THE TROUBLE WITH HAPPINESS

Rick Swedloff*

The empirical study of happiness is all the rage. Scholars across disciplines are
measuring, dissecting, and writing about happiness; trying to find the causes,
correlates, and conditions of happiness; and trying to explain how people can be
happier and sustain happiness. In recent years, legal scholars have relied on these
findings to explain or justify changes to legal institutions as diverse as the tax code, the
tort system, criminal punishment, and corporate governance.

The trouble is the data on happiness cannot inform public policy generally or
transform legal institutions specifically without additional, significant theoretical
undergirding. This Article shows that scholars cannot use the happiness data
instrumentally without answering two foundational questions. Scholars must first
figure out whether and how the data collected relate to more complete definitions of
well-being. Second, scholars must determine whether, in light of other normative
theories that animate substantive law, the apparent conflict between prediction,
experience, and memory matters. These two foundational questions, in turn, raise
important concerns about the importance of hedonic adaptation, a finding that a
number of scholars have relied upon in recent articles.

In working through these questions, this Article provides an important roadmap
for future scholars who wish to use empirical data on happiness to set public policy or
transform legal institutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Happiness is all the rage. Empiricists are measuring and dissecting happiness;
examining the causes, correlates, and conditions of happiness; and trying to explain
how people can be happier and sustain happiness. Based solely on these data, scholars
have proposed significant changes to legal institutions such as criminal law,' tort law,?
civil procedure,? taxation,* and corporate governance.’ Others have proposed new ways

1. See, e.g., Mirko Bagaric & James McConvill, Giving Content to the Principle of Proportionality:
Happiness and Pain as the Universal Currency for Matching Offence Seriousness and Penalty Severity, 69 J.
CRIM. L. 50, 52 (2005) (suggesting that the appropriate criteria for matching the seriousness of an offense with
the severity of its punishment is the level of unhappiness stemming from each imposition); John Bronsteen,
Christopher Buccafusco & Jonathan Masur, Happiness and Punishment, 76 U. CHI. L. REV. 1037, 1039 (2009)
[hereinafter BBM, Happiness and Punishment] (using recent psychological findings regarding happiness to
more accurately describe the effects of punishment); Paul H. Robinson & John M. Darley, Does Criminal Law
Deter? A Behavioral Science Investigation, 24 OXFORD J. LEGAL STUDIES 173, 174 (2004) (analyzing how
perceptions and expectations of the costs of incarceration impact the deterrent power of the criminal justice
system).

2. See, e.g., Samuel R. Bagenstos & Margo Schlanger, Hedonic Damages, Hedonic Adaptation, and
Disability, 60 VAND. L. REV. 745, 747-48 (2007) (examining lost enjoyment of life damages in tort law); Cass
R. Sunstein, lllusory Losses, 37 J. LEGAL STUD. S157, S157 (2008) (discussing the likelihood of juries to
overestimate the effect of “injuries of happiness” in tort law); Peter A. Ubel & George Loewenstein, Pain and
Suffering Awards: They Shouldn’t Be (Just) About Pain and Suffering, 37 J. LEGAL STUD. S195, S195 (2008)
(challenging the notion that specific damages should be awarded as compensation for feelings of pain and
suffering).

3. See generally John Bronsteen, Christopher Buccafusco & Jonathan S. Masur, Hedonic Adaptation and
the Settlement of Civil Lawsuits, 108 COLUM. L. REV. 1516 (2008) [hereinafter BBM, Adaptation and
Settlement] (applying the research on hedonic adaptation to the settlement of civil lawsuits).

4. See, e.g., Mirko Bagaric & James McConvill, Stop Taxing Happiness: A New Perspective on
Progressive Taxation, 2 PITT. TAX REV. 65, 91 (2005) (“When the considerations that are relevant to human
well-being are applied to tax revenue, it emerges that a revision of our current tax system is required.”);
Thomas D. Griffith, Progressive Taxation and Happiness, 45 B.C. L. REV. 1363, 1363 (2004) (stating that
“happiness research” supports “adopting a progressive tax structure”); Marjorie E. Kornhauser, Educating
Ourselves Towards a Progressive (and Happier) Tax: A Commentary on Griffith’s Progressive Taxation and
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of approaching public policy® and recommended that governments seek ways to
identify and create happiness and well-being for their citizenry.” What’s more,
governments are starting to listen.?

