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Abstract

Although happiness is desired as an important goal worldwide, recent research has shown 

that putting a high value on happiness does not always lead to higher well-being and it 

sometimes impairs well-being. This paradox effect is influenced by culture, and it is 

highlighted that having a socially engaged definition of happiness can protect well-being 

from the negative impact of valuing happiness. The studies in this thesis aim to further 

understand how valuing happiness impacts well-being in different cultural backgrounds and 

different contexts. In chapter 2, we confirmed the protective role of having a socially engaged 

way of defining happiness in both eastern and western samples. We also proposed that the 

pursuit of happiness requires both a socially engaged and feasible approach to be successful. 

In chapter 3, we found negative stimuli cause the stronger distraction to people compared to 

neutral stimuli. However, we did not find evidence supporting the hypothesis that valuing 

happiness would lead to an impaired ability to control emotional attention in an experimental 

setting. In chapter 4, it was shown that people who react positively to activities with high 

levels of social engagement and feasibility tend to have higher well-being and personality 

traits. Furthermore, personality traits, how urgent people want to feel happy and their 

definition of happiness impacts preferences for positive events in day-to-day life. Altogether, 

pursuing happiness in ways that are social and feasible could lead to higher well-being. 
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Chapter 1 

General Introduction



2

Introduction

In the past decade, the research on happiness has been a rapidly developing area with 

over a 10,000 new publications per year (Diener et al., 2017; Diener et al.,2018). But what 

exactly is happiness?  The earliest recorded attempt on understanding happiness in the 

western world tracks back to over 2,000 years ago, when the ancient Greek philosopher 

Democritus suggested that happiness is an individual’s cast of mind rather than exclusively 

the positive product of fate or external circumstances (Tatarkiewicz, 1976, Kesebir & Diener, 

2009). This focused the concept of happiness on an individual’s perspective. For centuries, 

philosophers and psychologists have continued their interest on understanding happiness, and 

its definition has gradually grown from “good luck and fortunate” (cf. McMahon, 2008) to a 

state where one’s desires are Satisfied and/or goals achieved (Oishi, 2018). To date, these 

variations are still reflected in people’s lay definition of happiness on a cross-cultural level. 

For instance, Brailovskaia et al. (2022) used both qualitative and quantitative methods to 

investigate how people understand happiness across Chinese and German participants. The 

results revealed that both samples associate happiness with positive emotions, but the word 

“happiness” implied a state of fulfilment in Chinese while for Germans it represented more of 

an uncontrollable positivity. 

The Definition of Happiness

In the context of scientific research, the term “happiness” is usually used to describe 

either a momentary emotional state of feeling happy (e.g., feeling happy about a specific 

event that is currently happening) or a relatively permanent positive emotional state (e.g., 

feeling good about one’s life generally). These two concepts are not completely distinct from 

each other and sometimes can overlap or be related (Ford & Mauss, 2014). The former is 

frequently associated with the term “positive affect” which describes pleasant and desirable 

emotional feelings, and the latter is commonly defined with the term “subjective well-being” 
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which refers to a formal way to evaluate happiness in psychology research (cf. Diener et al., 

2018). 

Diener (1984) proposed subjective well-being as “people’s evaluations of their lives 

and encompasses both cognitive judgments of satisfaction and affective appraisals of moods 

and emotions” (Kesebir & Diener,2009). Using this term, happiness is defined as a positive 

emotional and mental state with more positive than negative emotional experiences, and a 

generally satisfied life (Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1999). More specifically, as summarized 

by Kesebir and Diener (2009), subjective well-being consists of positive affect, relatively low 

level of negative affect and satisfaction with general life and significant domains in life (e.g., 

marriage, career etc). Related scales were used to measure subjective happiness based on 

these components (e.g., Satisfaction with Life Scale, Diener et al., 1985; Positive and 

Negative Affects Schedule, Watson et al., 1988).  

In addition to this, there are other well-known measurements of happiness that 

consider factors other than one’s own feelings of being well. Namely, Ryff and Singer (1996) 

proposed the concept of Psychological Well-being to account for happiness. They defined a 

positive psychological functioning model that highlights the following six key dimensions: 

self-acceptance (i.e. positively acknowledge and accept oneself and past), positive relations 

with others (i.e. having good social relationships), autonomy (i.e. determination and ability to 

behave or evaluate regardless of the possible social pressure, environmental mastery (i.e. the 

capacity to take control in different environments), purpose in life (i.e. having goals and 

direction in life) and personal growth (i.e. the ability to continuously adapt and develop as a 

person). This model introduces a perspective that evaluates one’s wellness systematically 

with happiness related elements. It suggests that happiness goes beyond what one thinks of 

their status and is also about the mental health status one has that can contribute to a happy 

life (e.g., having a clear purpose of life, having positive relations with others). 
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Taking a more comprehensive view, happiness and subjective well-being have both 

been considered to be a part of an umbrella concept of “well-being” which can include all the 

outcomes from different aspects (e.g., social, health) that represent how well a person 

generally is (Diener et al.,2003, also see Diener et al.,2018 for an overview of key 

definitions). For instance, well-being is defined and measured with five components: social 

well-being, psychological well-being, satisfaction with life, positive affect, and negative 

affect (Joshanloo, 2019).

The Benefits of Happiness

In recent years, numerous studies have investigated the relationship between 

happiness and well-being through the aspects of hedonism and eudemonism (Keyes, 

Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002, Joshanloo & Jarden, 2016, Lin & Chan, 2020). Hedonism happiness 

focuses on short term positive emotional experiences (e.g., immediate pleasure) while 

eudemonism happiness focuses on long term positive outcomes (e.g., achieving potential). In 

relation to well-being, hedonic well-being is thought to be achieved by maximizing positive 

emotions and minimizing negative emotions (Ryan & Deci, 2001) whereas eudemonistic 

well-being is achieved by making effort towards development (Steger et al., 2008) and these 

two aspects are found to overlapping (e.g., Keyes et al.,2002, Disabato et al.,2016).

But does being happy mean higher well-being? The answer seems to be affirmative 

with ample empirical evidence. I will discuss the positive effect of happiness in the aspect of 

“how can happiness be beneficial” and “what are the benefits”.

To understand the benefit of happiness, first we need to understand what does “being 

happy” mean. As previously mentioned, experiencing positive affect, such as pleasure, is an 

important component of happiness. 

Evidence has shown that positive affect on its own has beneficial effects such as 

enhanced task performance (Diener & Seligman,2004).  In her “broaden-and-build theory”, 
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Frederickson (2004) explained the benefit of positive affect, that positive feelings broaden an 

individual’s thought-action connection (e.g., interest promotes desire to explore) and 

consequently builds personal resources (e.g., knowledge, social relationships) over time. 

Diener et al. (1991) proposed that frequent positive affect is a symbolic predictor of 

happiness, and what being happy is about is the frequency and duration of experiencing 

positive affect in relative to negative affect. They argued that happy people do not necessarily 

experience high intensity of positive feelings frequently, instead, happy people tend to 

constantly feel mild to moderate positive feelings. This notion is accepted to be one of the 

important definitions of “happy people” in later research (e.g., Lyubomirsky et al., 2005, 

Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008).

Many may believe that happy people are happy because they are successful people. 

On contrary to what it seems, Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) found low correlation between 

happiness and demographic factors (e.g., income, social status). Rather, studies in the last two 

decades have shown the opposite tendency that happiness can be the foundation or even the 

cause of achieving success (cf. Lyubomirsky et al., 2005, Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008). 

More recently, Walsh et al. (2018) reviewed evidence from cross-sectional, longitudinal, and 

experimental studies and confirmed that happiness enhances performance in the workplace 

and in turn can lead to career success. The benefit of happiness extends to countless other 

aspects in life: happy people are found to have better social relationships (see Moore et 

al.,2018 for a review), better health (see Steptoe, 2019, for a review), more will power to 

apply self-control (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005) and more prosocial behaviours (e.g., Kushlev et 

al., 2021, also see Aknin et al., 2019 for a review).

Further to this, happiness is also found to have national benefits. In the review 

conducted by Tov and Diener (2007), it was highlighted that countries with higher levels 

happiness have higher levels of generalised trust, volunteerism, and democratic attitudes. 
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Henri DiMaria et al. (2020) also suggested that improved subjective well-being could lead to 

higher productivity and higher economic performances for countries. 

In summary, happiness is an important source of general well-being via frequent 

positive effects, and it has various benefits on personal, interpersonal, and even national 

levels. Hence, it is understandable that happiness is considered a desirable goal for most 

people worldwide. 

Valuing Happiness

When achieving happiness is viewed as an important goal, whether people actually 

achieve it seems to be related to how much value one puts on happiness. This is supported by 

both theoretical (Mischel et al., 1996, Custers & Aarts, 2010) and empirical evidence (Tamir 

et al., 2019). Based on these, it would seem that the higher level of value people put on 

happiness, the more likely they would attain it (Tamir & Milgram, 2017).  

However, is this always the case? It has been shown that highly focusing on happiness 

could make the pursuit of happiness counterproductive. For instance, when listening to 

music, participants who were instructed to make themselves as happy as possible or 

constantly monitor their level of happiness enjoyed the music less than those who just simply 

listened to the music (Schooler et al., 2003).  

To provide a more direct answer to this, Mauss et al. (2011) first proposed the term 

“Valuing happiness” to define and measure the level of how much people value and are 

motivated to pursue happiness. They pointed out that although most people view happiness as 

desirable, the extent to which they put value on it varies. While some people generally want 

to be happy, other people may value happiness to an extreme degree. In order to measure the 

varying degrees of valuing happiness, Mauss and colleagues designed the Valuing Happiness 

Scale with happiness defined as a positive hedonic state. With it, they were able to include 
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the potential excessive forms of valuing happiness (e.g., “To have a meaningful life, I need to 

feel happy most of the time.”).  In their first study, the authors pre-screened and recruited 

female participants who experienced stressful life events within the last 6 months. The survey 

results showed that participants with relatively low life stress had lower level of well-being 

when they highly valued happiness, rather than those with high life stress. In the second 

experiment, participants who were instructed to put more value on happiness responded less 

positively to a happy movie clip comparing to those who were not instructed to do so.  These 

findings first demonstrated that valuing happiness does not always lead to lead to greater 

well-being. 

Further to this, later research has shown that valuing happiness obsessively may even 

lead to lower well-being (See Hansenne et al., 2021, for an overview). Mauss et al. (2012) 

measured participants’ level of loneliness along with level of valuing happiness, the results 

indicated that the more people value happiness, the lonelier they tend to be. The authors 

suggested that striving for more personal positive emotional feelings could potentially 

damage social connections and in turn make people lonely. In addition to loneliness, valuing 

happiness is also found to be associated with increased level of mental health problems such 

as depressive symptoms (Mauss et al., 2012; Ford et al., 2014; Gentzler et al., 2019; 

Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020) and bipolar disorder (Ford et al., 2015). 

 What is the possible cause of this paradoxical effect of valuing happiness? Ford and 

Mauss (2014) summarized the mechanism of how valuing happiness could sometimes 

backfire with three factors: how the goal of happiness is set (“what”), how it is monitored 

(“how much”) and how it is pursued (“how”). Firstly, the standard of happiness reflects how 

happiness is set as a goal. When people highly value happiness, they tend to set a high 

standard of happiness that can be too ambitious or unrealistic (e.g., Tsai, 2010). 

Consequently, they are more likely to feel disappointed in the pursuit of happiness as they see 
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their emotional experiences more negatively due to their high standard (e.g., Mauss et 

al.,2011; Mauss et al., 2012).   Secondly, people with high level of valuing happiness tend to 

actively monitor their emotional status to check whether they are attaining happiness in an 

experience. However, this process could on its own cause extra negative feeling for them 

(e.g., anxiety) and diminish the positive feeling they could potentially gain (Bailen et 

al.,2019). Thirdly, the way people pursue happiness also determines how well-being is 

impacted by valuing happiness.  For example, when people pursue happiness with hedonic 

motives, they are more likely to engage in unethical behaviours (e.g., cheat in a test) which in 

turn would eventually lead to low well-being (Cui et al.,2021).  

 In addition, McGuirk et al. (2018) pointed out that overly valuing happiness on a 

societal level would cause social pressure on people to feel happy, and potentially diminish 

their happiness. Similarly, data from 40 countries collected by Dejonckheere et al. (2022) 

suggested that people tend to feel more social pressure to experience intensive positive 

emotions in countries with higher national happiness level, and this expectation of achieving 

happiness on its own could make people unhappy. These findings support the idea of the 

impact of valuing happiness on well-being and how it varies across different cultures. 

However, most of the previous studies on the topic of valuing happiness, is based on western 

data (e.g., US, Mauss et al.,2011, Mauss et al.,2012) and the data from non-Western countries 

is limited. 

The Culture and Happiness

To extend the knowledge of how valuing happiness predicts well-being in different 

cultures, Ford et al. (2015) conducted a cross-cultural study across four geographic regions 

(East Asia, USA, Russia, and Germany). Participants’ well-being was comprehensively 

assessed via a latent variable combining cognitive, psychological, hedonic well-being and 



9

depressive symptoms. The results revealed that valuing happiness is associated with higher 

well-being in East Asian samples, lower well-being in the American sample and did not 

predict well-being in the German sample.  Ford and colleagues highlighted the mediation 

effect of culture on the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being and suggested 

that cultural backgrounds could shape people’s view on what defines happiness and how to 

pursue it in different ways. These differences could explain how valuing happiness leads to 

different outcomes of well-being in different countries.  

Indeed, the environment one lives in could have significant cultural impact on 

people’s values and goals regarding happiness and these as a result could influence well-

being. To discuss this, this section will compare the cultural differences on happiness 

between collectivistic countries and individualistic countries based on the construct of 

individualism and collectivism proposed by Hofstede (1980). In individualistic countries, it is 

commonly believed that individuals are unique beings with personal differences and thrive to 

pursue personal achievements, while in collectivistic countries, it is commonly believed that 

individuals are members of a group (e.g., community/society/race) and group achievement is 

more valued than personal gain (Triandis,2018). Applying a framework similar to how Ford 

and Mauss (2014) explained the paradox effect of valuing happiness, the influence culture 

has in the pursuit of happiness can be summarized in three aspects:  

Firstly, culture influences what happiness is like to people. A number of studies have 

found evidence that happiness takes different preferred forms between individualistic and 

collectivistic countries. For instance, Tsai et al. (2006) took interest into how people would 

like to feel positive emotions. In two studies, participants born in individualistic countries 

value high arousal positive affect (e.g., joy) while participants born in a collectivistic country 

value low arousal positive affect (e.g., calmness). One particularly interesting example 

relating to this difference is that in children’s books, the characters generally display mild 
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smiles in Taiwan but generally display wide smiles in the US (Tsai et al.,2007). Lee et al. 

(2013) further highlighted the importance of peace of mind (i.e., a peaceful inner state that 

involves low arousal positive affects) as a component of happiness for people living in a 

collectivistic environment while less so for people living in an individualistic environment. 

These differences may be explained by philosophical or religious influences (e.g., Taoism, 

Buddhism, Confucianism; Joshanloo, 2014). For instance, Buddhism suggests that happiness 

does not come from material gains, it comes from one’s own heart via spiritual training 

(Webb, 2012) which could lead to beliefs that happiness is associated with low arousal 

positive affects in collectivistic cultures.   Evidence also shows that within both 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures, the more a person fits in the cultural emotional 

profile (i.e., displays or expresses emotions in a way similar with others around them), the 

higher well-being they have, in the context of social interactions. 

Secondly, when people value happiness, the level of expected intensity of happiness 

varies across cultures. Despite being desired worldwide, people have different beliefs about 

how much happiness is needed to be good. In Islamic countries, happiness is viewed as a 

fragile state that is beyond control (Joshanloo et al., 2015). Similarly, when experiencing 

happiness, many Chinese would expect a bad thing to happen sometime after based on a 

saying by Chinese philosopher Laozi, “Good fortune follows upon disaster; disaster lurks 

within good fortune” (e.g., Ji et al.,2001). Due to this, people from collectivistic countries 

tend to feel fear in high intensity of happiness-related experiences or expect happiness to be 

fragile to a certain extent. Joshanloo et al. (2013) developed the Fear of Happiness Scale to 

measure and understand this in 14 nations (e.g., “I prefer not to be too joyful, because usually 

joy is followed by sadness”). Using this measurement, Joshanloo et al. (2014) confirmed that 

people from collectivistic cultures apply this belief far more than those from individualistic 

cultures. In a later cross-cultural study, the fear and fragility of happiness is found to be 
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linked with lower subjective well-being as it can be associated with pessimistic (Lambert et 

al., 2022). This tendency is also shown in people’s impressions on “very happy people”. Choi 

et al. (2017) asked participants from 45 nations to imagine overhearing someone expressing 

extreme level of happiness and then guess this imagined person’s personality traits. The 

results showed that western participants tend to associate this imagined person with positive 

words such as warm, whereas eastern participants tend to associate them with negative words 

such as arrogant.  The authors further pointed out that how positively people think of “very 

happy people” predicted the actual level of national well-being.  

Thirdly, the socially promoted way of pursuing happiness differs between 

collectivistic and individualistic countries.  As pointed out by Kitayama et al. (2000), 

individualistic cultures tend to associate happiness with personal positive feelings (e.g., 

feeling good about the self) whereas collectivistic cultures tend to associate happiness with 

interpersonal positive feelings (e.g., the feeling of respect/friendly). Under the influences of 

cultural background, people adapt and engage in activities that is viewed as culturally 

appropriate in the pursuit of happiness (Kitayama &Markus, 2000) as well-being is partly 

influenced by the ability to “fit in” the cultural environment (Sasaki et al.,2014).  Thus, 

people from individualistic countries strive relatively more from maximizing personal 

positive affect (Sims et al., 2015) while people from collectivistic countries strive on positive 

interpersonal experiences (Joshanloo & Weijers, 2019). To be more specific, in 

individualistic countries, people tend to pursue individually oriented happiness via achieving 

personal goals (e.g., getting a promotion) by attempting to change and control the world, and 

in collectivistic countries, people tend to pursue socially oriented happiness via interpersonal 

activities (e.g., bonding with family) by aiming to adapt and fit with the environment 

(Yamaguchi & Sawaumi, 2019, Joshanloo et al.,2021). 
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Taken together, the cultural impact on how happiness is valued suggests that when 

evaluating the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being, we should take 

cultural factors into consideration. To our knowledge, the previous studies looking into the 

relationship between valuing happiness and well-being were mostly conducted in western 

countries (e.g., Ford et al.,2015; Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020; Mauss et al.,2011) and data 

collected from eastern countries are relatively limited. Ford et al. (2015) first collected data 

from both western and eastern countries and found that valuing happiness predict higher 

well-being in eastern countries. Therefore, findings based on western samples should be 

treated with caution when discussed in eastern cultural contexts, and vice versa. Specifically, 

people view, value, and pursue happiness differently in different cultural backgrounds, and 

their way of pursuing happiness could lead to different levels of well-being as outcomes. In 

addition to this, the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being can be 

inconsistent in eastern countries (e.g., Wu, 2013; Zhao et al., 2020). Thus, in order to further 

confirm the cultural impact on how valuing happiness predict well-being, it would be 

beneficial to develop more cross-cultural studies to directly present and compare data from 

both eastern and western countries. 

The Pursuit of Happiness

Being evidently good, happiness is recognized as an “ultimate goal” for human beings 

worldwide (Layard,2011), it is commonly believed that it can be achieved by personal effort 

such as putting in effort and practice (Cabanas & Illouz ,2019). Whether people would 

successfully attain happiness depends on the method they apply and the ways they pursue 

their goals (i.e., “happiness”) including maladaptive methods and ineffective implementation 

of the strategies (Kaftan & Freund, 2018). Failing to achieve a goal that is highly valued by 

an individual, in this context, happiness, is linked with lower well-being. Thus, it is essential 
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to discuss what factors could contribute to the successful/failed pursuit of happiness, as this 

could reveal ways in which we can improve people’s well-being.

The role of Social Engagement

Social engagement is proven in previous studies to be one of the most necessary 

predictors for well-being (Diener & Oishi, 2005) and positive social engagement is associated 

with higher well-being (e.g., Layous et al., 2012). For instance, researches collecting data 

from daily diaries, participants reported higher level of positive affect (i.e., being happier) on 

days they have more social interactions (Berry& Hansen, 1996, Clark & Watson, 1988) and 

feel more connected to others (Reis et al., 2000). Indeed, the need for social connections (i.e., 

affection and the feeling of belonging) is listed as one of the most important needs people 

have by Maslow (1943) only after the need for physiological and self-protection, and people 

engage in varies of social interactions to connect with others.

Firstly, people engage in social interactions to build and maintain social relationships. 

Previous researches have established that having good social relationships benefits well-

being. In a meta-analysis conducted by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005), the association between 

social relationships and higher level of happiness was highlighted in varies kinds of 

relationships (e.g., marriage, close friends, marriage). Interestingly, the benefits of 

building/maintaining social relationships are not limited to close relationships only, it also 

extends to acquaintances. Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) investigated the effect of “weak ties” 

(e.g., neighbours, classmates) on well-being. The findings first showed that happiness is 

associated with the number of and the social interactions with weak ties in a broad range of 

American samples. Furthermore, it was also found that even interactions with strangers could 

increase well-being. Dunn et al. (2007) instructed participants to engage in social interactions 

with opposite sex strangers, and they reported to enjoy the interaction as much as they would 

with their romantic partner. This unexpected positive affect remains when they were 
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instructed to do self-presentation or get evaluated by strangers. Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) 

assigned participants to be more socially engaged with the barista (i.e., try to build genuine 

social connection in the conversation) reported higher level of positive affect and greater 

satisfaction with their shopping experience comparing to those who were assigned to keep the 

conversion as efficient as possible. Similarly, Epley and Schroeder (2014) instructed 

commuters on a train or bus to interact with strangers next to them, and they reported higher 

level of enjoyment than participants who were assigned to sit in solitude. Van Lange and 

Columbus (2021) systematically discussed how social interactions with weak ties or strangers 

could enhance well-being. They summarized three features of interactions with weak ties: 

low conflicts of interest, low-cost cooperation and high cost helping (in urgent need) and 

emphasized that even very subtle interactions produce short-term happiness.

Secondly, performing prosocial behaviours in social interactions could also be 

beneficial in the pursuit of happiness for both adults (e.g., Buchanan & Bardi, 2010), and 

adolescents (e.g., Son & Padilla-Walker, 2020, Yang et al.,2017). Specifically, engaging in 

prosocial behaviour could increase well-being (e.g., Layous et al., 2012) and physical health 

(e.g., Brown et al., 2015). Aknin et al. (2012) instructed participants to recall a purchase 

made for either others or themselves and asked them to choose whether to spend a windfall 

on either others or themselves. The results showed that prosocial spending is associated with 

higher level of happiness. Chancellor et al. (2018) randomly assigned employees in a 

cooperative workplace as givers, receivers, and controls. They instructed givers to practice 

acts of kindness for receivers over several weeks and found that these prosocial behaviours 

benefit both givers and receivers’ well-being in both short-term and long-term. A recent 

meta-analysis has also shown a consistent association between prosocial behaviours and well-

being in samples consist of almost 200,000 participants (Hui et al., 2020). Titova and Sheldon 

(2021) compared the strategies aiming to make oneself happy and to making others happy in 
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the pursuit of happiness in five studies, the results showed that trying to make others happy 

benefits more to well-being.

Further, Ford et al. (2015) highlighted that social engagement plays an important role 

in the pursuit of happiness across cultures. People from different cultures pursue happiness in 

ways that vary on the level of social engagement involved, and eventually achieve various 

levels of well-being. On the one hand, when highly motivated to pursue happiness in an 

individualistic country (i.e., US), pursuing happiness via self-focused ways could potentially 

decrease or even damage social relationships (Mauss et al.,2012) and in turn make people less 

happy. On the other hand, when highly motivated to pursue happiness in collectivistic 

countries (e.g., Japan), pursuing happiness with higher levels of social engagement could 

potentially build more positive social relationships and in turn bring more positive feelings. 

Overall, Ford and colleagues proposed that the degree of collectivism shapes how valuing 

happiness predicts well-being, and a socially engaged way of pursuing happiness protects 

well-being from the negative effect of valuing happiness. A more recent study has further 

confirmed the positive association between a socially engaged definition of happiness and 

higher level of happiness across cultures (Shin et al., 2018). The authors instructed Korean 

and American participants to report three words that relate to happiness which immediately 

came to their minds. In both samples, participants who associated more social connections 

(e.g., family, friends, romantic partners) with happiness are found to be happier than the other 

participants. Relatedly, Shin et al. (2021) primed participants with collectivistic and 

individualistic cultural identity before instructing them to recall acts of kindness with closed 

ones, participants who activates collectivistic cultural identity (but not individualistic cultural 

identity) reported higher positive affect. This finding implies that people from collectivistic 

cultures may gain more positive emotional experiences from interactions with closed ones 

due to a more socially engaged definition of happiness. 
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Taken together, social engagement contributes to well-being in the contexts of 

different relationships (close ones/acquaintances/strangers), different forms of interactions 

(build connections/prosocial behaviours) and different cultures (individualistic/collectivistic). 

Although there is a great number of existing literature looking into the association between 

social engagement and well-being, few studies have directly taken motivation to pursue 

happiness into consideration. Ford et al. (2015) first established the mediation effect of 

socially engaged definition of happiness on how valuing happiness predict well-being. In 

order to further confirm and understand this finding, further studies are needed to explore 

how different levels/forms of social engagement could influence the relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being. 

The Role of Feasibility 

Although there is a massive amount of past literature focusing on the relationship 

between social engagement and well-being, few have considered the element of feasibility in 

in the pursuit of happienss. Diener et al. (2007) reviewed the findings of studies relating to 

happiness and proposed the idea that happiness is not about the intensity of positive affect, it 

is rather about the frequency of positive affect (comparing to the negative affect). They 

argued that sometimes intensive positive affect can be rare, and they could have potential 

downside on happiness. Instead, frequent positive affect is both sufficient and necessary for 

happiness. By engaging in activities that can be easily achieved and happen on a daily basis, 

it would be reasonable to assume that one could achieve higher level of happiness. Therefore, 

in this thesis, I define the term “feasible” as conveniently accessible/achievable, the term 

“feasible activities” refers to activities that can happen on a regular basis or/and in 

foreseeable future, and I will now discuss how feasibility relates to the outcome of pursuit of 

happiness. 
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In the process of goal-pursuit, people might set inappropriate goals which results in 

having a lower, not higher well-being (Ordóñez et al.,2009).  In the context of pursuing 

happiness, as pointed by Ford and Mauss (2014), sometimes people who highly value 

happiness would set up a goal that is not really feasible. For example, an individual who 

obsessively wanting to be happier may only target “major” things (e.g., traveling to an 

expensive location with family) in the pursuit of happiness. However, such things are 

unlikely to happen on a regular basis or may not be achieved at all, and people may overlook 

other opportunities to feel happy in day-to-day lives while “waiting” for the “major things” to 

happen.  Relatedly, Oettingen et al. (2009) suggested that focusing more on reachable goals 

and less on the positive outcome itself (i.e., achieving happiness) positively influences well-

being.  Thus, it would be beneficial to put more focus on feasible activities in order to pursue 

happiness. 

According to the meta-analysis conducted by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005), previous 

studies have established the association between higher well-being and specific kinds of 

simple social interactions (e.g., engaging in an intimate conversation, spending time with 

friends and family, engaging in hobbies). Researchers have also commonly used feasible 

activities to increase well-being in positive activity interventions in the past decades (Layous 

& Lyubomirsky,2014). For instance, as reviewed by Parks and Biawas-Diener (2013), 

findings from previous positive intervention studies showed that engaging in simple activities 

such as expressing gratitude could lead to an increased level of happiness. Curry et al. (2018) 

conducted a meta-analysis on 27 studies on using acts of kindness to effectively improve 

well-being. The acts of kindness listed in the review varies on forms, and most of them are 

accessible and can be performed regularly (e.g., prosocial spending, donating time or items). 

It is noteworthy that previous studies have found that solo simple activities could also 

increase positive affect in day-to-day lives (e.g., meditation, Fredrickson et al.,2008). This 
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implies that independent of social engagement, a positive activity could be effective to 

improve well-being because it is feasible. 

