that pleasant emotions seem to predominate in experience.
In the field of subjective well-being, the findings are important,
because they suggest that the phenomena in this area must be
understood against a positive backdrop. People tend to be posi-
tive unless there are strong reasons to be negative, and circum-
stances and personality seem to primarily move people up and
down within the positive zone. This framing of the phenomena
in this field helps explain why conditions often do not account
for substantial amounts of variance in subjective well-being
measures. Our findings also indicate that just because well-being
scores are positive, whether they be happiness self-ratings or
ratings of societal conditions, it does not mean that the targets
of the ratings are excellent-people appear predisposed to give
positive ratings. Thus, scores perhaps might be high to reflect
positive conditions that go beyond the tendency to perceive
even neutral things as positive. In other words, positive happi-
ness ratings do not indicate that conditions are excellent or that
the society need not be improved.

The findings also point to research in the fields of cross-cul-
tural and developmental psychology. Although our studies used
samples from three widely different cultures, we do not fully
understand how socialization might influence the positivity of
happiness reports, even if there is an evolutionary predisposi-
tion toward happiness. Could it be, for instance, that there are
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socialization practices that can lead to most people being un-
happy? Finally, the results are germane to clinical psychology
because they imply that perhaps the natural state of people is to
be happy, and that deviations from this must result from unu-
sual conditions.

Take-Home Message

Diener and Diener (1996) reviewed evidence suggesting that most
people are happy — they tend over time to be above neutral in
their affect and satisfaction. In this paper, we extended this find-
ing to rarely studied groups outside of industrial societies, and
we used additional measures beyond global self-reports of happi-
ness with these respondents. The findings were striking in their
consistency — 53 out of 54 of our measures showed that most
people were significantly above neutral in affect balance and life
satisfaction. Despite the consistency of the findings, only a hand-
ful of our 358 respondents scored at the top of the scale on either
affect balance or life satisfaction. People -are happy, but not
overwhelmingly so. Furthermore, people’s satisfaction with vari-
ous life domains varied depending on life circumstances. Thus, a
template for happiness might arise from genetics, socialization,
or circumstances, but cultural and individual differences in sub-
jective well-being nevertheless have an influence.
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