Happiness, 45 B.C. L. REV. 1399, 1399-1402 (2004) (building on Griffith’s argument regarding happiness and
progressive taxation). But see Diane M. Ring, Why Happiness?: A Commentary on Griffth’s Progressive
Taxation and Happiness, 45 B.C. L. REv. 1413, 1423 (2004) (recommending a progressive tax policy that
considers how hedonic gains from redistribution compare to the efficiency costs of higher taxes); David A.
Weisbach, What Does Happiness Research Tell Us About Taxation?, 37 J. LEGAL STUD. S293, S294-95
(2008) (arguing that while some research recommends augmenting the tax system due to happiness
considerations, happiness research is still limited in empirical support so changes should not yet be made to the
tax model on the basis of the happiness literature).

5. See, e.g., JAMES MCCONVILL, SHAREHOLDER PARTICIPATION AND THE CORPORATION: A FRESH
INTER-DISCIPLINARY APPROACH IN HAPPINESS 4 (2006) (arguing that the future of corporate governance as a
discipline of study could be guided by inquiries into what really makes corporate participants happy); James
McConvill, Executive Compensation and Corporate Governance: Rising Above the “Pay-for-Performance”
Principle, 43 AM. Bus. L.J. 413, 416-17, 421-30 (2006) (arguing that happiness research explains why
agency theory and “pay-for-performance” derive from a false understanding of human motivation and
behavior); James A. McConvill, Positive Corporate Governance, 6 J. Bus. & SEC. L. 51, 57-62 (2006)
(arguing that corporate law should recognize and foster potential and strengths of company executives, rather
than simply trying to control them by imposing corporate governance requirements); James McConvill,
Shareholder Empowerment as an End in Itself: A New Perspective on Allocation of Power in the Modern
Corporation, 33 OHIO N.U. L. REV. 1013, 1016 (2007) (arguing that shareholder participation can be a vehicle
for realizing happiness). But see Harry G. Hutchison & R. Sean Alley, Against Shareholder Participation: A
Treatment for McConvill’s Psychonomicosis, 2 BROOK. J. CORP. FIN. & CoMm. L. 41, 44 (2007) (arguing
critically against McConvill’s Panglossian proposals for enhanced shareholder participation); Harry G.
Hutchison & R. Sean Alley, The High Costs of Shareholder Participation, 11 U. PA. J. BUS. L. 941, 947-48
(2009) (same).

6. See John Bronsteen, Christopher Buccafusco & Jonathan Masur, Well-Being Analysis v. Cost-Benefit
Analysis, 62 DUKE L.J. 1603, 1617-18 (2013) (proposing that policymakers should use a well-being analysis
tool to measure quality of life more directly than cost-benefit analysis). But see Matthew D. Adler, Happiness
Surveys and Public Policy: What's the Use, 62 DUKE L.J. 1509, 1509-10 (2013) (arguing that well-being
analysis is poor evidence of preference utility, which measures the quality of one’s mental states).

7. See, e.g., DEREK BOK, THE POLITICS OF HAPPINESS 7 (2010) (addressing the impact of human
happiness on the goals and priorities of government); Ed Diener et al., Income’s Association with Judgments of
Life Versus Feelings, in INTERNATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN WELL-BEING 3, 3-7 (Ed Diener et al. eds., 2010)
(developing a method for assessing and analyzing different forms of well-being); ED DIENER ET AL., WELL-
BEING FOR PUBLIC POLICY 3 (2009) [hereinafter DIENER ET AL., WELL-BEING] (asserting that “[s]ocieties need
subjective indicators of well-being to aid policy makers and ordinary citizens in making decisions”). Scholars
have focused on two different tools to aid governments in formulating policy. First, scholars have proposed
adding measures of national happiness to other economic indicators like gross domestic product (GDP). Adler,
supra note 6, at 1516. Here, individual responses to happiness surveys could be aggregated (as is done in other
large national indices) to calculate the “Gross National Happiness” of a country at a given time. /d. This
number could then be tracked over time to evaluate particular policies. /d. Second, governments could
determine the costs and benefits of public policy prescriptions by estimating the monetary equivalents to
nonmarket goods. /d. at 1515-16. This tool has already been used to estimate the costs associated with death of
family members, social relationships, unemployment, air quality, airport noise, and exposure to crime or
terrorism. /d. at 1516.

