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Abstract This study set out to explore conceptions of the elements or ingredients that
lead to long-lasting happiness. A content analysis (Smith in Handbook of research methods
in social and personality psychology. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2000;
Weber 1990) coded 201 respondents’ (18–84 years old) written happiness recipes for the
mention of a priori (pre-defined from a literature review) and empirical (from a pilot study)
content analysis categories. These were organized into six dimensions (i.e. Personality,
Circumstances, Social Relationships, Behavioral Activities, Cognitive Activities and
Volitional Activities) based on a model of the causes of long-term happiness (Lyubomirsky
et al. in Rev Gen Psychol 9(2):111–131, 2005b). Participants were happy and mentally
healthy. An overwhelming majority of responses referred to Social Relationships such as
with Family, Friends and Partners, supporting the assertion that relationships are neces-
sary for happiness (Diener and Oishi in Psychol Inquiry 16(4):162–167, 2005; Diener and
Seligman in Psychol Sci Public Interest 5(1):1–32, 2002). Participants frequently men-
tioned Circumstances such as Health despite the fact these have been found to have a
minimal influence over long-term happiness (Argyle in The foundations of hedonic psy-
chology. Russel Sage Foundation, New York, 1999). Respondents mentioned a variety of
New Behavioral Activities (e.g. time in Nature) that could offer a list of active leisure
pursuits for use in happiness interventions. Finally, participants spoke of the importance of
Social Values and having a Philosophy of Life (New Cognitive Activities). A recipe for
long-term happiness is proposed based on past and current findings.
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No man is happy that does not think himself so (Marcus Aurelias, cited Diener 1984).

1 Introduction

The pursuit of happiness is emerging as a topic of burgeoning global interest (Lyubomirsky
et al. 2005a). A review of experimental literature found ‘‘compelling evidence’’ that
happiness fosters sociability and social activity, altruism, liking of the self and others,
strong bodies and immune systems and effective conflict resolution skills (Lyubomirsky
et al. 2005a). How might these benefits occur? Happiness involves positive emotions, and
these emotions may have evolved to help humans to ‘‘broaden’’ their awareness by
encouraging new, varied and exploratory thoughts and actions (Fredrickson 1998, 2001;
Fredrickson and Branigan 2005). Over time these broadened thoughts and actions ‘‘build’’
new skills and resources (Fredrickson 1998, 2001; Fredrickson and Branigan 2005).
Negative emotions in contrast, prompt narrow and immediate survival-oriented behaviors
(Fredrickson 2001; Fredrickson and Branigan 2005). In order to influence individuals’
levels of happiness, it is necessary to define happiness and understand its causes and its
potential for change.

1.1 Defining Happiness

Happiness research has evolved in two directions based on the philosophical perspectives
of hedonism and eudemonia. Hedonic psychology (Kahneman et al. 1999) concerns ‘‘the
experience of pleasure versus displeasure construed to include all judgments about the
good/bad elements of life’’ (Ryan and Deci 2001). Definitions of happiness drawn from
hedonic psychology represent the internal information people draw on if you ask them if
they are happy (Diener 1984; Ryan and Deci 2001). One widely accepted hedonic defi-
nition of happiness is that of subjective well-being (SWB). ‘‘People experience abundant
SWB when they feel many pleasant and few unpleasant emotions, when they are engaged
in interesting activities, when they experience many pleasures and few pains, and when
they are satisfied with their lives’’ (Diener 2000). SWB is made up of high life satisfaction
(a cognitive evaluation), experiences of frequent positive affect and infrequent negative
affect (Diener 1984; Diener et al. 1999). SWB represents a higher order factor made up of
these interrelated constructs (Diener et al. 1999). Subjective happiness can also be
approached at a global level by assessing people’s summary judgments of their happiness
(Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999; Lyubomrisky et al. 2006). Subjective definitions of
happiness have led to effective self-report measures of global happiness (Lyubomirsky and
Lepper 1999) and the components of SWB (Diener et al. 1985; Kahneman and Krueger
2006; Watson et al. 1988).

Eudemonic happiness focuses on ‘‘a well-being that is beyond subjective happiness’’
(Ryan and Deci 2001) valuing external criteria such as virtue and positive action (Kashdan
et al. 2008; Peterson et al. 2005). Though the philosophical distinction between hedonism
and eudemonia may not be empirically supported (Kashdan et al. 2008) eudemonia
inspired constructs have encouraged a broader scope of happiness research (Ryff 1989).
For example, the operational definition of psychological well-being (PWB) includes
environmental mastery, a sense of purpose in life and positive relations with others (Ryff
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1989; Ryff and Singer 1998). Such broad definitions can confuse attempts to develop a
clear operational definition of happiness by confounding happiness with its causes and
consequences (Kashdan et al. 2008). In the case of PWB, if ‘‘positive relations with others’’
(Ryff 1989; Ryff and Singer 1998) is part of the definition of happiness then the study of
whether and how interpersonal relationships affect happiness becomes ‘‘a potentially
messy examination of conceptually overlapping predictor and outcome variables’’
(Kashdan 2004; Kashdan et al. 2008). To avoid such confusion and at the risk of limiting
its scope, the current study has chosen to focus on research into the causes of happiness that
has used outcome measures of SWB. Though happiness could be operationalized in a
number of ways, SWB represents a clearly defined and well researched happiness proxy
(Diener 2000) that is separable from the causes of happiness under investigation (Kashdan
et al. 2008).

1.2 Causes of Happiness

Seligman (2002) proposed a formula for the causes of happiness that accounts for stable
and variable components of long-term happiness; H (enduring level of happiness) = S
(personal set range) ? C (circumstances) ? V (factors under personal voluntary control).
Similarly, Lyubomirsky and colleagues propose ‘‘set-point, life circumstances, and
intentional activity’’ causally effect long-term happiness; and estimate a percentage of
variance in happiness accounted for by each (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b; Sheldon and
Lyubomirsky 2006a, 2007).

1.2.1 Set-Point (Estimated Influence = 50 %)

The happiness set-point ‘‘is genetically determined and assumed to be fixed, stable over
time, and immune to the influence of control’’ (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). Research on
genetic predisposition, hedonic adaptation and personality traits provides support for this
stable component of happiness. Twin studies indicate that between 27 and 80 % of vari-
ance in long-term SWB is explained by genetic inheritance (Diener et al. 1999; Lucas and
Donnellan 2007; Lykken and Tellegen 1996; McGue et al. 1997; Sheldon and Lyubo-
mirsky 2007; Tellegen et al. 1988). The theory of hedonic adaptation proposes that good
and bad events may temporarily effect happiness, but most people eventually return to their
set-point (Brickman and Campbell 1971; Diener et al. 2006). People adapt to major events
such as winning the lottery (Brickman et al. 1978), death of a spouse, marriage and
unemployment (Lucas et al. 2003). However, adaptation is not always complete (Diener
et al. 2006; Fujita and Diener 2005; Lucas et al. 2003; Lyubomirsky 2011) and ‘‘set range’’
may be a more accurate descriptor (Seligman 2002).