Additionally, it is also important to note that engaging in varies forms of positive 

activities could increase well-being. For instance, to spend time with closed ones, one could 

either hangout with them in person or talk with them by phone or online. To engage in the 

hobby of getting exercise, one could either go to a gym or do workouts at home. Sheldon et 

al. (2012) compared participants’ level of well-being after a 10-week period of engaging in 

acts of kindness. The results showed that participants who performed more varied kind acts 

gain higher level of well-being comparing to those who performed only one form of kind act 

during the intervention. Krasko et al. (2020) built the construct of happiness goal orientations 

with two dimensions: happiness-related strivings (i.e. actively making effort to pursue 

happiness) and happiness-related concerns (i.e., focusing on avoiding potential threats to 

happiness). The authors developed and used Happiness Goal Orientation Scale in four studies 

to test these two dimensions specifically in relation with well-being, and the results suggested 

that the key to successful pursuit of happiness is to pursue happiness through various 

activities in everyday life. Schellenberg and Bailis (2021) also highlighted that, to regularly 

pursue more than one activities with passion is linked with higher well-being comparing to 

people who only pursue one activity. Based on these findings, Krasko et al. (2022) addressed 

how people value and pursue happiness differently by testing their definition and way of 

pursuing happiness in parallel in two independent studies. The results revealed that pursuing 

happiness in multiple aspects of daily life (e.g., personal development, joy, belonging) is 

associated with higher well-being.

To shed light on how to successfully pursue happiness, Catalino et al. (2014) 

proposed the notion that prioritising positivity in daily life could improve hedonic well-being.  

That is, to actively engage in activities that could bring positive emotions when planning day-
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to-day life. In their study, when participants prioritise positivity, they are found to have 

higher levels of well-being (higher satisfaction of life, lower level of depression and less 

negative emotions) due to more frequent experiences of positive emotions. This finding is 

later replicated in a longitudinal study (Datu and King, 2016). Further, Hansenne et al. (2021) 

tested the impact of valuing happiness and prioritizing positivity on well-being spontaneously 

and confirmed that valuing happiness could diminish well-being while prioritising positivity 

can potentially improve well-being. Indeed, whether the pursuit of happiness can success is 

impacted by what kinds of activities one engages in day-to-day life. 

Overall, if we see positivity (positive feelings) as a resource similar to money, people 

who frequently collect it like small coins are likely to end up having more than people who 

only care about big wins. When actively seeking positivity via feasible activities in day-to-

day lives, people are more likely to seize opportunities to feel happy and in turn achieve 

higher well-being (e.g., Catalino et al., 2014). Therefore, feasibility could impact on the 

pursuit of happiness same as social engagement. The existing literature has not investigated 

the impact of feasibility directly and mostly have focused on a single activity (Layous & 

Lyubomirsky, 2014). In this thesis, we would like to take feasibility into the consideration of 

our investigation and explore this in a boarder range of scenarios.

The Role of Emotional Attention Control and Emotional Regulation

While actively pursuing happiness, selecting preferred cognitive information also 

determines whether one could achieve happiness. Deci and Ryan (2008) defined achieving 

happiness as experiencing more positive affect and less or no negative affect. When 

happiness is set as an emotional goal, it would be reasonable to maximize positive emotional 

experiences and minimize negative emotional experiences. In order to do so, people would 

automatically select emotional information to either engage in or avoid.
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A number of studies have highlighted the ability to focus or shift attention away from 

certain emotional stimuli (i.e., emotional attention control) and its impact on the level of 

well-being. For instance, Barry et al. (2013) measured participants’ ability to control 

emotional attention in a questionnaire study. Participants who have more difficulties 

disengaging attention from negative thoughts or stimuli displayed higher levels of depression 

and anxiety. Booth et al. (2019) further tested the effect of weak emotional attentional control 

on well-being in two survey studies. In both British and Turkish samples, low capacity to 

control emotional attention is related to more bias to negative information. This tendency 

would cause increased level of negative affect along with depression and anxiety disorder. 

In contrast to this, research has also found that higher engagement with positive 

information promotes happiness. The act of focusing on positive experience in order to 

maintain and prolong its positive affect is termed as “savouring” (Bryant & Veroff, 2017). 

People who are able to savour positive events more, reported a higher level of happiness 

(Gentzler et al.,2016). Mahmoodi Kahriz et al. (2020) looked into the relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being by measuring the impact of both savouring and emotional 

attention control ability. The results from two studies conducted in the UK demonstrated that 

higher level of valuing happiness is associated with impaired emotional attention control and 

low level of savouring. Thus, people who highly value happiness can have more difficulties 

disengaging from negative stimuli as well as maintaining focus on positive stimuli and 

consequently tend to have higher level of depressive symptoms.  These findings suggest that 

valuing happiness at a high level may especially lead to maladaptive responses to negative 

events. It is noteworthy that this tendency even extends to a national level: in countries that 

put high values on happiness, people are more likely to apply maladaptive strategies to 

negative emotional experiences (McGuirk et al.,2018). Therefore, it seems that to achieve 

high well-being, the pursuit of happiness could benefit from regulating emotional attention in 
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response to emotional events in daily life. However, the mentioned studies on the effect of 

emotional attention on well-being have mostly collected data via surveys. It remains 

unknown whether the findings could be replicated with an experimental method. In addition 

to this, the previous studies have mainly focused on the excessive side of valuing happiness 

(e.g., Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020) and still lack understanding of how the adaptive side of 

valuing happiness (e.g., prioritising positivity, Catalino et al., 2014) could potentially impact 

emotional attention. 

Summary

Although there has been a growing number of papers in recent years looking into how 

valuing happiness predicts well-being, there are still limitations. Overall, it is not clear 

whether (a) the previous findings on how valuing happiness predicts well-being can be 

replicated in other countries and how the factor of feasibility influence the pursuit of 

happiness; (b) the association between valuing happiness and emotional attention control 

could be found in an experimental setting and between different conditions on valuing 

happiness; (c) engaging in various activities/events affects well-being and its relationship 

with valuing happiness. Therefore, in this thesis, I aimed to test (a) how valuing happiness 

predicts well-being in samples from different cultures and on the dimension of social 

engagement and feasibility; (b) how does valuing happiness impact emotional attention in an 

experimental setting; (c) people’s reactions to varies positive events in day-to-day lives affect 

well-being. 

The Present Work 

This thesis aims to investigate the relationship between valuing happiness and well-

being using surveys, open ended questions, and experimental methods. Given that happiness 

is viewed as an important goal by many people, I take a goal-pursuit approach to design the 
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empirical studies presented in the following three chapters. By doing so, I aim to understand 

what effects does valuing happiness have on the pursuit of happiness, and how it leads to 

high/low well-being. Please find detailed outlines for the following chapters and an overview 

of the studies below (Table 1). 

Chapter 2: How to be Happy from East to West: Social and Feasible Pursuit of Happiness 

Leads to Positive Effects of Valuing happiness on Well-being.

In chapter 2, we wanted to test the impact of valuing happiness on well-being in 

individualistic and collectivistic cultural backgrounds. This is based on previous findings 

(Ford et al.,2015) that revealed that valuing happiness predicted lower well-being in the US 

while predicted higher well-being in East Asian regions. The difference is explained by the 

level of collectivism which promotes pursuing happiness via socially engagements. It was 

suggested that a socially engaged way of valuing happiness could be a protective factor for 

the potential downside of valuing happiness. However, one cannot assume that these findings 

can be applied in all other eastern/western countries unconditionally. For example, China has 

been recognised as a highly collectivistic country (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2002) but with an 

increasing level of individualism in recent years (Steele and Lynch et al.,2013). Thus, apart 

from collecting data from western countries, we also plan to collect data from mainland 

China to investigate whether results from Ford et al. (2015)’s study could be replicated in 

these samples. We chose to collect a mainland Chinese sample as it was highlighted by 

Oyserman et al. (2002) that (mainland) Chinese is the only Asian group that showed a large 

effect of being more collective than Americans, so it would help us gain more insight on how 

valuing happiness predicts well-being in collectivistic cultures. Additionally, we want to 

explore to what extent do people know how they could pursue happiness (e.g., through 

pursuing positive affect and diminishing negative affects). By asking people to list happiness-

related activities that they can come up with, we aimed to evaluate not only how socially 
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engaged but also how feasible they are, so that we could get more insight on the possible 

culture differences on how people pursue happiness. In addition to this, we also want to 

explore whether people can adapt to more feasible forms of socially engaged activities in the 

pursuit of happiness when they are blocked (e.g., by the lockdown related policies). 

Altogether, we hope to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how valuing happiness 

influences well-being in different cultural backgrounds.

Chapter 3: How does Valuing Happiness impact Emotional Attention?

It was found in a previous study (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al.,2020) that impaired ability 

to regulate emotional attention mediates the relation between valuing happiness and 

depression. However, to date, few studies have addressed the cognitive effect of valuing 

happiness on well-being or have directly associated valuing happiness and emotional 

attention control. In chapter 3, we attempt to fill this gap by testing this in an experimental 

setting. We will activate the emotional goal of “valuing happiness” by emphasizing the 

importance and benefits of having happiness in an experimental condition, so that we can 

compare participants’ performance to those assigned to a control condition (no emphasis on 

valuing happiness) using an Emotional Stroop Task (Williams et al., 1996). Through 

assessing reaction times and error rates to emotional stimuli, we will be able to assess 

participants’ emotional attention control (to disengage from the emotional meaning of the 

stimuli and focus on the colour of the stimuli) under the influence of induced valuing 

happiness. In a second study, we want to explore how different ways of valuing happiness 

may impact well-being by setting two experimental conditions (adaptive/maladaptive way of 

valuing happiness). Further, we also aim to replicate the mediation effect of impaired 

emotional attention control on valuing happiness relationship with well-being.  Results from 

these studies could extend the understanding of what role emotional attention control plays in 

the pursuit of happiness and how it could influence the outcome. 
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Chapter 4: When Happiness Knocks on Your Door: how do People React to Positive 

Events in day-to-day lives?

In chapter 4, we are interested in people’s reactions to positive events that can happen 

in their day-to-day lives.  One of the main factors that contributes to the negative effect of 

valuing happiness on well-being is that people set unrealistically high standards for 

happiness, which can limit or even dimmish their emotional experience for positive events 

(cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014). This implies that people who excessively value happiness are 

likely to overlook ways to be happy as they cannot qualify “something that could bring 

happiness” to them. Although previous studies have looked into how positive experiences in 

daily life (e.g., engaging in activities that could bring or promote happiness) can impact 

actual happiness (see Gentzler et al., 2016, for a review), to our knowledge, the existing 

studies have not directly provided an in-depth explanation about how the way people react to 

positive events relate to their well-being. In this study, we aim to explore this by using a 

series of positive scenarios that vary on the level of social engagement and feasibility. By 

measuring how positively participants react to different categories of positive events, we will 

be able to test and explain how these reactions relate to the level of valuing happiness, well-

being along with other individual differences that could possibly impact on their reactions 

(e.g., personality traits) on a structural level.

Overall, we aim to extend the understanding of how valuing happiness predicts well-

being and how this might be mediated by culture, emotional attention control and events in 

daily life. These studies can help us interpret the paradox effect of valuing happiness on well-

being, and more importantly, give more insight into how to achieve happiness. 

The Present Work 
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This thesis aims to investigate the relationship between valuing happiness and well-

being using surveys, open ended questions, and experimental methods. Given that happiness 

is viewed as an important goal by many people, I take a goal-pursuit approach to design the 

empirical studies presented in the following three chapters. By doing so, I aim to understand 

what effects does valuing happiness have on the pursuit of happiness, and how it leads to 

high/low well-being. Please find detailed outlines for the following chapters and an overview 

of the studies below (Table 1). 

Chapter 2: How to be Happy from East to West: Social and Feasible Pursuit of Happiness 

Leads to Positive Effects of Valuing happiness on Well-being.

In chapter 2, we wanted to test the impact of valuing happiness on well-being in 

individualistic and collectivistic cultural backgrounds. This is based on previous findings 

(Ford et al.,2015) that revealed that valuing happiness predicted lower well-being in the US 

while predicted higher well-being in East Asian regions. The difference is explained by the 

level of collectivism which promotes pursuing happiness via socially engagements. It was 

suggested that a socially engaged way of valuing happiness could be a protective factor for 

the potential downside of valuing happiness. However, one cannot assume that these findings 

can be applied in all other eastern/western countries unconditionally. For example, China has 

been recognised as a highly collectivistic country (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2002) but with an 

increasing level of individualism in recent years (Steele and Lynch et al.,2013). Thus, apart 

from collecting data from western countries, we also plan to collect data from mainland 

China to investigate whether results from Ford et al. (2015)’s study could be replicated in 

these samples. We chose to collect a mainland Chinese sample as it was highlighted by 

Oyserman et al. (2002) that (mainland) Chinese is the only Asian group that showed a large 

effect of being more collective than Americans, so it would help us gain more insight on how 

valuing happiness predicts well-being in collectivistic cultures. Additionally, we want to 
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explore to what extent do people know how they could pursue happiness (e.g., through 

pursuing positive affect and diminishing negative affects). By asking people to list happiness-

related activities that they can come up with, we aimed to evaluate not only how socially 

engaged but also how feasible they are, so that we could get more insight on the possible 

culture differences on how people pursue happiness. In addition to this, we also want to 

explore how flexible people are about socially engaged activities in the pursuit of happiness 

when they are blocked (e.g., by the lockdown related policies). Altogether, we hope to gain a 

more comprehensive understanding of how valuing happiness influences well-being in 

different cultural backgrounds.

Chapter 3: How does Valuing Happiness impact Emotional Attention?

It was found in a previous study (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al.,2020) that impaired ability 

to regulate emotional attention mediates the relation between valuing happiness and 

depression. However, to date, few studies have addressed the cognitive effect of valuing 

happiness on well-being or have directly associated valuing happiness and emotional 

attention control. In chapter 3, we attempt to fill this gap by testing this in an experimental 

setting. We will activate the emotional goal of “valuing happiness” by emphasizing the 

importance and benefits of having happiness in an experimental condition, so that we can 

compare participants’ performance to those assigned to a control condition (no emphasis on 

valuing happiness) using an Emotional Stroop Task (Williams et al., 1996). Through 

assessing reaction times and error rates to emotional stimuli, we will be able to assess 

participants’ emotional attention control (to disengage from the emotional meaning of the 

stimuli and focus on the colour of the stimuli) under the influence of induced valuing 

happiness. In a second study, we want to explore how different ways of valuing happiness 

may impact well-being by setting two experimental conditions (adaptive/maladaptive way of 

valuing happiness). Further, we also aim to replicate the mediation effect of impaired 
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emotional attention control on valuing happiness relationship with well-being.  Results from 

these studies could extend the understanding of what role emotional attention control plays in 

the pursuit of happiness and how it could influence the outcome. 

Chapter 4: When Happiness Knocks on Your Door: how do People React to Positive 

Events in day-to-day lives?

In chapter 4, we are interested in people’s reactions to positive events that can happen 

in their day-to-day lives.  One of the main factors that contributes to the negative effect of 

valuing happiness on well-being is that people set unrealistically high standards for 

happiness, which can limit or even dimmish their emotional experience for positive events 

(cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014). This implies that people who excessively value happiness are 

likely to overlook ways to be happy as they cannot qualify “something that could bring 

happiness” to them. Although previous studies have looked into how positive experiences in 

daily life (e.g., engaging in activities that could bring or promote happiness) can impact 

actual happiness (see Gentzler et al., 2016, for a review), to our knowledge, the existing 

studies have not directly provided an in-depth explanation about how the way people react to 

positive events relate to their well-being. In this study, we aim to explore this by using a 

series of positive scenarios that vary on the level of social engagement and feasibility. By 

measuring how positively participants react to different categories of positive events, we will 

be able to test and explain how these reactions relate to the level of valuing happiness, well-

being along with other individual differences that could possibly impact on their reactions 

(e.g., personality traits) on a structural level.

Overall, we aim to extend the understanding of how valuing happiness predicts well-

being and how this might be mediated by culture, emotional attention control and events in 

daily life. These studies can help us interpret the paradox effect of valuing happiness on well-

being, and more importantly, give more insight into how to achieve happiness. 
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Table 1

 Overview of the Empirical Studies

Chapter Factor Assessments Aim

Chapter 
2 Culture Survey and open questions 

Investigate how does valuing 
happiness predict well-being in 
eastern and western countries 

Chapter 
3

Emotional 
attention 
control

Performance in an Emotional 
Stroop task (Reaction time / 

Error rate)

Examine how the ability to control 
emotional attention is impacted by 

valuing happiness

Chapter 
4

Reactions to 
positive events 
in day-to-day 

lives

Reaction scores to positive 
scenarios with high/low levels of 

social engagement and 
feasibility)

Explore people's preferences on 
positive events in daily life relate 
with valuing happiness and well-

being



29

Chapter 2

How to be Happy from East to West:

Social and Feasible Pursuit of Happiness Leads to 

Positive Effects of Valuing happiness on Well-being.
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Abstract

Recent evidence suggests that valuing happiness to an extreme degree has a potential 

downside in Western but not in east Asian countries. We tested how valuing happiness relates 

to well-being in mainland China and western countries in two online survey studies. We 

predicted that pursuing happiness in a socially engaged yet flexible (i.e., feasible and 

achievable) way underlies a positive association between valuing happiness and well-being. 

Indeed, in study 1, a socially engaged definition of happiness mediated the relationship 

between valuing happiness and well-being in a Chinese (N = 413) sample. Specifically, 

increased valuing happiness was associated with a higher socially engaged definition of 

happiness, which in turn was related to higher well-being. Demonstrating the impact of 

flexibility in pursuing happiness, Chinese participants reported more items overall and more 

feasible items to achieve happiness, though not more social items than participants in the 

western sample (N = 164). In study 2, we repeated the study during the Covid-19 lockdown 

in Chinese (N = 308) and western (N =185) samples and also tested if participants were able 

to flexibly adapt a socially engaged pursuit of happiness mindset by adding a survey with 

social actions that were still feasible (e.g., a call instead of meeting in-person). We found the 

association holds in time of emotional stress and social restrictions in both samples, 

suggesting that people flexibly pursue social activities that relate to happiness. We propose 

that a socially engaged but also feasible way to pursue happiness leads to higher well-being.

Keywords: Happiness, Well-being, Emotion, Collectivism, Goal Pursuit
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Introduction

Most people across cultures value happiness as an important goal (Barrett, 1996; 

Diener et al., 1998; Kesebir & Diener, 2008; Tamir & Ford, 2012; Diener et al., 2013). 

Happiness could refer either to a positive feeling that people experience, or to a state that 

represents a wider construct including being satisfied with life generally, being 

psychologically healthy and having high subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1999). These 

descriptions are not independent of each other, and they are often overlapping or related 

(Ford & Mauss, 2014). In this paper, we refer to the term “happiness” as a positive emotional 

state. 

Experiencing happiness has countless positive outcomes, for instance, it is beneficial 

to psychological and physical health, and it improves people’s social interactions (Folkman & 

Moskowitz, 2000; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; 

Fredrickson et al., 2008; Myers & Diener, 2018). However, people vary in the extent to 

which they value happiness (Mauss et al., 2012). Some people aspire to experience happiness 

sometimes, whereas other people want to experience happiness to an extreme degree and very 

frequently; this tendency to desire positive emotion and prefer a positive hedonic status has 

been termed “valuing happiness” (Mauss et al., 2011). In the present paper, we investigate 

how valuing happiness and different approaches to pursuing it relate to well-being in 

(mainland) Chinese and Western participants.

The Paradox Effect of Valuing Happiness on Well-Being

Does valuing happiness mean achieving happiness? It may seem reasonable to assume 

valuing happiness should always lead to beneficial outcomes, for instance, because valuing 

an emotional state raises the likelihood to achieve it (e.g., Tamir et al., 2019). However, over 

the past decade, a growing number of studies have shown that this is not always the case. For 

instance, participants who were instructed to value happiness reported having a less positive 
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emotional experience while watching a happy movie clip than participants that were not 

instructed to value happiness (Mauss et al., 2011). Surprisingly, obsessive pursuit of 

happiness may even impair well-being (see Ford et al., 2014; Hansenne et al., 2021, for 

overviews). In western countries such as the US or the UK, higher levels of valuing 

happiness are associated with negative emotional outcomes such as depressive symptoms 

(Mauss et al., 2012; Ford et al., 2014; Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020), increased loneliness 

(Mauss et al., 2012), and bipolar disorder (Ford et al., 2015). 

What could be causing these paradoxical effects? Applying a goal framework could 

help us understand this, for example, happiness and its pursuit could be a goal-oriented state 

(e.g., Ford & Mauss, 2014; Hennecke & Brandstaetter, 2017; Yıldırım et al, 2021). Perhaps 

people differ in their standards for the pursuit of happiness (e.g., how often and how strong 

they expect to feel happy), how they guide actions towards achieving happiness (e.g., how 

they pursue it), and how they monitor their progress on gaining happiness (e.g., how quickly 

they might be concerned of an absence of happiness). Any of these factors can then lower 

happiness if pursued in a maladaptive way (cf.  Ford & Mauss, 2014).

Firstly, people who highly value happiness appear to have high standards for 

happiness (cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014; e.g., Tsai et al., 2006). When the reality falls short of 

their unrealistic expectations (e.g., wanting to remain happy in all context or having an ideal 

emotional status), people feel disappointed (Gruber et al., 2011). As a result, people may 

“label” the emotional experience as more negative because it fails to meet their high standard. 

For instance, when participants were instructed to feel as happy as possible while listening to 

the music, they reported to be less happy than participants who were instructed to simply 

listen to the music (Schooler et al., 2002; see also Mauss et al., 2011). Similarly, and as 

mentioned above, after watching the same film clip on affiliation and intimacy, participants 
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who were instructed to value happiness reported greater loneliness than a control group 

(Mauss et al., 2012).

Secondly, people who highly value happiness to an extreme degree might also 

monitor their emotional state more which might then alter the hedonic experience itself (cf. 

Ford & Mauss, 2014).  This is explained by the notion that when people constantly monitor 

their emotional status, any signal of failing to achieve happiness could cause negative 

emotions and impair the positive experience itself (e.g., van Bockstaele et al, 2020.; Bailen et 

al., 2019). This would lead to a decreased experience of happiness from the event. Relatedly, 

Mahmoodi Kahriz et al. (2020) used questionnaires to investigate how emotional attention 

control and emotion regulation impact on the relationship between valuing happiness and 

depression and found that highly valuing happiness is associated with depressive symptoms 

via poor ability to disengage attention from negative emotional information and lower level 

of savouring the positive event.   

Lastly, people will also differ in the actions they perform to achieve happiness and 

certain actions are found to be counterproductive (e.g., spending money on themselves in 

pursuit of materialistic goals, Dunn et al., 2011; Cui et al., 2021). Interestingly, the actions 

people take seem to differ between cultures (e.g., Tkach & Lyubomirsky, 2006). To 

understand how the pursuit of happiness is related to well-being, previous studies have 

therefore also highlighted the impact of culture (see Ford et al., 2015; Uchida & Kitayama, 

2016).

Culture and the Pursuit of Happiness

Culture impacts how people define and pursue happiness.  For instance, people from 

European American cultures (i.e., individualistic cultures; cf. Hofstede, 1980) tend to view 

themselves as independent individuals separated from others and act on their own goals, 

while people from East Asian cultures (i.e., collectivistic cultures) tend to view themselves as 



34

interdependent and motivated by not only themselves but also the needs of the others 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Uchida & Kitayama, 2016). 

Individualistic and collectivistic cultures differ in their definition of happiness. 

Kitayama et al. (2000) asked American and Japanese participants to report their experience of 

positive emotions and found that Americans associate general positive emotions such as 

happiness with positive emotions that do not involve social engagement like pride (i.e. 

focusing on oneself) whereas Japanese people tend to associate general positive emotions 

with social engagement like as friendly feelings (i.e., relevant to not only oneself but also 

others). Similarly, another study found that general positive feelings (e.g., happiness) are 

linked with non-social emotions in an American sample but with socially engaging emotions 

in Japanese samples (Kitayama et al, 2006). Relatedly, a study on American and Japanese 

participants’ descriptions of happiness suggested that Americans relate happiness with 

personal achievements, whereas the Japanese describe it with social harmony (Uchida & 

Kitayama, 2009; Uchida and Ogihara, 2012). As a consequence, Asian people are highly 

motivated to pursue more socially engaged forms of happiness instead of personal happiness 

(Uchida et al., 2004).

Indeed, social connections are one among the most important factors that are strongly 

linked with well-being (Heliwell & Putnam, 2004), and social engagement is considered a 

necessary factor for happiness (Diener & Oishi, 2005). Further, a socially engaged way of 

pursuing happiness predicts increased life satisfaction (Rohrer et al., 2018). In Rohrer and 

colleagues’ study (2018), participants were interviewed about their ideas for how to improve 

life satisfaction. After a year, individuals who reported socially engaged strategies reported a 

higher level of life satisfaction. Similarly, experts on happiness also suggested that one of the 

most effective strategies to improve well-being is engaging in interpersonal/prosocial 

activities such as investing in social networks (Buettner et al., 2020). In collectivistic cultures 
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that associate happiness with interpersonal experiences (e.g., Joshanloo & Weijers, 2019), 

people who highly value happiness tend to pursue happiness via ways that involve social 

engagements (e.g., chat with friends). Consequently, as suggested in Ford et al. (2015)’s 

study, people from collectivistic cultures are more likely to achieve higher well-being.

Building on these findings, Ford et al. (2015) predicted that the way people pursue 

happiness as a goal and the effect of valuing happiness on well-being might differ in 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures; specifically, they suggested that pursuing happiness 

in a social way may lead to positive association between valuing happiness and well-being. 

To investigate this hypotheses, Ford and colleagues investigated the relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being across four regions that vary in their emphasis on social 

engagement (Varnum et al., 2010): United States, Germany, Russia, and East Asia. Indeed, in 

individualistic cultures, valuing happiness predicted lower well-being such as in the US 

sample, while it did not predict well-being in the German sample (which is relatively less 

individualistic, e.g., Koopmann-Holm & Matsumoto, 2011). In the collectivistic cultures, 

valuing happiness predicted higher well-being, and the positive effect was stronger in the 

East Asian samples (which are relatively more collectivistic than Russia) compared to the 

Russian sample. The authors concluded that culture moderates the link between valuing 

happiness and well-being, and pursuing happiness in a socially engaged way prevents the 

paradoxical effects of valuing happiness on well-being and instead leads to happiness.

However, it is important to investigate these relationships in various collectivistic 

cultures because collectivistic cultures are not all the same and may vary in how happiness is 

valued. For example, Mexicans value high activation positive affects (e.g., excitement) while 

East Asians value low activation positive affects (e.g., calmness; Ruby et al., 2012). Thus, 

although both cultures are considered collectivistic, participants might display opposite 

preferences in pursuing happiness. Therefore, more studies in various regions and cultures are 



36

needed to further understand the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being. In 

the present study, we therefore used samples from mainland China and western countries to 

investigate the potential cultural difference in how people value and pursue happiness.

The Role of Feasibility

A closer look at the items mentioned in Ford’s study (Ford et al., 2015) suggest that 

the social pursuit of happiness might also comprise a more flexible and consequently feasible 

way of pursuing happiness. For instance, “caring for others in need” could be considered very 

feasible. For instance, an individual could achieve this by donating to a charity for people in 

need, helping a friend or family member. Thus, such actions are controllable and achievable 

for the person, and could therefore occur regularly, making it potentially easy to pursue in 

day-to-day life. Furthermore, being able to adapt ways of pursuing happiness shows 

flexibility and could increase well-being. Especially when situations arise that block the 

normal pursuit of happiness, flexibility allows the pursuit to continue but in a feasible way. 

For example, during the lockdowns in the Covid19 pandemic, missing in-person social 

contact could be replaced with (video) calls. This is in keeping with theories of goal pursuit, 

that argue that goal pursuit requires persistence but also the adaptation of feasible plans in 

case activities are blocked (e.g., Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007; Marien et al., 2012).

Indeed, the successful pursuit of happiness is associated with social but also various 

feasible ways to pursue happiness (e.g., Krasko et al., 2020). Parks and Biawas-Diener (2013) 

reviewed the results from previous positive intervention research and revealed that engaging 

in pleasant activities in one’s day-to-day life (e.g., expressing gratitude and helping others) 

increases happiness. Similarly, Catalino et al. (2014) suggested that prioritizing positivity by 

integrating several positive but very feasible activities (e.g., talking to their family in a local 

park, drinking tea while reading a newspaper) in daily life is an effective way to pursue 

happiness. They developed the prioritizing positivity scale (PPS) to measure to what level 
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participants aim to capture positive emotional experiences when structuring day-to-day life 

(e.g., “A priority for me is experiencing happiness in everyday life”). Supporting their 

reasoning, prioritizing positivity was linked with higher well-being while valuing happiness 

was linked with lower well-being (see also Hansene et al., 2021). 