8. Countries as diverse as China, Bhutan, Australia, and France have adopted or are considering adopting
Gross National Happiness measures. BOK, supra note 7, at 1, 4. For example, the former President of France,
Nicolas Sarcozy, commissioned Nobel laureates Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen to develop alternate
economic measures to track national well-being. See JOSEPH E. STIGLITZ ET AL., REPORT BY THE COMMISSION
ON THE MEASUREMENT OF ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE AND SOCIAL PROGRESS 7 (2009) (defining the limitations
of gross domestic product and gross national product as indicators of economic performance and social
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The trouble is, to be policy relevant, these data need significant theoretical
undergirding. Even if empiricists are measuring something real and the data can be
aggregated in a meaningful way, the data cannot be used to set policy or transform
legal institutions without answering at least two fundamental questions. Scholars must
first determine whether and how the data relate to more complete definitions of well-
being. Second, scholars must account for acute differences between what people
predict, experience, and remember about their happiness. This Article shows that
without answering these foundational questions, scholars cannot use the happiness data
instrumentally. These two questions, in turn, shed light on the meaning of hedonic
adaptation, an additional finding relied on by other legal scholars. In doing so, the
Article offers an important roadmap for future scholars who wish to use the existing
happiness data to influence policy discussions or transform legal institutions.

First, and quite simply, without understanding how the data map onto a definition
of well-being, the data themselves appear confused or incoherent, pointing in obviously
flawed or inconsistent policy directions.’ For instance, some data suggest that money is
highly correlated with well-being, and others suggest that money is not.'® Some data
suggest particular medical interventions are correlated with well-being, and others do
not.'! In part, these inconsistencies arise because the data themselves are not a good
enough proxy for well-being. Without determining how the data fit into a definition of
well-being, they will suggest inconsistent policy outcomes. For example, one who
follows the data that suggest that money is not correlated with well-being might argue
that governments need not focus on increasing gross domestic product (GDP). Those
who follow the data that claim money is correlated with well-being might suggest
opposing policies.

But even if one can resolve this definitional dilemma, there is another problem.
The data suggest that there are sharp divergences between what people predict,

progress and providing alternative measurements including measurement of subjective well-being). David
Cameron, the Prime Minister of Great Britain, likewise touted a new well-being measure. At the campaign’s
launch, he stated:

If your goal in politics is to help make a better life for people - which mine is - and if you know,

both in your gut and from a huge body of evidence, that prosperity alone can't deliver a better life,

then you've got to take practical steps to make sure government is properly focused on our quality of

life as well as economic growth, and that is what we are trying to do.

Suzi Dixon, Wellbeing Index Gets the Go Ahead, THE TELEGRAPH,
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatnews/8661678/Wellbeing-index-gets-the-go-ahead.html (July 26, 2011,
5:16 PM). In this country, Ben Bernanke, the former Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Federal
Reserve, recently argued that economists “should seek better and more-direct measurements of economic well-
being, the ultimate objective of our policy decisions.” Ben S. Bernanke, Bd. of Governors of the Fed. Reserve
Sys., Remarks to the 32nd General Conference of the International Association for Research in Income and
Wealth 2 (Aug. 6, 2012).

9. Although most legal scholars have ignored this problem, there are notable exceptions. See, e.g., John
Bronsteen, Christopher Buccafusco & Jonathan Masur, Welfare as Happiness, 98 GEORGETOWN L.J. 1583,
1585-89 (2010) [hereinafter BBM, Welfare as Happiness] (arguing that a subjective accounting of welfare is
possible and would in fact be preferable to objective data); Adam J. Kolber, The Experiential Future of the
Law, 60 EMORY L.J. 585, 590 (2011) (emphasizing the importance of subjective experiences to the
measurement of well-being).

10. See infra Part I1.B.1for a discussion of the correlation between wealth and happiness.

11. See infra Part I1.B.2 for a discussion of the correlation between health and happiness.
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experience, and remember. Scholars have relied on these gaps to suggest that legal
institutions should minimize predictive and memory errors. For example, some
scholars have argued that jurors cannot reliably award noneconomic tort damages
because they will overpredict the amount of harm suffered by tort victims.'? This
claim—Ilike others based on the divergence between prediction, experience, and
memory—requires a belief that experience matters more than prediction. This
unexamined belief may not be justified in light of normative theories that animate
substantive areas of law. For example, it is not at all clear that tort awards based on
prediction, even if the award varies with the actual experience of the victim, necessarily
undermine economic or corrective-justice theories of tort.!?