Personality traits are cognitive, affective and behavioural complexes that are consistent
across situations and the lifespan (Allport and Ross 1967). Though not completely fixed,
heritable personality traits reflect relatively stable influences on daily fluctuating attitudes,
emotions and actions (Diener and Lucas 1999; Diener et al. 1999; Weiss et al. 2008). Of
those personality traits proposed to influence SWB extraversion and low neuroticism
(Costa and McCrae 1980; Lucas et al. 2000; Weiss et al. 2008), optimism (Aspinwall and
Taylor 1992; Carver and Gains 1987; Fontaine and Jones 1997; Scheier and Carver 1992;
Scheier et al. 2001) and self-esteem (Diener and Lucas 1999; Schimmack and Diener 2003)
have the strongest support, predicting higher scores on measures of SWB.
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1.2.2 Circumstances (Estimated Influence = 10 %)

Circumstances are the secure and stable elements of a person’s life. These include the
geographical region where a person resides, demographic factors such as age and gender,
and major life-status factors such as marriage (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). Circumstances
account for only 8–20 % of total SWB variance (Andrews and Withey 1976; Argyle 1999;
Diener et al. 1999), possibly because of adaptation (Diener et al. 1999, 2006; Lyubomirsky
2011; Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). The circumstances that most consistently predict high
SWB are being married (Diener et al. 2000; Lee et al. 1991; Lucas et al. 2003; Myers 2000;
Stack and Eshelmen 1998), religious (Lazar and Bjorck 2008; Myers 2000), employed
(Haring et al. 1984; Lucas et al. 2003), healthy (Diener and Seligman 2004; Lyubomrisky
et al. 2006; Okun and George 1984; Verbrugge et al. 1994) and sufficiently wealthy to meet
basic needs (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2002; Diener et al. 1993, 1995, 2010).

1.2.3 Social Relationships (Estimated Influence = Not Specified)

Social relationships are stable connections with family, friends, partners and community
(Diener and Oishi 2005; Diener and Seligman 2002). Relationships predict higher SWB
(Argyle 1999; Diener and Seligman 2002; Gallagher and Vellabrodrick 2008) and people
report happier feelings when with others (Pavot et al. 1990). Further, ‘‘very happy people’’
have stronger relationships with friends, family and romantic partners (Diener and Se-
ligman 2002). The consistency of such findings has led some to conclude that relationships
are necessary for happiness (Diener and Oishi 2005; Diener and Seligman 2002). Even
though they are difficult to classify because of confounding factors (e.g. marriage, for-
giveness and social activities, see Table 1), social relationships are classified as a unique
and influential cause of happiness in the current study (rather than as a component of
circumstances).

1.2.4 Intentional Activities (Estimated Influence = 40 %)

Intentional activities are effortful actions or practices that include the variety of things
people think and do (Lyubomirsky et al. 2011; Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). Activities are
more controllable than genetic factors, personality and most circumstances and offer the
greatest potential to sustainably increase happiness (Lyubomirsky et al. 2011; Sheldon and
Lyubomirsky 2007). They also have features that combat adaptation such as the ability to
maintain novelty by altering the time, place and nature of an activity (Lyubomirsky et al.
2005b). Lyubomirsky et al. (2005b) describe three types of intentional activity (behavioral,
cognitive and volitional). With a few exceptions (Fordyce 1977, 1983; Seligman et al.
2006) happiness interventions have focused on a limited variety of specific happiness
enhancing strategies that can be organized into these three activity types.

Behavioral activity reflects a person’s actions. Physical activities (Babyak et al. 2000;
Motl et al. 2005; Rejeski et al. 2001; Stewart et al. 1997), meditation and mindfulness
(Brown and Ryan 2003; Smith et al. 1995) and social activities such as deliberate acts of
kindness and gratitude (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b; Seligman et al. 2005) have been found
to increase SWB. Cognitive activity indicates a person’s attitudes. Cultivating gratitude
(Emmons and McCullough 2003; Lyubomirsky et al. 2011; Seligman et al. 2005; Sheldon
and Lyubomirsky 2006b), forgiveness (Bono et al. 2008; McCullough and Worthington
1999) and cognitive approaches to coping with adversity (Folkman 1997; Gloaguen et al.
1998; Headey and Wearing 1990; McCrae and Costa 1986) increase SWB. Volitional
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Table 1 A priori dimensions and categories, and category definitions from the literature

Dimension and
category names

Category definitions from literature (as
described in Coding Scheme)

Author(s)

Personalitya

Extraversiona,b Characterized by openness, positive emotions
and the tendency to seek stimulation with
others

Costa and McCrae (1980)

Neuroticisma A characteristic tendency to experience negative
emotions such as anger, sadness and
vulnerability

Costa and McCrae (1980)

Optimism A tendency toward ‘‘the global expectation that
good things will be plentiful in the future and
bad things scarce’’

Scheier and Carver (1992)

Self-Esteem ‘‘A global feeling of self-worth or adequacy as a
person, or generalized feelings of self-
acceptance, goodness, and self-respect’’

Lyubomrisky et al. (2006)

Circumstancesa

Marital statusa,b Married (vs. never married, separated or
divorced)

Myers (2000)

Religionb ‘‘Religious activity’’, ‘‘Religious faith’’ and/or
‘‘Religiousness’’

Myers (2000)

Sufficient Wealth Enough money to meet basic needs Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002,
Diener et al. (1993)

Employmenta Being employed, not unemployed Haring et al. (1984), Lucas et al.
(2003)

Health Self-reports of health and the absence of chronic
illness

Okun and George (1984,
Verbrugge et al. (1994)

Social
Relationshipsb

Social
Relationshipsb

Stable connections with family, friends,
partners, and community

Diener and Oishi (2005), Diener
and Seligman (2002)

Behavioral
Activitiesa

Physical Activitya Any movement of the body that results in energy
expenditure above the resting level

Mutrie and Faulkner (2004)

Meditation and
Mindfulnessa

Meditation practices cultivate mindfulness, an
enhanced attention to and awareness of current
experience

Brown and Ryan (2003)

Social Activitiesa,b Deliberate acts of kindness or goodness for the
benefit of another

Lyubomirsky et al. (2005a, b)

Cognitive
Activitiesa

Gratitudea A sense of wonder, appreciation and
thankfulness

Tkach and Lyubomirsky (2006)

Forgivenessb When a person believes the actions of another
were harmful, immoral or unjust; but is able to
reduce negative responses and increase pro-
social responses (e.g. attempt to mend the
relationship)

McCullough and Worthington
(1999)

Coping Attitudesa Maintaining optimism, faith and strength in the
face of adversity

Folkman (1997), McCrae and
Costa (1986)
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activity is motivated towards achieving goals. Pursuing goals that are concordant with
one’s values and interests (Cantor and Sanderson 1999; Headey 2008; Kasser and Ryan
1996; Sheldon and Houser-Marko 2001; Sheldon et al. 2002; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky
2004), maintaining hope (Davis 2005; Snyder et al. 1991) and meaning in life (Ardelt and
Koenig 2006; Zika and Chamberlain 1992) increase SWB. Though increases in SWB can
be achieved through the above intentional activities, there is a paucity of studies demon-
strating their long-term effectiveness (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2007).