However, people who highly value happiness may not know what truly makes them 

happy (Ford & Mauss, 2014), which results in failing to achieve happiness. Indeed, knowing 

what makes oneself happy is beneficial in pursuing happiness (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 2005). 

Lacking an accurate understanding of what truly brings happiness, might lead to ineffective 

and counterproductive activities to enhance happiness (cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014). For 

instance, opposite to what many people may believe, people who spend money on themselves 

are reported to be less happy than those who spend money on others (Dunn et al., 2008; Dunn 

et al., 2011). In other words, their effort to become happier may make people less happy. In 

our studies, we, therefore, asked participants to spontaneously recall activities that they 

believe would make them happy or improve their emotional status. 

Current Investigation

In the present study, we aim to replicate Ford et al.’s study (2015) but with a mainland 

Chinese sample. We used samples from mainland China because Ford’s (2015) study only 

used samples from Japan and Taiwan. Therefore, it remains unknown if valuing happiness 

predicts higher well-being in other Eastern Asian regions such as mainland China. Oyserman 

et al. (2002) evaluated the theoretical assumptions and meta-analyses on individualism and 

collectivism and suggested that (mainland) Chinese are the only Asian group that showed 

large effect of being more collectivistic and less individualistic than Americans. However, 

Steele and Lynch (2013) argued that the Chinese increasingly value individualist factors in 

assessing their own well-being and consider their society more individualistic. Based on these 

considerations, we chose Chinese as our sample from the collectivist culture and aimed to test 
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whether valuing happiness predicts higher well-being also in mainland China. We also 

recruited participants from the UK, US, and Canada as those having as higher individualism 

compared to other English-speaking countries (Oyserman et al., 2002; Mahmoodi Kahriz et 

al., 2020).

We also aimed to examine which activities people described for pursuing happiness 

by asking open questions. To our knowledge, there is no existing study on the topic of 

valuing happiness that has looked into the qualitative data, so the current research will help 

filling this gap. We believe that understanding more of people’s spontaneous thoughts on 

activities in the pursuit of happiness could help us understand the paradox effect of valuing 

happiness in more depth. To be more specific,  we are interested in knowing whether people 

differ in how social but also how feasible their activities are; for instance, we counted items 

to understand whether people are able to report a variety of items (cf. Krasko et al., 2020) and 

coded them for both how social (i.e. the level of social engagement involved in the activity, 

such as being connected with others, helping others or interacting with others) and feasible 

(i.e. how likely it can happen in the foreseeable future or happen regularly in people’s day-to-

day life) to understand whether people and cultures differ with regards to these dimensions. 

This will also allow us to see whether people indeed know how to pursue happiness instead 

of just responding to questions that might evoke demand effects. Further, based on the 

moderate effect found in the previous study (Ford et al.,2015), we would like to investigate 

whether this would also reflect in the qualitative data, that is, how the relationship between 

valuing happiness and participants’ spontaneous thoughts on activities in the pursuit of 

happiness can be potentially moderated by culture (individualism/collectivism).

Taken together, in order to investigate how does valuing happiness predict well-being 

in different cultural backgrounds, we used a mixed-method design to collect both quantitative 

and qualitative data. 
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Our hypotheses are: (a) valuing happiness will predict higher well-being in the 

Chinese sample as found in the previous study with East Asian samples (Ford et al.,2015); (b) 

a socially engaged way of pursing happiness plays a protective role in the relationship 

between valuing happiness and well-being in both samples; (c) Compared to western 

participants, Chinese participants would report more social and feasible ways to pursue 

happiness and have more ideas for activities that can make them feel happy/improve their 

emotional status. 

Study 1

Method

Participants

We ran a power analysis in G power (Faul et al., 2009) aiming to achieve a medium 

effect size (ƒ ² = .29) with a power of .95 and α of .05 based on the sample size of previous 

studies invest (Mauss et al., 2011; Ford et al., 2014; Ford et al., 2015). We aimed to recruit a 

minimum size of 187 participants and as many as possible within the data collection period. 

We did not analyse the data until the data collection was completed. 

In total, 577 participants were recruited for this study. Four hundred and thirteen 

participants (362 females, mean age = 26.37 years, SD = 10.72) were recruited on the 

Chinese online platform “Wen Juan Xing”. One hundred and sixty-four participants (80 

females, mean age = 29.98, SD = 9.8) from the UK, US and Canada were recruited from the 

online platform Amazon Mturk. This study was approved by the School of Psychology and 

Clinical Language Sciences Research Ethics Committee at the University of Reading, UK. 

Materials

Valuing Happiness Scale
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We used a revised version of Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011) to 

measure participants’ motivation to pursue happiness. The original version consists of seven 

items that assess to what extent the participants are motivated to pursue happiness (e.g., 

“Happiness is extremely important to me”). In the current version, there are two newly added 

items “I get somewhat distressed if I don't feel happy” and “If I don’t feel happy, I worry 

about it”. Participants rated these items on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly 

agree”). Their responses to these nine items are averaged to generate the final score for this 

scale. A higher score means a higher level of valuing happiness (Full sample: α = .78; China: 

α = .73; western countries: α = .80).

Socially Engaged Definition of Happiness Scale

To measure how socially engaged participants’ definitions of happiness are, we asked 

the participants to fill in the socially engaged definition of happiness scale (Ford et al., 2015), 

which consists of eight definition items (e.g., “spending time with friends and family”) that 

all starts with the prompt “happiness means to me…”. Participants were required to rate how 

much these definitions apply to them on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly 

agree”) (Full Sample: α = .83; China: α = .84; western countries: α = .82).

Well-Being

Considering the concept of well-being may vary across cultures, we assessed 

participants’ well-being using lower ill-being, cognitive, hedonic, and psychological 

measures in line with the study conducted by Ford et al. (2015). 

Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-being

Psychological well-being was measured by Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-being 

(PWB; Ryff & Keyes, 1995), which consists of 18 items (e.g., “In general, I feel I am in 

charge of the situation in which I live”). Participants indicated how much do they agree with 
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the statement on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”) (Full Sample: 

Cronbach’s α = .90; China: α = .85; western countries: α = .75).

The Satisfaction with Life Scale 

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) was used to measure cognitive 

well-being. It has five items that measure how much participants are satisfied with their lives 

(e.g., “In most ways my life is close to ideal”). Participants rate how much they agree with 

these items on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”) (Full Sample: α 

= .90; China: α = .89; western countries: α = .91). 

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988) was used 

to measure participants’ hedonic well-being. It contains 10 positive emotions (e.g., 

“enthusiastic”) and 10 negative emotions (e.g., “scared”). Participants were asked to rate to 

what extent they generally feel these emotions on a scale of 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 

(extremely). Referring to the previous study (Ford et al., 2015), to measure the ratio of 

positive affect to negative affect, the final score of participants’ hedonic well-being was 

created by dividing the mean score of positive emotions by the mean score of negative 

emotions (Full Sample: α = .82; China: α = .83; western countries: α = .79). 

Beck’s Depression Inventory 

Ill-being was assessed by Beck’s Depression Inventory (BDI-II; Beck et al., 1996). It 

includes 21 depression symptoms and participants answered them according to how severely 

they experienced these symptoms in the past two weeks ranging from zero (e.g., “I do not 

feel sad”) to three (e.g., “I am so sad or unhappy that I cannot stand it”). A composite 

depressive symptoms score was created by summing up all the answers from the 

questionnaire. The score ranges from 0 to 13 indicates minimal depression, 14 to 19 indicates 
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mild depression, 20 to 28 indicates moderate depression, while 29 to 63 suggests severe 

depression symptoms (Full Sample: α = .91; China: α = .90; western countries: α = .92). 

Temporal Experience of Pleasure Scale 

In addition, the Temporal Experience of Pleasure scale (TEP; Gard et al., 2006) was 

used for an exploratory reason, that is, to understand whether valuing happiness also relates 

to the ability to anticipate and experience in the moment pleasure. This questionnaire listed 

18 items of anticipatory pleasure and consummatory pleasure experiences, and participants 

were instructed to self-report how much do they agree with each statement range from 1 

(“very false for me”) to 6 (“very true for me”) and the responses for anticipatory pleasure and 

consummatory pleasure were separately calculated into two scores (Full Sample: α = .85; 

China: α = .86; western countries: α = .83).

Open Questions

Lastly, to understand people’s spontaneous thoughts about how to pursue happiness in 

general and when feeling down, participants were asked four open questions: “What do you 

normally do to make yourself happy?” “What do you normally do to cheer yourself up when 

you are in bad mood?” “What do you think most people do to make themselves happy?” and 

“What do you think most people do to cheer themselves up when they are in bad mood?”. 

Participants were asked to write as much as they could and try not to use informal language 

such as internet slang. 

Each sample was coded by two individuals that are fluent in Chinese and English who 

were trained at master’s level in psychology but were blind to the hypotheses. The first author 

trained and checked the coding standard in several training sessions. In order to understand 

how much people tend to go for socially engaged activities in the pursuit of happiness and 

how feasible the activities were, the coders rated the answers on the dimension of how social 

and how feasible on a scale of 1-5; 1 implies not socially engaged/feasible at all and 5 means 
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very socially engaged/feasible. They also recorded how many items participants listed in each 

question. See Appendix for an example of participants’ responses and how they were coded. 

After an initial reading of all answers given by participants, we did not find sufficient 

information in responses to the second set of open questions (i.e., “What do you think most 

people do to make themselves happy?” and “What do you think most people do to cheer 

themselves up when they are in bad mood?”). These questions were included to see whether 

there is a difference between what people would personally do and what they believe the 

other people would do. Unfortunately, participants did not give much information in their 

answers. For instance, several participants responded to the second set of questions with 

vague answers such as “they would do what they like to do” or just wrote “same”. Thus, only 

responses to “what do you generally do to make yourself happy?” and “what do you normally 

do to cheer yourself up when you are in bad mood?” were coded. Invalid answers such as “I 

don’t know” were also removed from the database. In total, data from 410 participants in the 

Chinese sample and 152 participants from the Western sample were coded.

High degrees of reliability were found between coders in each sample. In the Western 

sample, the rating for social engagement for the question “what do you generally do to make 

yourself happy?” shows an interclass correlation (ICC) of .911 (p ＜.001) and the rating for 

feasibility for the same question shows an ICC of .83 (p ＜.001); rating for social 

engagement for the question “what do you normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in 

bad mood?” shows an ICC of .89 (p ＜.001) and the rating for feasibility shows an ICC of .78 

(p ＜.001).  In the Chinese sample, ratings for social engagement for the question “what do 

you generally do to make yourself happy?” shows ICC of .816 (p ＜.001) and rating for 

feasibility for the same question shows an ICC of .73 (p ＜.001); rating for social 

engagement for the question “what do you normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in 
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bad mood?” shows an ICC of .87 (p ＜.001) and the rating for feasibility shows an ICC of .8 

(p ＜.001).  

Translation 

Considering Chinese participants in this study are all residents of mainland China, all 

scales were translated from their original traditional Chinese version from the previous 

research (Ford et al., 2015) into a simplified Chinese version for the Chinese sample. And 

due to the language differences between Mainland China and Taiwan, adjustments were 

made in the version we used in our study. The translation was completed by a researcher who 

is a native Chinese speaker with a master’s degree in psychology and is familiar with both 

happiness and cross-cultural research. Then, in order to verify the accuracy (Brislin, 1970), 

the translated material was translated back to English by two research assistants fluent in both 

Chinese and English with bachelor’s degrees in psychology. After discussion between the 

researchers and slight adjustments of the wording, a finalised version was confirmed for the 

current study.  

Procedure

All questionnaires and scales were presented to participants using online platforms. 

Participants were given an information sheet and signed a consent form. Then, following the 

procedure of the previous study (Ford et al., 2015), they were instructed to fill in the scales 

that measure their level of valuing happiness, socially engaged definition of happiness and 

well-being (psychological well-being, hedonic well-being, depression, satisfaction with life, 

and ability to anticipate and experience pleasure). After that, participants were asked four 

open questions. They were instructed to come up with as many items as they could think of. 

Lastly, they were asked to fill in a demographic questionnaire about their age, gender, 
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employment status, education level, marital status, family income, and how many people are 

currently living in their household. Lastly, they were debriefed. 

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the Chinese and Western samples 

are analysed by SPSS version 25 and presented in Table 2. Opposite to the pattern found in 

the previous study (Ford et al.,2015), for Chinese participants, valuing happiness is 

negatively associated with psychological well-being, PANAS and positively associated with 

depression, but not associated with satisfaction with life.  In addition, valuing happiness is 

positively associated with anticipatory pleasure and consummatory pleasure. For the western 

participants, valuing happiness is positively associated with depression, but not associated 

with all other well-being related factors. And valuing happiness is associated with higher 

socially engaged definition of happiness in Chinese but not in western sample. After 

Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (correcting for the seven correlations), all 

reported significant correlations survived apart from the positive association between valuing 

happiness and PANAS. 

Table 2

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between valuing happiness and all other 

variables across Chinese (N=413) and western (N=164) participants

Variables M SD Correlation

Valuing happiness 4.71(4.46) 0.9(1.02) -
Socially Engaged Pursuit of 

happiness 4.05(4.14) 0.55(0.5) .233*(.031)

Psychological Well-being 3.94(4.15) 0.64(0.6) -.160**(-.036)
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Satisfaction with Life 3.65(4.26) 1.21(1.5) -.007(-.050)
Anticipatory Pleasure 4.2(4.13) 0.78(0.9) .190**(-.032)

Consummatory Pleasure 4.43(4.41) 0.89(0.9) .153**(-.121)
Hedonic Well-being 1.43(1.57) 0.61(0.8) -.115*(-.040)

Depression 11.48(13.29) 9.17(10.19) .160**(.170*)
Notes.  Socially engaged pursuit of happiness represents score of socially engaged definition 

of happiness scale, Hedonic Well-being represents the ratio of positive/negative affect 

measured by PANAS, Anticipatory pleasure and Consummatory pleasure are scores from the 

sub-scales of TEP, Depression represents the score of BDI; Western sample values appear in 

parenthesis; * p ＜ .05; ** p ＜ .01.

Primary Analyses

To test whether there is difference between the two samples, we conducted 

independent T-tests to compare participants’ responses to the measures. There was no 

significant difference on socially engaged definition of happiness, depression, anticipatory 

pleasure or consummatory pleasure between the two samples, ts ＜ -1.893, ps ＞ .06. Chinese 

participants are significantly less satisfied with their lives (M = 3.65, SD = 1.21) than western 

participants (M = 4.26, SD = 1.21), t (575) = -5.104, p ＜ .001. Chinese participants also have 

a higher level of valuing happiness (M = 4.71, SD = .90) than western participants (M = 4.46, 

SD = 1.02), t (575) = 2.885, p ＜ .05. Chinese participants’ level of psychological well-being 

(M =  3.94, SD = .64) is significantly lower than western participants (M = 4.15, SD = .65), t 

(575) = -3.516, p ＜ .001. And Chinese participants has a significant lower level of hedonic 

well-being (M = 1.42, SD = .61) than western participants (M = 1.57, SD = .8), t (575) = -2, p 

＜ .05.

We used Mplus version 8.4 to conduct mediation analyses on the relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being (see Ford et al., 2015). We created a latent variable for 

well-being which consists of scores of PANAS, Satisfaction with Life, Psychological well-



47

being, and BDI (reverse coded), the loadings ranged from .64 to .86. TEP variables 

(anticipatory pleasure and consummatory pleasure) were not included in the latent variable 

due to poor loading estimates (Bs＜0.47). The model demonstrated an adequate model fit, χ² 

(8) = 33.84, p ＜ .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .03 in the Chinese sample but not 

the western sample, χ2 (10) = 25.797, p ＜ .05, CFI = .72, RMSEA = .10, SRMR = .08. 

In the Chinese sample, the socially engaged definition of happiness mediated the 

relationship between valuing happiness and well-being (see Figure 1). The direct relationship 

between valuing happiness and well-being was initially significant (b = -.27, p ＜ .001), and 

remained significant with the addition of the mediator (b = -.16, 95% CI [-.26, -.06], p ＜ 

.01). Analysis of the indirect pathway indicated that social engagement (b = .10, 95% CI [.06, 

.15], p ＜ .001) partially mediated the effects of valuing happiness on wellbeing (see Figure 

1). In other words, if valuing happiness is via social engaged ways, then this is related to 

higher well-being.
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Figure 1.   Mediation model based on previous study (Ford et al., 2015): socially 

engaged definition of happiness mediates the relationship between valuing happiness and 

well-being; *p ＜ .05; **p ＜ .01, ***p ＜ .001. Numbers represent B coefficients, numbers 

in parentheses represent B coefficients controlling for the mediator.

Open Questions Results

Descriptive statistics of open questions are presented in Table 3.  

Table 3

Descriptive statistics of open questions

   M (SD)    

Sample Q1 Social Q1 
Feasible Q2 Social Q2 

Feasible Q1 Item Q2 Item

Chinese 1.97(0.9) 4.73(0.48) 1.63(0.91) 4.82(0.47) 4.24(2.44) 2.41(1.64)
western 1.98(1.02) 3.77(0.94) 1.57(0.73) 4.39(0.54) 2.54(1.8) 3.07(1.98)

Notes. Q1 = “What do you generally do to make yourself happy”, Q2 = “What do you 

normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in bad mood?”, Social = rating for the level of 

social engagement, Feasible = rating for the level of feasibility, Item = number of items 

participants reported in each question. 

Interestingly, participants from both Chinese and Western sample reported relatively 

less socially engaged items in both open questions, despite the high scores in the socially 

engaged definition of happiness scale in both Chinese (M = 4.05, SD = .55) and Western (M 

= 4.15, SD = .56) samples (see Table 2).

We also looked into Pearson’s correlations between valuing happiness and the open 

questions results (See Table 2). For Chinese participants, the more they value happiness, the 

items they report are more socially engaged. Also, the more they value happiness, the bigger 

number of items they report in both questions.  The correlations between valuing happiness 
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and other open question results are not significant. All reported significant correlation results 

survives the Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (correcting for the six 

correlations). For western participants, the more they value happiness, the more items they 

come up with in order to cheer themselves up when in bad mood. However, the result did not 

survive the Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (correcting for the six 

correlations). All other correlations between valuing happiness and open question results are 

not significant. 

Table 4

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation of valuing happiness and open questions for 

Chinese (N=413) and western (N=164) participants. 

Variables M SD Correlation
Valuing happiness 4.71

(4.63)
0.91

(0.94)
-

Q1 social 1.97
(1.98)

0.9
(1.02)

.106*
(.051)

Q1 feasible 4.73
(3.77)

0.48
(0.94)

.066
(-.092)

Q2 social 1.63
(1.57)

0.91
(0.73)

.029
(-.047)

Q2 feasible 4.82
(4.39)

0.47
(0.54)

-.085+
(-.047)

Q1 items number 4.04
(2.45)

2.44
(1.8)

.107*
(.030)

Q2 items number 2.41
(3.07)

1.64
(1.98)

.134**
(.176*)

Notes.  western sample values appear in parenthesis; Q1= “What do you generally do to make 

yourself happy”, Q2 = “What do you normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in bad 

mood?”, Social = rating for the level of social engagement, Feasible=rating for the level of 

feasibility, Item = number of items participants reported in each question. * p ＜ .1.
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To compare the spontaneous thoughts of pursuing happiness from the Chinese sample 

and western sample (See Table 4), independent sample T-tests were conducted. The results 

showed that the things Chinese participants report to make themselves happy (M = 4.73, SD = 

.48) are significantly more feasible than western participants (M = 3.77, SD = .94), t (560) = 

15.68, p ＜ .001. Chinese and western samples were not significantly different on the social 

rating scores for what would generally make them happy, t (560) = -.063, p > .05. In addition, 

the results showed that the things Chinese participants do to cheer themselves up (M = 4.82, 

SD = .47) are significantly more feasible (t [560] = 9.352, p ＜ .001) than western 

participants’ responses (M = 4.39, SD = .54). The social rating scores between the two sample 

for this question was also not significant, t (560) = .712, p > .05. Chinese participants also 

reported significantly more things to make themselves happy (t [560] = 7.321, p ＜ .001) but 

fewer things that cheer themselves up (t [560] = -4.013, p ＜ .001) than western participants. 

We also predict that comparing to western participants, Chinese participants would 

tend to report more social, more feasible and a larger number of items under the moderating 

effect of culture (Ford et al.,2015). To examine the moderating role culture plays in the 

relationship between valuing happiness and participants’ responses to the open questions in 

both samples, we used Process Macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2017; version 4.0) to conduct 

moderation analysis. The more the participants value happiness, they tend to report more 

feasible things that make them happy in the Chinese sample and less feasible things that 

make them happy in the Western sample, R² = .31, t (558) = -1.95, p =. 051 (See Figure 2). 

The more they value happiness, they tend to come up with fewer items that cheer themselves 

up in the Chinese sample and more items in the Western sample, R² = .50, t (558) = 3.51, p 

＜.001 (See Figure 3). Moderation analyses involving social engagement scores for both 

questions, feasibility scores for “what do you normally do to cheer yourself up”, number of 
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items for “What do you generally do to make yourself happy” were not significant, Rs²

＜.22，all ts between 0 and 1.55, ps>. 122.

Figure 2. Moderation effect of culture on valuing happiness and feasibility rating for “what 

do you normally do to make yourself happy?”

Figure 3. Moderation effect of culture on valuing happiness and number of Items for “What 

do you normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in bad mood?”
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Study 2

Study 1 showed that higher level of valuing happiness leads to not higher, but lower 

well-being in a mainland Chinese sample. This is the opposite to the previous findings from 

east Asian samples (Ford et al., 2015). However, in line with what was suggested by Ford et 

al. (2015), our findings did demonstrate that a socially engaged way of defining happiness 

mediates the relationship between valuing happiness and could protect well-being from the 

negative effect of valuing happiness. 

In study 2, we attempted to replicate what we found in Study 1 with samples from the 

same countries in May 2020, at the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. The Covid-19 pandemic 

started in December 2019 and was a global crisis affecting people worldwide (World Health 

Organization, 2020) and a significant number of studies highlighted its intense negative 

impact on mental health. For instance, Huang and Zhao (2020) reported that the Covid-19 

pandemic caused 20.1% of participants to have major depressive symptoms and 35.1% 

generalised anxiety disorder. Thus, the Covid-19 pandemic posed a major threat to happiness. 

We were therefore interested to see whether we would find similar results in this background.

Additionally, to reduce the local infection rate in the Covid-19 pandemic, 

governments ordered restrictions, including lockdown and social distancing policies which 

significantly reduced social engagements (Rolandi et al., 2020). We were therefore interested 

to see whether the protective effect of a socially engaged way of pursuing happiness found in 

study 1 remains in this situation. Specifically, we aimed to explore the role of flexibility in 

the social pursuit of happiness further in study 2 (cf. Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010). As in-

person interactions were limited because of the social distancing rules and lockdowns during 

the Covid-19 pandemic, we created two versions of the socially engaged definition of 

happiness scales. In the first version, all items from the original socially engaged definition of 

the happiness scale were specified to be in person, for instance, “spending time with friends 
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and family in person”. In the second version, all items were specified to be in a virtual form, 

for instance, “making the people I care about feel good when I speak with them online or on 

the phone”. With these measures, we were able to investigate how flexible people are in the 

Covid-19 pandemic by comparing their responses to blocked social engagements (in-person) 

and non-blocked social engagements (virtual). It is noteworthy that at the time, the lockdown 

implemented in mainland China has officially finished (Zhong & Wang, 2020) whereas 

western countries such as US, UK and Canada were still in lockdown (Allen, 2022). 

Regarding to the flexibility, we predict that participants who are in lockdown tend to display 

more flexibility towards social engagement due to the limitations (i.e., associate both online 

and in-person version of social engagements with happiness, rather than only the in-person 

social engagements), and this would in turn lead to higher well-being. 

We also added questionnaires measuring adaptive and maladaptive emotion 

regulation styles as we suspected that such flexibility in the socially engaged pursuit of 

happiness might only be possible if people are not completely emotionally overwhelmed by 

the pandemic (cf. Folkman et al., 1986). 

Method

Participants

Based on prior studies (e.g., Ford et al., 2015; study 1), we conducted the power 

analysis in G power (Faul, 2009) aiming to determine a sample size that can achieve a 

medium effect size (ƒ ² = .29) with a power of .95 and α of .05. we aimed to recruit at least 

100 participants from each sample (200 in total) but as many as possible during May 2020. 

Three hundred and ninety-two Chinese participants were recruited from “Wen Juan Xing”, 

and two hundred and sixty-four western participants participated in this study via Amazon 

Mturk. Participants who failed to respond to the attention checker (“please select the third 
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option for this item”) or took an extremely short amount of time to complete (3* SDs lower 

than sample M) were removed. After data cleansing, data from three hundred and eight 

Chinese participants (247 females, mean age = 28.33 years, SD = 12.46) and a hundred and 

eighty-five western participants (84 females, mean age = 40.19 years, SD = 13.16) were 

analysed.  

Materials

We used the Valuing Happiness Scale (the same revised version as we used in study 

1, Full Sample: α = .82; China: α = .78; western countries: α = .86), socially engaged 

definition of happiness scale blocked version (specifies virtual social engagements; full 

sample: α = .95; China: α = .86; western countries: α = .91), and non-blocked version 

(specifies in-person social engagements; full sample: α = .96; China: α = .90; western 

countries: α = .91), PANAS (Full Sample: α  = .84; China: α = .83; western countries: α 

= .86), Satisfaction with life scale (Full Sample: α = .88; China: α = .88; western countries: α 

= .91), Ryff’s psychological well-being scale (Full Sample: α = .92; China: α = .83; western 

countries: α = .80) and Beck’s Depression Inventory (Full Sample: α = .96; China: α = .91; 

western countries: α = .94) from Study 1, and added two additional scales in the current 

study. 

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale

We used the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz & Roemer 2004) 

to measure participants’ ability to regulate emotions. It consists of 36 items linking to six 

dimensions: the nonacceptance of emotional responses, difficulty engaging in goal-directed 

behaviour when experiencing negative emotions, impulse control difficulties when 

experiencing negative emotions, lack of awareness of emotions, limited access to strategies 

for regulation, and lack of emotional clarity. Participants were instructed to rate how much 

these statements apply to them currently, from 1 (“almost never”) to 5 (“almost always”). To 
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generate a final score for this scale, their responses were averaged. A higher score indicates 

more difficulties in regulating emotions (Full Sample, α = .92, China, α = .90, western 

countries, α = .94).

Cognitive Emotion Regulation Strategies Scale

We used the short version of the Cognitive emotion regulation strategies scale 

(CERQ-short; Garnefski et al., 2001) developed by Garnefeski and Kraaij (2006), which is an 

18-item self-report scale that measures nine types of emotion regulation strategies. The 

subscales were sorted into two categories: adaptive strategies (Positive refocusing, Planning, 

Positive reappraisal, Putting into perspective and Acceptance) and maladaptive strategies 

(Self-blame, Other-blame, Rumination, Catastrophizing). Participants gave their responses on 

a scale of 1 (“almost never”) to 5 (“almost always”). Responses in each category were 

summed to generate a final score for adaptive and maladaptive strategies (Full Sample, α 

= .73, China, α = .78, western countries, α = .80).  For the subscales, the internal 

consistencies in both samples range from .04 to .07.

Considering the Covid-19 pandemic, we also added questions asking about how 

people are coping with the situation at the time: “I often engage myself with the COVID-19 

related news”, “I am worried because of the COVID-19 situation”, “ I have completely 

accepted the current COVID-19 situation”, “I follow the social distancing/ isolation rules”, “ 

My health will be severely damaged if I contract COVID-19” and “COVID-19 has added 

extra caring work for me (such as caring for old people or children)”. Participants selected 

their answers on a scale of 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very much so”).

Translation 

All Chinese participants in Study 2 received the same simplified Chinese version of 

the scales measuring their motivation to pursue happiness and well-being. For the additional 
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CERQ-short and DERS, a similar translation procedure with Study 1 was completed by the 

research team.

Procedure

After giving informed consent, participants completed questionnaires anonymously 

via an online platform to measure their level of valuing happiness, the socially engaged 

definition of happiness, well-being, difficulties in regulating emotions and emotion regulation 

strategies. And lastly, their responses to Covid-19-related questions were recorded. 