The Article proceeds as follows. In Section I, I describe the primary techniques
for gathering data about happiness. I suggest that the data are both reliable and valid,
are measuring something real, and say something about the human condition. Despite
this conclusion, in Section II, I discuss whether the data collected, even if they are
relevant to the human condition, have anything important to say about well-being. 1
show that the data could be useful in a number of different, plausible accounts of well-
being. But without a deeper understanding of which data matter for which account and
a belief about which account of well-being matters, it is impossible to use the data to
set policy. In Section III, T tackle the problem related to prediction and memory. I
suggest that it is not necessarily problematic that prediction and memory are often at
variance with experience. Further, I argue that claiming that the legal system ought to
correct or otherwise work around the variations between prediction, experience, and
memory requires a thicker theoretical account than most have offered. Lastly, in
Section 1V, I address the question of hedonic adaptation—the notion that long-term
individual happiness is not affected deeply by changes in circumstance. Much has been
made of adaptation in the legal literature. Properly understood, however, adaptation
may only be a species of the definitional or temporal problems laid out in Sections IT
and III. Working through these earlier questions may limit the usefulness of the finding
of adaptation as a justification for changing legal institutions.

L WHAT IS BEING MEASURED AND HOW

Although there is little consensus on the constitute parts of well-being, social
scientists have nonetheless endeavored to measure it in a variety of ways. I will return
to the definitional problem more fully in Section II. This Section, as a precursor, briefly
reviews some of the methods for, and issues with, these measures of well-being. I
conclude that the results of these surveys are valid and reliable and the data say
something real about happiness and life satisfaction. But even if the data are saying
something real, they may not be saying something deep.

12. See infra Part II1.A.2 for a discussion of the problematic gap between memory and experience.
13. See infra Part III.A.1 for an analysis of how individuals predict and experience the ways that various
life events impact their happiness.
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A.  Types of Measures

Researchers have tried to measure well-being in general field surveys and in
laboratory settings.'* Survey questions related to subjective well-being most frequently
ask a respondent to provide a global report on his or her life satisfaction or happiness.'?
For example, in the World Values Survey, “respondents in 81 countries are asked, ‘All
things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?*”'¢ In
contrast, “the General Social Survey . . . asks Americans, ‘Taken all together, how
would you say things are these days? Would you say that you are very happy, pretty
happy, or not too happy?’”!” Some surveys include a version of both types of
questions.'® Others ask multiple questions on the same theme.!” But generally the
major surveys ask respondents to reflect on their overall happiness or life satisfaction.

These global, retrospective questions present a variety of problems. The most
important of which is that the questions require the respondent to reflect on her life as a
whole and then provide a single numeric response. The retrospective judgment,
however, is often influenced deeply by the respondent’s current mood, the vagaries of
memory, and by the immediate context in which the respondent answers the question.?’
For that reason, the response to these questions can be unduly influenced by something
as inconsequential as the weather, finding a dime on a copier before answering the
questions,?! or even the order of the questions themselves.??

Methods that minimize the impact of memory on the judgment of well-being and
context can be expensive and difficult to implement. For example, some researchers
have employed an Experience Sampling Method, whereby participants are prompted at
random times throughout the day to record what they are doing and how they feel.??

14. See Daniel Kahneman & Alan B. Krueger, Developments in the Measurement of Subjective Well-
Being, 20 J. ECON. PERSP. 3, 4, 6 (2006) (describing the previous measurement of well-being from surveys and
tests conducted across the globe over the past few decades).

15. See id. at 3, 6 (noting that most frequently these surveys report on global life satisfaction or
happiness by asking respondents to subjectively answer a series of questions about their well-being); Alan B.
Krueger & David A. Schkade, The Reliability of Subjective Well-Being Measures, 92 J. PUB. ECON. 1833,
1835-36 (2008) (“Subjective well-being is most commonly measured by asking people a single question.”).

16. Kahneman & Krueger, supra note 14, at 6.

17. Id.

18. See Richard Layard et al., The Marginal Utility of Income, 92 J. PUB. ECON. 1846, 1849 (2008)
(laying out the precise form of the questions in major global surveys).