1.3 The Current Study

The current study set out to explore conceptions of the elements that lead to enduring
happiness via a content analysis of people’s written ‘‘recipes for long-term happiness’’.
Two questions emerge from the above review. Given happiness is defined as a subjective
phenomenon, what do individuals suggest are the ingredients that determine long-term
happiness? Do these happiness ingredients indicate new directions that could be pursued in
developing future interventions?

Previous studies have used content analysis to explore new directions in happiness
research. Park and Peterson (2006) devised an a priori (pre-defined) content analysis scheme
(Smith 2000; Weber 1990) for identifying 24 character strengths (e.g. love, zest, hope, and
gratitude) from parental descriptions of children too young to respond themselves. These
character strengths were drawn from prior research with adults and older youth (Peterson
and Seligman 2004). The current study developed an a priori content analysis scheme based
on literature regarding the causes of long-term SWB. Table 1 summarizes these 19 pre-
defined categories and provides definitions from the literature. They are organized into six
dimensions (Personality, Circumstances, Social Relationships, Behavioral, Cognitive and
Volitional Activities) based on the model proposed by Lyubomirsky and colleagues.
Genetic inheritance and hedonic adaptation were not included as they represent theoretical
concepts and were thus deemed unlikely to emerge in laypersons’ happiness recipes,
(especially given the observation people tend to assume happiness is responsive to changing
life circumstances) (Diener et al. 2006; Lucas and Donnellan 2007).

Table 1 continued

Dimension and
category names

Category definitions from literature (as
described in Coding Scheme)

Author(s)

Volitional
Activitiesa

Goalsa Pursuing aims that are concordant with ones
interests, motives and values

Sheldon and Houser-Marko
(2001)

Hope The perceived capability to derive pathways to
desired goals and motivate oneself to initiate
and sustain movement along those pathways

Snyder et al. (1991)

Meaning in Life ‘‘The cognizance of order, coherence, and
purpose in one’s existence, the pursuit and
attainment of worthwhile goals, and an
accompanying sense of fulfillment’’

Reker et al. (1987)

Dimensions are bolded, and categories italicized
a An established causal influence on SWB (via longitudinal and/or experimental research)
b A social component (i.e. overlap with social relationships dimension)
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Tkach and Lyubomirsky (2006) used content analysis to assess the responses of 70
students to a question asking them to ‘‘list the things you do to maintain or increase your
happiness’’. In their pilot study an empirical content analysis scheme (Smith 2000; Weber
1990) of 66 happiness-enhancing strategies was developed based on responses. The current
study adopted this method of generating empirical (new) content analysis categories to
account for common responses not covered by the a priori scheme. This study took a wider
view of the causes of happiness by 1) asking participants to list general ‘‘factors and
elements that lead people to long-term happiness’’ (rather than targeting activities that
people do to maintain or increase happiness), and by 2) broadening the sample beyond a
student population.

Tkach and Lyubomirsky (2006) then asked 500 students to rate how frequently they used
these 66 happiness-strategies, and used factor analysis to derive eight clusters (‘‘Social
Affiliation, Partying and Clubbing, Mental Control, Instrumental Goal Pursuit, Passive
Leisure,Active Leisure, Religion andDirectAttempts’’). They found positive correlations (rs
from 0.22 to 0.45) between global happiness and frequency of strategy use for all clusters
other than Mental Control (r = -.56) and Passive Leisure (non-significant r = .07). The
current study assesses associations between the importance ascribed to six dimensions (i.e.
Personality, Circumstances, Social Relationships, Behavioral, Cognitive and Volitional
Activities) and global happiness. The study also investigates associations with positive
mental health, a broadermeasure of eudemonic well-being (Keyes 2002; Lamers et al. 2011).

By relying on spontaneously generated happiness recipes, this exploratory content
analysis encouraged expression of a broad range of ingredients. We hypothesized that:

1. The six dimensions derived from the literature review would provide a framework for
organizing ingredients from respondents’ happiness recipes.

2. The 19 ingredients associated with happiness in prior research would be represented in
respondents’ recipes and successfully coded into a priori content analysis categories.

3. Respondents’ happiness recipes would suggest new ingredients not well represented in
literature and these would be successfully coded into empirical categories.

We also calculated the number of participants who mentioned each ingredient (fre-
quency) as an indication of the relative importance people assigned ingredients as causes of
long-term happiness. To evaluate the importance participants ascribed to the six dimen-
sions we calculated the number of categories each participant mentioned from each
dimension. We then assessed correlations with their global happiness and positive mental
health.

2 Method

2.1 Sample and Procedure

Participants were a convenience sample of 68 males and 183 females (n = 251). Data from
50 randomly selected participants were separated for a pilot study used to develop the
Coding Scheme (see below) leaving 201 participants in the final sample (48 males and 153
females). All participants provided basic demographic information, wrote recipes for long-
term happiness and filled out self-report measures of global happiness and positive mental
health. Participants were recruited via a snowball email sampling strategy and word of
mouth. Sampling originated with an email from the first author to his contacts requesting
they participate in the research and forward the email on. This original group included
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family, friends, work colleagues and approximately 20 clinical psychology Masters stu-
dents. People over 18 years old were directed to a website which provided an introduction
and the opportunity to volunteer (or decline) to participate (Information Sheet available on
request). Ethics approval was granted by the Macquarie University Ethics Review Com-
mittee (Human Research).

Following completion of demographic questions participants were given the following
instructions (full instructions available on request).

Please take your time to consider and respond to the following. Remember that there
are no ‘‘right’’ or ‘‘wrong’’ answers. Every response is valuable and should be an
accurate reflection of your own thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and ideas.
In your opinion, what are the factors or elements that lead people to long-lasting
happiness in their lives? A good way to approach this question could be to think of
writing the ingredients list for a recipe for long-term happiness.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS)

The SHS (Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999) is a 4-item measure of global happiness; hap-
piness that is ‘‘more enduring than momentary happiness but still somewhat malleable over
time’’ (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). The first item asks participants the extent to which they
are a happy person (1 = not a very happy person to 7 = a very happy person). The second
asks them to describe their happiness compared to their peers (1 = less happy to 7 = more
happy). The third and forth items ask how well descriptions of a chronically happy and a
chronically unhappy person describe them (1 = not at all to 7 = a great deal) (Tkach and
Lyubomirsky 2006). SHS scores represent the mean of these four items. Chronbach’s alpha
indicated the SHS demonstrated good reliability in the current study (a = 0.84).