Results

Preliminary Analyses    

Similar to study 1, independent T-tests were conducted to compare participants’ 

responses to the measures between Chinese and Western sample. There was no significant 

difference on socially engaged definition of happiness (blocked version), satisfaction with life 

and depression, ts ＜ -1.125, ps ＞ .15. Chinese participants have a significantly higher level 

of valuing happiness (M = 4.75, SD = .95) than western participants (M = 4.4, SD = 1.13), t 

(491) = 3.732, p ＜. 001.For the non-blocked version of socially engaged definition scale, 

Chinese participants (M = 3.6, SD = .73) score significantly lower than western participants 

(M = 3.85 SD = .65), t (491) = -3.864, p ＜.001. Chinese participants also have more 

difficulties to regulate emotions (M = 2.71, SD = .61) than the western participants (M = 2.35, 

SD = .71), t (491) = 6.004, p ＜. 001.For emotion regulation strategies, Chinese participants 

apply adaptive emotional regulation strategies more often (M = 3.62, SD = .59) than western 

participants (M=2.4, SD=.77), t (491) = 19.787, p ＜.001. They also apply maladaptive 

emotion regulation strategies less often (M = 2.86, SD = .7) than western participants (M = 

3.16, SD = .69), t (491) = -4.729, p ＜.001.  Chinese participants have significantly lower 
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level of psychological well-being (M = 3.95, SD = .64) than western participants (M = 4.19, 

SD = .76), t (491) = -3.844, p ＜.001. And Chinese participants have significantly lower 

hedonic well-being (M = 1.38, SD = .57) than western participants (M = 2.18, SD = 1.16), t 

(491) = -10.226, p ＜.001.

See Table 5 for descriptive statistics and correlations between valuing happiness and 

all other questionnaire variables for the Chinese and western samples and see Table 6 for 

descriptive statistics for Covid-19-related questions. For both Chinese and western 

participants, valuing happiness is positively associated with socially engaged happiness (in 

both blocked and non-blocked version), and with difficulties to regulate emotions and 

depression. Valuing happiness is also negatively associated with psychological well-being, 

PANAS but did not correlate with satisfaction with life or adaptive emotion regulation. These 

results are in line with the results of study 1, valuing happiness is linked to lower well-being 

outcomes. In addition, for the emotion regulation strategies, valuing happiness is positively 

associated with maladaptive emotion regulation for Chinese participants and negatively 

associated with maladaptive emotion regulation for western participants. And valuing 

happiness is positively associated with adaptive emotion regulation for western participants. 

However, the correlation between valuing happiness and adaptive emotion regulation is not 

significant for Chinese participants.  All reported significant results survived the Bonferroni 

correction for multiple comparisons (correcting for the nine correlations).

Table 5

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between valuing happiness and all other 

variables across Chinese (n=308) and western (n=185) participants.

Variables M SD Correlation
Valuing Happiness 4.8(4.4) 1（1.1） -
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Socially Engaged Pursuit of Happiness （in 
person)

3.9(4) 0.6
（0.6）

.249**
（.300**）

Socially Engaged Pursuit of Happiness 
(online) 3.6(3.9) 0.7

（0.7）
.222**

（.330**）

Difficulties to Regulate Emotion 2.7(2.4) 0.6
（0.7）

.256**
（.613**）

Psychological Well-being 4(4.2) 0.6
（0.8）

-.158**
（-.322**）

Satisfaction with Life 3.6(3.3) 1.2
（1.4） .051（.129）

Hedonic Well-being 1.4(2.2) 0.6
（1.2）

-.184**
（-.222**）

Maladaptive Emotion Regulation 2.9(3.2) 0.7
（0.7）

.223**
（-.323**）

Adaptive Emotion Regulation 3.6(2.4) 0.6
（0.8） .01（.301**）

Depression 12(11.7) 9.7
（11.3）

.177**
（.362**）

Notes.  Socially engaged pursuit of happiness represents score of blocked (in person) and 

non-blocked (online) versions of socially engaged definition of happiness scales, Hedonic 

Well-being represents the ratio of positive/negative affect measured by PANAS, Maladaptive 

emotion regulation and adaptive emotion regulation represent the scores of sub-scales of 

CERQ-short; Amounts of the Western sample appear in parenthesis; * p ＜ .05; ** p ＜ .001.

Table 6

Descriptive statistics for Covid-19 related questions for both samples.

Questions M SD
Extra caring work 4(3.9) 1.9(2.22)

News 4.4(4.84) 1.73(1.64)
Worried 3.9(4.76) 1.66(1.67)
Accept 5.25(4.96) 1.44(1.58)
Rules 5.74(5.89) 1.41(1.52)

Health Damaged 3.79(4.26) 2.45(1.82)
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Notes. Extra caring work = “COVID-19 has added extra caring work for me”, News = 

“I often engage myself with the COVID-19 related news”, Worried = “I am worried because 

of the COVID-19 situation”, Accept = “I have completely accepted the current COVID-19 

situation”, Rules = “I follow the social distancing/ isolation rules”, Health damaged = “ My 

health will be severely damaged if I contract COVID-19” ;Amounts of the Western sample 

appear in parenthesis.

We also conducted independent T-tests to compare the responses for blocked and 

non-blocked version of the socially engaged definition of happiness scales (See Table 5).  In 

the Chinese sample, people got a significantly higher score of socially engaged definition of 

happiness in the blocked version than in the non-blocked version, t (614) = 6.21, p ＜ .001, 

meaning that they associate the blocked (i.e., in-person) activities with happiness more 

comparing to non-blocked (i.e., virtual) activities. In the Western sample, the scores people 

got from both scales are not significantly different, t (368) = 1.43, p > .05.  

Respective analyses could not be performed for CERQ-short due to poor internal 

consistency for subscales in both Chinese and Western samples. Thus, we decided not to 

include them in further discussions. 

Primary Analyses

We used Mplus 8.4 to conduct mediation analyses on the relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being. Similar to study 1, we created a latent variable for well-

being which consists of PANAS, Psychological well-being, satisfaction with life and BDI 

(See Figure 4). To generate a final score for socially engaged definition of happiness scale, 

the scores for two versions were averaged which was justified by their high overlap (China: α 

= .78; western countries: α = .89).
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The model for the Chinese sample indicated a decent model fit, χ2 (8) = 20.943, p＜

.05, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .04. We built the same model for the western sample, 

the model fit was also good, χ2 (8) = 17.21, p ＜ .05, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .04. 

In the Chinese sample, the socially engaged definition of happiness mediated the 

relationship between valuing happiness and well-being. The direct relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being was initially significant (b = -.27, p ＜ .005), and remained 

significant with the addition of mediator (b = -.20, 95% CI [-.29, -.10], p＜.001). Analysis of 

indirect pathway indicated that social engagement (b = .07, 95% CI [.04, .11], p ＜ .005), 

partially mediated the effects of valuing happiness on wellbeing. 

In the western sample, the socially engaged definition of happiness mediates the 

relationship between valuing happiness and well-being. The direct relationship between 

valuing happiness and well-being was initially significant (b = -.56, p ＜ .001), and remained 

significant with the addition of mediator (b = -.43, 95% CI [-.51, -.32], p ＜ .001). Analysis 

of indirect pathway indicated that social engagement (b = .13, 95% CI [.08, .21], p ＜ .005), 

partially mediated the effects of valuing happiness on wellbeing. The results are consistent 

with what was found in Study 1, the socially engaged way of pursuing happiness still protects 

well-being during the pandemic. 



61

Figure 4. Mediation model based on previous study (Ford et al., 2015): socially 

engaged definition of happiness mediates the relationship between valuing happiness and 

well-being; *p ＜ .05; **p ＜ .01, *** p ＜ .001. Numbers represent B coefficients, 

numbers in parentheses represent B coefficients controlling for the mediator.

Discussion

This study tested how valuing happiness predicts well-being in different cultural 

backgrounds with samples from both East Asian and European-American countries. Our 

results partially replicated Ford and colleagues’ findings (2015). Valuing happiness showed a 

negative association with well-being in Western countries; however, we also found the same 

pattern in mainland China, in contrast to the positive association in Ford et al. (2015) found in 

their East Asian samples. Further to this, we replicated the protective effect of socially 

engaged way of defining happiness on well-being (Ford et al.,2015) in both studies.  In open 

question responses, we found that in general, Chinese participants reported more feasible and 

a bigger number of items to make themselves happy than western participants. Additionally, 
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the more they value happiness, Chinese participants tend to report more feasible items to 

make themselves happy whereas western participants tend to report less feasible items. Taken 

together, our findings illustrate the protective role of a flexibility socially engaged way to 

pursue happiness in the link between valuing happiness and well-being, especially in times 

that challenge people such as the lockdowns. 

Why did we find that valuing happiness showed a negative association with well-

being in mainland China? Although considered a highly collectivistic culture (e.g., Oyserman 

et al., 2002), in the past years, the level of individualism has indeed increased in China (e.g., 

Steele & Lynch, 2013). If Chinese people are becoming more individualistic, they might be 

less happy as their way of pursuing happiness might conflict with the collectivistic cultural 

background. For instance, a recent study in Pakistan revealed that individualism has negative 

impact on well-being in a collectivistic culture (Farah & Siddiqui, 2019). Also, there are even 

within-culture differences regarding how valuing happiness predicts well-being. For instance, 

Wu (2013) induced valuing happiness in Chinese undergraduate participants and found a 

negative association between valuing happiness and actual happiness among Chinese 

undergraduate students in line with Mauss and colleagues (2011). Further, Wong et al. (2019) 

suggested that the impact of valuing happiness on well-being may differ among age groups in 

China, with older (but not younger) age groups showing a positive association between 

valuing happiness and subjective well-being. We suggest that the positive association 

between valuing happiness and well-being might not be unconditional in East Asia, and 

future studies should consider more factors beyond the individualism/collectivism dimension 

to explain the association.

Importantly, our study also confirmed the protective role of a socially engaged way of 

defining happiness on the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being found in the 

previous study (Ford et al.,2015). Specifically, valuing happiness is associated with a socially 
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engaged way of pursuing happiness in both Chinese samples and also in the Western sample 

in study 2. In Ford et al. (2015)’ s study, this positive association was not found in their 

western (US and Germany) samples. This may be because we collected data for study 2 

during the Covid-19 pandemic, and the challenging situation might influence western 

people’s views on happiness. In other words, because the in-person activities were limited at 

the time, western people who highly value happiness might find themselves carving socially 

engaged activities (e.g., hanging out with friends) in order to attain happiness. Overall, we 

found that the socially engaged definition of happiness mediates the association between the 

valuing happiness and well-being. People who associate happiness with socially engaged 

activities appear to be protected from the lower well-being caused by a high level of valuing 

happiness, even in emotionally challenging times such as during the pandemic and the 

lockdowns. This highlights the importance and versatility of this approach to happiness for 

people for people from both Asian and Western cultures. For instance, these results suggest 

that interventions could promote simple forms of social interaction such as a text or call via 

the internet or phone (cf. Naidu et al., 2022), or even as simple as feature more information 

about positive social interactions (i.e., kindness) on social media (Buchanan et al., 2021), 

which is both feasible and socially engaged. 

 We also added open questions asking participants to spontaneously recall what 

generally makes them happy and what could improve their emotional status, and the results 

were rated regarding the level of social engagement and feasibility. First, we noticed there is 

a difference between participants’ social tendency in their responses to open questions 

(relatively low) and their score on the socially engaged definition scale (relatively high). This 

highlighted the difference between given notions and personal thoughts in pursuing 

happiness. For instance, although few people would extremely disagree to that “being 

surrounded by good friends” makes people happy, this does not necessarily mean everyone 
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would know to apply this to day-to-day life in the pursuit of happiness. In other words, 

people may not be aware of what could bring them happiness. On the dimension of social 

engagement, the Chinese and Western samples showed no significant difference in the 

activities they reported in both questions.  There are two possible explanations for this. 

Firstly, as the question was worded as asking about their personal experiences, it is likely that 

people would tend to associate it with solo activities. Because of this, people from both 

samples reported relatively low socially engaged activities. Secondly, people may not be 

aware of the importance of social engagement, but they would still take part in socially 

engaged activities (e.g., attending gatherings) due to social influence by friends and family, 

or cultural influence from collectivistic environment.

On the dimension of feasibility, Chinese participants reported more feasible activities 

that generally make them happy and cheer them up when in a bad mood. This supports our 

hypothesis that the successful pursuit of happiness might require a feasible approach to doing 

so (cf. Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). It could also map onto findings (Lee et al., 2013) showing 

that people in North American countries relate happiness with high arousal positive affect 

(e.g., enthusiasm) and people in East Asian countries relate happiness with low arousal 

positive affect (e.g., peacefulness). Achieving high arousal positive emotions is arguably less 

feasible (e.g., having a major success at work) whereas achieving low emotional arousal is 

mostly highly feasible (e.g., having a chat with a friend via text or in person). Further 

supporting this reasoning, Chinese participants have significantly more ideas about what 

generally makes them happy. This implies that the Chinese are relatively more flexible when 

finding ways to feel happy. However, Chinese participants had fewer ideas of what could 

cheer them up thus they might be less flexible to feasible approaches when needing to 

improve their emotional status. It is however important to note that while is adaptive to know 

several means to pursue happiness (e.g., Krasko et al.,2020) this is less clear when it comes to 
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emotion regulation. Importantly, future studies on the pursuit of happiness should investigate 

this difference in these two contexts. Additionally, considering the average number of items 

people reported is relatively low in both samples and both questions, it could suggest that 

people generally have limited ideas of how to pursue happiness. 

The second study took place during the Covid-19 pandemic. Even with the limitations 

on face-to-face social engagements at the time, the protective effect of social engagement was 

replicated in both the Chinese and Western samples. The negative association between 

valuing happiness and well-being was relatively stronger in the Western sample. This is 

consistent with the previous studies that found the negative effect of valuing happiness on 

well-being tends to be stronger in countries that highly value personal happiness (e.g., 

Bastian et al., 2014, Ford et al., 2015). However, it is important to note that Chinese and 

Western people were not in the same stage in the pandemic when the data was collected. 

Interestingly, in both samples, participants’ responses to the two versions of socially engaged 

definition scales (blocked & non blocked) were highly correlated suggesting that overall 

people adapted their approaches flexibly in the pandemic background in both mainland China 

and western countries. Furthermore, when comparing blocked and non-blocked social 

engagements, Chinese participants seemed less flexible than western participants and 

preferred face-to-face social interactions. This may be because they have lived longer in the 

pandemic, as Covid-19 was first reported in China (Page et al., 2021), and they were more 

eager to seek face-to-face social engagements. 

There were a few limitations in the current study which need to be considered in 

future studies. Firstly, most of our findings were based on questionnaire data, and we hope 

that these could be tested in future studies with an experimental design. Secondly, we only 

explored people’s ideas on how to pursue happiness in the aspects of social engagement and 

feasibility. However, the ideas people have does not always equal to the effort they would 
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actively take to pursue happiness. For instance, the idea of getting physical exercise might 

sound satisfying but it does not mean people would actually go for it in the pursuit of 

happiness. In addition, the ways of pursuing happiness that people spontaneously come up 

with are not necessarily suitable for them as the effort people take to pursue happiness can be 

counterproductive (cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014). Thus, future studies could benefit from 

investigating the details in this process to help understand the relationship between “wanting 

to be happy” and “actually achieving happiness”. Thirdly, it would be interesting to conduct 

research assessing what people would do to pursue happiness in general and when in a 

negative mood separately. 

Overall, the current research confirmed the positive effect of social engagement on 

the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being, and it was consistent during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. We also argue that the positive association between valuing happiness 

and well-being is not unconditional in East Asia. Further, we investigated the impact of 

flexibility and proposed that flexibility plays a positive role along with the socially engaged 

definition of happiness in the pursuit of happiness. 
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Appendix

An example of how open question results in Study 1 was coded:

Participant 
ID Content

Social 
rating 
(coder 

1)

Social 
rating 
(coder 

2)

Feasibility 
rating 

(coder 1) 

Feasibility 
rating 

(coder 2) 

1 gaming and earning money so i can play more 1,3 1, 2 5,3 5, 3
2 help others and also remember all the good things 4,1 4, 1 3,4 2, 5

3 I think of the positives potentials I have in store for 
future events 1 1 5 5

4 music, positive thinking and self-reflection, spend 
time with friends 1,1,5 1, 1, 5 5,5,4 5, 5, 4

5 Spend time with my wife and daughter. 4 4 4 4
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Chapter 3

 How does Valuing Happiness Impact Emotional 

Attention?
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Abstract

Recent evidence suggests that highly valuing happiness could be associated with depressive 

symptoms via poor ability to control emotional attention. It was found in a previous survey 

study that impaired ability to focus on/disengage attention on emotional stimuli mediates the 

relationship between valuing happiness and depression. We aimed to replicate this finding 

with an experimental approach and further look into the specific effect valuing happiness has 

on emotional attention, in an Emotional Stroop task. We tested if inducing a higher level of 

valuing happiness could influence the task performance (disengage attention from 

positive/negative emotional information and name the colour of the text) in two British 

samples (Nstudy 1 = 104, and Nstudy 2 = 138) by measuring reaction time and error rate in 

the task.  In Study 1, we found that participants spent longer time disengaging from negative 

stimuli compared to neutral stimuli in both experimental and control conditions but there 

were no differences between the experimental and control group. In study 2, we attempted to 

improve the manipulation material and set two experimental conditions 

(maladaptive/adaptive valuing happiness). However, we also did not find significant 

difference in task performance. We discuss how this have been related to a failed 

manipulation of valuing happiness. And we did not replicate the mediation effect of 

emotional attention control on how valuing happiness influences depression. The possible 

explanations for these results are discussed along with the limitations.

Keywords: Valuing happiness, happiness, depression, goal pursuit, emotional 

attention
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Introduction

It is commonly believed that happiness is valued by most people (e.g., Diener et al., 

2013) as it benefits people both physically and psychologically, such as leading to longer 

longevity and improving social relationships (e.g., Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Ramsey & 

Gentzler, 2015; Diener et al., 2017; Myers & Diener, 2018), thus it is believed to be an 

important goal for people who desire it. 

Custers and Aarts (2010) reviewed the existing goal theories and highlighted that 

putting value on a goal is linked with successful goal pursuit. Applying this to the context of 

pursuing happiness, it appears that putting more value on happiness would lead to successful 

pursuit of happiness. Bastian et al. (2014) investigated the association between life 

satisfaction and the social level of happiness. They collected data from over 9000 college 

students from 47 countries. The authors found that people from countries with a higher value 

of happiness reported higher life satisfaction. However, their results also showed that this 

effect is not as strong for people who tend to frequently experience negative emotions. The 

authors suggested that these people “stand out” more in societies that highly value happiness, 

which may trigger further negative thoughts such as “how am I sad in such an environment 

that values happiness?”. In turn, these enhanced negative emotional experiences could lead to 

lower well-being (see Watkins, 2008; McEvoy et al., 2013). Similarly, in a recent cross-

national study, Dejonckheere et al. (2022) examined the relation between societal pressure to 

pursue happiness and well-being across 40 countries that vary on national happiness levels. In 

some countries with higher level of national happiness levels, participants who are socially 

expected to achieve personal happiness tend to experience less intense positive experience, 

have lower level of life satisfaction and higher level of depression/anxiety/stress-related 

symptoms.  These findings suggest that putting high value on happiness does not necessarily 

lead to higher well-being (Dejonckheere et al. (2022).
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Recent research has shown that valuing happiness could potentially make people 

unhappy. Mauss et al. (2011) demonstrated the negative effect of valuing happiness can have 

on well-being in two studies. In study 1, participants who highly value happiness reported to 

be less happy under a low life stress condition (but not high life stress condition). In study 2, 

participants had relatively less positive response to a happy movie clip when they were 

induced to put more value on happiness prior to the viewing.  Taken together, Mauss and 

colleagues argued that valuing happiness sometimes can be self-defeating, and this effect is 

mediated by the disappointment at one’s level of positive feeling because of high 

expectations for happiness in a positive context.   Further to this, highly valuing happiness is 

linked with a higher level of loneliness (Mauss et al.,2012), bipolar disorder (Ford et 

al.,2015) and depressive symptoms (e.g., Ford et al., 2014; Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). 

These negative effects on well-being are linked with maladaptive ways of pursuing happiness 

such as monitoring emotional status to a higher extent, which leads into reduced positive 

emotional gain from the experience (cf. Ford et al., 2014; McGuirk et al. 2018; Hansenne et 

al., 2021). Bardeen and Fergus (2020) also highlighted that setting an unrealistic high 

emotional goal (of achieving happiness) could lead to depression due to impaired ability to 

regulate negative emotions. 

People constantly receive and are exposed to a variety of emotional information in 

their life, and people automatically pay attention to certain emotional information in a 

selective way according to their emotional goal. Vogt et al. (2017) tested how attention 

prioritizes information in the context of avoiding danger. They used an attentional cueing 

paradigm that presents cues relating to threat and reaching safety. In three experiments, 

participants constantly showed more attentional engagement towards safety-related cues 

aiming to avoid danger. The same pattern was found in the context of pursuing happiness. 

When viewing a series of real-world pictures, participants who were motivated to focus on 
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emotion regulation tend to pay more attention to positive images, compared to those who 

were instructed to focus on information acquisition (Xing & Isaacowitz, 2006). However, 

when people intentionally wanted to shift or control attention in order to pursue their 

emotional goal, their attempt would sometimes be counterproductive due to dysfunctional 

attentional bias to negative information. In the experiment conducted by Vogt and De 

Houwer (2014), participants showed an enhanced level of attention to disgusting pictures 

presented along with a neutral picture when instructed to suppress disgust. When avoiding 

negativity (disgust) is set as a goal, failing to shift attention away from negative stimuli could 

potentially lead to negative outcomes in the pursuit of happiness. Lenaert et al. (2016) also 

suggested that lower emotional attention control is linked with impaired ability to disengage 

from psychological stressing information. Consequently, people who failed to control 

emotional attention according to their emotional goal tend to experience stronger negative 

feelings due to enhanced attention to negative stimuli (Van Bockstaele et al.,2014).

The impaired ability to control attention towards an emotional goal is also associated 

with mental health conditions. Barry et al. (2013) proposed a questionnaire to measure the 

ability to focus or shift attention away from certain emotional thoughts or stimuli that 

conflicts with one’s emotional goal (i.e., emotional attention control). The results showed that 

lower capability in emotional attention control is associated with depressive symptoms. 

Anderson et al. (2014) also demonstrated in their findings that depressed people fail to 

capture valued stimuli compared to healthy individuals. This tendency is not limited to people 

who already have depressive symptoms.  Joormann et al. (2007) found that after a negative 

emotion induction, female adolescents who are at risk of depression shift attention away from 

positive stimuli compared to females with no depression risk.

Mahmoodi Kahriz et al. (2020) examined how valuing happiness influences 

emotional attention and its relationship with depressive symptoms with a series of 
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questionnaires. The findings showed that impaired emotional attention control mediates the 

association between valuing happiness and depression. Specially, participants who value 

happiness to an excessive level tend to overlook positive emotional information and have 

more difficulties to disengage from negative emotional information, and this leads to higher 

level of depressive symptoms (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020).  

Aiming to provide an extension to these findings, we chose to use an experimental 

design to test if valuing happiness impacts emotional attention and its relationship with 

depression. We used emotional Stroop task (Williams et al., 1996) to measure emotional 

attention. Emotional Stroop task is a frequently used method to measure emotional attention 

based on participants’ reaction time and error rate responding to the neutral/emotional 

stimuli. It is developed based on the effect that processing emotional information hinders the 

effort to focus on non-emotional aspect of the material. With this reasoning, people are 

expected take longer to name the text colour of emotional stimuli comparing to neutral 

stimuli (Williams et al., 1996). Similarly, participants are expected to make more errors 

responding to emotional stimuli because they are more distracted by the emotional 

information. Therefore, we aim to examine participants’ task performance (e.g., reaction time 

and error rate) when naming the colours of emotional and non-emotional words. We predict 

that participants would take a larger amount of time and make more errors reacting to 

emotional words (positive/negative) than neutral words in both experimental and control 

condition.  

In the current study, participants were randomly assigned to two groups with and 

without the manipulation on valuing happiness level. In the experimental group, the goal of 

“happiness” was set by the experimenter emphasizing the importance of achieving happiness 

in the manipulation material to induce higher level of valuing happiness. In the control group, 

participants performed in the main emotional Stroop task without manipulation. Through this, 
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we were able to test and compare their performance in the emotional Stroop task with and 

without their value of happiness activated in mind. We used both positive and negative words 

in the emotional Stroop task.  Recent evidence suggests that emotional attention tends to 

automatically shift to the stimuli that is relevant to the current goal when presented with more 

than one stimuli spontaneously (e.g., Lichtenstein-Vidne et al., 2012; Vogt et al., 2017).  In 

the current study, we would like to test how the emotional attention is impacted by valuing 

happiness. We planned to use Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011) to measure to 

what extent do people value happiness. Specifically, we are interested in how difficult it is for 

people to disengage from positive/negative stimuli in the Emotional Stroop task (i.e., naming 

the colour of the word regardless of the possible emotional meaning). 

Based on the reviewed findings relating to valuing happiness (e.g., Ford & Mauss, 

2014) and emotional attention (e.g., Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020), we predict that 

comparing to the control group, participants in experimental condition (with induced higher 

level of valuing happiness) could take longer time reacting to negative words and make more 

errors to them as an increased level of valuing could lead to fixation on negative emotional 

information (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). Due to similar reasoning, we also predict that 

participants in experimental condition could take shorter time reacting to positive words and 

make fewer error to them as people with high level of valuing happiness could have a high 

standard of happiness and therefore overlook the positivity in the positive stimuli (cf. Ford & 

Mauss, 2014). 

In addition, aiming to test Mahmoodi Kahriz et al. (2020)’s finding of valuing 

happiness could lead to increased depressive symptoms via impaired ability to control 

emotional attention can be replicated in an experimental setting, we are also interested in 

whether emotional attention mediates how valuing happiness influences depression in the 

present study (i.e., in an experimental setting).  Our hypothesis is that the results from the 
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previous study (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020) can be replicated in the experimental setting: 

the higher level of valuing happiness that participants generally have, the more impaired 

ability to control emotional attention they have (i.e., longer time they take and more errors 

they make to react to negative words / shorter time they take and fewer errors they make to 

react to positive words), the more depressed they tend to be. 

Study 1

Method

Participants

            To determine the sample size, we ran a power analysis via G power (Faul et al., 2009) 

based on a similar study (Martynova & Lyusin, 2022) looking into the effects of induced 

positive v negative emotion on emotional Stroop task performance（N = 89）, with power 

of .95, α of .05 and a medium effect size (ƒ ² = .27). We aimed to recruit as many participants 

as possible with a minimum amount of 38 participants. In total, we recruited 110 participants 

from University of Reading via SONA system. All participants gave consent after they were 

shown an information sheet about the study and given debrief information after completion. 

Each participant was rewarded with 0.5 SONA credits which contributes to the completion of 

their module. Ethics approval of this study was granted by the School of Psychology Ethics 

Committee of University of Reading.  After data cleaning, 2 individuals were removed due to 

the failure of completing the main task, 1 individual was removed due to missing data, and 3 

individuals with error rates higher than M + 3*SD were removed. In the end, data from 104 

participants (95 females, 9 males) with a mean age of 23.01 years old (SD = 8.49) were 

analysed based on reaction time and error rate. Forty-nine participants were assigned to the 

experimental group and fifty-five participants were assigned to the control group. 



76

Materials and Apparatus

Words list

We used a series of emotional/neutral words that are associated with 

negative/neutral/positive emotional valence. All words were selected from a database which 

collected affective norms of valence, arousal, and dominance on a scale of 1 (happy [excited; 

controlled]) to 9 (unhappy [calm; in control]) for 13,915 English words (Warriner et al., 

2013). We aimed to choose the words we used based on the following two criteria: Firstly, 

the word should have no more than ten letters and no fewer than five letters. Secondly, we 

chose neutral words with a rating score of valence and arousal as close to the middle point 

(i.e., the rating “5”) as possible. With the emotional words, we selected positive words with 

valence rating as close to the side of “happy, pleased, satisfied, contented, hopeful” as 

possible while selected negative words are closer to the side of “unhappy, annoyed, 

unsatisfied, melancholic, despaired, or bored” as possible. We also selected both types of 

emotional words with an arousal score close to or higher than 6. After this, the authors and 

members of the research team evaluated the initial word list. Aiming to make sure 

participants could understand the words generally, the words that can be too academic or not 

frequently used in day-to-day lives were removed.  In the end, we selected 10 positive words, 

10 negative words and 20 neutral words for the experiment (See Appendix for the word list, 

related rating scores available on request). 

Manipulation for Valuing Happiness 

To induce a higher level of valuing happiness, we presented participants with a 

paragraph that emphasized how happiness can be beneficial in different aspects and 

instructed participants to write down a personal experience when happiness brings them 

positive outcomes. The material for the manipulation we used is adapted from a previous 

study looking into the effect of valuing happiness has on well-being and successfully 
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manipulated participants’ level of valuing happiness (Mauss et al., 2011). We also added an 

additional paragraph adapted from a previous study that manipulated stress-mindset (Ben-Avi 

et al., 2018) to strengthen the manipulation. 