19. For example, the Satisfaction with Life Scale asks individuals to rate on a seven-point scale the
degree to which they agree or disagree with five related statements: “In most ways my life is close to my
ideal”; “[t]he conditions of my life are excellent”; “I am satisfied with my life”; “[s]o far I have gotten the
important things I want in life”; and “If T could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.” Ed Diener
et al., The Satisfaction with Life Scale, 49 J. PERSONALITY ASSESSMENT 71, 72 tbl.1 (1985) [hereinafter Diener
et al., Satisfaction with Life Scale).

20. Kahneman & Krueger, supra note 14, at 6.

21. Id.; Norbert Schwarz & Fritz Strack, Evaluating One’s Life: A Judgment Model of Subjective Well-
Being, in SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVE 27, 36 (Fritz Strack et al., 1991).

22. See generally Betsey Stevenson & Justin Wolfers, Happiness Inequality in the United States, 37 J.
LEGAL STUD. S33, S39 (2008) (providing that “happiness questions are remarkably sensitive to small changes
in question order”).

23. Kahneman & Krueger, supra note 14, at 9.
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Others have used the less costly, Day Reconstruction Method, whereby participants
summarize a day’s worth of events on a number of different scales.?*

Unlike the preceding survey methods, laboratory methods can often minimize the
variability of the stimuli and the impact of memory.”® For example, in some
experiments, researchers ask subjects to provide a continuous, real-time indication of
the “hedonic quality” of their experience “by manipulating a lever that controls a
marker on a scale, which is usually defined by extreme values such as very pleasant
and very unpleasant.”2¢ This technique has been used while watching film clips and
public debates, undergoing medical procedures, and undergoing other laboratory
experiments.”” Other researchers have attempted to get more objective responses by
getting trained, interested or disinterested third parties to code and record a subject’s
emotional state—measuring facial changes as a reflection of emotion or using modern
technology to measure neural activity.?®

B.  Validity and Reliability of Subjective Well-Being Measures

There are two main concerns about the data collected in the ways described
above. The first is a question of validity. Are subjects reporting their “true” emotional
states and beliefs about their overall well-being? The second question is one of
reliability. Will respondents give the same answer to the same stimulus at different
points in time, and can a third party replicate the results? In this Part, I briefly address
those concerns.

Validity. Validity gauges the accuracy of a reported measure. It gauges the
relationship between the measures happiness and life satisfaction and actual happiness
and life satisfaction. In the context of these subjective accounts of well-being, validity
takes on a special prominence because the measures “refer to internal psychological
states.”?® As such, there is a fear that “there is no way to determine whether the reports
themselves reflect something real within the person.”3 One way to work around this
problem is to externally validate the measurement. If the measures of happiness and
life satisfaction correlate with expected characteristics, this is evidence that researchers
are measuring something close to actual “happiness” and “life satisfaction.”!

To that end, people who report being more happy than average smile more
often;3 have greater left than right superior frontal-brain activation;*? and are rated as

24. Id. at 10.

25. Id. at5.

26. Id.

27. See id. (describing various stimuli that have been used in laboratory experiments to test the impact of
memory).

28. Randy J. Larsen & Barbara L. Fredrickson, Measurement Issues in Emotion Research, in WELL-
BEING: THE FOUNDATIONS OF HEDONIC PSYCHOLOGY 40, 49—56 (Daniel Kahneman et al. eds., 1999).

29. DIENER ET AL., WELL-BEING, supra note 7, at 67.

30. Id.

31. Kahneman & Krueger, supra note 14, at 6-7.

32. See Paul Ekman, Richard J. Davidson & Wallace V. Friesen, The Duchenne Smile: Emotional
Expression and Brain Physiology II, 58 J. PERSONALITY & SOC. PSYCHOL. 342, 347 (1990) (demonstrating
that self-reports of happiness are correlated with Duchenne smiles); Paul Ekman, Wallace V. Friesen &
Maureen O’Sullivan, Smiles When Lying, 54 J. PERSONALITY & SOC. PSYCHOL. 414, 414 (1988) (finding that
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happier by spouses, other family members, friends, and associates.’* Similarly, life
satisfaction is positively correlated with educational attainment and negatively
correlated with “recent negative changes of circumstances; chronic pain; and
unemployment, especially if only the individual was laid off.”33

These external wvalidations lend some credibility to the claim that the
measurements are providing something close to actual happiness or life satisfaction.
Nonetheless, there may still be reasons to believe that people are claiming they are
happy without feeling happy, that life satisfaction reports are being distorted by
temporary mood changes, or many other concerns.?® And, as discussed below, even if
the measurements are actually getting at whether the subjects are truly happy or truly
satisfied with their lives, these accounts may not be a sufficient proxy for well-being
such that the data can be used to set public policy.?’