2.2.2 Mental Health Continuum—Short Form (MHC—SF)

The MHC—SF (Lamers et al. 2011) is a 14-item measure of positive mental health derived
from the Mental Health Continuum—Long Form (Keyes 2002). Each item offers six
response options (never, once or twice, about once a week, about 2 or 3 times a week,
almost every day, every day). Items one to three measure Emotional Well-Being (Lamers
et al. 2011). Items four to eight measure the facets of Keyes’ (1998) model of Social Well-
Being. Items nine to fourteen measure the dimensions of Ryff’s (1989) model of Psy-
chological Well-Being. The mean of these 14 MHC- SF items represents a general measure
of positive mental health (Lamers et al. 2011). Chronbach’s alpha indicated the scale
demonstrated good reliability in this study (a = 0.90).

2.3 Content Analysis

This content analysis followed eight-steps proposed by Weber (1990).

2.3.1 Define Text and Recording Units

A text unit is ‘‘the largest body of material subjected to analysis’’ (Smith 2000). In this
study one text unit was defined as one respondent’s happiness recipe. The recording unit is
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‘‘that part of the text to which coding categories are applicable’’ (Smith 2000). One
recording unit was defined as the writing in one text box (space for writing an ingredient)
from a respondent’s happiness recipe. In cases where one text box clearly referred to more
than one ingredient, responses were split into separate boxes prior to categorization. Each
recording unit was coded exclusively into one category as per Weber (1990).

2.3.2 Define the Categories

Two coders (BC, NB) reviewed data from the pilot sample of 50 respondents (male = 20,
female = 30; aged 18–68 years, mean age 45.5) to develop a Coding Scheme (available on
request). Using a separate data set to develop this Coding Scheme maximized external
validity (Neuendorf 2002).

The starting point for coding the 19 a priori categories (found in Table 1) was the
category names, definitions from the literature (see Table 1), and/or any obvious syn-
onyms. For example, physical activity was defined as ‘‘any movement of the body that
results in energy expenditure above the resting level’’ (Mutrie and Faulkner 2004) and
responses such as ‘‘physical activity’’ (category name), ‘‘jogging’’ (from definition) and
‘‘exercise’’ (synonym) were coded in this category.

To derive empirical categories coders reviewed pilot data and created new categories
for each ingredient that did not belong in an a priori category. Coders then reviewed the
new categories and expanded or collapsed them to increase clarity. Empirical categories
were retained if they occurred in over 15 % of respondents’ happiness recipes. Thirteen
new categories emerged and definitions and examples of each were added to the Coding
Scheme. For example, Social Values was defined as ‘‘any word or phrase that clearly refers
to values, attitudes or ways of approaching or interacting with other people’’ and examples
such as ‘‘acceptance’’, ‘‘honesty’’ and ‘‘ability to see the others point of view’’ were
provided.

2.3.3 Test Coding on a Sample of Text, Assess Reliabilities, Review Coding Rules,
and Repeat if Needed

The same pilot data were then used to test this Coding Scheme. The two coders inde-
pendently coded the 50 happiness recipes for the mention (=1) or not (=0) of each of the 19
a priori and 13 empirical categories. The Coding Scheme was revised until adequate
reliabilities (kappa[ 0.70) were achieved for each category. The following revisions were
made yielding 35 categories in the final Coding Scheme.

(1) Due to the high frequency (100 %) of occurrences of Social Relationships, five
categories were created describing different relationships (i.e. Family, Friends, Partner,
Community and General and Other). (2) Marital Status was removed from the Circum-
stances dimension as Social Relationships provided a more obvious fit; and combined with
Partner relationships as people often referred to them together. (3) Goals and Meaning in
Life were collapsed into a single category because they were difficult to distinguish. This is
consistent with literature relating meaning in life to the ‘‘pursuit and attainment of worth-
while goals’’ (Reker et al. 1987). (4) The categoryMoney was created to distinguish people
referring to wealth in general from those referring to Sufficient Wealth to meet basic needs.

The Coding Scheme was reviewed and revised. The final Coding Scheme offers a
definition and examples for each of the 35 categories. Notes were added to clarify coding
decisions and ensure each recording unit was coded exclusively into one category.
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2.3.4 Code the Final Text

The same two judges then coded the study sample of 201 happiness recipes for mention
(=1) or not (=0) of each of the 35 categories in the final Coding Scheme. Dimensions (e.g.
Personality) were coded for mentions of at least one of their categories.

2.3.5 Assess Achieved Reliabilities

Acceptable intercoder reliability was set as kappa of .70 (Frey et al. 2000; Park and
Peterson 2006). Four a priori categories (Extraversion, Neuroticism, Social Activity,
Coping) and two empirical categories (Fun and Enjoyment and Self-Awareness) were
removed from the final analysis due to insufficient reliabilities. As all but one excluded
category (Social Activity, 18.9 %) had a frequency below 15 % (the cut-off point for
inclusion of new categories) minimal information was sacrificed by excluding these cat-
egories. Excluded categories are not reported further.

After removing excluded categories, 29 remained in the final analysis. Reliabilities and
scores on dimensions were recalculated. Kappas for the final 29 categories and six
dimensions ranged from .70 to .98. Final results were derived from the coding of the
primary researcher. Table 2 illustrates the final categories and examples of coded
responses for each.

2.4 Statistical Analyses

2.4.1 Frequencies

Frequency scores for categories were calculated by summing the number of respondents
who mentioned each category. Frequencies for dimensions indicate the number of
respondents who mentioned at least one category within that dimension. These were also
separated into a priori and empirical dimensions providing three dimension frequencies;
one to indicate the mention of at least one a priori category (e.g. Initial Circumstances), one
for empirical categories (e.g. New Circumstances) and one for the overall dimension (e.g.
Total Circumstances).

The average number of categories mentioned from each dimension (mean coded cat-
egories) was calculated under the assumption that people who believed a dimension was
more important would mention more categories within that dimension. Given that each of
these dimensions was made up of a different number of categories, a weighted mean was
devised by dividing the mean coded categories by the total number of categories within
that dimension. This is proposed as a means to investigate the relative importance
respondents assigned to dimensions. This weighted mean should be viewed as an
explanatory tool in the context of this exploratory content analysis.