Emotional Stroop Task 

Adapted from the original Stroop task (Stroop, 1935), the main task of the present 

experiment is the emotional Stroop task (Williams et al., 1996). The main task consists of 

four sessions, and each session consists of thirty trials. In each trial, participants were first 

shown a fixation cross in the centre of a white screen for 250 milliseconds. Then, selected 

words in four colours were displayed one by one at the same spot on the screen.  Below the 

word, participants were given reminders of which button represents which colour in their 

responses (See Figure 5).  Participants were asked to name the colour of each word by 

pressing the buttons. When participants responded correctly, the screen automatically 

advanced to the next screen after 1000 milliseconds.  When participants responded 

incorrectly or did not respond within 3000 milliseconds, a message of the text “error” was 

shown to them before advancing to the next screen. Participants’ reaction time to the stimulus 

and error rate were recorded to assess their performance in the task. 

Figure 5. An example of how a word was presented to participants in the task.

Questionnaires
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Valuing Happiness Scale

To measure participants’ level of valuing happiness, we used the revised version of 

Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011). It has nine statements about attitudes towards 

happiness or pursuing happiness (e.g., “I value things in life only to the extent that they 

influence my personal happiness.”). Participants gave their responses to these statements on a 

scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7(strongly agree), and these nine responses are averaged to 

be the final score, α = .82.

Beck Depression Inventory 

We assessed participants’ depression level by using Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-

II; Beck et al., 1996). It measures depressive symptoms with 21 items, each item has four 

options vary on the severity of a certain symptoms on a scale of 0 (“I have not lost interest in 

other people”) to 3 (“I have lost all of my interest in other people”). Participants were 

instructed to give their responses based on their emotional status in the latest two weeks. 

Their responses were summed up as a final score for the scale, α = .91.

In addition, we also added four happiness-related statements to serve as a 

manipulation check: “Happiness is very important in my life” “Happiness improves my 

behaviour or performance” “Happiness benefited my social relationships” “Happiness makes 

me feel healthier/more energetic”. Participants in both conditions were instructed to respond 

to these statements on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7(“strongly agree”). 

Procedure

The present experiment was programmed and hosted on the online experiment builder 

Gorilla (www.gorilla.sc). After reading the information sheet and signing the consent form, 

participants first took a practice trial of the emotional Stroop task consisting of 10 neutral 
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words. Then, they were randomly assigned to one of the two groups (experimental/control). If 

it was the control group, which participants moved directly to the next step of the procedure. 

If it was the experimental group, they were shown the following material that is designed to 

induce the feeling of valuing happiness: 

Research shows that happiness doesn’t just feel good, it also has real benefits for 

people’s well-being and health. For example, happiness makes people healthier and 

strengthens their relationships. Experiencing happiness is like taking vitamins. We all 

experience happiness sometimes. Happiness has a variety of effects on functioning, 

behaviours, thoughts, and social interactions. 

After reading the material, participants were instructed to complete a simple writing 

task:

Try to recall a particular incident in which you experienced happiness and felt that 

the happiness you experienced was good for you. Common examples are situations in which 

happiness improved your performance, enhanced your energy level, benefited your social 

relationships, or in which being happy just felt good.

Please describe an incident in which your happiness was good for you in 5-7 

sentences. Please be sure to include both the circumstances and the positive consequences of 

experiencing happiness.

Following this, participants were presented the four happiness-related statements and 

they gave their responses to these statements as the manipulation check.

Next, participants completed the main emotional Stroop task. Prior to the beginning of 

the task, Participants were presented with the following introduction:
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You will take part in a colour naming task. You will always see a word. Your task is to 

ignore the meaning of the word displayed and respond with the colour of the text. The text 

could be either Red, Green, Yellow or Blue. Please press “Q” for Red, “W” for Green, “O” 

for Yellow and “P” for Blue. There will be reminders of what button to press for which 

colour. Please respond as quickly and accurately as possible.

In each of the four sessions, we presented participants with 30 words in total (10 

positive words, 10 neutral words and 10 negative words, presented in random order). Each 

word was displayed in a different colour in each session. There was a break screen between 

each two sessions, and participants could choose to either continue or take a short break 

before the next session. 

Lastly, participants were asked to fill in Valuing Happiness Scale and Beck 

Depression Inventory then answered demographic questions. See Figure 6 for the outline of 

the experiment procedure.

 

Figure. 6 Procedure outline
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Data Analysis 

Data was analysed using SPSS version 27. We used two types of behavioural data to 

assess participants’ performance in the Emotional Stroop Task: reaction time and error rate. 

We aimed to compare participants’ performance to neutral/positive/negative stimuli to check 

the overall differences in performance among neutral and positive/negative stimuli. Also, we 

aimed to examine whether induced valuing happiness impact on emotional attention by 

comparing participants’ performance in two conditions (with manipulation/without 

manipulation). To do so, two mixed repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted 

respectively to examine whether participants’ performance (reaction time or error rate) differ 

across three types of stimuli (negative/neutral/positive stimuli) and/or between two groups 

(experimental/control). Bonferroni correction was applied in the multiple comparison. In 

addition, we aimed to replicate the mediation effect of the ability to control emotional 

attention on the association between valuing happiness and depression from the previous 

study (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). The questionnaire data of Valuing Happiness Scale 

(Mauss et al., 2011), Beck Depression Inventory (Beck et al., 1996) and the behavioural data 

of Emotional Stroop Task (Williams et al., 1996) performance were used in a mediation 

analysis via Process Macro version 4.0 (Hayes, 2017) with model 4.

Results

Questionnaire Data

Participants’ level of valuing happiness was measured by Valuing Happiness Scale 

(Mauss et al., 2011), M = 4.53, SD = 1. They were also asked to fill in Beck Depression 

Inventory (BDI-II-; Beck et al., 1996), M = 11.99, SD = 9.2. Please also find the descriptive 

statistics for these two scales in Table 7. 
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Randomisation check

Participants were randomly assigned either experimental or control conditions. In 

order to check whether the two groups are not clinically different, an independent sample t-

test was conducted to compare participants’ scores on Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) as a 

randomisation check, t (102) = 4.498, p = .256. There was no significant difference in scores 

on Beck Depression Inventory between experimental condition and control condition, 

indicating participants’ levels of depression were not significantly different between 

experimental and control conditions. This means the randomisation was a success. 

Manipulation check

In order to check whether we successfully manipulated participants’ level of valuing 

happiness in the experimental condition, we ran an independent sample t-test to compare 

participants’ average score to the four happiness-related statement prior to the main task (e.g., 

“happiness is very important in my life”) between the experimental condition (M = 6.4, SD = 

0.72) and control condition (M = 6.31, SD = .7). Participants’ responses to the manipulation 

statements are not significantly different, t (102) = .040, p = .530. We also conducted an 

independent sample T test to compare the score of Valuing Happiness Scale, t (102) = 1.839, 

p = .69. These results indicated that we failed to manipulate participants’ level of valuing 

happiness in the experimental condition. 

Behavioural Data

We used two types of behavioural data to evaluate participants’ performance in the 

Emotional Stroop task: reaction time and error rate. In line with the previous studies 

assessing participants’ emotional attention (e.g., Dresler et al.,2009, Vogt et al.,2013; Dodd et 

al.,2017), the reaction time data was median filtered (Ratcliff, 1993) after excluding all 

incorrect responses (2.14%) to be further analysed. See Table 7 for descriptive statistics and 
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bivariate Pearson’s correlations between valuing happiness and all other variables. Valuing 

happiness is positively associated with depression, and it survived the Bonferroni correction 

for multiple comparisons (correcting for the seven correlations). However, valuing happiness 

is not associated with any of the performance variables (reaction time and error rate).

Table 7

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between valuing happiness and all other 

variables.

Variables M SD Correlation
Valuing Happiness 4.53 1 -
Depression 11.99 9.2 .384**
RTnegative 665 175 .017
RTneutral 653 168 -.004
RTpositive 661 171 .009
ERnegative 1.96 2.93 .072
ERneutral 2.15 3.08 .057
ERpositive 2.3 2.94 .148

Note. RT represents Reaction time (milliseconds), ER represents Error Rate (%), negative 

represents negative stimuli, neutral represents neutral stimuli, positive represents positive 

stimuli; * p ＜ .05; ** p ＜ .01.

Reaction Time

A mixed repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to 

compare participants’ reaction time to three types of emotional stimuli. Group 

(experimental/control) was the between-subjects factor, emotion (with three levels: 

negative/neutral/positive) was the within-subject factor. 

The main effect of emotions was revealed, F (2,204) = 4.875, p = .009, partial 

η²= .046. This indicates that participants’ reaction time to the different emotions was 

significantly different. Participants react slowest to negative stimuli (M = 665ms, SD = 
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175ms), second slowest to positive stimuli (M = 660ms, SD = 171ms) and quickest to neutral 

stimuli (M = 653ms, SD = 168ms). In the pairwise comparison test with Bonferroni 

adjustment, it was revealed that participants’ reaction time to negative stimuli was 

statistically significantly longer than their reaction time to neutral stimuli, p =.013. However, 

opposite to what we expected, there was no significant difference between reaction time to 

negative stimuli and positive stimuli (p = .671) nor between reaction time to neutral stimuli 

and positive stimuli (p = .140).  This suggests in the present study, participants overall were 

distracted by the emotional information in the emotional stimuli comparing to the neutral 

stimuli, and they reacted most strongly to negative stimuli.

Additionally, there was no interaction between emotion and group, F (2,204) = .802, p 

= .42, partial η² = .008, indicating that participants’ reaction time to emotional stimuli did not 

differ between groups.

Furthermore, there main effect of the groups was not significant, participants’ reaction 

time in the Emotional Stroop task did not differ between the two groups, F (1,102) = 2.023, p 

= .770, partial η² = .001.

Attempting to replicate the mediation effect found in the previous study (Mahmoodi 

Kahriz1 et al., 2020), a mediation analysis was conducted via Process Macro version 4.0 

(Hayes, 2017). To test the mediation effect of emotional attention control on the relationship 

between valuing happiness and depression we used the score for Valuing Happiness Scale as 

the independent variable, score for Beck Depression Inventory was set as dependent variable 

and participants’ reaction times to negative/positive stimuli was set as mediator(s) in two 

mediation analyses. However, the proposed model is not significant for either reaction times 

to positive stimuli (b = -.03, SE =.10, 95% CI [-.21, .23], p > .05) or negative stimuli (b = 

-.03, SE = .15, 95% CI [-.41, .23], p > .05). These results indicate that reaction time to 
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emotional stimuli did not mediate the association between valuing happiness and depression 

in the present study. 

Error Rate

Similarly, we conducted a mixed repeated measures ANOVA to compare 

participants’ error rate to three types of stimuli. The between-subject factor was group 

(experimental/control), and the within-subject factor was emotion (negative/neutral/positive). 

However, there was no main effects nor interactions, ps>.418.These results indicate that the 

error rate did not differ among emotions and the error rates between the two groups were not 

significantly different. 

In addition, in order to test how emotional attention impacts on the relationship 

between valuing happiness and depression in the aspect of error rates, a mediation analysis 

was conducted with the error rates to (positive/negative) emotional words used as mediator. 

The error rate to neutral words is used as a baseline. However, the mediation effect of error 

rates for positive words (b = -.02, SE=.12, 95% CI [-.28, .23], p>.05) and negative words (b = 

-.02, SE=.15, 95% CI [-.34, .29], p>.05) was not significant. These results suggest that error 

rates to emotional stimuli did not mediate the association between valuing happiness and 

depression in the present study.  

Due to the failed manipulation, we also ran linear regression analysis to test the 

relationship between valuing happiness and task performance (reaction time and error rate 

data for all three categories), none of the models was significant, R²＜.022, ps＞134.

Study 2

With the failed manipulation of the level of valuing happiness, the experimental 

design of Study 1 did not successfully induce a higher level of valuing happiness, and we did 

not find the effects that we aimed to investigate. In addition to aiming to replicate the 
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findings of Study 1, we sought to improve the experimental design to address its 

shortcomings in Study 2. First of all, although valuing happiness may be counterproductive 

sometimes due to maladaptive perspectives (e.g., wanting to stay happy most of the time, 

Mass et al.,2011, also cf. Ford et al.,2014), recent studies have suggested that valuing 

happiness can also lead to actual happiness if an adaptive way of pursuing happiness is 

applied. Catalino et al. (2014) highlighted the role of prioritizing positivity and suggested that 

people may achieve happiness by engaging in simple positive activities in day-to-day life. 

Krasko et al. (2020) proposed the concept of happiness goal orientation in the pursuit of 

happiness and concluded that the successful pursuit of happiness is linked with various 

feasible positive activities in daily life. Zhang (2023) further tested this effect in both Chinese 

and Western samples and suggested that happiness could be successfully achieved via 

associating happiness with socially engaged and feasible activities (e.g., pursuing happiness 

via meeting with family or close friends for a meal on the weekends). Taken together, it is 

reasonable to assume that different ways (maladaptive/adaptive) of valuing happiness can 

lead to different behaviours in the pursuit of happiness. That is, people’s emotional attention 

could potentially display different patterns to (positive/negative) emotional information. 

Thus, in the current study, in addition to the control group, we examined two 

experimental groups, one that had an adaptive and the other a maladaptive perspective on 

pursuing happiness. For both groups, we emphasized the importance of achieving happiness 

in the manipulation material, but for each group different suggestions on how to pursue it 

were given. To induce a maladaptive perspective on valuing happiness, we described how 

lacking happiness could be bad in several aspects and reminded participants of how negative 

emotional events can have negative impact on them, in order to enhance their level of 

wanting to be happy and avoid unhappiness. For the second group, we described an adaptive 

way of valuing happiness. We suggested that happiness can be achieved by doing simple 
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things in day-to-day life and reminded them of how little things could bring them positive 

emotional outcomes, in order to shape a perspective that it is good to pursue happiness by 

feasible ways (e.g., Catalino et al.,2014). By doing so, we would be able to explore how 

different manipulations on valuing happiness (adaptively/maladaptively) effect emotional 

attention and its association with depression. Additionally, we presented participants with 

different words in each session, so that we may avoid them losing emotional arousal due to 

repetition.  For study 2, we propose the following hypotheses: 

We hypothesise that a maladaptive approach to valuing happiness will drive 

participants to have increased difficulty disengaging from negative stimuli and a lower level 

of attention to positive stimuli, therefore, comparing to the other two groups, participants in 

the maladaptive group would have a longer reaction time/higher error rate to negative words 

and shorter reaction time/lower error rate to positive words due to fixating on negative 

emotional information and overlooking positive emotional information. We expect the 

adaptive manipulation of valuing happiness would drive participants to have increased focus 

on positivity and avoidance for negativity, therefore, participants in adaptive group would 

tend to have shorter reaction time/lower error rate to negative words and longer reaction 

time/higher error rate to positive words. Same with in study 1, we also predict that the 

relationship between valuing happiness and depression is mediated by the ability to control 

emotional attention (reaction time/error rate to positive/negative stimuli), and higher level of 

valuing happiness leads to higher level of depressive symptoms via being less able to shift 

attention away from negative stimuli.

Method

Participants
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To determine the sample size for the present study, a power analysis was conducted 

by G power (Faul.,2009) referring to the similar study (Martynova & Lyusin, 2022) and study 

1, with a power of .95, α of .05 and a medium effect size of .25. Based on the estimated total 

sample size, we aimed to recruit as many participants as possible with a minimum number of 

45.  We recruited in total of 150 participants via SONA system of University of Reading. 

Each participant was rewarded with 0.5 SONA credits. This study obtained ethics approval 

from the School of Psychology Ethics Committee. Before the analysis began, 3 participants’ 

data were removed due to failure to meet the writing task requirements (e.g., did not write 

about any incident or wrote “I cannot recall any incident that I don’t feel happy enough”), 4 

participants’ data were removed due to straight lining (i.e., given the same response to all or 

the majority of the questions in scales).  Additionally, there were 4 participants with error 

rates higher than M + 3* 3SD were excluded and 1 participant was removed because they 

dropped out shortly after they started the main task. In total, 138 participants’ performance 

data was analysed. Forty-one participants were assigned to the adaptive condition group, 

forty-eight participants were assigned to the maladaptive condition group and forty-nine 

participants were assigned to the control group. 

Materials and Apparatus

We used the same questionnaires (Valuing Happiness Scale, α = .81, and Beck 

Depression Inventory, α = .92) as Study 1, and we also used the Emotional Stroop Task 

hosted on Gorilla as the main task. The words used in Study 2 were selected from the same 

database as Study 1 with the same criteria and discussion process. In Study 2, in total of 130 

words were used (40 positive words, 50 neutral words and 40 negative words, see Appendix 

for the full list, related rating scores available on request). Additionally, by changing the 

keywords and adding additional sentences, we created two alternative versions of the 

manipulation material aiming to induce adaptive and maladaptive ways of valuing happiness 
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respectively. Lastly, in order to check whether participants understand the words in the main 

task the same way we intended (i.e., whether they view the positive/negative words as 

positive/negative, and whether they view some of the neutral words as emotional words), we 

added a word rating survey that measures how participants view the words presented in the 

main task. Participants were asked to rate all the words shown in the main task on a scale of 1 

(very negative) to 7 (very positive).

Procedure

The experimental procedure is similar to Study 1 with the following three differences. 

Firstly, after the practice trial of Emotional Stroop Task at the beginning, participants were 

randomly assigned to either the control group (without any manipulation) or one of the two 

experimental conditions (adaptive/maladaptive valuing happiness manipulation). 

In the adaptive condition, participants were shown the following manipulation 

material:

We all experience happiness sometimes. Happiness is not always about getting a 

promotion or buying a new house, it can also about little things such as getting hot drink in a 

cold morning or reading a nice book after a bath. Research shows that happiness is not only 

about accepting or coping with negative emotions, but also about being able to savour the 

positive events that happen in our day-to-day lives. For example, making sure that you do 

little things that make you happy, like getting in touch with somebody close to you, has real 

benefits for your well-being and health. Try to recall an incident in which savouring positive 

event or doing little things made you feel happy. It can be something really small such as 

catching up with friends, having your favourite food, or watching something nice on TV. You 

could write anything from your personal experience. Please describe this incident in 5-7 

sentences. Please be sure to include both the circumstances and how it made you feel.
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In the maladaptive condition, participants were shown the following manipulation 

material:

Research shows that not being happy enough doesn’t just feel bad, it also has real 

disadvantages for people’s well-being and health. For example, not being happy enough 

makes people less healthy and weakens their relationships. Not being happy enough is like 

lacking vitamins. We can all be not happy enough sometimes. Not being happy enough has a 

variety of effects on functioning, behaviour, thoughts, and social interactions. Try to recall a 

particular incident in which you are not being happy enough and felt that not being happy 

enough was bad for you. Common examples are situations in which not being happy enough 

worsened your performance, weakened your energy level, harmed your social relationships, 

or which not being happy enough just felt bad. Please describe an incident in which not being 

happy enough was bad for you in 5-7 sentences. Please be sure to include both the 

circumstances and the negative consequences of not being happy enough.

Secondly, after the manipulation, the Valuing Happiness scale (Mauss et al., 2011) 

was used as manipulation check. Lastly, after the main task, participants completed the word 

rating survey.  See Figure 7 for an outline of experiment procedure.
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Figure 7. Procedure outline

Data Analysis 

The data analysis was conducted in the structure similar to Study 1 using SPSS 

version 27 and Process Macro version 4.0. In Study 2, we were particularly interested in 

whether different manipulation of valuing happiness (3 groups: without manipulation/with 

adaptive manipulation/with maladaptive manipulation) impact on task performance (reaction 

time and error rate), and if so, how are these effects differ across the three stimuli 

(positive/neutral/negative)? Two mixed repeated measures ANOVAs on reaction time/error 

rate were preformed separately to investigate this, and we employed Bonferroni correction in 

the multiple comparison. We also ran the mediation analysis same with we did in Study 1 to 

check whether there was a mediation effect of emotional attention on the association between 

valuing happiness and depression. 
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Result

Questionnaire Data 

See Table 8 for the descriptive statistics for the questionnaires.

Table 8 

Descriptive statistics for the questionnaire data

Condition

No. of 

participants VH BDI Positive Negative Neutral

adaptive 41 4.1(0.88) 0.75(0.51) 5.92(0.53) 1.62(0.42) 3.85(0.28)

maladaptive 48 4.25(1.14) 0.56(0.5) 5.8(0.62) 1.67(0.43) 3.76(0.4)

control 49 4.13(0.96) 0.67(0.47) 5.86(0.45) 1.68(0.41) 3.82(0.29)

Note. VH represents score for Valuing Happiness Scale, BDI represents score for Beck 

Depression Inventory, positive/negative/neutral represent for rating scores for 

positive/negative/neutral stimuli; data in parenthesis represent for standard deviation.

Randomisation check

A one-way ANOVA with BDI score as dependent variable was performance to check 

whether participants had any clinical differences among the three groups, we found their 

score on depressive symptoms was not significantly different among the three groups, F 

(2,135) =1.776, p = .173. We also performed a three one-way ANOVAs to test whether 

participants’ understanding for the words differed among the three groups, the results showed 

that the rating scores for positive/neutral/negative was not statistically significant among the 

three groups, F (2,137) = .554, p = .576, partial η² = .008; F (2,137) =.554, p = .436, partial 

η² = .012; F (2,137) = .229, p = .796, partial η² = .003.  These results indicate that the 

randomization has succeeded.  
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Manipulation check

In order to check whether we have successfully manipulated the level of valuing 

happiness in the experimental conditions, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the 

score of Valuing Happiness Scale among the three groups. There was no significant 

difference on Valuing Happiness score among the three groups, F (2,135) = .279, p = .757. 

This indicates the manipulations of valuing happiness was not effective. 

Behavioural Data

Similar to Study 1, we used the data of reaction time and error rate in the Emotional 

Stroop task to evaluate participants’ performance. All reaction time data was median filtered 

after excluding the incorrect responses (2.01%). See Table 9 for the descriptive statistics of 

behaviour data for the three groups and see Table 10 for descriptive statistics and bivariate 

correlations between valuing happiness and all other variables for all participants. Valuing 

happiness is positively associated with depression, and it survives the Bonferroni correction 

for multiple comparisons (correcting for the seven correlations). However, valuing happiness 

is not associated with any of the performance variables (reaction time and error rate). 

Table 9 

Descriptive statistics: Reaction times for each group in each condition

Group RTnegative RTneutral RTpositive ERnegative ERneutral ERpositive

Adaptive 619.11(108.96) 612.46(107.18) 612.5(101.44) 1.8(2.99) 2.17(2.8) 1.9(2.81)

Maladaptive 626.11(112.03) 625.95(116.18) 621.31(113.58) 2.1(2.51) 1.75(2.27) 1.9(2.26)

Control 584.31(100.14) 586.53(112.46) 583.73(106.99) 2.76(3.11) 2.78(2.85) 2.35(2.91)
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Note. RT represents for reaction times (milliseconds), ER represents for error rate (%), 

positive/negative/neutral represent for positive/negative/neutral stimuli; data in parenthesis 

represent for standard deviation.

Table 10 

Means, standard deviations and bivariate correlations of valuing happiness and all other 

variables.

Variables M SD Correlation
Valuing Happiness 4.16 1 -

Depression 13.15 9.93 .276**
 RTnegative 608.7 108.48 .003
RTneutral 606.35 107.42 .02
RTpositive 603.96 107.97 .002
ERnegative 2.09 2.78 .013
ERneutral 2.04 2.55 .141
ERpositive 1.89 2.55 .033

Note. RT represents Reaction time (milliseconds), ER represents Error Rate (%), 

positive/negative/neutral represent for positive/negative/neutral stimuli. * p ＜ .05; ** p 

＜ .01.

Reaction time

A mixed measures ANOVA was conducted on reaction times with groups (three 

levels: control/adaptive/maladaptive) as between-subject factor, and the emotion condition 

(with three levels negative/neutral/positive) as within-subjects factor. However, there was no 

main effect of emotion, F (2,270) = 1.736, p = .178, partial η²=.013. The interaction between 

group and emotion was also not significant, F (4,270) = .642, p = .625, partial η² =. 009. 

Overall, participants’ reaction time did not differ among the three groups, F (1,135) = 1.787, 

p = .171, partial η² =. 026.



95

Similar to Study 1, the mediation model of emotional attention control on the relation 

between valuing happiness and depression could not be built in the current study for both 

reaction time to positive stimuli (b = -.00, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.12, .01], p>.05) nor negative 

stimuli (b = -.01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.03, .01], p>.05). These results indicate that emotional 

attention did not mediate the association between chronic valuing happiness and depression 

in Study 2 either. 

Error rate

A mixed repeated measure ANOVA was conducted with condition as between-

subjects factor and emotion as within-subjects factor. A mixed repeated measure ANOVA 

was conducted with groups (with three levels: control/adaptive/maladaptive) as between-

subjects factor and emotion (with three conditions: negative/neutral/positive) as within-

subjects factor. The main effect of emotion was not significant, F (2,270) = .296, p = .744, 

partial η² =.002. There was also no interaction between emotion and condition, F (4,270) 

= .375, p = .826, partial η² =. 006. Furthermore, participants’ error rates did not differ among 

the three conditions, F (1,135) = 1.774, p = .174, partial η² =. 026.

We conducted mediation analysis to test whether error rates for emotional words 

mediates the relationship between level of valuing happiness in general and depression. 

Participants’ error rate to neutral words was used as baseline. The results showed the 

mediation effect of error rates to both positive words (b = -.01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.02, .01], 

p > .05) and negative words (b = -.00, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.03, .02], p > .05) are not 

significant.

For exploratory reasons, we also ran linear regression analysis to test the relationship 

between valuing happiness and task performance (reaction time and error rate data for all 

three categories) in study 2, none of the models was significant, R²＜.020, ps＞698.
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Discussion

This study was designed to investigate how valuing happiness impacts on emotional 

attention control in an experimental setting, and its association with depression. In two 

experiments, we aimed to manipulate participants’ valuing happiness and measure the effects 

of this on performance in an emotional Stroop task (Williams et al., 1996). By comparing 

their reaction times and error rates to (positive/negative/neutral) emotional words and neutral 

stimuli, we aimed to test the predictions that high level of valuing happiness could lead to 

increased difficulties to disengage attention from negative stimuli and decreased attention to 

positive stimuli.   Further, by using participants’ performance on emotional stimuli 

(positive/negative) as mediators, we aimed to examine whether emotional attention mediates 

valuing happiness and depression in the present study. Overall, we found inconsistent results 

suggesting that it is relatively most difficult for people to disengage attention from negative 

stimuli comparing to neutral stimuli (but there was no significant difference with positive 

stimuli). However, we did not find evidence that valuing happiness impacts performance on 

emotional Stroop task in the aspects of reaction time or error rate, neither on different extents 

(higher level & control group, study 1) or different perspectives (adaptive/maladaptive, study 

2). And we found no supporting evidence for the potential mediation effect emotional 

attention control could have on the link between valuing happiness and depression 

(Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020) in the present study. 

In Study 1, we found a main effect of emotion on reaction time. This is consistent 

with the emotional Stroop effect, that emotional stimuli create significantly more distraction 

for participants comparing to neutral stimuli (Algom et al., 2004). In line with our hypothesis, 

participants had a significantly longer reaction time to negative stimuli comparing to neutral 
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stimuli. Specifically, participants took longest time to react to negative stimuli, second 

longest time to positive stimuli and the shortest time to neutral words. This suggests that 

comparing to neutral information, people tend to display attentional bias to negative 

emotional information as they are associated with negative states such as danger (e.g., Vogt 

et al.,2017). As a result, people may tend to fixate on negative stimuli which in turn could 

lead to increased negative emotional feelings. Although, people did not display attentional 

bias to positive stimuli. This could be due to people overlook positive emotional information 

in life.  In addition to this, the difference between reaction time to all three types of stimuli 

are relatively small (e.g., 12ms for negative stimuli to neutral stimuli in study 1).  These 

results suggest that the emotional attention bias participants display is relatively weak and 

could only provide limited support to the hypothesis.  Further, this difference on reaction time 

to different stimuli was not replicated in Study 2. The results for error rates were also not 

shown to be statistically different among the three emotional conditions in both studies. One 

possible explanation for these inconsistent findings is that emotional attention biases in such 

tasks may be solely driven by the arousal level rather than valence (e.g., Schimmack, 2005; 

Dresler et al., 2008), and it is likely that the words we used (especially in Study 2) have a low 

overall emotional-arousal level for participants. However, lacking the rating for emotional 

arousal to the selected words, this possibility could not be examined in the current study.  

