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Happiness

Wellbeing
Psychological wellbeing
Subjective wellbeing
Life satisfaction
Eudaimonic wellbeing
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Easy as (Happiness) Pie? A Critical Evaluation of a Popular
Model of the Determinants of Well-Being

Nicholas J. L. Brown'® - Julia M. Rohrer***

© The Author(s) 2019

Abstract

An underlying principle behind much of the research in positive psychology is that indi-
viduals have considerable leeway to increase their levels of happiness. In an influential arti-
cle that is frequently cited in support of such claims, Lyubomirsky et al. (Rev Gen Psychol
9:111-131, 2005. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.9.2.11 1) put forward a model (subse-
quently popularized under the name of the “happiness pie”) in which approximately 50% of
individual differences in happiness are due to genetic factors and 10% to life circumstances,
leaving 40% available to be changed via volitional activities. We re-examined Lyubomirsky
et al.’s claims and found several apparent deficiencies in their chain of arguments on both
the empirical and the conceptual level. We conclude that there is little empirical evidence
for the variance decomposition suggested by the “happiness pie,” and that even if it were
valid, it is not necessarily informative with respect to the question of whether individuals
can truly exert substantial influence over their own chronic happiness level. We believe that
our crmca] re- exammaucm of L)'ubommk}f et al 5 ﬁemmal article offers insights into some
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ABSTRACT

The Sustainable Happiness Model (SHM) has been influential in positive psychology and we lk being
science. However, the ‘pie chart” aspect of the model has received valid critiques. In this artide, we
start by agreeing with many such critiques, while also explaining the context of the original article
and noting that we were speculative but not dogmatic therein. We also show that subsequent
research has supported the most important premise of the SHM - namely, that individuals can
boost their well-being via their intentional behaviors, and maintain that boost in the langer-term.
However, such effects may be weaker than we initially believed. We describe three contemporary
madels descended from the thinking embodied in the SHM - the Eudaimonic Activity Model, the

Revisiting the Sustainable Happiness Model and Pie Chart: Can Happiness Be

M) Chac tor cpsiaian

ARTICLE HETORY
Reeived 4 September 2019
Aoeepted B Ocober 2019

KEY WORDS:
Subjectve wel-being;
sustainable happines
madel pie thar: hadanic
Haptation; intentonal
ST

Hedonic Adaptation Prevention model and the Positive Activity Model Research testing these
maodels has further supported the premise that how peaple live makes a difference for their well

being.

Inawidely clted article, Lyubornirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade
(2005) proposed a heuristic framework for understanding
the influences on well-being. The Sustainable Happiness
Model, as ilustrated in the now well-known pie chart, dis-
tinguished among three overlapping kinds of influences:
Inhement genetic predispositions, currentlife circumstances,
and current intentional activities, Lyubomirsky et al. also
provided, based on certain starting assumptions and a nan-
exhaustive review of the literature of that time, Initial esti-
mates conceming the relative importance of the three
factors In Impacting chronic happiness levels: approxk
mately 50% for genetic factors, 10% for circumstantial fac-
tors, and the remaining 40% for volitional or intentional

Today, however, the ple chart diagram appears to have
outlived its usefulness (for recent citical reviews, see
Bergink, 2015; Brown & Rohrer, 2019; Kashdan, 2015%;
Krueger, 2015). Brown and Rohrer (2019) have provided
the most elaborated analysis, especially of the inital per-
centage estimates we provided. These critiques, withwhich
we mostly agree, have provided us with an opportunity to
articulate our curent thinking, However, rather than
addressing such crticlms in detall here, in this artiche we
take a broader perspective. Accordingly, we first revisit the
context in which the chat was proposed, peint out the
cautiousness with which we originally proposed it, and
remind readers of our ariginal goal in proposing it- namely,

A bl i s foh Ll 3 llismtetas Hale bacle ola sl
-

i — T 1]

b ehais s ob Bt Lo s leall i pacelbls Fooannls ko Lafl
|| Fm'




—

RSP - RV (RIS P WS TR IR VSR AR

Blo oo (Bl b (9393 U o3l (g joor oliee S (e a0
(Y’ VY cd‘)&o@ 9 Og‘).g A;JLL:.A)

WA 045 4 L;:Loj Cou &S LS'D‘)'Q‘ L;ol.{.)l.w U‘)‘“’ )N *
513 313l (el0L oty 3 1y e b 2559590



—

o U‘i““ l: ob).wél

o )‘JJ? 9 @"Jlbo C’Jt%‘ u.a.v

Syl s 2y &

Cal o) S50

X8 s 1y 568 ol lgnad dy i ol

Sl o) S b dibra g w561




m—

Aezvis |y o] olgs e (S5 slags )l 4 STy s
SphSo 25 g ohhsl (SIS wuiluas wid Jio olalus *
! dulde *

oo g9l 4 (JS 5 0

o] O‘.)).o )‘1 i ufJJ‘ lags OU} 5 F






Consumption and Happiness
in the United States

Average Income
in 1995 dollars

-5-----F--- - -

Very Happy People

as a percentage of total population

Chart courtesy of OilPoster.org From U.S. Census Bureau and D. G. Myers
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Flourishing consists of:

Positivity
Optimism, happiness and
life-satisfaction

Vitality ‘ P
Optimal wellness, X\
strong, healthy bodies

Engagement

Crafting more flow
experiences and

Achievement

Accomplishment,
inspired action

Relationships

Authentic. meaningful, life-

Meaning enhancing connections

Creating purpose,
passion and fulfillment
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