2.4.2 Global Happiness and Positive Mental Health: Associations with Dimensions

Pearson correlations were calculated to assess relationships between the numbers of cat-
egories participants mentioned from each of the six total dimensions and their global
happiness and positive mental health. A Bonferroni adjustment was applied to the p-level
for this analysis to account for the six comparisons with each measure (i.e. .05/6 = .008).
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Table 2 Examples of coded responses from the final sample (n = 201)

Happiness dimensions and
categories

Examples (from coded participant responses)

Personality

Optimism ‘‘Sense that the future will be good’’, ‘‘Optimism’’

Self-Esteem ‘‘Sense of self-acceptance/self-esteem’’, ‘‘Love myself’’

Social Relationships

Family ‘‘Healthy relationships with family’’, ‘‘Family’’

Friends ‘‘Good friends’’, ‘‘Network of close friends’’

Partner ‘‘Happy marriage’’, ‘‘Good relationship with partner’’

Community ‘‘Sense of community’’, ‘‘Connection to local community’’

General and Other ‘‘Healthy relationships’’, ‘‘Love’’

Initial Circumstances

Religion ‘‘Having a spiritual practice’’, ‘‘Have faith’’, ‘‘Trusting in a higher power’’

Sufficient Wealth ‘‘Financial security’’, ‘‘Basic needs met’’

Money ‘‘Money’’, ‘‘Prosperity’’

Employment ‘‘Meaningful job’’, ‘‘Stable employment and work satisfaction’’, ‘‘Career’’

Health ‘‘Health’’, ‘‘Being in good physical health’’

New Circumstances

Education ‘‘Having a broad education’’, ‘‘Always learning’’

Safety ‘‘Having freedom’’, ‘‘Security’’, ‘‘Safe and a peaceful society’’

Mental Well-Being ‘‘Mental well-being’’, ‘‘Good mental health’’

Initial Behavioral
Activities

Physical Activity ‘‘Exercise’’, ‘‘Yoga’’, ‘‘Physical activity’’, ‘‘Walking’’

Meditation and
Mindfulness

‘‘Meditation’’, ‘‘Present moment thinking’’

New Behavioral Activities

Hobbies and Interests ‘‘Hobbies and interests’’, ‘‘Music’’, ‘‘Singing’’, ‘‘Theatre’’

Travel and Holidays ‘‘Travel’’, ‘‘Travelling’’, ‘‘Holidays’’

Relaxation ‘‘Relaxation, ‘‘Having regular time for rest’’

Nature ‘‘Sunshine’’, ‘‘Enjoy the natural environment’’

Humor and Laughter ‘‘Having a good laugh’’, ‘‘Laugh often’’, ‘‘Laughter’’

Good Food ‘‘Good food’’, ‘‘Well cooked food’’, ‘‘Healthy eating’’

Initial Cognitive
Activities

Forgiveness ‘‘Forgiving other people’’, ‘‘Practicing forgiveness’’

Gratitude ‘‘Appreciation’’, ‘‘Gratitude’’, ‘‘Realize how lucky we are’’

New Cognitive Activities

Social Values ‘‘Treating others as you would like to be treated’’, ‘‘Honesty’’, ‘‘Be non-
judgmental’’, ‘‘Respect’’, ‘‘Tolerance’’

Philosophy of Life ‘‘Having a personal belief or value system by which to live’’, ‘‘Know that all
things change and accept this’’, ‘‘Live a balanced life’’

Volitional Activities

Goals and Meaning in Life ‘‘Having goals and achieving them’’, ‘‘A sense of purpose’’, ‘‘Having a sense
of meaning’’

Hope ‘‘Hopes and dreams for the future’’, ‘‘Hope’’
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3 Results

3.1 Sample Characteristics

The ages of participants ranged from 18 to 84 years with a mean of 39.2 (SD = 13.3).
There were more females than males in the study (153 vs. 48). Most participants described
themselves as White Caucasian (72.1 %); had completed a degree or post-graduate degree
(82.6 %); were married or in a relationship (74.2 %); and were living with their partner or
spouse (54.7 %). The average global happiness score (SHS) was 5.27 (SD = 1.07) indi-
cating participants were above a neutral (SHS of 4) level of happiness. Similarly, the
average positive mental health score (MHC-SF) was 3.53 (SD = 0.79) representing
responses between ‘‘about 2 or 3 times a week’’ and ‘‘almost every day’’ on items indi-
cating positive mental health. A moderate and significant correlation between SHS and
MHC-SF scores (r = .65, p\ .001) indicated happier respondents also had higher positive
mental health.

3.2 Frequency of Happiness Factors

Happiness recipes varied greatly in length from four to 562 words, averaging 70.69 words
(SD = 87.34). Even very short responses were useful as they invariably listed ingredients.
The average recipe contained 8.00 (SD = 3.24) coded ingredients. Table 3 illustrates
frequencies, mean coded ingredients and weighted means (see Statistical Analyses above
for calculations) of the final 29 categories and six dimensions.

3.2.1 Social Relationships

The most striking finding in this study was the dominance of Social Relationships. Total
Social Relationships had the highest weighted mean of all dimensions, with 95 % of
participants referring to at least one of the five Social Relationships categories. This
dimension also contained the three most frequently mentioned categories (i.e. Family,
Friends and General and Other relationships) confirming Social Relationships were very
well represented in respondents’ happiness recipes.

3.2.2 Personality

Total Personality was made up of two categories and had the second lowest weighted mean
of the six total dimensions. Self-Esteem was thirteenth most frequently mentioned of the 29
categories and was close to the median frequency (24.4 %). Optimism was not well rep-
resented ranking equal twentieth.

3.2.3 Circumstances

Total Circumstances contained eight categories with disparate contributions from its two,
a priori (Initial Circumstances) and empirical (New Circumstances) dimensions. The Initial
Circumstances dimension had the third highest weighted mean of the 12 dimensions
(including total, a priori and empirical dimensions). Three of the five Initial Circumstances
categories were amongst the 10 most frequently mentioned categories (i.e. Health,
Employment and Sufficient Wealth). The New Circumstances dimension was eleventh of 12
in terms of its weightedmean and all three categories in this dimension (i.e. Safety,Education

B. S. Caunt et al.

123



Table 3 Frequencies, mean coded ingredients and weighted means (n = 201)

Happiness dimension/category Frequency (%) Mean coded
categories (SD)

Weighted mean
(number of categories)

Total Personality 66 (32.8) 0.39 (0.60) 0.19 (2)

Optimism 24 (11.9)

Self-Esteem 54 (26.9)

Total Social Relationships 191 (95.0) 2.36 (1.08) 0.47 (5)

Family 132 (65.7)

Friends 135 (67.2)

Partner 61 (30.3)

Community 23 (11.4)

General and Other 123 (61.2)

Total Circumstances 167 (83.1) 1.85 (1.30) 0.23 (8)

Initial Circumstances 158 (78.6) 1.49 (1.09) 0.30 (5)

Religion 48 (23.9)

Sufficient Wealth 77 (38.3)

Money 9 (4.5)

Employment 79 (39.3)

Health 87 (43.3)

New Circumstances 65 (32.3) 0.35 (0.54) 0.12 (3)

Education 24 (11.9)

Safety 32 (15.9)

Mental Well-Being 15 (7.5)

Total Behavioral Activities 154 (76.6) 1.99 (1.82) 0.25 (8)

Initial Behavioral Activities 85 (42.3) 0.54 (0.70) 0.27 (2)

Physical Activity 67 (33.3)

Meditation and Mindfulness 42 (20.9)

New Behavioral Activities 138 (68.7) 1.44 (1.38) 0.24 (6)

Hobbies and Interests 74 (36.8)

Travel and Holidays 35 (17.4)

Relaxation 41 (20.4)

Nature 42 (20.9)

Humor and Laughter 49 (24.4)

Good Food 49 (24.4)

Total Cognitive Activities 134 (66.7) 1.02 (0.93) 0.26 (4)

Initial cognitive Activities 26 (12.9) 0.15 (0.41) 0.07 (2)

Forgiveness 13 (6.5)

Gratitude 17 (8.5)

New Cognitive Activities 129 (64.2) 0.87 (0.76) 0.44 (2)

Social Values 78 (38.8)

Philosophy of Life 97 (48.3)

Total Volitional Activities 65 (32.3) 0.34 (0.50) 0.17 (2)

Goals and Meaning in Life 61 (30.3)
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and Mental Well-Being) were amongst the 10 least frequently mentioned. Initial (a priori)
Circumstances were well represented but New (empirical) Circumstances were not.