Future studies could benefit from asking participants to rate the emotional stimuli on the 

dimensions of both valence and arousal, so that the researchers could measure whether 

participants were truly emotional aroused during the task. 

Aiming to induce a higher level of valuing happiness in some of the groups examined, 

we then looked into how increased level of valuing happiness impacts on emotional attention.   

However, participants under the manipulation did not show significant performance 

differences to (positive/negative) emotional/neutral stimuli in both studies.  Opposite to our 
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hypothesis, participants’ performance (reaction time/error rate) did not differ between 

experimental and control groups. This is mainly due to ineffective manipulation of level of 

valuing happiness in both studies. We therefore concluded the following reasons why the 

manipulations have failed. With the material that emphasizes why happiness is important, we 

intended to remind participants of the value of happiness. In the additional material we added, 

we aimed to provide participants with more details of why happiness is good, encourage 

participants to associate the beneficial effect of happiness with their own life, and therefore 

activate the emotional goal of “valuing happiness” prior to the main task.  However, this 

might backfire and actually distracted participants from the key point of “valuing happiness”. 

Furthermore, the failed manipulation in both studies could imply that people’s view on 

happiness is a value they generally have that is hard to be changed in a short amount of time 

and to a significant level. Therefore, the emotional goal of pursuing happiness was not truly 

activated for those who were assigned to an experimental condition. Also, when filling 

Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al.,2011), participants might have given the responses 

affirmatively and do not actively view happiness the same way in their real life or when 

preforming in the task. Therefore, future research could develop better forms of measuring 

valuing happiness that can be used in an experiment setting to test the impact of valuing 

happiness more effectively. 

Also, the manipulation checks in both studies might affected participants on its own. 

In study 1, the four manipulation check statements (e.g., “happiness benefited my social 

relationships”) were generated from the key points of the manipulation material. We 

originally intended to check whether participants in experimental condition were influenced 

by (i.e., agreed to) the material. However, because these statements were also a brief 

summary of the manipulation material, and when participants in control condition read them, 

these questions might have similar impact with the manipulation material on them. Further to 
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this, after reading the material, participants in the experimental condition might responded to 

these statements after demand effect without necessarily agreeing to them genuinely. Taking 

a closer look at the statements and the relatively high score between the two conditions, one 

could also agree that few people would be likely to strongly disagree with them (e.g., 

“happiness is very important in my life”) so it is likely a ceiling effect had occurred.  As a 

result, we could not create a significant difference on level of valuing happiness between the 

two groups. 

In study 2, aiming to induce an adaptive perspective on valuing happiness, we 

introduced the importance of savouring positivity in the pursuit of happiness. However, 

lacking a more detailed explanation of savouring, some participants may not truly understand 

the meaning of savouring. This flaw could limit the possibility of them applying an adaptive 

way of valuing happiness after reading the material. Another possible explanation for our 

failed attempt on inducing valuing happiness could be that the manipulation only enhanced 

the emotional reaction to few specific stimuli. This is supported by previous studies that 

suggest participants’ reaction to a set goal is limited to the stimuli that is directly relevant to 

the goal (Veling & van Knippenberg, 2006; Veling & van Knippenberg, 2008). In the current 

study, even if the emotional goal of “happiness” was activated, participants may have only 

reacted to words that is directly relevant to happiness (e.g., “happiness” “joyful”). When 

seeing other positive words that is indirectly relevant to happiness, for instance, “cinema”, the 

goal of “happiness” may not be truly activated because it was inhibited by participants’ 

personal interpretation.

In our studies, we hypothesised that emotional attention (i.e., participants’ 

performance in the emotional Stroop task towards the emotional stimuli) mediates the 

relationship between valuing happiness and depression as found in the previous study 

(Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). This finding was not replicated in the present two studies. 
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The current study used words as stimuli in the main emotional Stroop task and participants’ 

behavioural data (reaction time/error rate to emotional stimuli in the main task) as the 

mediator. However, it remains unclear that to what extent does the performance in an 

emotional Stroop task accurately reflect the ability to control emotional attention. This link 

could be tested in future studies. Also, other forms of stimuli, such as images or movie clips 

may be able to create stronger emotional distractions and in turn provide more answers to 

how valuing happiness could impact emotional attention in an experimental setting. 

Overall, our data only allowed very limited conclusion that, in the experimental 

setting of study 1, people tend to take longest time to disengage from negative emotional 

stimuli compared to neutral stimuli, and therefore they may have relatively most difficulty 

disengaging from negative emotional information. The question of what the effect of valuing 

happiness has on emotional attention to positive and negative stimuli is yet to be answered by 

future studies with improved experimental designs. 
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Appendix

Word list for Study 1

Practice trial: card, chair, rain, hand, water, phone, sky, pen, cup, apple. 

Main task

Positive words: praise, cinema, joyous, lover, happy, comedy, succeed, exotic, tasty, talent.

Neutral words: time, recipe, stone, finger, list, area, computer, square, camera.

Negative words: breakup, bully, creepy, abuse, hateful, attack, bombing, scare, jealous, 

rampage.

Word list for Study 2

Practice trial: card, chair, rain, hand, water, phone, sky, pen, cup, apple. 

Main task

Positive words: adore, comedy, genius, lover, succeed, amazing, delightful, fantastic, party, 

ravishing, bonus, excite, happy, passionate, victory, awesome, desire, generous, laugh, 

treasure, admired, cheerful, freebie, joyous, romance, adventure, thrill, exciting, incredible, 

pleasure, celebrate, fiesta, hilarious, payday, winnings, brilliant, energetic, happiness, 

passion, lively.

Neutral words: belly, cabbage, database, drawer, hanger, lever, office, peddle, schedule, 

weatherman, binary, cement, decade, flake, jumper, machinery, overview, presume, 

specimen, wiper, average, bucket, comma, division, hallway, lactose, minivan, passenger, 

redirect, turnip, blank, chimney, district, hairline, kneecap, meantime, panel, ratio, tenant, 

yeast.  
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Negative words: arrest, breakup, fatal, invasion, poisoning, thief, aggressor, gunpoint, panic, 

kidnapper, assault, crisis, hijack, irritable, rapist, threaten, burglary, suicide, cannibal, famine, 

abuse, bombing, execution, injustice, murderer, terrorism, violent, disaster, chaos, furious, 

attack, dangerous, homicide, massacre, sociopath, vicious, destroyer, tragedy, rabid, hostility.
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Chapter 4

When Happiness Knocks on Your Door: How do 

People React to Positive Events in Day-to-day Lives?



104

Abstract

Valuing happiness can lead to lower well-being due to less varied, socially engaged, and 

feasible ways of pursuing happiness. Being able to recognise means to be happy in day-to-

day lives and savour positive experiences protects people from the negative impact of valuing 

happiness. To explore how people respond to different positive events and how this relates to 

individual differences and well-being, we conducted two studies presenting participants with 

positive scenarios. We designed the scenarios on the dimensions of (high/low) social 

engagement and (high/low) feasibility to test how positively they would react to them. The 

scores for their motivation of engagement, for wanting the scenario to happen often and the 

level of happiness they feel, were averaged for the analysis, with higher scores meaning more 

positive reactions. We also measured participants’ well-being, views on happiness and 

personality traits. In study 1, Chinese participants (N=278) preferred scenarios with low 

social engagement and feasibility. These findings were replicated in study 2 with a British 

sample (N=141). More specifically, preference for high (vs. Low) social scenarios was 

negatively associated with neuroticism and openness to new experience. Extraversion and a 

socially engaged way of defining happiness were found to be positively associated with 

preference for high (vs. low) social and high (vs. low) feasible scenarios. Also, reacting more 

positively to highly social and highly feasible scenarios is linked with higher well-being in 

both studies.  The present paper provides further evidence of the importance of pursuing 

happiness in both a social and feasible way to achieve higher well-being.

Keywords: Happiness, positive events, emotions, goal pursuit, positive emotions
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Introduction

Most people assume happiness is desired because of its numerous benefits in physical, 

social, and psychological aspects (e.g., Myers & Diener, 2018; Steptoe, 2018). The United 

States Declaration of Independence (Jefferson, 1776) highlighted the value of the pursuit of 

happiness as an “inalienable right”. However, pursuing happiness does not always lead to 

achieving happiness. Recent evidence has revealed that sometimes the effort to feel happy 

can potentially make people unhappy. Mauss et al. (2011) proposed that valuing happiness 

could be self-defeating as people may feel easily feel disappointed. They found that female 

participants who highly value happiness reported being less happy under a low (vs High) life 

stress condition. They also found that participants who were induced to value happiness (vs 

the control group) reacted less positively to a happy movie clip. Mauss et al. (2011) 

suggested that highly valuing happiness may make people unhappy, especially when 

happiness is within reach, as they tend to be disappointed at their own emotional experiences 

in the pursuit of happiness and consequently fail to achieve happiness. 

The potential negative impact of valuing happiness is not limited to personal feelings. 

For instance, Mauss et al. (2012) suggested that valuing happiness can also damage people’s 

connections with others in western cultures, making people lonely. Participants who highly 

value happiness reported being lonelier in 2-week diaries and when experimentally induced 

to put more value on happiness. Following this, valuing happiness was further associated 

with mental health problems in Western samples, such as depressive symptoms (Mauss et al., 

2012; Ford et al., 2014; Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020) and bipolar disorder (Ford et al., 

2015). Ford and Mauss (2014) summarized in a review that the downside of valuing 

happiness is due to pursuing happiness in maladaptive ways: (a) having overly high standards 

in the pursuit of happiness (e.g., Tsai et al., 2006); (b) monitoring one’s feelings constantly 

which could cause negative emotions or decrease the positive emotional experiences (e.g., 
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Bailen et al., 2019; van Bockstaele et al., 2020); (c) taking counterproductive actions to 

pursue happiness (e.g., Cui et al., 2021). 

However, this does not mean that valuing happiness will always lead to lower well-

being. For instance, Ford et al. (2015) investigated how valuing happiness predicts well-being 

in different cultural backgrounds. They used a series of questionnaires to measure 

participants’ attitudes towards happiness, their definition of happiness in socially engaged 

ways and well-being from four geological regions. The results revealed that valuing 

happiness predicted higher well-being in the East Asian sample while predicting lower well-

being in the US sample and did not predict well-being in the German sample. The authors 

suggested that this difference is caused by cultural differences on whether the 

(individualistic/collectivistic) country promotes pursuing happiness via socially engaged 

ways (i.e., helping and connecting with others) and a socially engaged way protects well-

being from the negative impact of valuing happiness. This also highlights the importance of 

feasible means in the pursuit of happiness because social engagements are often easy to 

initiate and are flexible to possible changes (Ford et al., 2015; Zhang., 2023).  For example, 

“spending time with friends and family” could happen regularly in daily life and can be 

achieved in various ways, from in-person to virtual forms. When people pursue a desired goal 

(e.g., happiness), it is important to adopt realistic plans (e.g., Marien et al., 2012; Parks & 

Biawas-Diener, 2013). Instead of aiming for “major things” that can be unrealistic or 

ambitious (e.g., getting a big promotion at work), focusing on “little things” might get people 

closer to happiness. Parks and Biawas-Diener (2013) suggested in a review of positive 

interventions that simple positive activities (e.g., engaging in an act of kindness) increase 

happiness. Similarly, based on the integrative model of sustainable happiness (Lyubomirsky 

et al., 2005), Catalino et al. (2014) proposed that taking part in pleasant activities in day-to-

day life may be the most effective way of gaining happiness. This is supported by the model 
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of sustainable happiness by Lyubomirsky et al. (2005), which suggested that engaging in 

positive activities can increase happiness effectively. In other words, the successful pursuit of 

happiness is related to positivity on a daily basis. Later studies have also stressed that simple 

positive events in everyday life increase happiness (e.g., Layous et al., 2014). For instance, 

data from four studies conducted by Krasko et al. (2020) highlighted the positive association 

between Happiness-related striving (i.e., actively working towards the desired level of 

happiness) and higher well-being. The authors suggest that striving to endorse and pursue a 

board range of happiness definitions (i.e., engaging in varies positive things) in everyday life 

contributes to the achieving happiness. Based on these findings, it would be beneficial to look 

into how people react to activities in day-to-day life that vary on the level of feasibility (i.e., 

“major things” versus “little things”). 

Aiming to further investigate the key to a successful pursuit of happiness, the current 

study focuses on not only social but also the feasibility dimensions via designing a series of 

positive scenarios (i.e., scenarios that could potentially induce positive emotional 

experiences, such as joy, relaxed, excitement).

Experiencing positive events is one of the most important sources of happiness 

(Gentzler et al., 2016). People all experience positive events in life; however, not everyone is 

able to actually gain happiness from these experiences (Mauss et al.,2011). In the pursuit of 

happiness, success depends on identifying and “seeing” stimuli that will help achieve the goal 

(e.g., Cole & Balcetis, 2021; Vogt et al., 2019). Similarly, people who pursue happiness may 

fail to achieve happiness if they lack the ability to recognize the means to be happy. People 

experience all kinds of positive events every day, from having a nice chat with a friend to 

getting a pay rise at work, and these events can all potentially bring people happiness. 

However, people are not always able to seize the opportunity to feel happy as they may fail to 

identify them. On the other hand, if people actively seek to capture positivity in their daily 
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lives, they tend to be more likely to achieve happiness. This is termed by Catalino et al. 

(2014) as “prioritising positivity”, and it is found to be positively associated with the 

successful pursuit of happiness. Catalino et al. (2014) developed the prioritizing positivity 

scale (PPS) to measure participants’ level of prioritising positivity and found that participants 

who actively seek positivity in their daily lives reported a higher well-being, including 

positive emotions and lower depressive symptoms. The longitudinal study by Datu and King 

(2016) supported this finding showing that prioritising positivity predicted higher level of 

positive emotions. Prioritising positively was also found to increase positive emotions and 

decrease negative emotions in a later life-span study (Littman-Ovadia & Russo-Netzer, 

2018). Hansene et al. (2021) confirmed this association in a replication study and further 

addressed that prioritising positivity contributes to the successful pursuit of happiness. 

Indeed, achieving happiness depends on how much positivity people are able to gain 

from their daily lives. Catalino and Fredrickson (2011) proposed that processing simple 

routine activities (e.g., interacting with others, playing, learning) could promote an optimal 

mental health state called flourishing, and this can be promoted by engaging and thriving in 

pleasant daily events (e.g., interacting with others, playing) that cause positive emotional 

experiences. They tested this hypothesis on a pre-screened adult sample. They instructed 

participants to report their activity and emotions on a typical weekday and measure their 

well-being. The results showed that people who generally process and react to pleasant day-

to-day events more positively tend to have higher well-being compared to people who do not 

or are depressed. On the other hand, having an impaired ability to enjoy positive events could 

potentially lead to increased depressive symptoms (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). 

Although the existing studies have addressed responses to positively in life plays an 

important role in the pursuit of happiness, more evidence is needed to understand this in more 

depth. To date, several survey studies have looked into people’s reactions to positive events 
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and how they link with well-being. As reviewed by Gentzler et al. (2016), the previous 

studies have not discussed the positive events specifically (e.g., Feldman et al., 2008) or have 

only asked participants to react to a limited range of positive events (e.g., Gentzler et al., 

2010). In the current study, based on previous studies (Wood et al., 2003), we plan to 

investigate people’s reactions to different positive events by presenting various positive 

scenarios. However, in Wood et al.’s (2003) study, participants were instructed to only think 

of one scenario in each condition as the main focus of the study was to examine savouring 

strategies. To expand the understanding of how people respond to positive events, a wider 

range of positive scenarios would benefit the exploration. Nelis et al. (2011) measured 

participants’ responses to various scenarios to understand their emotion regulation. The 

scenarios listed in their material were each associated with one specific positive or negative 

emotion, and participants were asked to select their reactions from eight options, which 

limited the potential for a general discussion of responses to positive events. In the current 

study, we aim to measure and discuss how people react to different positive events. Similarly, 

Gentzler et al. (2016) investigated various types of responses to positive events. They 

presented participants with scenarios that evoked moderate-to-high levels of happiness and 

provided insight into how savouring positivity impacts well-being. However, they only 

categorised the scenarios as relationship/achievement/random events and did not build a more 

dimensional structure for them. Attempting to structurally explain how people react to 

positive events related to well-being, we aim to design the materials on the dimensions of 

social engagement and feasibility. 

Additionally, recent studies have also found that responses to positive events are 

associated with certain individual differences. Sin et al. (2011) suggested that individuals 

with moderated levels of depression tend to benefit more from simple positive activities 

compared to reflective positive practices. Relatedly, highly extroverted people and the ones 
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who are open to new experiences tend to benefit more from positive activities (Senf & Liau, 

2013). In the current study, we would also like to explore what kind of people would fail/ 

succeed in identifying means to be happy. 

In summary, in the current study, we aim to investigate how people react to social and 

feasible scenarios. 

Firstly, we would like to look into people’s preferences on positive scenarios on the 

dimensions of social engagement and feasibility. We predict that people would overall react 

more positively to high (vs low) social scenarios and low (vs. high) feasible scenarios. 

We would also like to investigate whether personality traits (e.g., extraversion, 

openness to new experiences) and attitudes towards happiness (valuing happiness, social 

definition of happiness) impact participants' reactions to positive scenarios. 

We hypothesise that extroversion and openness to new experiences will be positively 

related to the preference for social scenarios. Moreover, Neuroticism will negatively be 

related to the preference for social scenarios. We also would like to investigate how other 

personality traits such as consciousness, honesty-humility and agreeableness are related to the 

preference of social and feasible scenarios social. 

We also hypothesise that attitudes towards happiness (valuing happiness, social 

definition of happiness) are related to participants' reactions to positive scenarios.

In particular, we predict that valuing happiness positively relates to participants' 

maladaptive reactions to positive scenarios (i.e., react relatively less positively to positive 

scenarios). We also assume that the social definition of happiness positively relates to 

participants' adaptive reactions to positive scenarios (i.e., react relatively more positively to 

positive scenarios).
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Furthermore, we will investigate how urgency and level of wanting to be happy are 

related to participants' reactions to positive scenarios. We predict that high urgency in 

wanting to be happy relates to participants' maladaptive reactions to positive scenarios. We 

also predict that high levels of wanting to be happy relate to participants' maladaptive 

reactions to positive scenarios.

 Finally, we would like to investigate whether people who react positively to high 

social and highly feasible scenarios (i.e., tend to pursue happiness in a social and feasible 

way) have more increased well-being (i.e., higher subjective happiness and lower level of 

depression).

Study 1

Pilot studies

Two pilot studies were conducted to rate and evaluate the materials. Before being 

rated by participants, two research assistants who had a bachelor’s degree in psychology and 

were familiar with the research topic, generated a series of positive events that can happen in 

people’s daily lives. To allow participants to relate to them freely, we aimed to design 

positive scenarios that generally evoke happiness without giving too much detail to limit their 

imagination. Each of the scenarios was described briefly in one or two sentences and was 

categorized based on the level of social engagement and feasibility: High social and high 

feasibility (e.g., “Meeting your family or close friends for dinner on the weekend.”), low 

social and high feasibility (e.g., “You are in your bedroom, watching your choice of TV 

programme alone.”), high social and low feasibility (e.g., “You are aware that there are some 

elderly neighbours that who are living alone and with health conditions, so you volunteer to 

visit them daily to provide help and support.”), and low social and low feasibility (e.g., “You 

got a pretty substantial pay rise recently.”). The factors of culture and gender were also 
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considered, and some scenarios were removed or re-worded in this process. Then, the first 

pilot study was conducted on a Chinese online platform (N = 89). Participants were shown 40 

scenarios in total and were asked to rate how social/feasible they think the scenario is and 

how happy they would be if the scenario happened (i.e., the rating for positivity) on a scale of 

1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very much so”).  They were also asked, “have you experienced 

something like the scenario in your own life” (“YES” or “NO”). After a discussion among the 

authors and research assistants, the wording for scenarios was adjusted according to the 

results prior to the second pilot study. To test whether the material could be used in different 

samples from different cultural backgrounds, participants were recruited from Chinese (N = 

39) and Western (N = 32) online platforms. The procedure was the same as in the first Pilot 

study. More items were removed due to the cultural difference factor. 

In the end, the scenarios with the rating scores that best matched the assigned 

category were selected. For instance, we selected scenarios with high rating scores on both 

dimensions (social and feasibility) for the high social high scenario category. In order to 

evoke moderate-to-high levels of positivity, all selected scenarios had rating score for 

positivity that match the moderate-to-high level (Chinese sample: M = 5.66, SD = .38, 

western sample: M = 5.54, SD = .57). In total, we used twenty-eight scenarios (seven for each 

category) in the current study (see the complete list in the Appendix). 

Method

Participants

Data collection was completed in July 2021. We performed a power analysis with G 

power (Faul et al., 2009) with a power of .95, α = .05, with a medium sample size of f ²= 

0.25. Based on the result, we aimed to recruit as many participants as possible, with a 
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minimum amount of 36. Three hundred and fifty-one Chinese participants were recruited 

using the online platform Wen juan xing. Participants who responded incorrectly to the 

attention checker item (“please select the second option for this item”) and were under 18 

years old were excluded from the data. Finally, data from 278 participants (17 males, mean 

age = 23.5 years old, SD = 4.9) remained for analyses. 

Materials 

All questionnaires and scales used in the present study were in the mandarin version. 

The translation was completed by the authors and members of their research team, fluent in 

English and Chinese. 

Valuing Happiness Scale

To measure participants’ motivation to pursue happiness, we used valuing happiness 

scale (Mauss et al., 2011). The scale consists of nine items (e.g., “I want to be happier than I 

generally am”) that measure their tendency to value happiness. Participants gave their 

responses on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”), α =.82.

Socially Engaged Definition of Happiness Scale

Participants’ definitions of happiness were measured by the socially engaged 

definition of the happiness scale (Ford et al., 2015). The scale has eight items (e.g., “keeping 

in touch with friend and/or family”) that follow the statement “happiness means to me…” and 

participants rate how much they agree with the definition on a scale of 1 (“strongly 

disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”), α = .81.

Subjective Happiness Scale

The Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) was used to measure 

participants’ overall subjective happiness. It consists of four items asking participants to rate 

how happy/unhappy they are based on themselves generally and relative to others on a scale 
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of 1 to 7 (e.g., “In general, I consider myself….1 means ‘not a very happy person’, 7 means 

‘a very happy person’”), α = .88.

Beck Depression Inventory

Participants’ level of depression was assessed with the Beck Depression Inventory – 

second edition (BDI-II; Beck et al., 1996), which includes 21 items that measure participants’ 

severity of depressive symptoms on a scale from 0 (e.g., “I do not cry any more than usual”) 

to 3 (e.g., “I used to be able to cry, but now I can’t cry even though I want to”), α = .91.  

The Mini IPIP6

We used the Mini International Personality Items Pool (IPIP) 6 (Sibley et al., 2011) to 

measure participants’ personality traits. It has 24 items that measure personality on six 

dimensions: extraversion (“engagement in social endeavours”), agreeableness (“ingroup 

cooperation and tolerance”), conscientiousness (“engagement in task-related endeavours”), 

openness to new experiences (“engagement in idea-related endeavours”), neuroticism (“low 

emotional stability”) and honest-humility (“Reciprocal altruism”). Participants were 

instructed to select how accurately each item describes them on a scale of 1 (“very 

inaccurate”) to 7 (“very accurate”). The score for each trait was averaged to generate a final 

score for that personality trait: Extraversion (α =.73), Agreeableness (α = .70), 

Conscientiousness (α = .64), Openness to new Experience (α = .82), Neuroticism (α = .80) 

and Honesty-Humility (α =.72).

For exploratory reasons, we also added the following items to the survey and 

participants were instructed to respond to the following items based on how much they agree 

to them on a scale of 1 (“extremely disagree”) to 7 (“extremely agree”). To measure the 

urgency of feeling happiness, participants responded to “Based on my current emotional 

status, I need to feel happy as soon as possible.”, “Based on my current emotional status, it is 
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urgent for me to feel happy.” and “It is currently critical for me to improve my happiness” (α 

= .92). In addition, to measure the level of wanting to achieve happiness, participants 

responded to  “I want to be as happy as possible.”, “I want to stay happy all the time if I 

can.”, “I always want to be happier than I already am.” and “I want to be happier than most 

people.” (α = .91). 

Additionally, to understand how they view each scenarios, we asked participants to 

rate how socially engaged and how feasible the presented scenarios are on a scale of 1 to 7. 

However, due to an error in the survey program, data for the social ratings was not 

successfully collected and therefore could not be analysed. 

Procedure

Referring to a previous study which investigated how poor people process day-to-day 

money-related events using a series of scenarios with the following question set (Shah et al., 

2018), we designed our procedure in a similar structure. Firstly, participants were presented 

with the following instruction: “Please read each scenario carefully and response to the 

questions following them. When you read the scenarios, please feel free to fill in the details 

when you imagine them. When it comes to scenarios that could be limited in the current 

covid-19 pandemic, please imagine it happens generally, and there are no right or wrong 

answers.” Then they were presented with all selected scenarios in random order. After 

reading each scenario, participants were presented with two following items: “I would like 

this to happen often” and “I want to engage in this activity”. Hereafter, they were asked to 

rate how likely they would have these thoughts in the scenario on a scale of 1 (“not at all”) to 

7 (“very much”). Additionally, they were asked to rate how much this scenario would make 

them happy (“this will make me happy”) on a scale of 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very much”). 

Then, participants were asked to fill in Valuing Happiness scale, BDI, Socially Engaged 



116

Definition of Happiness scale, Subjective Happiness scale, The mini IPIP 6, demographic 

form and respond to the exploratory items. 

Lastly, participants were presented with the same scenarios once again and asked to 

rate these scenarios with the following questions: How social do you think this scenario is? (1 

= not social at all, 7 = very much social) and how feasible do you think this scenario is? (1 = 

not feasible at all, 7 = very much feasible).

Results

Table 11 presents descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables including 

exploratory questions. 
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To investigate whether participants understand each category the way we intended 

(e.g., whether they see a scenario from the “high feasible” category as an activity with high 

feasibility), we conducted independent sample t-tests to compare their ratings for the 

scenarios. The feasibility ratings for low feasible scenarios (M = 3.1, SD = 1.2) were 

significantly lower than high feasible scenarios (M = 5, SD = 1), t (554) = -20.6, p＜.001. 

However, the t-test for the social ratings could not be conducted due to the failed attempt to 

collect social rating scores in the survey. Thus, we can only partially confirm that the 

scenarios worked for participants as we intended. 

To understand how participants react to the scenarios, an overall reaction score was 

generated by averaging participants’ responses to the three questions after each scenario (“I 

would like this to happen often”, “I want to engage in this activity”, and “this would make me 

happy”), α = .93. The higher the score is, the more positively participants responded to a 

certain category of scenarios. 

To address the research question of how people generally react to different positive 

events, a 2 (high social/low social) x 2 (high feasibility/ low feasibility) repeated measures 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to compare people’s responses in different 

scenario categories. The main effect of social was found, F (1, 277) = 432.24, p ＜.001, 

partial η² = .069. Responses were significantly higher for low social scenarios (M=5.9, 

SD=0.7) than high social (M = 4.9, SD = 1). This is different from what we expected in our 

hypothesis. A main effect of feasibility was also found, F (1,277) = 19.91, p ＜.001, partial 

η²=.067. Consistent with what we predicted, responses are significantly higher for low 

feasible scenarios (M = 5.5, SD = 0.8) than high feasible (M = 5.3, SD = .8). There was no 

significant interaction between social and feasibility, F = .091, p =.763, partial η²=000. 
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To reflect participants’ preferences on the social and feasibility dimension, we used 

participants’ responses to high social (feasible) scenarios minus low social (feasible) 

scenarios to calculate their preferences for social engagement/feasibility. The higher the score 

is, the more they prefer high social/feasible scenarios. 

To address the research question of what individual differences impact people’s 

reactions to positive events, we conducted multiple linear regression with the enter method. 

The scores of participants’ preferences for high social scenarios and highly feasible scenarios 

were used as dependent variables (see Table 12). 