Reliability. Reliability gauges the consistency of a measurement. For example, a
household scale is reliable if it reports the same weight for the same person in a short
period of time. In the context of subjective well-being, the concern is whether the same
individuals will report a similar well-being score over time.3® “Absent dramatic events,
overall life satisfaction should not change much from week to week. Likewise,
individuals who have similar routines from week to week should experience similar
feelings over time.”?” But research has shown that small changes in context can have a
profound impact on a self-reported measure of well-being. For example, individuals
report higher life satisfaction after finding a dime on a copier*® and when the weather is
nicer.*! Given this, it may not be surprising that self-reported life satisfaction and

subtle differences in aspects of facial expression differentiated types of smiling); Kahneman & Krueger, supra
note 14, at 9 tbl.1 (identifying correlates of happiness, including smiling frequently).

33. See Nathan A. Fox & Richard J. Davidson, Patterns of Brain Electrical Activity During Facial Signs
of Emotion in 10-Month-Old Infants, 24 DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOL. 230, 230 (1988) (finding that ten-month-
old infants display greater activation of their left rather than right frontal area of their brains upon seeing
videotapes of actresses exhibiting happy facial expressions); Heather L. Urry et al., Making a Life Worth
Living: Neural Correlates of Well-Being, 15 PSYCHOL. SCI. 367, 367 (2004) (finding that for a sample of
eighty-four adults ranging in age from fifty-seven to sixty higher self-reported happiness was correlated with
greater left than right superior frontal activation).

34. BRUNO S. FREY & ALOIS STUTZER, HAPPINESS AND ECONOMICS 33 (2002). Further, they are more
easily prepared to initiate social contacts; are more ready to help other people; are less often absent from work;
are less involved in quarrels at work; are more optimistic about the future; are more energetic, flexible, and
creative; recall more positive than negative life events; have a higher tolerance level of frustration; are less
likely to attempt to commit suicide; are more healthy; and need less psychological counseling. /d.

35. Kahneman & Krueger, supra note 14, at 8 (emphasis omitted).

36. This will be discussed more fully in the Part below. See infra notes 39—41 and accompanying text for
a brief discussion of how small changes in context can alter self-reported measure of happiness. These changes
may call into question both the reliability and validity of the measure. As to the first, it suggests that the
measures are not picking up something real about well-being because it is too easy to manipulate the answer
with external events. As to the second, it suggests that given the unknown number of variables affecting
respondents, the responses cannot be duplicated.

37. See infra Section II for an overview of the challenges surrounding the definition of well-being.

38. Krueger & Schkade, supra note 15, at 1834.

39. Id.

40. Schwarz & Strack, supra note 21, at 27.

41. Norbert Schwarz & Gerald L. Clore, Mood, Misattribution, and Judgments of Well-Being:
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happiness “display a serial correlation of about .60 when assessed two weeks apart.”*?
In other words, there is significant difference between the answers given two weeks
apart to questions about life satisfaction and happiness when the same people are
engaged in the same activities. This measure “is lower than the reliability ratios
typically found for education, income and many other common microeconomic
variables.” This suggests that there is a fair amount of random error variance in
subjective measures of well-being.

Despite these relatively low reliability scores, empiricists do not think that they
are simply measuring “noise.”** Rather, they believe that they have taken sufficient
precaution to eliminate some of the randomness of their measurements.*> They have
done so in two primary ways. First, in small-scale surveys, researchers often include
several questions related to well-being.*® These multifactor scales “are more reliable
than the single items of which they are composed.”’ Second, in the large-scale
surveys, where adding additional well-being questions is often cost prohibitive, the
sheer volume of responses likely compensates for the lack of reliability.*® In a larger
sample, there are likely just as many people who find a dime on the copier or are
answering the survey on a nice day as have just stepped in gum or answer on a gloomy
day. Thus, “national indicators based on a single item can still provide valid
information for subgroups (e.g., men and women), even if they are too unreliable to
measure well-being of a single individual.”*®

C. Measurement Conclusions

There is obviously much to say about gathering data about a topic as seemingly
ephemeral as well-being. For purposes of this Article, however, it is not necessary to
either go into