3.2.4 Behavioral Activities

The Total Behavioral Activities dimension contained eight categories. The weighted means
of the Initial Behavioral Activities and New Behavioral Activities dimensions were both
close to the median (0.25) of the 12 dimensions. Categories in the Initial Behavioral
Activities dimension were the tenth (Physical Activity) and seventeenth (Meditation and
Mindfulness) most frequently mentioned of the 29 happiness categories. The six New
Behavioral Activities ranged from ninth (Hobbies and Interests) to twentieth (Travel and
Holidays) with the remaining four categories (Relaxation, Nature, Humor and Laughter
and Good Food) falling within 5 % of the median frequency (24.4 %). On the whole
Behavioral Activities were moderately represented.

3.2.5 Cognitive Activities

The Total Cognitive Activities dimension contained four categories. This dimension
demonstrated the starkest contrast between a priori and empirical dimensions. The Initial
Cognitive Activities dimension had the lowest weighted mean of the 12 overall dimen-
sions, while New Cognitive Activities had the second highest weighted mean. Further,
Initial Cognitive Activities was made up of two of the five least frequently mentioned
categories (Forgiveness and Gratitude), whereas New Cognitive Activities contained the
fourth (Philosophy of Life) and seventh (Social Values) most frequently mentioned.
Empirical Cognitive Activities were strongly represented whilst a priori Cognitive
Activities were poorly represented.

3.2.6 Volitional Activities

Total Volitional Activities was made up of two categories and had the lowest weighted
mean of the six total dimensions. This dimension contained the least frequently mentioned
category in Hope, while Goals and Meaning in Life was the eleventh most frequently
mentioned of the final 29 categories.

3.3 Global Happiness and Positive Mental Health: Associations with Summary
Dimensions

Correlations were assessed between the number of categories participants mentioned from
each of the six total dimensions and their global happiness and positive mental health.

Table 3 continued

Happiness dimension/category Frequency (%) Mean coded
categories (SD)

Weighted mean
(number of categories)

Hope 7 (3.5)

Mean coded categories indicate the average number of categories mentioned from that dimension

Weighted means were calculated by dividing mean coded categories by the number of categories in that
dimension
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After adjusting for multiple analyses and setting p-level at .05/6 = .008, no significant
correlations were found although three approached significance. A small negative corre-
lation between Total Circumstances and global happiness approached significance (r =
-.14, p = .046) indicating a trend for less happy people to suggest more circumstances.
Small correlations between Total Behaviors and both global happiness (r = .14, p = .042)
and positive mental health (r = .19, p = .009) indicated trends for happier people and
those with higher mental health to report more behavioral activities.

4 Discussion

This content analysis asked participants to describe ‘‘the factors or elements that lead
people to long-lasting happiness in their lives’’. The sample was happy and mentally
healthy (Keyes 2002; Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999).

The data supported the hypotheses. As regards hypothesis one, the six dimensions
derived from the literature review provided a useful framework for organizing ingredients
from respondents’ happiness recipes. Participants referred to ingredients from each
dimension (i.e. Personality, Circumstances, Social Relationships, Behavioral, Cognitive
and Volitional Activities).

As regards hypothesis two, the 19 ingredients associated with happiness in prior
research provided a foundation for the final Coding Scheme in this content analysis.
Twelve were coded into a priori content analysis categories without modifications (see
Table 2). Of the remaining categories (1) Social Relationships was broken up into specific
types of relationships to provide more information (i.e. Family, Friends, Partner, Com-
munity, and General and Other), (2) Goals and Meaning in Life were combined into a
single category, (3) Marital Status was combined with the new category Partner rela-
tionships and (4) four categories were removed from the analysis due to coding incon-
sistencies (i.e. Extraversion, Neuroticism, Social Activities and Coping Attitudes).

Respondents also confirmed our third hypothesis. Happiness recipes from pilot data
suggested 13 new ingredients not well represented in the literature. Eleven of these were
successfully coded into empirical categories (See Table 2) while two were removed due to
coding inconsistencies (i.e. Fun and Enjoyment and Self-Awareness).

The number of participants that mentioned each ingredient (frequency) provided a
useful indication of the relative importance people assigned to ingredients as causes of
long-term happiness. The most frequently mentioned happiness categories/ingredients
were Friends, Family, General and Other relationships, Philosophy of Life and Health,
respectively. No significant correlations were found after correcting for multiple com-
parisons between the numbers of categories each participant mentioned from each
dimension, and their global happiness and positive mental health (though three approached
significance). These findings and their implications are discussed below.

4.1 Theoretical Implications and Future Directions (Organized by Dimension)

4.1.1 Social Relationships

The most striking finding in this study was the dominance of the Social Relationships
dimension. Respondents consistently referred to the importance of relationships with
Family and Friends, as well as General relationships (e.g. ‘‘love’’ and ‘‘loving relation-
ships’’). Partner relationships such as a ‘‘happy marriage’’ were mentioned with moderate
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frequency. These findings are especially convincing given Social Relationships began as an
individual category and was expanded because all 50 respondents in the pilot study
mentioned relationships.

The importance respondents gave Social Relationships serves as a reminder of what is
already known about relationships. People are happier when they are around others (Pavot
et al. 1990), relationships are likely necessary for happiness (Diener and Oishi 2005;
Diener and Seligman 2002) and social support can enhance the effectiveness of happiness
interventions (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2004). Therefore, individuals pursuing happiness
should spend time and energy developing and maintaining their relationships, whilst
researchers designing happiness interventions should consider how they might involve and
influence participants’ relationships.

This emphasis raises a theoretical question whether these relationships are adequately
addressed by current models of happiness such as the ‘‘set-point, life circumstances, and
intentional activity’’ model used as a framework for this study (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b).
The suggestion in the current study (see Introduction) was to classify Social Relationships
as a unique and independent cause of happiness despite confounding factors (see Table 1).
This content analysis confirmed that people place a high importance on a variety of
relationships as causes of happiness. It did not provide an estimate of the variance in long-
term happiness caused by these relationships and this continued investigation falls to future
researchers.