Table 12

Multiple linear regressions of the predictors’ impact on preferences for scenarios

Preference Predictor β t p R 
square 

High social 
scenarios Valuing happiness -.131 -1.913 .057+ .402**

Socially engaged definition of 
happiness .229 4.088 <.001**

Extraversion .251 4.729 <.001**
Agreeableness .287 5.107 <.001**
Conscientiousness -.104 -2.109 .036*
Neuroticism -.127 -2.154 .032*
Openness -.297 -5.561 <.001**
Honesty-Humility -.066 -1.229 .220
Urgent .089 1.255 .211
Level .059 .852 .395

High feasible 
scenarios Valuing happiness .133 1.612 .108 .136**

Socially engaged definition of 
happiness .280 4.164 <.001**

Extraversion .140 2.198 .029*
Agreeableness -.104 -1.547 .123
Conscientiousness .054 .907 .365
Neuroticism .134 1.892 .060+
Openness -.038 -.600 .549
Honesty-Humility .176 2.736 .007*
Urgent -.197 -2.319 .021*

 Level .009 .106 .915  
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Notes. β = Standardized Coefficients beta, Urgent = how urgent they want to be happy, 

Level= the level of happiness participants would like to achieve, **p < .01, *p < .05, +p 

< .01.

The model with a preference for high social scenarios is significant, R²=.402, p＜. 

001.The more socially engaged they define happiness, the more they prefer high social 

scenarios, β =.229, t = 4.088, p＜.001. The higher they score on extraversion, the more they 

prefer high social scenarios, β =.251, t = 4.729, p＜.001. The higher they score on 

agreeableness, the more they prefer high social scenarios, β = .287, t = 5.107, p＜.001. The 

lower they score on conscientiousness, the more they prefer high social scenarios, β = -.104, 

t= -2.109, p＜.05. The less they are open to new experiences, the more they prefer high social 

scenarios, β = -.297, t = -5.561, p＜.001. The lower they score on neuroticism, the more they 

prefer high social scenarios, β = -.127, t = -2.154, p＜.05. The regressions for other predictors 

are not significant, ps >.057.

The model with a preference for highly feasible scenarios is significant, R² = .136, p

＜. 001.The more socially engaged they define happiness, the more they prefer highly 

feasible scenarios, β =.280, t = 4.164, p＜.001. The higher they score on extraversion, the 

more they prefer high feasible scenarios, β = .140, t = 2.198, p＜.05. The higher they score 

on honesty-humility, the more they prefer high feasible scenarios, β =.179, t = 2.773, p＜.05. 

The higher they score on agreeableness, the more they prefer highly feasible scenarios, β 

= .286, t = 5.093, p＜.001. The more urgently they want to achieve happiness, they less they 

prefer high feasible scenarios, β = -.197, t = -2.319, p＜.05. The regressions for other 

predictors are not significant, ps >.108.
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To address the research question of how people’s way of reacting to positive 

scenarios relates to actual well-being, we also ran two multiple linear regressions on their 

reactions to the four categories of positive events and well-being (See Table 13). 

Table 13

 Multiple linear regressions of how participants’ reactions to positive scenarios impact on 

well-being

Well-being Predictor β t p R 
square 

Subjective Happiness High social high feasible .340 4.207 <.001** .107**
High social low feasible .013 0.145 .885
Low social high feasible .000 -.002 .998
Low social low feasible -.057 -.719 .473

Depression High social high feasible -.288 -3.484 <.001** .068**
High social low feasible .010 .107 .915
Low social high feasible .133 1.766 .078+

 Low social low feasible .005 .061 .952  
Notes. β = Standardized Coefficients beta, each predictor represents participants’ reaction to 

each category of scenarios, **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .01.

The model with subjective happiness is significant, R² = .105, p＜.001. The more 

positively they react to high social high feasible scenarios, the higher subjective happiness 

they have, β =.340, t = 4.207, p＜.001. The regressions of the subjective happiness and 

responses to the other three categories are not significant, ps >.473.

The model with depression is also significant, R² = .068, p＜.001. The more 

positively they react to high social high feasible scenarios, the less depressed they are, β = 

-.288, t = -3.484, p＜.001. The regressions of the subjective happiness and responses to the 

other two categories are not significant, ps >.078.
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Study 2

Aiming to replicate the results in a different sample and to improve the experimental 

design to overcome the potential shortcomings of study 1, we conducted study 2 in May 

2022. Based on our initial hypotheses and findings in study 1, we predict that participants 

overall tend to react more positively to low social scenarios over high social scenarios and 

react more positively to low feasible scenarios over high feasible scenarios. We also predict 

that the more extraverted participants are, the more they tend to prefer high social scenarios 

and high feasible scenarios. The higher they score on openness to new experiences, the less 

positively they tend to react to high social scenarios. And the higher they score on 

neuroticism, the less positively they tend to react to high social scenarios. Furthermore, we 

predict that the more socially engaged participants define happiness, the more positively they 

tend to react to high social and high feasible scenarios, and valuing happiness could predict 

less positive reaction to high social and high feasible scenarios. 

Method

Participants

Based on the previous power analysis and the sample size in study 1, we decided to 

recruit as many participants as possible with a minimum number of 100 during May 2022.  

One hundred seventy participants were recruited for Study 2 via the SONA system (17 males, 

mean age = 20 years old, SD = 2.5). All participants were undergraduate students from the 

University of Reading and reported average mood on the day of participation (M = 4.43, SD 

= 1.53) and in the last two weeks (M = 4.05, SD = 1.56). Participants who failed to respond 

correctly to the attention checker item (“please select the second option for this item”) were 

excluded. The final sample consists of 141 participants. 
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Materials

We used the original English versions of materials from Study 1 (Valuing Happiness 

Scale, α =.81, Socially Engaged Definition Scale, α =.85, Subjective Happiness Scale, α =.77, 

Beck Depression Inventory, α = .90, Mini IPIP 6: Extraversion, α = .78, Agreeableness, α 

= .56, Conscientiousness, α = .61, Openness to new Experience, α = .63, Neuroticism, α 

= .50, Honesty-Humility, α = .63) with the following adjustments. Firstly, after reading each 

scenario, the statement “this would make me happy” was changed to “how much happiness 

would you experience in this situation?”. Lastly, participants were also asked to rate their 

emotional status for the day they took the survey and in the last two weeks on a scale of 1 

(“extremely negative”) to 7 (“extremely positive”). In addition, responses for exploratory 

items were categorised and averaged into two variables the same way as we did in study 1: 

Urgent (how urgently do participants want to achieve happiness, α=.88) and Level (what 

level of happiness participants would like to achieve, α = .71)

Results

Table 14 presents descriptive statistics and correlations for all questionnaire variables 

and exploratory questions. 



124



125

Similar to study 1, we conducted an independent t-test to check whether participants 

viewed the scenarios the way we intended. The social ratings for low social scenarios 

(M=2.6, SD =1.2) were significantly lower than high social scenarios (M=5.8, SD =.8), t 

(562) = -37.768, p＜.001. The feasibility ratings for low feasible scenarios (M = 3.6, SD = 

1.2) were also significantly lower than high feasible scenarios (M = 5.4, SD = 1), t (562) = -

19.194, p＜.001. These results suggest that participants’ understanding of the scenarios 

matches our designed directions. An overall reaction score was also averaged to reflect how 

positively participants reacted to the positive scenarios, α = .95. 

A 2 (high social/low social) x 2 (high feasibility/ low feasibility) repeated measures 

ANOVA was performed to compare people’s responses in different scenario categories. A 

main effect of social was found, F (1, 140) = 46, p ＜.001, partial η² =.247. Responses were 

significantly higher for low social scenarios (M = 5.8, SD = .7) than high social (M = 5.5, SD 

= .83). The main effect of feasibility was also found, F (1,140) = 11.61, p = .001, partial 

η²= .077. Responses were significantly higher for low feasible scenarios (M = 5.7, SD = .7) 

than high feasible (M = 5.6, SD = .8). There was an interaction between social and feasibility, 

F = 94.61, p ＜.001, partial η² = .407 (See Figure 8). Overall, participants respond the most 

to low social low feasible scenarios (M = 6.1, SD = .7), then high social high feasible 

scenarios (M = 5.6, SD = 0.9) and low social high feasible ones (M = 5.6, SD = .9), they 

respond the least to high social low feasible ones (M = 5.4, SD = .9).
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Figure 8.  Interaction of social and feasibility

Similar to Study 1, we calculated preference scores for social and feasibility and 

conducted multiple linear regression to test what variables predict participants’ reactions to 

the positive scenarios with the enter method. However, the regression model for preference 

for highly feasible scenarios is not significant, F =.689, p =. 733.See Table 15 for the model 

of preference on high social scenarios. 

Table 15

Multiple linear regressions of the predictors’ impact on preferences for scenarios

Preference Predictor β t p R 
square 

High social 
scenarios Valuing happiness -.008 -.083 .934 .259**

Socially engaged definition of 
happiness .283 3.219 .002*

Extraversion .241 2.78 .006*
Agreeableness .083 .929 .354
Conscientiousness .027 .312 .755
Neuroticism -.219 -2.557 .012*
Openness .057 .726 .469
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Honesty-Humility .096 1.164 .247
Urgent .215 2.246 .026*

 Level -.115 -1.115 .225  
Notes. β = Standardized Coefficients beta, Urgent = how urgently participants want to 

be happy, Level= the level of happiness participants would like to achieve, **p < .01, *p 

< .05.

The model with a preference for high social scenarios is significant, R²=.139, p＜. 

001. The more socially engaged they define happiness, the more they prefer high social 

scenarios, β =.283, t = 3.219, p＜.05. The higher they score on extraversion, the more they 

prefer high social scenarios, β = .241, t = 2.78, p＜.05. They lower they score on neuroticism, 

the more they prefer high social scenarios, β = -.219, t = -2.557, p＜.05. The more urgently 

they want to achieve happiness, the more they prefer high social scenarios, β = .215, t = 

2.246, p＜.05. The regressions for other predictors are not significant, ps >.225.

To understand how responses to positive events relate to actual well-being, we also 

ran multiple linear regression on their reactions to different positive events and well-being. 

The model with depression was not significant, F = 1.688, p = .156. The model with 

subjective happiness was significant, R² = .070, p＜.05 (See Table 16). 

Table 16

Multiple linear regressions of how participants’ reactions to positive scenarios impact on 

well-being

Well-being Predictor β t p R 
square 

Subjective Happiness High social high feasible .401 2.685 .008* .070*
High social low feasible -.219 -1.897 .060+
Low social high feasible -.153 -1.111 .269
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 Low social low feasible .062 0.506 .614  
Notes. β = Standardized Coefficients beta, each predictor represents participants’ reaction to 

each category of scenarios, **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .01.

The more positively they react to high social high feasible scenarios, the higher 

subjective happiness they have, β = .401, t = 2.685, p＜.05. The regressions of the subjective 

happiness and responses to the other three categories are not significant, ps >.060.

Discussion

We all experience positive events in day-to-day things, from little things to major 

things. When happiness knocks on our door, will we recognize the opportunity or let it slip 

away? The present study investigated the relationships between how people process positive 

events and individual differences and well-being. To measure the way people process 

positive events, their reaction to different positive scenarios was examined. 

Building on previous studies on the pursuit of happiness (Ford et al., 2015; Krasko et 

al., 2020; Zhang., 2023), we structured the scenarios on both social engagement and 

feasibility dimensions. As we predicted, participants in both samples preferred low feasible 

scenarios over high feasible scenarios. This implies that people generally tend to react more 

positively to “major things” over “little things”. In study 2, the difference between high/low 

feasible scenarios is relatively small (0.1), however, it is important to note that this main 

effect has a high significance level (p ＜.001) and with an adequate effect size (partial η² 

= .407). Therefore, this finding has still provided some insight into how the factor of 

feasibility impact western people’s reaction to positive events, and we suggest that this 

should be further tested with western sample in future studies.
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In contrast to what we expected, participants preferred low-social scenarios over high-

social scenarios in both samples. This could be explained in two aspects. In both categories of 

low feasible categories, scenarios like “getting a substantial pay rise” are more focused on the 

experience that directly benefits oneself, while the potential positive impact of scenarios like 

“reaching the donation target” would be more indirect, although it can also be also viewed as 

an achievement. In both categories of highly feasible scenarios, scenarios like “taking a hot 

shower after work” requires less effort and are under less influence of external factors, while 

scenarios like “hanging out with friends on a day off” are more likely to change due to factors 

that one finds hard to control and requires more energy in the process of maintaining social 

relationships.

Furthermore, our findings revealed that the key to further understanding the 

successful pursuit of happiness seems to be highly social and highly feasible scenarios (e.g., 

“Imagine that it’s your day off, you spend a whole day hanging out with your friends.”). In 

Study 1, the more positively participants respond to high social high feasible scenarios, the 

higher their level of subjective happiness. This finding was replicated in Study 2. This is in 

line with the previous findings that engaging in simple positive activities leads to higher well-

being (Catalino & Fredrickson, 2011; Parks & Biawas-Diener, 2013; Layous et al., 2014), 

and our study extended this by confirming the effect with a wider range of scenarios and in a 

more systematic way. However, participants react most positively to low social low feasible 

scenarios in both samples. One explanation that can be presumed reasonable is that taking a 

closer look at the low social low feasible scenarios we selected, they are mostly linked with 

personal achievements (e.g., “You got a pretty substantial pay rise recently.”) or fortune (e.g., 

“In the past, you decided to buy a lottery ticket, and today is the day that the numbers are 

drawn. You checked your ticket and found out that you have won some money.”) while most 

of the scenarios in other categories are mainly experiences (e.g., “You really enjoy work done 
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by a certain celebrity, and one day you finally get to meet them in person. You have a 

pleasant conversation, albeit brief, and you also get their autograph.”) and activities (e.g., 

“It’s a Saturday morning, and you are out having a walk in your neighbourhood. The sun is 

rising, and you can smell the freshly cut grass.”). Thus, people tend to find the low social low 

feasible scenarios more desirable compared to the other scenarios. Interestingly, although 

both samples reacted most positively to low social low feasible scenarios, results in Study 2 

revealed an interaction between social and feasibility, displaying a different reaction pattern 

to the positive scenarios.  Ruby et al. (2012) suggested that people in Eastern Asian countries 

tend to associate happiness with low arousal positive affect (e.g., peacefulness). This implies 

that people from east and western cultures could prefer different forms of activities in the 

pursuit of happiness, so cultural factor should be taken into consideration in future studies. 

We also looked into how individual differences could influence how people react to 

positive events. To be more specific, we wanted to test what individual differences could be 

driving participants’ preference for positive scenarios on the dimension of social engagement 

and feasibility. 

In the aspect of preference for high social scenarios, we found that extraversion was 

positively linked with a preference for high social scenarios in both samples. Lee et al. (2008) 

highlighted that a unique construct of extraversion is social connectedness. In high social 

scenarios, people are more likely to gain socially connected experiences than in low social 

scenarios. Thus, extroverted people tend to react more positively to high social scenarios. 

Additionally, in study 1, we found a negative association between a preference for 

high social scenarios and openness to new experience. This could be because people who are 

low on openness to new experiences tend to “follow the group” and find it more comfortable 

when engaging in high social activities while people who are high on openness to new 
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experiences may find solo activities more flexible and allow them to explore more new 

experiences. Similarly, in study 1, conscientiousness is found to be negatively linked with a 

preference for high social scenarios. One explanation for this could be that people high on 

conscientiousness could potentially find it more stressful in highly socially engaged activities, 

as more interpersonal interactions may come with responsibility. On the other hand, 

agreeableness is found to have a positive association with a preference for high social 

scenarios. This can be explained by previous research demonstrating that agreeableness and 

extraversion predict higher satisfaction with social relationships as a high level of 

agreeableness is linked with less frequent negative social interactions (Tov et al., 2014).  

We also found a negative association between a preference for high social scenarios 

and neuroticism in both studies. It was found in previous studies that higher neuroticism 

predicts increased depressive symptoms (e.g., Vittengl, 2017) and depression is linked with 

social impairments (e.g., impaired social communications, impaired social perception; see 

Kupferberg et al.,2016 for an overview). As a result, people high on neuroticism may face 

more difficulties in high social scenarios or find high social scenarios less pleasant compared 

to low social scenarios. 

Although valuing happiness was not significantly associated with preference for high 

social scenarios in both samples, in study 2, the more urgently participants would want to be 

happy, the more they preferred high social scenarios. This suggests that when people 

desperately need to feel happy, they tend to pursue them in a socially engaged way (i.e., 

engaging in high social scenarios instead of being alone).  Importantly, in both studies, 

defining happiness in a socially engaged way is found to be positively associated with the 

preference for high social scenarios. This means that when people report defining happiness 

in a socially engaged way, it will reflect in day-to-day life where they would actually prefer 

highly socially engaged activities.
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In the aspect of preference for highly feasible scenarios, it was found to be positively 

linked with extraversion (i.e., engagement in social activities or connections) and socially 

engaged ways of defining happiness while negatively linked with urgently wanting to be 

happy. This suggests that when people urgently wanting to be happy, they would tend to go 

for intensive means (i.e., engaging in low feasible activities). This is partially in line with the 

framework proposed by Ford and Mauss (2014), highlighting that people who are highly 

motivated to pursue happiness may have a high standard of “successfully gaining happiness”; 

in turn, they tend to go for the activities that cannot happen regularly (e.g., travelling to an 

expensive location with family or friends) attempting to attain an intensive boost of positive 

affect. Results in the current study could also provide evidence on how a socially engaged 

way of defining happiness could protect well-being in the pursuit of happiness (e.g., Ford et 

al., 2015; Zhang, 2023) and successful pursuit of happiness is associated with pursuing 

happiness via various of (feasible) positive activities (e.g., Krasko et al.,2020). Further, based 

on these results, one could argue that a highly extroverted person is likely to pursue happiness 

via highly social and feasible activities. In addition, preference for highly feasible scenarios is 

also positively associated with honesty-humility. When individuals score relatively high on 

honesty-humility, they will tend not to pursue “ambitious” or “high-key” activities and react 

more positively to highly feasible scenarios. However, in study 2, none of these results was 

replicated. 

Altogether, the inconsistent results between the two studies implied that one should 

interpret these findings with caution and more evidence is needed in future studies to 

understand the link between personality traits and people’s preference for positive events. 

There are certainly some limitations in the current study that need to be considered. 

Firstly, due to participants react similarly to the three items following each scenario (“I want 

to engage in this”, “I would like this to happen often” and “This would make me happy / how 
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much happiness would you gain from this experience?”), the potential to compare 

participants’ responses to establish any possible difference in detail is limited.  For instance, 

people may feel extremely happy to see the northern light after a long drive; however, people 

may not necessarily want to do this frequently. Secondly, we present participants with 

positive events in designed scenarios. However, compared to reading about positive scenarios 

in an online survey, people may react differently to the positive events in their daily lives. For 

instance, meeting a celebrity may be a great experience in the imagination, but meeting a 

celebrity may cause negative experiences such as feeling disappointed or overly nervous. 

Therefore, people’s reactions may be less positive than expected. Thus, testing people’s 

responses to positive events in an experimental setting may help build a complete 

understanding of how people process different positive events. Further, reacting positively to 

a scenario does not necessarily mean they would actually go for it in real life. For instance, 

building one’s ideal body shape may sound impressive; however, people may not actively 

make an effort for it, such as going to the gym regularly. Our work has mainly focused on 

people’s responses to positive scenarios. Future research could extend on this and test how 

people process positive events relates to actual actions regarding pursuing happiness.

In addition, we suggest serval future research directions based on our findings in the 

current study. Firstly, participants’ preferences towards positive events differ between the 

two studies, which might be explained from a cultural angle. Uchida et al. (2004) highlighted 

in a review that Asian people are motivated to pursue happiness in more social ways. 

However, in Study 1, it was to our surprise that our Chinese participants reacted least 

positively to high social high feasible scenarios. Thus, it would help to interpret this by 

conducting cross-cultural studies to directly compare how people from different cultural 

backgrounds react to day-to-day positive events.
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Other than personality traits, there are undoubtedly more factors that could impact 

people’s processing of positive events. Demographic factors such as family income may 

affect how people process positive events. The idea of low feasible activities such as 

travelling aboard may be relatively more abstract to poor people as they may never 

experience it. In contrast, richer people may be able to do it every year. These factors could 

potentially impact how they feel about different positive events, and future studies could take 

them into account so that researchers can provide a more accurate explanation of the 

difference in people’s responses to positive events.  

Finally, recent studies have shown that scarcity of resources draws attention to cues of 

the resource they lack (Shah et al.,2012; Shah et al., 2018). With similar reasoning, if we 

consider happiness as a form of mental resource, it would be reasonable to assume that 

unhappy people would be more attentive to possible means to bring them happiness (i.e., 

positive events). In the current study, our samples consist of relatively healthy participants). It 

would be interesting to investigate how clinically depressed people react to different positive 

events in such a structure. 

In conclusion, the current studies further confirmed the importance of social 

engagement and feasibility in the pursuit of happiness with specifically designed positive 

scenarios. Participants from China and UK generally preferred low social scenarios over high 

social scenarios and low feasible scenarios over high feasible scenarios. Extraversion and 

socially engaged ways of defining happiness played an important role in their preferences. 

Also, the more positively people react to high social high feasible scenarios, the higher 

subjective well-being they tend to have. Altogether, our findings suggest that the key to 

successfully attaining happiness in day-to-day life is pursuing happiness via activities that are 

both social and feasible.
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Appendix

High social/ high feasibility

1.Catching up with your friends to chat about your day virtually or in person.

2.Meeting your family or close friends for dinner on the weekend.

3.You really care about the welfare of a group (such as elderlies with cancers, war orphans 

etc) that is close to your heart, so you donate money/item/time to this charity that aims to help 

them.  With your help, the charity can complete work. 

4.Imagine that it’s your day off, you spend a whole day hanging out with your friends.

5.Imagine you are going to an interesting place (e.g., a popular amusement park or a historic 

sight) as a part of a group.  

6.Imagine you have just finished work, and you decide to have a drink with colleagues to 

relax. 

7.Imagine you are sitting at a table with some snacks, playing a board game with others. 

Low social/ high feasibility

1.It’s a rainy afternoon. You are alone in your room reading a book, while listening to the 

sound of rain gently hitting the window. 

2. Imagine being at home of an evening, on the sofa watching a movie.

3. It’s a Saturday morning, and you are out having a walk in your neighbourhood. The sun is 

rising, and you can smell the freshly cut grass. 

4.Imagine listening to your playlist. 
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5.Imagine you have had a long day and now you have time for a hot shower.

6.It’s midday, you go and buy yourself a beverage during your work break.

7.Imagine it’s a weekend morning. You take your time to have a breakfast of your choice.

High social / low feasibility

1.Suppose you’re going on holiday to an expensive destination, and you are travelling abroad 

with your family/good friends. You and your family/friends visit all the places recommended 

and stay at a luxurious hotel. 

2.You deeply care about the welfare of a charitable group, so you decide to take action to 

help. You share relevant information and a donation link on social media. Your post gets a lot 

of attention, and results in a successfully reached yet very ambitious donation target.

3.You are going with a group of friends to a concert that you’ve been looking forward to for 

quite a while. You managed to get very good tickets so you will be seated close to the stage.

4.You really enjoy work done by a certain celebrity, and one day you finally get to meet them 

in person. You have a pleasant conversation, albeit brief, and you also get their autograph. 

5.You care deeply about people who share a certain mental health issue. So you decide to 

start a support group for these people, creating and organising the group by yourself. This 

takes up many hours per week but results in your support group successfully helping others 

with their concerns.

6.You are aware that there are some elderly neighbours that who are living alone and with 

health conditions, so you volunteer to visit them daily to provide help and support. 
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7.There’s a big sports event going on, so you go to a pub to watch the game. In the end, the 

team you like wins the championship so you celebrate and cheer with the other fans.

Low social and low feasibility

1.In the past, you decided to buy a lottery ticket, and today is the day that the numbers are 

drawn. You checked your ticket and found out that you have won some money. 

2.Recently, you have become more aware of your body shape. After a period of time of 

exercising and dieting, you find that you have lost the weight you wanted to. 

3.You travel a long way to a popular place to view the northern lights. At nightfall you get to 

see them.

4.You have enough money to buy a new house/new car that you want. 

5.You got a pretty substantial pay rise recently.

6.After many months of hard work you have created a piece of art for an exhibition or 

publication (such as a book, a painting, or a song). 

7.For a subject in school/university you find really difficult you manage to get a high grade.
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Chapter 5 

General Discussion
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Summary

Happiness is a topic that scientists have been exploring and discussing for decades 

across different fields including psychology, sociology, health science and various other areas 

of research (Diener et al., 2018).  It can be viewed as either a mood of feeling happy, or a 

long-term positive emotional state. The two concepts can sometimes overlap or connect with 

each other (Ford & Mauss, 2014), and they both contribute to a boarder concept of “well-

being” which evaluates the overall state of one’s life from a comprehensive perspective (cf. 

Diener et al., 2018). Happiness promotes better social relationships, better physical health, 

and better psychological well-being (Myers & Diener, 2018). Thus, it has been viewed as an 

important resource of well-being worldwide, and people generally pursue happiness as an 

important goal (Diener et al., 2013). When people are motivated to pursue happiness, it is 

likely that they would attain happiness and have higher well-being because putting value on 

an emotional status would make it more likely for an individual to attain it (e.g., Tamir et al., 

2019). However, more recent studies have shown that this is not always the case. Putting high 

value on happiness does not guarantee actually achieving happiness, it has a surprising 

downside on well-being (Mauss et al., 2011).  In western countries, a number of studies have 

found evidence that valuing happiness are associated with lower well-being, such as 

depression (e.g., Ford et al., 2014), bipolar disorder (Ford et al., 2015) and increased 

loneliness (Mauss et al., 2012). More evidence was also found in eastern countries showing 

the negative effect of valuing happiness on well-being (e.g., Wu,2013). 

To understand this paradox effect, Ford and Mauss (2014) proposed that the negative 

impact of valuing happiness on well-being is caused by unrealistic standards of happiness, 

frequent monitoring the emotional experience and counterproductive ways of pursuing 

happiness. Further, Ford et al. (2015) argued that the relationship between valuing happiness 
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and well-being is mediated by culture, and how one values happiness varies from western to 

eastern countries. 

Building on previous studies (see Hansenne et al., 2021 for an overview) and the 

framework of “valuing happiness” as a goal-oriented state (cf. Ford & Mauss, 2014), we 

designed three studies investigating the effect of valuing happiness on well-being. The results 

from these studies have provided some insight into further understanding the role valuing 

happiness plays in the pursuit of happiness and in day-to-day life. Along with the importance 

of social engagement (e.g., Ford et al.,2015), this thesis has found some supporting evidence 

that pursuing happiness varies, and that finding feasible ways to achieve happiness is key to 

success at attaining happiness. In addition, this thesis shows some evidence that individual 

differences such as personality traits influence how people react to different positive events in 

daily life which consequently influences their happiness.  The current studies have also 

highlighted that how valuing happiness impacts on emotional attention control should be 

examined further in experimental settings. A table that summaries the aims and key findings 

can be found below (Table 17).

In this chapter, I will first review the aims of each study, then summarize the findings 

with detailed discussion. Lastly, I will discuss the implications and limitations of all our 

studies and conclude this thesis with recommendations for future studies. 

Table 17

Overview of the Empirical Studies

Chapter Aim Findings

Chapter 2
Investigate how does 
valuing happiness 
predict well-being in 

Higher level of valuing happiness predicts lower well-
being in both Western and East Asian regions; When 
highly value happiness, pursuing happiness via a 
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Eastern and Western 
countries 

socially engaged and feasible way contribute to 
achieving higher well-being

Chapter 3

Examine how the 
ability to control 
emotional attention is 
impacted by valuing 
happiness

Negative stimuli cause stronger distraction to people 
comparing to neutral stimuli; there was no significant 
difference on task performance between the 
experimental group (s) and control group

Chapter 4

Explore people's 
preferences on 
positive events in 
daily life relate with 
valuing happiness 
and well-being

Pursuing happiness via high social high feasible 
activities could contribute to higher well-being; The 
preference people have on positive events in daily life is 
impacted by personality traits, urgency to feel happy 
and how socially engaged do they define happiness

Aims of the Research

As mentioned above, the overall aim of the research was to examine how does 

valuing happiness impact well-being. In three chapters, we investigated this in both surveys 

and with experimental methods. In all the studies included in this thesis, “valuing happiness” 

is defined as the extent people value and are motivated to pursue happiness. It is measured by 

the Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011), highlighting not only how important 

happiness is to an individual (e.g.,” Feeling happy is extremely important to me.”), but also 

an excessive perspective of viewing happiness (e.g., “I value things in life only to the extent 

that they influence my personal happiness.”). We aimed to further understand the factors that 

impact or were impacted by valuing happiness, and most importantly, how does valuing 

happiness associate with actual well-being. In addition to this, we aimed to test the findings 

of previous studies focusing on valuing happiness (e.g., Ford et al.,2015; Mahmoodi Kahriz 

et al., 2020). To do so, we conducted studies on the effect of valuing happiness in samples 

from different cultures. 

