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Happiness

Wellbeing
Psychological wellbeing
Subjective wellbeing
Life satisfaction
Eudaimonic wellbeing
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Mean income at 29 years (2008)

Positive affect 16 years (1994)

II $34,632 . I I

Positive affect 18 years (1996)

Life satisfaction 22 years (2001)
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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) 2013

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/10.1037/1089-2680.9.2.1 1 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 cnuca] re- exammamm of L)'ubommk}f et al s semmal amcle offers insights into some
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“University of Califonia, Riverside, CA, USA

ABSTRACT

The Sustainable Happiness Model (SHM) has been influentialin positive psychology and wel 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
bacst their wellbeing via their intentional behaviors, and maintain that boast in the longer-term.
However, such effects may be weaker than we initially believed. We describe three contempaorary
maodels descended from the thinking embodied in the SHM - the Eudaimanic Activity Model, the
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Hedonic Adaptation Prevention model and the Pasitive Activity Model Research testing these
maodels has further supported the premise that how people ive makes a difference for their well

being.

I awidely cited article, Lyubormirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade
[2005) proposed a heuristic framework for understanding
the Influences on well-being. The Sustainable Happiness
Model, as illustrated in the now well-known pie chart, dis-
tinguished among three overlapping kinds of influences:
inhementgenetic predispositions, current life circumstances,
and current intentional activities. Lyubomirsky et al. also
provided, based on certaln starting assumptions and a non-
exhaustive review of the literature of that time, initial est-
mates conceming the relative importance of the three
factors In Impacting chionic happiness leiek: approx-
miately 50% for genetic factors, 109 for circumstantial fac-
tors, and the remalning 40% for volitional or intentional

Today, however, the ple chart diagram appears to have
outlived its usefulness (for recent citicl reviews, see
Bergink, 2015; Brown & Rohrer, 2019; Kashdan, 2015;
Krueger, 2015). Brown and Rohrer (2019) have provided
the most elaborated analysis, especially of the initial per-
centageestimates we provided, These critiques, with which
we mostly agree, have provided us with an opportunity to
articulate our cument thinking, However, rather than
addresing such criticisms in detail here, in this article we
take a broader perspective. Accordingly, we first revisit the
context In which the dhatt was proposed, point out the
cautiousness with which we originally proposed it, and
rermind readers of ouroriginal goal In proposing it - namely,
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Consumption and Happiness
in the United States

Average Income
in 1995 dollars

--_--------- - -

Very Happy People

as a percentage of total population

Chart courtesy of OilPoster.org Census Bureau and D. G. Myers
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Flourishing consists of: _
Positivity
lfo-satiataction o

Vitality P
Optimal wellness,
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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‘Every day may not be
out ere is something
IN every day.
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