4.1.2 Personality

This study did not provide clear or convincing findings regarding peoples’ conceptions of
the influence of personality on happiness. Optimism was poorly represented in respondents’
happiness recipes, while Self-Esteem was moderately represented. Extraversion and Neu-
roticism were not consistently coded and were removed from the analysis, yet are reported
to have a causal influence on SWB (Costa and McCrae 1980; Lucas et al. 2000; Weiss
et al. 2008). This study advised participants to approach their responses as an ‘‘ingredients
list for a recipe for long-term happiness’’. This may have led them to focus on what they
could change at the expense of considering stable influences such as personality traits. In
future, conceptions of the influence of genetic inheritance, personality traits and adaptation
could be assessed directly by describing them in captions and asking people to rate their
influence on long-term happiness. Although this content analysis did not provide a clear
picture of the importance people assigned to all factors known to influence happiness (e.g.
Extraversion and Neuroticism), this does not diminish the value of those factors that people
emphasized (the focus of this discussion).

4.1.3 Circumstances

The Initial Circumstances defined from the literature review were well represented in
respondents’ happiness recipes, especially Health, Employment and Sufficient Wealth.
Religion (including references to ‘‘spiritual practice’’ and a ‘‘higher power’’) was moder-
ately represented. Respondents made very few mentions of the Money category indicating
an ability to differentiate the importance of having enough money for basic needs from
general wealth. This awareness of the importance of meeting basic needs could have been
heightened by current events such as the global recession in the developed world. The three
New Circumstances that emerged in the pilot study were not well represented. This may
suggest people do not view Education, Safety and Mental Well-Being as important causes
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of long-term happiness, or it may indicate a limitation in the operationalization of new
categories based on a limited pilot sample.

Circumstances have been found to account for only 8–20 % of total variance in SWB
(Andrews and Withey 1976; Argyle 1999; Diener et al. 1999); yet most respondents
referred to Circumstances in their happiness recipes. There was also a trend towards people
who mentioned more Circumstances being less happy. Though these findings are incon-
clusive, they point towards the pitfalls of overrating the importance of Circumstances.
Recent life events can cause short-term changes in SWB, but these changes diminish or
disappear over longer time periods as people adapt toward their hedonic baseline (Lucas
et al. 2003; Suh et al. 1996). Future research could ask people to rate the importance of
Circumstances in determining long-term happiness and assess correlations with subjective
happiness over-time. If supported, this finding would have practical implications. Educa-
tion about our tendency to adapt to these ‘‘secure and stable elements of life’’ might
encourage people to focus more on Intentional Activities in their attempts to increase
happiness. Interventions could also prompt people to transform Circumstances into
activities (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). For example, people focused on their health status
might be encouraged to introduce health promotion activities.

4.1.4 Behavioral Activities

Of three Initial Behavioral Activities, Physical Activity and Meditation and Mindfulness
were moderately represented in respondents’ happiness recipes. Physical Activity was most
mentioned and research confirms activities such as cardiovascular exercise and weight
training increase SWB (Motl et al. 2005; Rejeski et al. 2001). Social Activities (e.g.
deliberate acts of kindness) was removed from the analysis due to coding inconsistencies,
possibly influenced by their overlap with Social Relationships. Respondents suggested six
New Behavioral Activities, comprising nearly half the total 13 new categories. There were
trends toward people who mentioned more Total Behavioral Activities demonstrating
higher happiness and mental health. These findings are encouraging given intentional
activities may offer the greatest potential for achieving sustainable increases in happiness
(Lyubomirsky et al. 2011; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2007).

The New Behavioral Activities in order of frequency were Hobbies and Interests,
Humor and Laughter, Good Food, Nature, Relaxation, and Travel and Holidays. Collec-
tively these categories represent a broad list of leisure activities. Research has linked
leisure satisfaction to happiness (Argyle 1999) though few independent activities have
been explored. Tkach and Lyubomirsky (2006) found that self-reported frequency of active
leisure (e.g. hobbies), but not passive leisure (e.g. television) predicted global happiness.
Active leisure pursuits are often performed with other people and this might accentuate
their benefits.

The New Behavioral Activities in the current study suggest a list of active leisure
pursuits with Relaxation (a passive pursuit) the sole exception. Which activities are most
beneficial, for whom, and under what conditions requires further investigation. Behavioral
activation is a treatment for depression that requires people to engage in intrinsically
rewarding behaviors identified via instruments such as the ‘‘Pleasant Events Schedule’’
(Hopko et al. 2003; MacPhillamy and Lewinsohn 1982). Future researchers might similarly
develop a Happiness Activities Inventory of beneficial activities for the general population
to increase their happiness. Outcomes could be maximized by considering the fit between
activities and individuals (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2004).
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4.1.5 Cognitive Activities

Forgiveness and Gratitude were Initial Cognitive Activities that were not well represented,
despite findings linking them to increases in SWB (Bono et al. 2008; Emmons and
McCullough 2003; Lyubomirsky et al. 2011; McCullough and Worthington 1999; Selig-
man et al. 2005; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2006b). Social Values and Philosophy of Life
were New Cognitive Activities that were well represented. They were also the most
broadly defined of the 13 new categories. Although this may have inflated frequencies it
was observed that participants who referred to these categories often suggested several
ingredients from each. These new categories may offer important contributions to happi-
ness research.

The Social Values category represents a broad range of responses referring to inter-
personal value systems. ‘‘Honesty’’, ‘‘respect’’, ‘‘tolerance’’ and ‘‘be non-judgmental’’
were examples of responses. This finding suggests many people believe that having a set of
values for how they approach Social Relationships contributes to happiness. This would
come as no surprise for religious leaders, or researchers taking a eudemonic view of well-
being to study constructs such as positive mental health (Keyes 1998) or psychological
well-being (Ryff 1989; Ryff and Singer 1998). Further, Seligman et al. (2005) found that
identifying and using personal strengths in new ways increased happiness and some of the
24 character strengths participants cultivated (e.g. authenticity and fairness) represent
social values. Whether there exists a specific set of Social Values that lead to happiness, or
simply following a personally defined social value system promotes happiness remains to
be answered.

Philosophy of Life broadly represents a range of ideas about how to approach life to
maximize happiness. For example, people advised ‘‘having a personal belief or value
system by which to live life’’, ‘‘know that things change and accept this’’ and ‘‘live a
balanced life’’. These guiding principles appear to complement activity and relationship
based strategies for improving happiness. Further, a philosophy to approach happy living
may provide a foundation to help a person navigate their pursuit of happiness and evaluate
progress along the way. The Philosophy of Life dimension relates to research on wisdom in
the elderly, linked to life satisfaction and ‘‘aging well’’ (Ardelt 2003). The cognitive
dimension of wisdom is defined as ‘‘a person’s ability to understand life that is to com-
prehend the significance and deeper meaning of phenomena and events’’ (Ardelt 2003).
A Greek tragic poet Sophocles (495–406 BC) proposed, ‘‘Wisdom is the supreme part of
happiness’’. Questions about how specific philosophies of living interact with happiness
remain unanswered and this research invites further exploration of how people’s broad
approaches to living influence their happiness.