In chapter 2, we aimed to extend the findings from a previous study suggesting 

culture shapes how valuing happiness predicts well-being and a “socially engaged” method of 
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achieving happiness could potentially protect well-being from the negative effect of valuing 

happiness (Ford et al., 2015).  We aimed to test whether these findings could also be found in 

another Western sample consisting of participants from UK, US, Canada, and an Eastern 

Asian sample consists of (mainland) Chinese participants. Additionally, we wanted to 

measure what activities people spontaneously come up with when asked about pursuing 

happiness and whether it differed between different cultures.  

In chapter 3, we aimed to replicate the mediation effect emotional attention control 

has on the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 

2020) in an experimental setting with an Emotional Stroop task (Williams et al,1996). More 

specifically, we wanted to test how does valuing happiness impact on emotional attention 

control and how it may potentially link with depressive symptoms. In order to understand the 

impact of valuing happiness in more depth, we also wanted to test whether different 

perspectives on valuing happiness (maladaptive/adaptive) would have different impact on 

participants’ ability to control emotional attention.  To do so, we measured participants’ 

reaction time and error rate in the Emotional Stroop task to evaluate their performance 

responding to negative/neutral/positive stimuli presented to them.

In chapter 4, we aimed to investigate the methods people use to process positive 

events in day-to-day life in regards social engagement (high/low) and feasibility (high/low). 

Further to this, we wanted to explore what individual differences (personality traits, attitude 

towards happiness) could impact on participants’ reactions to different positive events. We 

also aimed to investigate how do people’s reactions to different positive events link with their 

actual well-being. 

Overview of the Findings and Implications

The Cultural Perspective and the Role of Feasibility
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In chapter 2, in addition to the original survey from the previous study (Ford et al., 

2015), we added the Temporal Experience of Pleasure scale (TEPS, Gard et al.,2006) to look 

into the potential influence of anhedonia as this is a symptom that is decreased interest and 

pleasure in life and may be directly related to happiness. We built a latent variable for well-

being, but the TEPS could not fit into the model due to poor loading. In the end, the latent 

variable of well-being consists of satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 1985), hedonic well-

being (Watson et al., 1988), psychological well-being (Ryff & Keyes, 1995) and depression 

(Beck et al., 1996).

 In study 1, we found that higher level of valuing happiness predicts lower well-being 

in the Chinese sample, but the model could not be built for the western sample due to poor 

model fit. However, we did find a negative association between valuing happiness and well-

being in the Western sample in study 2, the more people value happiness, the lower well-

being they tend to have. This replicated the previous finding of higher valuing happiness 

predicts lower well-being in US samples (Ford et al., 2015). In contrast to the previous 

findings with the Eastern Asian samples (Ford et al., 2015), our finding suggests that the 

positive association between high level of valuing happiness and higher well-being (Ford et 

al., 2015) is not unconditional in East Asia. In other words, one cannot conclude that higher 

level of valuing happiness would predict higher well-being in all East Asian regions. This 

could be explained by the increased level of individualism in China (e.g., Steele & Lynch, 

2013), suggesting that people’s relatively individualistic perspectives on pursuing happiness 

may conflict with the collectivistic cultural background. This is in line with a recent study 

conducted in another collectivistic culture (Pakistan) showing individualistic perspective 

could negatively impact on well-being (Farah & Siddiqui, 2019). Also, previous studies 

conducted in China have also found inconsistent results within-culture on valuing happiness 

and well-being in China (e.g., Wu, 2013; Wong et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2020).
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 Importantly, defining happiness in a socially engaged way could protect people from 

the negative effect of valuing happiness on well-being. That is, when participants highly 

value happiness, if they define happiness in a socially engaged way (and presumably tend to 

pursue happiness via socially engaged activities), they are more likely to achieve higher well-

being rather than lower well-being. This aligns with Ford et al. (2015) who found that 

increased valuing happiness and increased well-being is mediated by socially engaged 

pursuits of happiness. These results were later replicated in study 2 in both Chinese and 

Western samples during the Covid-19 pandemic. This could be due to study 2 being 

conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, the limited social engagement caused by the 

situation such as lockdowns promoted western people’s motivation to engage in socially 

engaged activities (e.g., hanging `out with friends in person) in order to pursue happiness 

especially when they highly value happiness. In turn, this tendency to seek for social 

engagement in the pursuit of happiness could lead to higher well-being, suggesting that 

people who highly value happiness are protected from its negative impact if they define 

happiness in a socially engaged way. This highlighted the importance of social engagement 

as a predictor of higher well-being (e,g., Layous et al.,2012, Shin et al., 2018) as higher level 

of defining happiness in a socially engaged way (e.g., strongly agrees to the statement 

“happiness means being surrounded by good friends”) could contribute to 

building/maintaining good social relationships or performing more prosocial behaviours and 

in turn leads to happiness (e.g., Aknin et al.,2019).

Importantly, in chapter 2, our results provided evidence that feasibility is also an 

important factor in the pursuit of happiness. The idea of pursuing happiness via varies, simple 

activities was highlighted in previous studies (e.g., Catalino et al.,2014; Krasko et al., 2022), 

and it is also supported by more recent findings. For instance, Regan et al. (2023) instructed 

participants to express their gratitude via different types (social/non-social) and format (long-
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form letters/shorter lists) and measured how much their well-being is boosted comparing to 

the control group. Surprisingly, participants who were instructed to write social gratitude lists 

(i.e., to freely write people they are grateful for) did not have a significantly greater boost 

comparing to those who were instructed to write non-social gratitude lists (i.e., to freely write 

about things they are grateful for). This could suggest that social engagement may not be the 

sole factor that contributes to the improvement of well-being. Additionally, participants who 

wrote long-form gratitude letters (relatively less feasible) to people they are grateful for 

showed not only greater positive affect but also stronger feeling of indebtedness which could 

potentially dampen the well-being. However, participants who wrote unconstrained lists of 

people or things that they are grateful for (relatively more feasible) showed greater well-

being boosts comparing to the control group. This could imply that a feasible approach to 

pursue increased levels of happiness could contribute more to well-being. To our knowledge, 

studies in Chapter 2 are the first to explore the role of feasibility in the context of how 

valuing happiness can predict well-being. 

In study 1, we asked open questions about what participants would generally do to 

make themselves happy or cheer themselves up. We recorded the activities participants 

reported in response to the open questions (“what do you generally do to make yourself 

happy?” “What do you normally do to cheer yourself up when you are in a bad mood?) and 

counted the number of activities they came up with. In both samples, participants reported a 

relatively low number of activities to both questions, suggesting that it is possible that people 

generally have limited ideas of how to pursue happiness in their own lives. However, the 

more they value happiness, the fewer ideas Chinese participants have to cheer themselves up 

when in bad mood while western participants tend to have more ideas.  This could imply 

potential difference in the context of generally pursuing happiness and wanting to improve 

emotional status.
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Attempting to understand the pursuit of happiness in more depth, we coded the 

responses on the dimension of social (i.e., how socially engaged the activity is) and feasibility 

(i.e., how feasible the activity is). 

On the social dimension, the first thing worth noting is the discrepancy between the 

activities people reported (low levels of social engagement) and the way they defined 

happiness (as highly socially engaged) on a self-report scale. This suggests that there is likely 

to be a gap between a person’s actions/methods and their ideas of how they think happiness is 

achieved. Secondly, there was no significant difference on the level of social engagement 

between responses given by Chinese and Western participants. and they all reported 

relatively low social activities. This may be because the wording of the questions focuses on 

their personal perspective (i.e., asking their personally preference on what to do to enhance 

mood) which makes them associate the question more with solo activities, and people may 

still engage in social activities under the influence of closed ones or cultural background. 

On the dimension of feasibility, comparing to the western participants, when highly 

value happiness, Chinese participants reported more feasible activities and have more ideas 

about what to do to make themselves happy. This could provide more insight on how to 

interpret the positive association between valuing happiness and well-being in past studies 

(e.g., Ford et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2020) and could be linked with people’s different 

preferences on high/low arousal activities in the pursuit of happiness in North America and 

East Asia (Lee et al., 2013). Based on such preferences, Western people may be more likely 

to pursue happiness via relatively less feasible activities (e.g., going to a concert of one’s 

favourite singer) and East Asian people may be more likely to pursue happiness via relatively 

highly feasible activities (e.g., having a bath while listening to one’s playlist). 
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Further to this, the role of feasibility in the pursuit of happiness is also highlighted in 

study 2. By connecting with people via social and feasible ways (e.g., texting, contacting 

others on social medias) well-being is protected from the downside of valuing happiness, 

even during the Covid-19 pandemic. This aligns with a recent study conducted by Walsh et 

al. (2022) that compared the effect of expressing gratitude by instructing young college 

students to give their thanks privately without sharing, one-to-one via texts or publicly via 

posting on social media. The results revealed that any forms of digital gratitude expression 

improved well-being comparing to the control group. Interestingly, among all the conditions, 

participants assigned to express their gratitude via texts (involving one-to-one social 

interaction) experienced biggest well-being boosts including social connectedness and 

support. Findings from this study further supported our idea that social engagement and 

feasibility both impact on the outcome of pursuing happiness. 

In summary, the findings in Chapter 2 suggest that factors beyond the eastern/western 

(collectivistic/individualistic) dimension should be taken into consideration when trying to 

understand valuing happiness and well-being. More importantly, the results from our studies 

imply that successful pursuit of happiness requires not only a social engaged but also feasible 

approach.  

The Effect on Emotional Attention

The two studies in Chapter 3 were designed to test the impact of valuing happiness on 

emotional attention in an experimental setting. To manipulate the level and the perspective of 

valuing happiness (maladaptive/adaptive), participants were instructed to read materials and 

complete a follow-up writing task relating to the importance of happiness. And we measured 

their performance in an emotional Stroop task (Williams et al., 1996) to evaluate participants’ 

emotional attention control.
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Firstly, we found in study 1 that people spent longer disengaging attention from 

emotional stimuli comparing to neutral stimuli, supporting the Emotional Stroop effect 

(Williams et al., 1996). More specifically, as expected, we found that participants took longer 

to react to negative words in an Emotional Stroop task compared to neutral words, in line 

with the previous finding that suggest people tend to give strong bias to negative stimuli (e.g., 

Vogt et al., 2017). This may be because negative words are linked with potential 

threats/danger which leads to increased emotional attention bias (e.g., Vogt et al.,2017) and 

consequently increased negative emotions (Van Bockstaele et al.,2014). However, the main 

effect of emotional stimuli (vs. neural stimuli) was not found in the error rate data nor 

replicated in study 2. This inconsistency could be explained by the possibility that the words 

we chose to be the emotional stimuli used in the task did not trigger a significant emotional 

arousal overall, and it was argued that emotional attention bias in task performance is solely 

driven by arousal, not valence (e,g,, Dresler et al., 2008). Consequently, the effects of the 

stimuli on participants’ emotional attention were not significantly different among the three 

types of stimuli (negative/neural/positive).  

Although it was our intention to investigate how does an increased level of valuing 

happiness and different ways of valuing happiness (maladaptive/adaptive) influence 

participants’ performance in the Emotional Stroop task, our manipulation was ineffective in 

both studies. This could be because it is relatively difficult to actually influence people’s 

value of happiness in a relatively short amount of time by reading written materials. 

Therefore the emotional goal of “valuing happiness” was not truly activated in the Emotional 

Stroop task. Another possibility is that participants in control group were influenced by the 

manipulation check items as they included the key information of the manipulation material. 

Even the Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011) could have activated the value of 

happiness for the control group as the items reminded participants the importance of 
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happiness (e.g., “happiness is extremely important to me”). Thus, we could not create a 

difference in level of valuing happiness between experimental group and control group. Also, 

the material may have only activated an increased attention to stimuli directly relevant to 

happiness. This is supported by previous studies suggesting that people’s attention to a set 

goal is limited to stimuli that is directly relevant to the goal (e.g., Veling & van Knippenberg, 

2008). 

In Chapter 3, we also did not find evidence supporting the previously established 

mediation effect of emotional attention control on the relationship between valuing happiness 

and depression (Mahmoodi Kahriz et al., 2020). However, it remains questionable whether 

our result could accurately reflect participants’ ability to control their emotional attention. 

First of all, we did not have participants’ rating on the stimuli in study 1 and only had their 

rating on valence but not level of emotional arousal in study 2. This has limited the 

possibility for us to check how much emotional reaction our emotional stimuli have on 

participants and consequently cannot further investigate the reasons behind these unexpected 

results. 

Altogether, due to the failed manipulation, our results in Chapter 3 have only allowed 

limited conclusion that people have most difficulties shifting attention away from negative 

emotional information in the experimental setting.

The Day-to-day Life Positive Scenarios

In chapter 4, to investigate how people react to positive scenarios in daily life, we 

designed four categories of positive scenarios that could happen in real life on the dimension 

of (high/low) social engagement and (high/low feasibility). After presented with each positive 

scenario, participants’ responses were measured by three questions focusing on their 

motivation of engaging/how much would they like the scenario to happen often/how much 
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happiness they would gain from the experience. The responses were averaged to generate a 

final score with higher score meaning a more positive reaction to the scenario.  In addition, 

participants’ attitudes towards happiness, personality traits and well-being were also 

recorded. 

In both studies, participants responded most positively to low social low feasible 

scenarios (e.g., “seeing the northern light after a long drive”). On the dimension of social 

engagement, participants preferred low social scenarios over high social scenarios. This could 

be due to low social scenarios benefit directly to the individual, requires less effort and are 

under less influence of external factors.  On the dimension of feasibility, participants 

preferred low feasible scenarios over high feasible scenarios. These results were consistent in 

two studies with samples from China and UK. Although previous studies have shown that 

Eastern Asian people tend to pursue happiness via activities inducing low arousal positive 

affect (e.g., Calmness, Ruby et al., 2012) which are more likely to be feasible (e.g., having a 

morning walk in the park), Chinese participants in our study preferred low feasible scenarios 

that are associated with high arousal positive affect (e.g., enthusiasm) which can be relatively 

less feasible (e.g., reaching a significant donation target on social media). This implies that 

people across cultures may have an overall preference for low feasible activities (e.g., 

“traveling aboard to an expensive location with family or friends”) over “little things”.

However, it was revealed that the key to successful pursuit of happiness seem to be 

associated with high social high feasible scenarios. In other words, a more positive reaction to 

high social high feasible scenarios (e.g., “meeting up with family or friends on the weekend 

for a meal”) is linked with higher well-being (i.e., higher subjective well-being, lower 

depression). This aligns with our finding in Chapter 2 that higher level of both social 

engagement and feasibility in the pursuit of happiness could predict higher well-being. 
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We also looked into how individual differences can impact on people’s reactions to 

different positive scenarios. Surprisingly, we did not find association between valuing 

happiness and people’s preference for any category of the positive scenarios. However, we 

found that how urgently participants want to feel happy predicts preference for high social 

scenarios and low feasible scenarios. This suggests that when desperately wanting to attain 

happiness, people could potentially go for intensive means that could significantly boost their 

emotional experience via higher level of social engagement and/or higher intensity of 

emotional arousal caused by a relatively rare event. Interestingly, a socially engaged way of 

defining happiness was found to be linked with preference for high social scenarios and high 

feasible scenarios in both studies. This could imply that people who define happiness in a 

socially engaged way may actually go for simple activities in life involving social 

engagement, for instance, spending time with friends and family.

 Regards personality traits, extraversion was linked with preference for high social 

scenarios and high feasible scenarios. This is in line with its established connection with 

social connectedness (Lee et al., 2008) and higher level of social activeness (Lucas & Diener, 

2001), but not consistent with the previous finding (Tamir, 2009) showing that extraverts do 

not show difference on preference for effortless activities (e.g., watching TV). Further, we 

found that neuroticism is negatively linked with preference for high social scenarios. It could 

be due to its association with depression (Vittengl, 2017), which in turn is linked to more 

difficulties in social engagement (see Kupferberg et al.,2016 for a review).  In regard to the 

hypothesis about openness to new experiences, we found the surprising result that it is 

negatively associated with preference for high social scenarios in study 1. This could be 

because when people are low on openness to new experiences, they tend to “follow the 

group” and find it more comfortable engaging in high social activities while those who are 

high on openness to new experiences tend to prefer solo activities which might allow more 
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space of freedom for them to engage in new experiences. We also found possible associations 

between preferences for positive events that can happen in daily lives and other personality 

traits, however, considering that these results are inconsistent between the two studies, they 

need to be interpreted with caution and tested in future studies.  

In summary, I used the methods of surveys, open questions, and task-based 

experiments to explore how valuing happiness predicts well-being in relation to culture, 

emotional attention control and day-to-day life. The overall findings of this thesis make a 

notable contribution to understanding the effect of valuing happiness on well-being.  Firstly, 

in chapter 2, we argue that the previously found positive association between valuing 

happiness and well-being (Ford et al., 2015) may not extend to all East Asian regions (e.g., 

mainland China) and this would help forming a more accurate understanding of how culture 

shapes the relationship between valuing happiness and well-being. Secondly, more evidence 

supported how social engagement could lead to higher well-being in both Eastern and 

Western samples, we propose that pursuing happiness in feasible ways also benefits one’s 

well-being based on the results from Chapter 2 and Chapter 4. Generated from people’s 

spontaneous thoughts and responses to positive scenarios, our findings suggest that along 

with engaging in social activities, people should also develop or maintain a certain level of 

flexibility in their means of pursuing happiness and not overlook the little things in daily life 

(i.e., not only fixating on the major events) in order to attain happiness. Thirdly, with our 

attempt to manipulate the level/perspective of valuing happiness in an experiment, we have 

provided some insight into how the concept of valuing happiness could be applied in 

experimental settings. I will discuss this in more detail in the next section. Although the 

results regarding our main hypothesis was limited, we still provided some evidence that 

people possibly tend to experience more difficulty disengaging from negative emotional 

information then neutral information and are not distracted by positive stimuli as much. 
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Therefore, people could tend to overlook positive emotional information and even miss the 

opportunities to gain happiness in daily lives. This is also linked with the aim of studies in 

Chapter 4, which we suggest that people may not react positively to certain positive events in 

life because they could overlook the little positive things in life that may not cause high 

emotional arousal.  Also, the inconsistent results in Chapter 3 also suggest that the 

importance of looking into the level of emotional arousal as well as emotional valence in 

experiments. 

With one of the key points raised in this thesis being how engaging in feasible 

activities can be beneficial for well-being, one might argue that pursuing happiness via highly 

feasibility activities may not always be effective. According to the hedonic treadmill model 

proposed and developed in the last decades (see Diener et al., 2009 for a review), people only 

react to positive and negative events briefly before returning to a neutral state, and they 

always continue to go for the next goal in pursuit of happiness.  Applying this reasoning, just 

like how people move on from negative events such as a breakup or an unemployment, the 

positive affect caused by the positive events also tend to wear off over time. Namely, it could 

be assumed that the increased level of happiness achieved by highly feasible activities could 

be particularly short-lived. 

Fortunately for the happiness seekers, to counter this barrier, Lyubomirsky (2011) 

proposed the hedonic adaptation prevention model based on the idea of people have the 

ability to modify their adaptation to emotional events. Lyubomirsky pointed out that there are 

strategies to forestall hedonic adaptation in order to maintain a longer-term effect of 

happiness boost. Firstly, it was highlighted that the prevention of hedonic adaptation can be 

achieved via feasible approaches (e.g., savouring, expressing gratitude, positive thinking) and 

one should be aware of and appreciate the positive events, no matter how “minor” they are. In 

the same year, Lyubomirsky et al. (2011) provided empirical evidence by conducting an 
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eight-months long study. They tested the short and long-term effect of engaging in feasible 

activities (expressing optimism and gratitude) and found that these activities are most 

effective when participants are aware of and commit to them. These align with our point in 

Chapter 4 that people should recognize (feasible) means to be happy in day-to-day lives. 

Specifically, participants who react positively to high social high feasible scenarios (i.e., 

appreciating “little” positive social interactions) are associated with higher subjective 

happiness. 

Another factor that was highlighted is the variety of the positive events. Lyubomirsky 

(2011) argues that by increasing the variety of positive activities one engages in, more 

frequent positive effects would be produced and therefore boost well-being in long term. This 

supports our results from Chapter 2 that pursuing happiness via simple, varies positive 

activities contributes to higher well-being. However, it is important to note that evidence 

regarding how variety of positive activities influences well-being in later empirical studies 

seem to be mixed.  On the one hand, Schellenberg and Bailis (2021) found that pursuing 

varies positive activities (comparing to those who only focus on one positive activity) 

reported higher well-being. On the other hand, Okabe-Miyamoto et al. (2021) measured 

variety in prediction of well-being boost along with other factors in a sample of 200,000 

participants and the results suggest that engaging in a wider range of positive activities 

predicts smaller boost of well-being. In addition to this, the results also showed that people 

who tend to go for more varied positive activities tend to select activities with lower level of 

effectiveness. Together with our findings in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, we argue that engaging 

in varies simple activities contributes to higher well-being as this could mean an adaptive 

approach to pursue happiness and could also imply that people have clearer ideas of how to 

make themselves happy.  
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Apart from the theoretical aspect, our findings in this thesis could also provide insight 

into the development of future positive interventions. First, in general, people should be 

encouraged to pursue happiness via varies simple positive social interactions. Second, people 

could be guided to intentionally build appreciation to varies feasible things in order to 

maximize the positive affects gained from day-to-day lives. In addition, our results across 

eastern and western samples suggest that researchers should consider adjusting the positive 

interventions according to the specific cultural background. In chapter 2, we found a positive 

association between valuing happiness and lower well-being in China while previous study 

found the opposite in other Eastern Asian regions (Ford et al.,2015). Relatedly, Shin et al. 

(2020) also found unexpected results that US participants (not Asian participants) reported 

higher boost of well-being after expressing gratitude and suggest that expressing gratitude is 

a less effective activity to promote happiness in collectivistic countries. In a more recent 

study, Shin et al. (2020) instructed US and Korean participants to read articles framing kind 

acts as self-focus or others-focus before performing them throughout a week. Comparing to 

the control group, US participants (but not the Korean participants) who read the kind acts are 

good for themselves reported greater increase of well-being. These findings suggest that 

when it comes to the pursuit of happiness and the well-being outcome, conclusions should 

not be extended to other countries solely based on either it is collectivistic or individualistic. 

In chapter 4, participants from China and UK displayed different reaction pattern to the same 

series of positive scenarios. These findings could imply that the factor of cultural 

background, independent of social engagement or feasibility, should be considered when 

designing and applying positive interventions. This fits with the study conducted by Layous 

et al. (2013), when instructing US participants and Korean participants to perform the same 

two kinds of high social high feasible activities (expressing gratitude and perform kind acts), 

Korean participants experienced less boost of happiness comparing to US participants. 
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Therefore, it should be recommended to develop positive interventions that are more culture-

specific to promote higher well-being.

Altogether, the effect of valuing happiness has on well-being may vary from culture 

to culture, findings across the three studies suggest that social engagement and feasibility are 

two important elements of successful pursuit of happiness in the contexts of abstract ideas 

(self-reported scales and open questions, chapter 2) or specific positive events in real life 

(scenarios, chapter 4).  Although we did not effectively manipulate valuing happiness in an 

experimental setting, we still found some evidence supporting that negative stimuli cause 

more difficulties for participants to shift attention away from them comparing to neutral 

stimuli (chapter 3). Overall, our findings paint a more comprehensive picture of how valuing 

happiness predicts well-being and demonstrates how social engagement and feasibility could 

impact on this in different contexts. In the following section, I will discuss suggestions for the 

future studies along with the existing limitations for our studies. 

Limitations and Future Studies

The first issue I would like to address is the inconsistent results across the studies. In 

chapter 2, the inconsistency was mainly caused by poor data quality for the Western samples 

collected via Amazon Mturk and relatively smaller sample size in both western samples. Due 

to this, we could not fully confirm the negative association between valuing happiness and 

well-being in western cultures in our studies. In chapter 4, participants from study 1 and 

study 2 were from different countries (i.e., China and UK), so their views on the scenarios 

might differ because of cultural backgrounds or language difference. Thus, we suggest that 

the future studies could benefit from collecting more data in both eastern and western 

countries so that the researcher could directly look into the possible cultural factor that 

impacts their responses to positive scenarios. 
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Secondly, another limitation regards the methods and experimental design. In chapter 

2 and 4, we mainly used self-report method to measure participants’ responses. However, it 

would be worth to test whether participants would react the same way if asked about real-life 

situations during real-life.  So, future studies could benefit from collecting data by using 

methods like interview or asking participants to keep a diary of positive events in their lives. 

Or this could be tested in an experimental setting by focusing on one or few positive 

scenarios and measure participants reactions. Also, to gain a more in-depth understanding of 

people’s spontaneous thoughts on pursuing happiness, researchers could consider conducting 

qualitative studies on this topic. One of the most significant shortcomings of our studies is 

our failed attempt to manipulate valuing happiness in our experiments in Chapter 3. More 

specifically, we address the flaws on our experimental design and manipulation material. As 

a result, we did not create a significant difference on valuing happiness level between the 

experimental group(s) and the control group so we could not truly test our main hypothesis in 

two studies. The effect of valuing happiness on emotional attention in experimental settings 

remains unclear. We suggest that future studies could try to develop a more suitable 

measurement of valuing happiness in experimental settings and manipulation materials that 

could have a stronger effect on valuing happiness level. The latter could include a more 

engaging writing task, material with a form other than texts or a longer text with better 

wording to enhance participants’ value on happiness.  We would also recommend adding the 

rating for emotional arousal in the procedure and potentially the emotional attention control 

scale (Barry et al. 2013) to test whether there could be a difference between self-reported 

ability to control emotional attention and performance in an emotional Stroop task. 

Also, it could be argued that valuing happiness may not always maladaptive (i.e. 

being excessive or be linked with maladaptive ways to pursue happiness), and people could 

value happiness via adaptive perspectives. For chapter 3, we intended to separate the 
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influence of valuing happiness on well-being via different perspectives to address this, but the 

manipulation was not effective. We could also argue that another explanation for this is that 

most items on Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al., 2011) focused on the excessive side of 

valuing happiness (e.g., “I am concerned about my happiness even when I feel happy.”), so 

even if there was an adaptive perspective on valuing happiness induced, it may not have been 

detected. However, we did manage to look into the specific effect of valuing happiness. 

In chapter 2, we collected data on people’s ways of pursuing happiness. There could 

be more potential in assessing people’s ideas on how to pursue happiness on the dimension of 

effectiveness in future studies. Further, future studies could investigate how does valuing 

happiness impact well-being in the specific context of either “generally wanting to feel 

happy” or “wanting to cheer oneself up” as the former focuses more on generally pursuing 

happiness while the latter also relates to the emotion regulation side of pursuing happiness. 

In chapter 4, we looked into whether people overall have high standards of happiness 

in the context of positive scenarios. Although we added exploratory questions assessing the 

level of urgency and the level of happiness participants would like to achieve, future studies 

could also add more items or scales to cover the adaptive side of valuing happiness. For 

instance, the prioritizing positively scale proposed by Catalino et al. (2014) would help 

understand participants’ tendency to savour simple positivity in life, which also plays a role 

in how they tend to react to different positive events. 

Lastly, there are undeniably other factors that were not fully addressed in our studies. 

For instance, most of our participants across studies are females. It would be interesting to 

test the results in more gender-balanced samples. Also, the average ages of our participants 

are relatively young. However, it was found that age could influence the effect of valuing 

happiness on well-being in a Chinese sample (Wong et al., 2019). Therefore, future studies 
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could test our findings in older age groups. Furthermore, future studies could also benefit 

from controlling other demographic factors such as geographic locations (e.g., urban vs. 

suburban), education level and income level. 

Conclusion

In this thesis, I explored the effect valuing happiness has on well-being with different 

methods and in different samples. The findings confirmed the protective effect of social 

engagement in the pursuit of happiness in both eastern and western cultures and argued that a 

conclusion could not yet to be drawn about whether valuing happiness always predicts higher 

well-being in east Asia. We suggest that the discussion of cultural impact on the relationship 

between valuing happiness and well-being could go beyond the simple division of 

individualism and collectivism cultures. Studies should also focus on socially engaged 

definitions of happiness and preferences for social events in day-to-day life. Our findings also 

highlighted the importance of feasibility, suggesting that pursuing happiness via engaging in 

and appreciating more feasible activities is linked to higher well-being. Although our results 

of how valuing happiness impacts emotional attention in an experimental setting has very 

limited findings, we still believe it would be worth looking into this effect with improved 

methods in future studies. 

Overall, the paradox effect of valuing happiness on well-being is influenced by 

various factors across cultures. This thesis suggests that a key to a successful pursuit of 

happiness is to pursue happiness in ways that are both socially engaged and feasible. 
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