4.1.6 Volitional Activities

Goals and Meaning in Life, which were combined into one category due to difficulty
distinguishing these two Volitional Activities, were moderately represented in participants’
happiness recipes. Hope, which was narrowly defined to distinguish from Goals and
Meaning in Life, was poorly represented. Pursuing personally meaningful goals can
increase happiness (Sheldon and Houser-Marko 2001). Consideration of goals and asso-
ciated meaning could also improve outcomes from other intentional activities. For
example, adherence to an exercise regime should be maximized by setting specific goals to
maintain progress (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2004) and considering intrinsic motivations
to pursue this activity (Ryan and Deci 2001).
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4.2 General Limitations and Directions

This study relied on open-ended responses about the ingredients that lead to long-term
happiness. A content analysis Coding Scheme was developed based on the combination of
past research and a review of pilot responses. The strength of this methodology was its
exploration of peoples’ subjective conceptions of the causes of happiness. However, the
conclusions that can be drawn from a content analysis are limited. Results represented the
percentage of people that mentioned each happiness ingredient. These findings lent further
support to those a priori categories that were frequently mentioned. Empirical categories
were suggestive of new directions researchers might pursue, though no conclusions could
be drawn about their causal influence on happiness. Six categories were removed from this
analysis due to insufficient intercoder reliabilities and attempts to resolve these coding
inconsistencies would be valuable in future research.

In addition, possible threats to the validity of these findings warrant mention. Firstly,
a priori categories in this content analysis were developed based on a review of research
into the causes of happiness defined as SWB (Diener 1984; Diener et al. 1999). This
allowed a focus on research drawn from a clear operational definition of happiness
(Kashdan 2004; Kashdan et al. 2008). However, limiting the scope of research by not
considering eudemonia inspired constructs such as PWB (Ryff 1989; Ryff and Singer
1998) may have overlooked other potential a priori categories. Secondly, the model used as
a framework to organize a priori and empirical categories (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b) was
a conceptual model based largely on research on a student population. The current study
assumed that the model of Lyubomirsky et al. (2005b) applies to a broader demographic,
and has focused on this model at the exclusion of other ‘‘happiness models’’. Finally,
empirical categories were developed from a pilot study of 50 respondents. Operational-
ization based on this limited sample may explain coding inconsistencies, which excluded
some categories (e.g. Fun and Enjoyment) from the final data.

Though no significant associations were found between the numbers of happiness
ingredients respondents suggested from dimensions, and global happiness and positive
mental health, respectively, some approached significance (i.e. Circumstances and
Behavioral Activities). These findings could be clarified in follow-up studies by asking
participants to rate how important they think specific ingredients (e.g. Health) or dimen-
sions (e.g. Circumstances) are in determining long-term happiness, or how frequently they
practice specific activities (e.g. Physical Activity). Researchers could then assess correla-
tions with participants’ happiness (Tkach and Lyubomirsky 2006), positive mental health
and other relevant outcome measures.

Participants in this study were predominantly female, university educated, White,
Caucasian Australians, who were married or in a relationship. The percentage of partici-
pants who were female and university educated were substantially higher than Australian
population norms (according to Australian Social Trends Data, 2009 and Education and
Work Data, 2010 from the Australian Bureau of Statistics). This is likely a product of the
snowball sampling strategy, which originated from the first authors contacts. For example,
there are a higher percentage of females than males amongst the authors work colleagues,
family and the clinical psychology Masters students who were sent the original email.
Similarly the majority of these contacts are likely to be university educated as this reflects
the education level of the author. The high level of education (and thus potentially
socioeconomic status) of this sample limits the generalizability of findings, especially
considering differences in happiness and its correlates across nations and cultures (Argyle
1999; Diener et al. 1995). For example, samples from less developed countries or socially
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disadvantaged sectors of the community might be more likely to refer to Circumstances
related to basic needs such as Money and Safety. Further, the use of an email based
snowball sampling strategy may have biased the sample towards people who are socially
connected influencing responses. Future research could replicate the current design across
countries and cultures, and use a random population based sample rather than snowball
sampling. Finally, responses may have been influenced by demand characteristics. For
example, minimal references to material wealth may have represented a socially desirable
response. To remedy this a measure of social desirability such as the Marlowe-Crowne
measure could be introduced (Crowne and Marlowe 1960).

4.3 Practical Applications

This research has potential practical applications. Seligman and colleagues developed a
14-session web-based positive psychotherapy program for depression which teaches par-
ticipants to identify and cultivate signature strengths, practice forgiveness and gratitude,
develop hope and optimism and savor the moment (Seligman et al. 2006). The program has
been found to reduce depression and depressive symptoms for up to 1-year compared to
placebo controls (Seligman et al. 2006). Better understanding of the causes of long-term
happiness could benefit the design and efficacy of such interventions. New happiness
ingredients from the current research (once supported) could be incorporated into future
programs.

Happiness researchers assert that a happiness index should be used to assess the
flourishing of nations (Diener 2000). If happiness as measure is a worthy national index,
perhaps teaching happiness and its causes should be offered through education systems.
For example, children might be taught the importance of cultivating Social Relationships,
and Behavioral and Cognitive Activities versus the relative unimportance of Circum-
stances in determining long-term happiness. Such initiatives may indeed increase the
happiness of nations.

Many participants in this research emailed feedback that writing happiness recipes had
been thought provoking and instructive. Completing personal happiness recipes could be
used as the inspiration for committing to personally relevant changes targeted towards
improving long-term happiness. Given happiness is a subjective experience people may
become happier doing that which they believe will increase their happiness. Participants
could be asked to rank or prioritize their responses to help them to determine which
changes to target first.

5 Conclusion

This research set out to explore conceptions of ‘‘the factors or elements that lead to long-
lasting happiness’’ via a content analysis of people’s written ‘‘recipes for long-term hap-
piness’’. Five broad dimensions proposed in a model of the causes of happiness provided a
framework for organizing responses (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). Social Relationships was
added as a sixth dimension due to the consistency of findings linking relationships to
happiness (Diener and Oishi 2005; Diener and Seligman 2002). As hypothesized, a priori
and empirical categories were represented in happiness recipes.

Incorporating past and current findings, the following are proposed as a recipe for long-
lasting happiness. Happy people are those who (1) are actively involved in a number of
close relationships and practice their social values in these relationships, (2) do not
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overrate the importance of circumstances or spend undue energy striving for circumstantial
change, (3) enjoy satisfying and preferably active leisure pursuits, (4) actively and intel-
ligently pursue (behavioral) activities and (cognitive) attitudes that are intrinsically
rewarding and in line with their broader sense of purpose, and (5) have a general phi-
losophy of living that helps them to navigate life’s complexities. Continued research
regarding the influence of these factors on happiness may provide the building blocks for
new happiness interventions. Another challenge is to provide accessible and scientifically
validated interventions to increase happiness to the general public.
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